Determined Circus Mom Resurrects Her Family’s Circus

by Laura Calverley

Susan Vidbel-Ashton was nine years old when her grandparents, Joyce and Al Vidbel, started the Vidbel Circus, a popular one-ring traveling tent circus that toured the country for nearly 20 years.  She and her sister, Jennifer, were both in the show, performing in the elephant act with their grandfather.  Susan grew up with the circus; it was her home.  

The Vidbel circus stopped touring in 2002.  Vidbel-Ashton continued performing, but thought about the circus every day.  Now Vidbel-Ashton is taking on the challenge of rebuilding the circus that carries her family’s name, with a little help from her loved ones.

“For my grandparents, the circus was their baby.  Our family did it for so long.  That’s my biggest drive to get it going. For their name and for what they accomplished over nearly 20 years with the show,” said Vidbel-Ashton.

A New York Times article on ‘Vidbel’s Old Tyme Circus’ published in 1996 stated that Frank Robie, past president of the Circus Fans of America had called Vidbel “the best little circus on the East Coast.”

This month, Vidbel-Aston and her husband, Mike Ashton, will unveil the new Circus Vidbel with a three-week performance through New York, New Jersey, Rhode Island and Massachusetts.  They have found that it takes a lot of hard work, determination, tons of paperwork and plenty of heart to make it all happen. 

“It’s a completely new venture for the two of us because I did this with my grandparents and they took care of a lot of the paperwork and getting it out there.  We were performers on the show.  We ran the midway, the concessions and helped with the sponsors, but I had never done everything,” said Vidbel-Ashton.

Circus Vidbel 2008 will have many of the same acts as it did in the past including acrobats, aerial acts, a comedy magic act, clowns, jugglers and more. Some of the performances in the fall tour are Pat Davison Family’s Unicycle Madness, Hula Hoop Review, Ian Garden’s Award Winning Liberty Horse Act, and the Alvarez Teeterboard Act. There won’t be any elephants or other exotic animals appearing in the show, however. 

Vidbel-Ashton started the process of putting the circus together about a year ago and says they have been going full force since the spring.  

“The more we got involved in it, the more we want to do it,” she said.

Getting all the equipment together was one of the first things they did.  Much of the equipment, including the circus tent, was at the Circus World Museum in Baraboo, Wisconsin.  One of their projects was to move the tent back to Wyndham, New York, the circus’ winter quarters where most of the other equipment was stored.  

“The equipment was all over the place.  Two of the trucks were here in Baraboo, some stuff was in winter quarters, the rest of the equipment was in Florida with us. That was not easy getting all of it back together and back to New York, so it could be worked on,” said Vidbel-Ashton.

The Ashtons have been performing at the Circus World Museum for several months, doing three shows a day, while working to put the family circus back together.   Mike Ashton has been a singer and songwriter all of his life.  He and Susan perform an aerial act together where he impersonates Frank Sinatra and she impersonates Marilyn Monroe.  Their act is also featured in the circus’ fall tour.

Mike is also an accomplished acrobat and a seventh generation entertainer.  His father was one of the Seven Ashtons, a popular acrobatic act that performed in circuses, vaudeville and on television in the 1950’s and 60’s.  Mike still performs a similar foot juggling act, known as Risley. 

The Ashtons usually spend about six months of the year on the road.  When they’re not on the road, they live near Sarasota, Florida.

“We haven’t been owners all of our lives, but we’ve been performers all of our lives,” said Vidbel-Aston.

Vidbel-Ashton says the biggest hurdle was handling all the paperwork for the towns they will be performing in.  Coordinating insurance, licenses, permits and negotiating a contract with each town takes days of paperwork to complete.  Typically the local organization that sponsors the circus is responsible for most of the paperwork, but the Ashtons have had to do a lot of it themselves this time. 

But the work hasn’t discouraged her from her mission to rebuild Circus Vidbel.

Mike is coordinating the circus performance. Getting the performers together was one of the easier tasks that the couple had to handle.

“It’s just crazy.  Mike is putting together the opening and the music, the performance.  He’s taking care of all that.  I’m just worried about the dates, the sponsors and the equipment.  We’re both on two opposite ends of the planet right now just trying to get everything together,” said Vidbel-Ashton.

In addition to performing shows and rebuilding a circus, they also have a 2-year-old girl to worry about.  Their daughter, Cheyenne, is already following in her parents’ footsteps, as she just joined her father’s acrobatic act this year.  They have to schedule her naps around the shows, says Vidbel-Ashton.

“She loves it,” said Vidbel-Ashton.  “She’s our favorite part of the day because you never know what she’s going to do out there.”

In that 1996 NY Times article, Joyce Vidbel, Susan’s grandmother, is quoted saying “I want my granddaughters to be ready to take over the show.”   Now Susan is making her grandmother’s wish come true.  And it may be her great-granddaughter, Cheyenne, who carries on the family business one day.

Circus Vidbel will also be supporting the local community food banks in the towns where they will be traveling by holding food drives at every show.  They are asking everyone to bring a non-perishable food or cash donations for the food bank to the circus.  In today’s economy more and more people are turning to food banks/pantries for assistance and the circus organizers wanted to help.

The Ashtons are looking forward to Circus Vidbel’s first performance on Sept. 18 in Kingston, New York.  Circus Vidbel will be in our area in October – in Seekonk on Wednesday, Oct. 8 and in Dighton on October 7.  More information on the show’s details will be available in the October issue of the Reporter

After the initial run is over, they will head home to Florida and relax for a few days.  Until they have to start doing paperwork and preparing the equipment for next year, that is.  Opening day is May 17, 2009. 
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2.Cheyenne, Susan, Mike and Miles Ashton working with Cheyenne to learn the Family “Risley” foot juggling act
[image: image2.jpg]



