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Local sisters hold the reins to Thibodaux’s Christmas parade
	Laura McKnight 
Staff Writer

	



Kate, Harry, Sara and Trey Shields prepare for the annual Thibodaux Christmas parade. The family has long played parts in the parade, with Sara chairing the parade from 2001 to 2005. Last year, Sara and Kate shared the lead role. This year, Kate takes the reigns. The parade begins at 4 p.m. Sunday. (Submitted)





By late Sunday afternoon, the hundreds of children and adults involved in Thibodaux’s annual Christmas parade should be lined up and ready to roll. Santa and Mrs. Claus should be nestled into their red Mustang convertible, the band should have their instruments out, the dance teams will be itching to step and the candy will sit ready for throwing.

But nobody’s moving until 18-year-old Kate Shields says so.

As chair of the city’s Christmas parade, the high-school senior is officially calling the shots.

Shields has worked since early November to rally the 50-odd community, civic and business groups expected to participate in this year’s parade. The job entails weeks of phone calls and handling applications, as well as designing a lineup that flows and ensuring Santa and Mrs. Claus have costumes, candy and a fly ride.

On Sunday afternoon, the position means Shields must oversee efforts to organize the chaos of church members, band students, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, dancers, pageant queens, city officials, college kids and assorted merry-makers into a smooth, holly-jolly parade - all within one hour.

Yet Shields doesn’t seem too worried.

“I’m sure when it comes, I’ll be pretty nervous that day, but it’ll be fun,” she said.

That’s because Shields has learned to efficiently organize the annual parade by watching an expert in action: her sister, 23-year-old Sara Shields.

The elder Shields also began chairing the Thibodaux Christmas parade while still attending E.D. White Catholic High School. Sara Shields organized the parade from 2001 to 2005, then shared the chairmanship with her sister in 2006, allowing the younger Shields to get a better feel for leading the event.

“Sara’s showed me everything I need to do,” Kate said.

This year, with Sara attending school out-of-state, Kate takes the reigns. Not that Sara hasn’t called from Colorado, where she is attending graduate school at the University of Northern Colorado, to issue regular reminders to her younger sister regarding the parade.

“I can’t help it,” Sara said.

The Shields sisters, natives of Thibodaux, stem from a family long connected with community service through the Thibodaux Chamber of Commerce. Their father, Harry Shields, a former board member and current ambassador for the chamber, plays a key role in setting up the chamber’s main fundraiser, the Thibodeauxville Fall Festival. Sara and Kate Shields quickly assumed roles in the festival as well; both volunteer at the event annually, sometimes arriving with their father at 4:30 a.m. that day.

“I do whatever they need me to do,” Kate said, from setting up tents to working an inflatable slide to plucking the winning ducks from Bayou Lafourche as part of the festival’s famed duck race.

But the Shields sisters have carved their own niches in the community. Sara served on the board for Bayou Area Habitat for Humanity for two years and served on the local Red Cross Leadership Council for the past year. Kate, a senior at E.D. White, serves as project director for the school’s Governor’s Program on Abstinence Club and participates in the school’s campus ministry, Key Club and Health and Wellness Club.

E.D. White students are required to perform community-service hours, “but they end up going above and beyond,” said Rhonda Dempster, executive secretary for the chamber, of the Shields sisters.

Sara first got involved in the city Christmas parade as a junior in high school, when as part of the chamber’s now-defunct Junior Ambassadors program, she helped chamber leaders organize the parade.

That year, Sara and other

sisters, continue on 3B

high-school students helped repaint Santa’s sleigh and called local groups to participate in the parade.

Dempster noted how Sara took ownership of the event, and asked her to take charge of the parade the next year, despite her youth.

“When you give Sara a project, she did everything she had to do to get it done,” Dempster said. “I don’t know how many other high-school kids I would have given it (to) besides them two,” she said of the sisters.

Sara didn’t look far to recruit help in running the parade.

“Kate and the rest of the family were always my first volunteers,” Sara said. Kate made signs to show parade participants where to line up. Harry Shields pulled Santa’s sleigh or dressed in costume. Sara and Kate’s brother, 20-year-old Trey, also helped, sometimes riding in the parade with his friends or frat brothers. Sara’s friends also got involved.

Sara continued chairing the event while earning a bachelor’s degree in biology from Nicholls State University, then started passing the reigns to Kate as she prepared to leave Thibodaux to earn a master’s degree in biology.

The parade provides an important kick-off to the holidays for Thibodaux residents, and the Shields sisters play a vital part in ensuring that happens, Dempster said.

Organizing Thibodeauxville every November leaves chamber members with scant time to put together the Christmas parade, always the first Sunday in December, Dempster said. The Shields sisters can start work on the parade earlier.

“When they came in, they were able to do things we can’t,” Dempster said.

The hardest part of leading the parade comes in organizing a constantly changing list of participants into a lineup that runs smoothly, the sisters said. The pair map out a lineup on Friday; by Sunday, it’s different.

Sometimes, a unique challenge surfaces: keeping “the Santa situation” under control. As a teen, Sara said it was tough to ask a man along the route to remove his Santa Claus costume, because it would confuse children when they saw another Santa in the parade. But she did it.

“Because it’ll ruin it for so many kids if there’s a fake Santa out there,” she said. “We supply the real Santa.”

The sisters say they most enjoy watching the holiday frenzy come together into a delightful parade after the rush of getting the parade lined up within an hour.

“It’s relaxing,” Sara said. “Everybody’s just rolling.”

For years, Sara has started the parade by directing the lead car to start rolling.

“That was my favorite part the first year,” Sara said.

With school still in, Sara won’t be attending this year, so for the first time, Kate, as chair, will kick off the parade.

After that, Kate said she’s not sure whether she’ll watch the parade or hop on a vehicle to ride the route.

“Depends on how it goes,” she said.

“She’s the boss,” Dempster added. “She can do what she wants to.”
