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oon, horses and riders from more
than 50 countries will descend upon
Tryon, a town in western North

Carolina with a population under 5,000.
The sound of hooves thundering through a
vineyard will signal the arrival of the FEI
World Equestrian Games (WEG). All eyes
will be on Tryon when this global event
rolls into town Sept.11-23.  On Sept. 12, a two-
mile stretch will take horses and riders on
the scenic and rolling green landscape of
Overmountain Vineyards. It is a part of the
Endurance long-distance competition, one
of eight disciplines in the games. 

The scenic, bucolic and agri-
culturally rich landscape is the perfect

backdrop for horse farms that have been
thriving in Tryon for decades. The game-
changer came in 2014 when Mark
Bellissimo and partners—the Tryon
Equestrian Partners— started building the
Tryon International Equestrian Center
(TIEC) in Mill Spring. Mark and Katherine
Bellissimo fell in love with the region when
they attended the Block House
Steeplechase in 2010 with friends and long-
time residents Roger and Jennifer Smith.
The equestrian- and civic-minded couples
saw Tryon’s potential for a competition
facility that could host shows during equestrian
seasons and run year-round due to the mild
climate. The Tryon Equestrian Partners was

founded and is behind this privately funded
venue, a rare endeavor as few people are
willing to take such a big financial risk. The
five partners funded the facility with
cash—TIEC is debt-free.

The ambitious move caused heads
to turn toward the 1,600-acre equestrian
Tryon Resort. Although part of the venue is
in Mill Spring, WEG set Tryon as the
official location. WEG takes place every
four years, midway through the Summer
Olympic Games cycle.  It is the major inter-
national championship event for the
Fédération Equestre Internationale (FEI) with
regulated disciplines of jumping, dressage
and para-equestrian dressage, eventing,
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Dan Huss aboard Ms Dreamy,
an eight-year-old Quarter

Horse mare owned by
Frederick R. Christen at the

May Reining Test Event. 
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USA eventer and six-time WEG competitor Philip Dutton, guiding Z to victory at the FEI World Equestrian Games Tryon 2018 Eventing Test Event in Spring
of  2018. 

An FEI Driving competitor maneuvers around the dressage phase of the FEI World Equestrian Games Tryon 2018 Driving Test Event this spring. It was the
first driving event held at the venue.

22 VAS  Fall 2018



driving, endurance, vaulting and reining. 
As dirt started moving, the horse

community started buzzing and excitement
continued to grow as the center took shape.
The $175 million-plus facility came together
at warp speed in 2014 when the competition
for hosting the 2018 World Equestrian
Games began. The first year of internationally
sanctioned competition was 2015 and
Tryon was awarded the 2018 event in late
2016. To support the games, and other
competitions, Bellissimo built in record
time 1,200 rentable stables, cabins for
riders, an outside arena with more than
10,000 seats and several VIP areas, a
separate indoor arena and miles of trails for
longer events such as cross-country. One of
four hotels is complete. Other plans include
an expansive Tryon Village with restaurants
and shops and a polo field approximately
the size of seven football fields. 

TIEC is located in the foothills of
the Blue Ridge Mountains between four
major destination cities in the Carolinas –
Charlotte and Asheville in North Carolina,
and Spartanburg and Greenville in South
Carolina. Bellissimo and his group own and
operate three of the largest equestrian
venues in the world: the Palm Beach
International Equestrian Center in
Wellington, Florida; the Colorado Horse
Park in Parker, Colorado; and the Tryon
International Equestrian Center.

Vick Russell owns Lynard Hills
Farm and his family roots in the region go
back two centuries. His family farmed the
land and imported horses from Europe. In
1986, after traveling and working inter-
nationally, he and his late wife Pauline
decided to return to the area to raise their
family. The status and impact of WEG
coming to Tryon and the growth attributed
directly to TIEC, is not lost on Russell.  “I
am a local businessman who is bringing
jobs to locals,” he said. “They [TIEC] are
doing the same.”  The 13-day event is
projected to have a $400 million economic
impact with more than 500,000 spectators.
Russell also compared Bellissimo to Carter

FEI World Equestrian Games vaulting veteran Mary McCormick was the winner of the Women's
Individual Freestyle CVI 3* during the FEI World Equestrian Games Tryon 2018 Vaulting Test Event

held in April. 

2018 WEG dressage hopeful Adrienne Lyle riding Elizabeth Juliano’s Horizon at the FEI World
Equestrian Games Tryon 2018 Dressage Test Event in May.
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Brown, who is credited with putting Tryon
on the map from an equestrian standpoint.
The avid horseman founded the Tryon
Riding and Hunt Club in 1925 and is known
as the father of the Block House
Steeplechase. 

Jordan Larson of Valley View,
Texas, will ride ARC Gunnabeabigstar, a
seven-year-old quarterhorse stallion owned
by HDC Quarter Horses USA LLC as a part
of the five-member reining team for Team
USA. Reining is the only FEI WEG

The WEG Endurance Test Event drew 
competitors from all over the world to
the venue in April. 
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Western discipline. “It’s awesome to have
the WEG return to the U.S.,” said Larson.
“It’s really cool to be able to represent our
country here at home. It was awesome to go
to France but there’s even more pressure, I
think, to represent well here, so we’ve got
our work cut out to get ready for the next
one and be even better.”

Tryon joins an impressive list of
cities to host the games, including
Stockholm, Sweden (1990), The Hague,
Netherlands (1994), Rome, Italy (1998) and
Normandy, France (2014).The first games
outside Europe were the Alltech FEI WEG
held in Kentucky (2010.).

“This is the world’s premier
equestrian event, second only to the
Olympics,” said Sharon Decker, COO of
TIEC. “The Olympics has three equestrian
events at the highest level in the world and
the FEI World Equestrian Games have
eight. This will be the largest sporting event

Tryon International Equestrian Center is one of the world’s premier equestrian lifestyle destinations,
showcasing some of the top riders in the world. 
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