
The Sailor Circus arena has typically welcomed crowds in with a bright “CIRCUS” sign flashing 

cheerfully over an outdoor concession stand. For now, however, they’ve traded hot pretzels for 

hand sanitizer and cotton candy for temperature checks. The concession stand, boarded up for 

the practice season, now serves as an outdoor hand-washing station for students, just outside 

the entrance. 

When the pandemic first hit Florida in spring of 2020, shows were cancelled and practices were 

postponed. The circus quickly developed a plan for a downsized version of their yearly summer 

camp, with a smaller staff, fewer campers and new safety protocols. This past September, 

students returned to the arena to practice for the winter season with updated guidelines and a 

streamlined practice space. 

Rikki Hettig-Rolfe Meaux, Education Associate and Coach, said that students had adapted well 

to new procedures. This season, Hettig-Rolfe Meaux coaches several acts, and has stepped 

into a new role as acting manager —coordinating practice times, communicating with students 

and families and making sure the circus runs smoothly. 

“Some of it has been a learning curve where I didn’t have a teacher, so it was a little bit 

stressful, but nice in that I get to know the students all even more and what’s going on with 

everybody,” she said. “[It’s] kind of a role I feel like I was already partially in, but now it’s actually 

mine to do — so, different, good, stressful.” 

After washing their hands for the CDC-recommended 20 seconds, students enter the arena, 

where they present their wrist or forehead for a temperature check. Masks are required at all 

times, with exception to some aerial acts in which students are more than six feet apart (for 

these acts, masks may only be removed while on equipment). Additionally, hand-sanitizing 

stations have been installed throughout the arena and equipment is wiped down or sanitized 

between uses. 



In 2018, years of fundraising and a generous community enabled the Circus Arts Conservatory 

(CAC) to break ground on long-awaited arena renovations. After a year of practice and 

performance in its temporary home at the Big Top tent at Nathan Benderson, the circus put on 

its 70th anniversary spring shows in a nearly unrecognizable arena. Now equipped with 

air-conditioning for the first time ever, shiny new seating replaced the creaky wooden stands 

and rusty chairs, easy-to-clean flooring replaced the performance floor’s worn carpet, and every 

corner proudly boasted the CAC’s classic red and yellow. 

The renovation, it turned out, came just in time. 

“I think if the pandemic had stuck before the arena had been renovated, we would have had a 

very different perception from students, families and the public,” Hettig-Rolfe Meaux said. “I 

think they would have not been able to see this place as clean in the manner that people can 

see it now, because it looks so much cleaner, and it is so much cleaner…. It might have been 

shut down, not being able to return to practice in the old arena.” 

This December, the Sailor Circus academy will open its doors to the public for the first time 

since the shutdown in March. The 72nd annual winter shows will occur from Dec. 26-30 with 

limited seats to allow for social distancing, and a pre-recorded video of the show broadcast 

online. Audience members will follow all the same procedures as students — hand-washing, 

temp checks, social distancing — however, the hand-washing stations will be split into pods to 

allow use of the concession stand. 

Despite this year’s restrictions, the cast and crew are optimistic. 

“I would say that it will still be magical, but at the same time it is affected from the performers’ 

perspective… I’ve done a few virtual shows over the summer and a few shows with just very 

minimal audience, and even though I’m a professional I find it really hard to connect with my 



virtual audience as well, or even kind of just give that same energy, because you don’t feel the 

energy of the crowd if the crowd isn’t there,” Hettig-Rolfe Meaux said. 

She continued, “One positive way it could be affected is that when we’re videoing the show we 

can get different angles that one audience member might not see, we can see a person’s face a 

little better, we can rewind and go forward, we can use ‘movie magic’ a bit, we can slo-mo… 

that’s a lot of exciting stuff that affects the performance in a positive way.” 

With the introduction of virtual tickets, students can reach audiences who otherwise would not 

have had the opportunity — friends and relatives can view online from the safety of their homes. 

“[Virtual tickets are] definitely another source of income,” twelfth-grader Tommy Johnson said, 

“and it would be a great investment for them to get a filming crew and make a DVD like Cirque 

de Soleil does.” 

Johnson practices skating, aerial silks, swinging cradle, and acrobatics this season. He 

expressed hopes that this year will demonstrate the circus’s ability to adapt to change, and that 

“people really underestimate it, it’s a lot harder than people think it is, and I really enjoy it and 

I’m passionate about it.” 

Outside of student performances, the circus continues to respond to community needs in new 

ways. The Education and Outreach Programs have utilized zoom calls and a video program 

titled CAC Connects to bring circus joy to schools and nursing homes; the “Marvelous 

Miraculous Circus Machine,” a cause-and-effect contraption (similar to a Rube-Goldberg 

machine) that takes up a large portion of the 28000 square foot arena, will be published online 

for classroom use. 



“I’m excited to be back now… we’re like family,” tenth-grader Iris Dahlborg said. “We are doing 

our very best to keep [the audience] and the performers safe, and still uphold the circus 

experience. Come see the show because it’s going to be amazing.” 

 


