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‘I Can 
Still 

Do It!’
Didi Engler and ‘Baby’
return to reining
at 86 years young
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CHINO HILLS – In February, 
when Didi Engler learned 
of a new National Reining 

Horse Association Legends Non 
Pro Division, it was the start of 
something new.

Actually, it was a restart of 
something quite familiar – and 
important -- to her.  It had been 
10 years since she had competed 
in a reining arena, and new rules 
allowing competitors aged 70 
and over to place their hand on 
the pommel horn was a differ-
ence-maker for her confidence.

“That opened up a whole new 
world,” she says from the breeze-
way at King Performance Horses, 
the barn she has been with since 
1986. “If I could hold on to a pom-
mel horn, I’d feel safe.”

Riding her same beloved mare, 
Lil’ Buckskin Baby, that used to 
carry her to reining ribbons, the 
duo competed in last month’s 
Cactus Reining Classic – and fin-
ished Top 5 in the Legends Non 
Pro. At age 86.

“I know that scores are import-
ant,” she says. “But to me, what 
was more important was the joy in 
my heart of being able to compete 
again.”

Didi left WestWorld and 
returned home from the show 
without knowing exactly how she 
had finished. Her trainer, Joline 
King Pebley, and barnmates 
stayed behind in Scottsdale for 
their classes, winning a collection 
of Top 5’s of their own. When they 
made it back to Chino Hills, they 
presented her the buckle.

“I came home early from 
Arizona because I wasn’t show-
ing any more classes, and they 
stayed another three or four days. 
Apparently, word came from the 
award department that some 
awards had not been picked up, 
and one of them was for me. I get 
this text from Joline that says, 
‘you won a buckle!,’ and I said, 
‘What?!’

The real accomplishment, Didi 
says, was completing the pattern.

“At the end of our performance, 
Baby had her head down like she’s 
supposed to, like she was taking a 
bow,” she recalls. “And I had a grin 
from ear to ear because I knew 
that I had completed the pattern 
without going off course. That was 
a victory right there. The score 
was not as important to me as just 
knowing that I can still do it.”

Didi’s drive stems from pas-
sion – for her horse, affectionately 
know as “Baby”; for reining com-
petition; and for the team at King 
Performance Horses –   where she 
has ridden since 1986.

“I wanted very much to have the 
King barn proud of me,” she says. 

“I was going slower than, you know, 
than everybody else who goes so 
fast in reining. I was going slower, 
but I stayed on course. And Baby 
pretty much behaved herself. Not 
as well as she could have, but she 
did well, considering we had five 
days to practice.”

Didi has owned Baby since 
2009, and 15 years of teamwork 
can make up for a short prepara-
tion period.

By Horsetrader staff

At 86 years young, Didi Engler reenters
the reining arena, shines at Cactus Classic
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Competing in the 
2016 Show Me The 
Money show at Del Mar 
Horsepark.

Didi Engler with 
“Baby” and trainer 
Joline King-Pebley 
at King Performance 
Horses in Chino Hills.



17April, 2024 

Didi left the Cactus Classic 
before knowing what she 
had won, so when her trainer 
returned with her buckle, it 
made for a special moment.
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Also part of the

Better Circulation. Better Health. Better Horse.

has relocated...
Performance Horses

Please call us to reserve your spot at our new facility near  
De Portola Road at Pauba Road:  36820 Paseo Del Traza

* ask me about improving the health of your horses – and yourself! Demonstrations available.

Kristen Hertsgaard (951) 741-0079
Email: khertsgaard@gmail.com

facebook.com/KLHperformancehorses/ 

Specializing in Youth & Amateur
All-Breed, APHA, AQHA and PtHA all-around events

Now inTemecula!

Ask me about Sale and Lease horses available

Training out of Tucalota Creek Ranch
39560 E. Benton Road, Temecula, CA 92592

cowleyperformancehorses@gmail.com • (602) 568-7492
www.cowleyperformancehorses.com

• Colt-Starting
• Reined Cowhorse
• Ranch Riding
• Lessons

Drop in for our Drop in for our 
Wednesday Night Wednesday Night 

Community lessonCommunity lesson
Haul-ins welcomed and encouraged.

Call for info and pricing.
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Drop in for our 
Wednesday Night 

Community lesson
Haul-ins welcomed and encouraged.

Call for info and pricing.

• Colt-Starting
• Reined Cowhorse
• Ranch Riding
• Lessons

Multiple NRCHA Champion 
and Reserve Champion

Training out of Tucalota Creek Ranch
39560 E. Benton Road, Temecula, CA 92592
cowleyperformancehorses@gmail.com • (602) 568-7492

www.cowleyperformancehorses.com92
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“We’ve melded,” she says. “She’s 
done this for so many years, it’s 
just reminding her now of what 
she needs to do.”

Joline’s daughter, non pro 
Kailey King-Hale, had a remark-
able showing at the Cactus Classic, 
too, as she took Top 5 on Gotta 
Have Style in the Limited Non Pro 
and also qualified for the 2024 
Non Pro “Run for the Million.” 
Kailey says Didi is an inspiration 
to the entire barn.

“Didi has been riding in the 
ranch horse for so long now, we 
really didn’t think she would 
jump on this,” says Kailey. “When 
my mom asked her if she wanted 
to show at Cactus, she said she 
was all in!”

Kailey commented how Becky 
Dunning, the venerable announc-
er who has known Didi for 35 
years, first pointed out at Didi’s 
last run at the Cactus Classic that 
the combined age of horse and 
rider is well over 100, and then 
said how Didi is “the essence of 
reining.”

Baby is special, too – the last 
horse trained by Kailey’s grand-

parents, CRHA Hall of Famers Joe 
and Donna King.

“Baby always has Didi’s ‘6’,” 
Kailey says. “She is one in a bil-
lion.”

The AQHA hasn’t adopted the 
Legends Non Pro Division yet, so 
it’s unclear how many local rein-
ings will be open to Didi. But you 
can bet she and baby are ready.

“You don’t know what tomor-
row is going to bring,” Didi says. 

“Enjoy each day to the very fullest 
because nobody knows what to 
expect tomorrow.”

Didi says she has had her share 
of illnesses and challenges over 
86 years, “and it’s forced me to 
say ‘enjoy every minute’  because 
you don’t know what tomorrow’s 
going to bring.

“I’ve got the thrill of being able 
to go back into reining,” she adds. 

“I hope that more classes will be 
offered here –  it may take anoth-
er year before they are actually 
able to do that.

“So yeah, hurry up because I’m 
86.” she smiles. “I don’t have any 
time to fool around.” “Enjoy each day to the very fullest because  

nobody knows what to expect tomorrow.
                                                        – Didi Engler

LET’S MAKE YOUR HORSE SMILE WITH A ROCK-FREE ARENA

Your most important step in building an arena is to start 
with a rock free base while saving money in the process.

Serving the west  
for 21 years

Making quality  
our top priority

We Travel 
Anywhere

Joseph 602-284-3749
For references see Website or Facebook page

RIDOROCK.COM

You may never need our services again  
if properly maintained.

Consulting · Rock Removal · Arena Grooming · Machines · Race Tracks · Roping
Arenas · Pastures · Schools · Professional Services · Harrows · Environment & Safety

Through modern technology we can screen 
the native material in your arena rock-free.
We remove debris to 3/8 of an inch in size 
and to a depth of no less than six inches and 
as close to 8 inches, if possible!

87
58

62
-2

01
2A

Tote Bags  •  Accessory Bags  •  Leather Purses

LYDIA HIBY
Published Author of:

“Conversations 
with Animals”

Featured on:
• 48 Hours 
• Equitana USA 
• Equine Affaire
• David Letterman 
•  Equestrian Nation, 

RFD-TV

Internationally Known Animal Communicator

(850) 775-8331  |  www.lydiahiby.com
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Virtual 
Class! 

Check Lydia’s 
website

for topics & dates




