Toddler keeps crowds entertained
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A toddler's birthday dream might be riding on top of her father's hands while dozens cheer her on. But for the youngest performer at Circus World Museum, it's all just part of the show.

Cheyenne Ashton, who celebrated her second birthday Wednesday during the museum's variety show, is used to the attention she gets representing the eighth generation of circus performers in her family.

Her father, Michael Ashton, who juggles family members with his feet during the show's one-ring circus, said his daughter's birthday brought memories back of when he was 8 years old and also performing at Circus World. At that time, he was juggled by his father as he learned how to do the same.

"I used to play on the train tracks out there as a kid — all of this feels just about the same as it was back then," he said.

After his father called Michael to congratulate the family, Ashton said the two talked about an online video of them performing together in Hollywood in 1965.

In the 1950s, Michael's father emigrated from Australia with six brothers to create a troupe called the Seven Ashtons. Michael said his father met with celebrities and routinely performed in places like Las Vegas, Broadway and Hollywood.

Michael said he was about 5 when he started performing, but Cheyenne is different.

"You can tell she's a natural. She doesn't even get nervous. You don't need to practice or train her — she just does it," he said.

Circus World Museum ringmaster Dave SaLoutos said Cheyenne has "excellent stage presence," and "already knows how to work an audience," at such a young age. After her birthday show, she was the most popular performer — attracting pictures and poses from people of all ages.
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Circus World Museum ringmaster Dave SaLoutos said Cheyenne

After the performance, she attracted the attention of all the performers backstage, who brought her presents. Like every parent, her mother warned against giving her too much cake as she darted through the circus ring.

Despite the regular travel the family embarks on each summer, Cheyenne's mother, Susan, said she and her husband are not nervous about raising Cheyenne on the road.

"I've done it all my life," said Michael, to the agreement of Susan. "This is a lifestyle like no other. I just cannot imagine anything else."

"I remember one of my birthdays on the road. I was 16 and (didn't know) the other performers. They brought a birthday cake on stage for me and I hid with my twin sister as they called (for us) — I was so nervous," Susan said.

The two said Cheyenne was named after the city in Wyoming they drove through on their way to perform in Las Vegas — a city close to where Cheyenne was born.

"For me, it's a challenge thinking about someone else teaching Cheyenne and helping raise her," Susan said about school, opting instead to home-school her child as she was.

"It's tough meeting people on the road, but it's possible. In the winter, we move down to Florida, and other performers live nearby," she said.

Susan performs at Circus World as a vocalist and acrobat. She represents the third generation in her family to work in the business after her grandparents formed Circus Vidbel after starting with the Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey in the 1950s.

On stage with Cheyenne while she blew out the candle to her cake held by SaLoutos was a girl of about the same age — Jasmine Fusco, the daughter of other performers. Michael said he was happy for his daughter because they met her on-stage friend in Nebraska and discovered the two would be together in Baraboo all summer. After Baraboo, Michael said he will take a rest from his signature foot juggling act and start to run Circus Vidbel with Susan.

Michael and Susan wonder about the interests Cheyenne will pick up, or if she'll stay with the circus. Michael said Cheyenne's 21-year-old brother might decide to leave the circus, which may mean the end to a routine he said has been passed on for generations.

"If they continue with the circus, and the act continues, that's great. If not, that's great, too. I want them to be happy. …We don't push them to do anything. …it's just something you do if you're attracted to it," Michael said.

The two think circus performing will be a good career for their daughter.

Susan, drawing on her family's experience of owning a circus, said, "it's a job that's always there. No matter what the economy is, people will always want to come and be entertained."

Cheyenne performs with her family in the Razzle Dazzle Revue, starting every day at 1 p.m. at Circus World Museum through Sept. 1.
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Cheyenne's  with her mother Susan Ashton
