
L
isa Gatti said she loved
horses from the time
she started riding at
age 7. She also knew
from a young age that

she wanted to be a special-edu-
cation teacher like her mother.
But it wasn’t until she read the
Danielle Steel novel
“Palomino” in 1985 that she
had a vision for how those two
passions could merge. In the
book the main character be-
comes confined to a wheel-

chair after a fall from a horse
and decides to open a ranch
for children with disabilities.

That’s when fiction met
reality.

“I called my father at 2 a.m.
from college and told him I
knew what I wanted to do with
the rest of my life. I wanted to
provide equine therapy to kids
with disabilities,” recalled

Gatti, 58. “He asked me if I had
been drinking.”

In 1993,while working as a
high school special education
teacher for Nassau BOCES, she
pitched the idea of a therapeu-
tic riding program for kids
with disabilities at The Red
Barn, a boarding, lesson and
training facility in Old
Brookville. She said she began

with one borrowed horse, one
volunteer and 10 students to
offer adaptive riding lessons to
help them develop riding
skills, as well as balance, focus,
self-discipline, patience and
responsibility.The response
from parents and students was
so positive, she said, that
within two years she had 30
students and riders from group

homes with a range of disabili-
ties.

So in 1995, she founded the
nonprofit Pal-O-Mine Eques-
trian, a therapeutic horseback
riding program for individuals
with disabilities and other
vulnerable populations.

Today, 30 years later, Pal-O-
Mine — named for the Steel
novel that inspired it — serves
more than 400 students each
week at a 13-acre Islandia cam-
pus with 25 specially trained
horses, Gatti said. Pal-O-Mine
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Lisa Gatti founded Pal-O-Mine Equestrian with a borrowed horse and 10 students. Now she has 25 horses, including King, on the group’s Islandia campus and 400 students.

Pal-O-Mine celebrates 30 years of
equine therapy for people with special needs
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Healing with horsepower
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Shannon Barry, 28, of Stony Brook, rides King on Pal-O-Mine’s 13-acre campus in Islandia.
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Marissa Rachlin, who has a traumatic brain injury, rides around the property and does exercises guided
by Eve Rubino, left, and Elise Hammell. Rachlin, 41, started riding at Pal-O-Mine when she was 10.

a Newsday article about a
womanwho was trying to
establish a riding program for
people with disabilities to
discover what a horse can do
for them.”

King still rides at Pal-O-
Mine. “I made some of the best
friends, both equine and
human,” she wrote. “Just like
humans, horses can teach you
some of the most important
things ... such as understanding
and kindness. It helped im-
prove my core balance, leg
control and fine motor control.
In addition to the physical
benefits it has helped me
through many dark times.”

A HOME IN ISLANDIA
As Pal-O-Mine gained more

students and horses, Gatti said
she had to move to bigger facili-
ties six times in 10 years.Then
in 2004 she leased her current
property in Islandia from Com-
puter Associates — it was used
as a summer program for em-
ployees’ children — and she
bought the property from the
company in 2007. She has since
expanded to 13 acres with a
20-stall barn, a 100-by-120-foot
indoor arenawith a rider-hoist-
ing system, three outdoor riding
arenas, classrooms, an accessi-
ble playground, a greenhouse
and a wellness center.There are

also other farm animals like
chickens, sheep and donkeys
used in the program. Gatti lives
on the grounds with her family.
A package of four private
lessons cost about $300, but
Gatti said she does not turn
away clients due to inability to
pay.

The operation had wrangled
with the Village of Islandia over
land use issues and the village
at one point considered taking
the property through eminent
domain, Newsday has previ-
ously reported.The Suffolk
County Legislature added the
farm to the county’s agricultural
district in 2021, essentially

settling the matter in Pal-O-
Mine’s favor. “The Village of
Islandia has been a great part-
ner with Pal-O-Mine since
then,” Gatti said.

People who come to Pal-O-
Mine engage with the horses —
among them Pecan, Honey,
King, Ella and Goliath. Gatti
said they are “therapy partners”
along with specially trained
social workers, riding instruc-
tors, equine therapies, speech
and occupational therapists and
other teammembers. She re-
cruits horses from all over the
United States that face an in-
tense three-month trial period
“and only 1 out of 10 make it
because not all are appropriate
for the program.”
“It takes a special type of

horse,” she said. “They have to
be patient and forgiving and
stand still for long periods of
time during OTand speech
therapy.”

KEY ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Pal-O-Mine has expanded to

include a welding program, new
initiatives for Alzheimer’s pa-
tients and their caregivers and
another for cancer survivors.
There is also a vocational train-
ing program called Job Security
Through Equine Partnership, or
J-STEP,which allows many
Pal-O-Mine studentsto apply
for a vocational internship after
they age out of high school,
Gatti said.The interns learn
how to run a profitable business
by selling their own handmade
artisan crafts and running a
Community Supported Agricul-
ture program using the flowers
they grow in their own gardens.
The program brings in $40,000
annually from their efforts.

Among the J-STEP employ-
ees is Timothy McEnroe, 32, of
Babylon,who began riding at
Pal-O-Mine when he was 12. He
said he began in J-Step in 2011
for his first summer job.
“Our job coaches taught us

how important it is to be on
time, be responsible, teamwork
and to be respectful of others,”
said McEnroe,who has autism.
“J-STEP has been very impor-
tant to me for learning life
skills, but Pal-O-Mine has also
been very important for me to
meet people and make friends.
It started out for me as a won-
derful place to be as a 12-year-
old child, and now Pal-O-Mine
has grown, as I have grown, into
an amazing place for a young
man.”

That’s exactly what Gatti said
she had hoped for her students.

“Some speak their first
words, or walk for the first time,
at Pal-O-Mine,” Gatti said. “And
individuals in wheelchairs

experience a unique sense of
freedomwhile riding.”

Gatti said she’s now concen-
trating on adding programs,
which doesn’t surprise Lori
Sorensen, 56, of Ronkonkoma.
She said she has known Gatti
since they rode horses at the
same Dix Hills barn as children.
Sorensenwas the one who
recommended that Gatti pro-
pose her therapeutic program at
The Red Barn.

“I can’t believe what she’s
built,” said Sorensen,who volun-
teers as a job coach for the
J-STEP program. “There’s
always something going on at
Pal-O-Mine, and I feel like the
busier we are, the happier Lisa
is. She never wants to stop
growing because she says
there’s always more to do and
she can always help more peo-
ple.”

RIPPLE EFFECT
That energy spreads to the

board and other volunteers, said
Ellen Lear, 79, a clinical social
worker and equine specialist
who has been a Pal-O-Mine
board member for 12 years.
“This is a happy place where
progress is made. Everybody’s
there to support the mission, to
support Lisa,” said the Haup-
pauge resident. “Lisa is encour-
aging of people’s strengths and
helps them to build them. She is
also the most positive person.
Even whenwe’re going to have
an event and it’s scheduled to
90% chance of rain, she can be
positive about that.”

HowardRachlin, 75, said his
daughterMarissa, 41,who has a
traumatic brain injury and
physical limitations, started
riding at Pal-O-Minewhen she
was 10. He said that Gatti and
her program gave his daughter
the self-confidence to ride and
compete at regional competi-
tions.

“Lisa is full of energy, and
there’s no way she cannot get
a kid motivated,” he said.
“She’s a great inspiration to
them and gets them to do the
best that they can do.”

Gatti said she’s never looked
at Pal-O-Mine as work. “I
cannot wait to get here every
day. My vision of wanting to
teach kids with disabilities has
had such a tremendous ripple
effect that I never saw coming
because Pal-O-Mine has signifi-
cantly changed people’s lives.”
As for her original inspiration,

Gatti said she’swritten to Steel
over the years, updating her on
howPal-O-Mine has grown.
Steel never responded—until
this yearwhenGatti said she
received an email congratulat-
ing her on 30 years in business.
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