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      Just about every Mother’s Day, thousands of people from the tri-state area sit on 

blankets in the field behind my house and along Route 926 to watch the day’s events. 

Jack Russell terrier and pony races lead up to the Willowdale Steeplechase in mid-

afternoon.

     On a cloudless, sunny day such as this, one can clearly hear the thunder.  It’s not 

stormy weather spoiling a pristine day, but the approach of horses.  Their hooves shake 

the ground along this 31/2 mile track before one can see them with his or her binoculars.

     This jumping sport is one that Donna Perri’s 14-year-old daughter, Gina, hopes to 

participate in with her thoroughbred racing horses, Gator and Daisy.

     12 horses, including a majority of ex-racing horses and four ponies, live on 36-year-

old equine caretaker Donna Perri’s 24-acre farm, Lion’s Journey Stables, on Walnut 

Road in Unionville, Pa.

     “I’ve been trying to get my own barn for 40 years,” she says.  “I’ve always wanted my 

own barn.  I had horses, but I’ve always had to board them.”

     What really sparked her interest in horses was volunteering at Thorncroft in Malvern, 

Pa., a Hippotherapy center for mostly handicapped and emotionally-damaged children.

She wanted to help others feel what she experienced during her chemotherapy treatment. 

for breast cancer, diagnosed after her she was pregnant with daughter Lisa, now 11 years 

old. 

      “When I finished my cancer treatment, I was very interested in helping others because 

it helped me so much [on] days when I felt really sick from the chemotherapy and got 

kind of depressed, I’d be around my horses, and it would just perk me right up,” says 

Perri.

     Taking an animal physical therapy course at Harcum College, she got her certification 

and brought a smile to the physically-disabled.

     She recounted the service opportunity: “These poor little kids would come in there so 

forlorn and sad…in their wheelchairs, and life kind of stinks. Man, you’d put them up on 

the horses’ backs and their little faces would light up like a Christmas tree…and they 


would just laugh and they wouldn’t want to get off…”

     Just like she gave patients even a glimpse at the life they never had, she now gives 

her horses that same chance.

      Either through abuse or neglect, training their “pets” too hard to injury, or old age that 

has made the horses useless to race, owners have let Perri adopt and buy their horses for 

cheap to re-train them and, hopefully, give them new homes.

     One of the saddest stories is perhaps of Gator, called Tega by the Perri family.

     “This little guy they only paid $2,500 for, which is a lot of money but not in the 

racehorse world, so he probably didn’t have the greatest of care.  His owner wouldn’t pay 

his bills anymore and they were actually going to put him down. This boy, I paid a dollar 

for…” Perri says.

     But although it seems inexpensive to acquire her horses, Perri pays a stiff price to 

annually care for each of them.

     Between the grain bags and hay bales her horses eat five times a month to the shoes 

they get every four to five weeks and the insurance that covers them medically per year, 

each horse costs on average $4,940 annually for Perri to maintain.

     However, that does not include the $220 veterinary bills and $80 to $500 if a horse 

competes, including stall and entry fees at larger races like the Devon Horse Show.

    Keeping a special horse like Louie is a price Perri seem willing to pay.  After all, he is 

the famed horse Seabiscuit’s great-grandson. 

     “…It was the funniest thing,” says Perri. 

     “I had my little one, Lisa, at the first race on her race horse,” Perri continues, “And I 

was talking to this guy that we had known from Delaware Park.. So I’m chatting with 

him, and he says ‘Man, I’ve got a large pony…’ To make a long story short, we drove to 

Smyrna and picked him up.”

     He, along with the other horses, is fed handfuls of hay and grain at least two times a 

day.  

     For a smaller horse like Louie, the less-appealing Timothy hay is “much healthier 

and better roughage,” a balanced diet of fat and carbohydrates.

     Grain ranges from low to high fat, but don’t be confused by the color.  Sweet feed of 

corn, oats, and pellets are full of compressed nutrients. Then there is a higher fat brown 

pellet and a super-high fat dark brown, almost black pellet.

     Maliheen, Perri’s personal horse, was very ornery at least when I was at her farm.. 

Even leg injuries can’t stop the fact horses will be who they are.

     When I tried to open the white fence that led to the barn, he trotted out as if to greet 

me.

      He would constantly try to put his mouth on my notebook and cell phone, and even 

chewed on the cloth tied to his stall door, as if to get his new master’s attention when I 

was talking to her about equipment she uses to ride her horses. 

Could it be that he saw me as competition for his girl?

     Ranch hand and horse trainer Sharon tells me that it’s his personality.  She compares 

horses to people, and says that all of them are different.

     “Horses, because they have a personality, sometimes they won’t listen,” she says. “So 

we use aids.  We use spurs. We use a crop.

     Other tack used to help control the horse are reins, which are more restrictive for 

English riding horses because they go in their mouth.  Western reins, on the other hand, 

sacrifice a comfortable ride for more freedom to hold, for example, a rope in the hand not 

holding the rein when roping calves at a rodeo.

     Sharon is a Western rider, often wearing just blue jeans, while Perri is an English rider 

who wears japers so her pants don’t get dirty.

    “It’s basically what your preference is—and usually the two do not mix,” says Sharon.

    But Perri and Sharon consider themselves good friends despite their different 

preferences. Both also agree that having a horse fosters a unique relationship between 

rider/owner and mammal.

     “There’s something really cool about being friends with a 1,200 lb. animal…” Perri 

says.
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