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Known to most of her friends simply as ‘the donkey lady,’ Joanne Parrett breeds and shows a French rare 
breed donkey, the Contentin, known for its aptitude to driving 

Regular routine
Joanne’s donkeys all live together in a field with a deep-littered field shelter 
open to them as well as access to a concrete yard. They are fed twice a day 
(in the winter) where there is a definite pecking order. “Riki’s in charge,” 
says Joanne, “she leads them all out and they all know their feed times. At 
half past seven and half past three, they all shout, but once they’re fed you 
don’t hear anything from them,” she smiles. 

Joanne began showing Rikita in driving classes in 2010. “The BDS 
Show at Windsor that year was only my second ever driving event. I 
gambled we would be okay and I’ve never been so nervous in all my life.” 
Soon afterwards Joanne decided to move into private driving classes, 
something she clearly enjoys. Showing has since become the mainstay 
of Joanne and her donkeys’ lives. “This year I did 15 driving shows, as I 
wanted to get my BDS Leaf Spring Award [awarded to a whip showing in 
a traditional vehicle at 10 BDS affiliated shows/events  in a year]. I am the 
first donkey person to complete that,” she says.

Show routine
Being a regular at shows, Joanne and Riki are past masters at getting 
ready for the big day. “The day before a show Riki is bathed; I do this 
myself, says Joanne. “There’s no plaiting involved as her mane is trimmed 
neatly. She is then stabled for the night. She knows the routine – as soon 
as I go out to the field with the head collar she’s at the gate asking ‘Is 
it me mum? Then it’s ‘any’ o’clock the next day when I get her out and 
load her in the trailer with the carriage. One or two friends sometimes 
help, and occasionally my other half, but he isn’t that keen unless it’s at 
an agricultural show. Though he does help in other ways, I’ve just begun 
showing her in a restored butcher’s cart, as well as my 1911 Norfolk cart 
and he has restored both. I’m hoping however to find a suitable French 
made carriage which will compliment my driving donkey’s heritage, but 
this is proving very difficult, but I will keep looking.”

Highlights
For a relatively short period of time in ‘the carriage driving business’ 
Joanne already has an impressive list of donkey firsts with Riki; she lists: 
• Appearing in the BBC’s Countryfile in 2012 when the programme 

featured a topic about Jane Austin, who used to drive a donkey
• January 2014, being the first donkey pair to compete at an indoor 

event up against the ponies at Sparsholt 
• Hickstead Derby Meeting 2014 - the first donkey to compete in the 

light trade class up against horses and ponies
• BDS Addington 2014, the first donkey to be allowed to compete in the 

World & Rare Breeds Class
• Attended the London Harness Horse Parade for the last three years 

and receiving a first class award each time
• The first time a donkey has been part of the cones driving demo team 

for the South Downs Harness Club 
• Achieving their BDS Leaf Spring Award; the first time a donkey has 

been awarded this.

This forthcoming year though it’s going to be all change, as Riki 
is going back to France to be put to the stallion. “Riki is 10 next year 
and I’d like to have foal from her before it’s too late,” says Joanne. This 
doesn’t mean though that we won’t see Joanne out and about still. “My 
plan is to get Sarah, Riki’s half-sister going more and I’ve a five  
year-old mare to break to harness. Sarah is not as user-friendly as 
Rikita as she needs more work, so I usually drive Riki who is much 
easier; that and when Riki is at home she gets incredibly jealous – she’s 
a real donkey diva! Riki going away will force me into driving Sarah,” 
Joanne acknowledges.

The business side of things
Carriage driving has become a labour of love for Joanne, as, although a 
fully-fledged university lecturer in marketing – Joanne has two master 
degrees – she now also runs a carriage driving accessory company 
‘Take the Reins’ and is the Zilco harness distributor for Hampshire. She 
obviously specialises in donkeys, but she also offers harness fitting and 
an extensive range of specialist driving goods for all shapes and sizes of 
equine, from 29 inch Shetlands to 17hh Cleveland Bays.

Joanne is also currently undertaking the BDS Harness Horse Diploma 
and already holds the UKcc level one coaching diploma. This year sees 
Joanne introducing another facet to her business, donkey training, and 

Potted history
Although in her early years Joanne was the typical pony mad 
youngster, attending all the usual pony club activities, a couple 
of worrying incidents in her teens put her off taking her riding 
any further. It wasn’t until 1997 that Joanne returned to the 
equine fold, with the advent of her first donkey, Marmaduke, 
who came as part of the inventory of the smallholding she  
and her husband, Roger, were buying and where they now live 
in Hampshire.  

This first encounter with donkeys would lead to lifelong 
passion, Joanne quickly adding rescue donkeys to the 
smallholding and then moving on to breeding donkeys. In 2007, 
Joanne decided to look further abroad for new bloodlines, 
which is where Rikita and Sarah came from – both are Contentin 
donkeys - from France (a rare breed with approx 1,200 
worldwide). During the early part of 2008, Joanne brought back 
three mares, Rikita, Sarah and Romance. Romance now lives in 
Cheshire and Joanne’s herd now includes 10 donkeys, with foals 
being sold yearly under the stud prefix Bunns. 

It was while showing her donkeys in hand that a chance 
meeting with Gary Docking at Romsey Show in 2009 would 
lead to Joanne entering the world of driving. Gary was showing 
Marion Woolley’s well-known warmblood, Striker, and stopped 
to admire Joanne’s donkeys outside the ring. To cut a long 
story short, the encounter ended with Gary buying a donkey as 
a calming stable companion for the effervescent Striker and in 
return offering Joanne driving lessons. 

Joanne had already begun the groundwork with Rikita. oanne 
took Rikita to Gary to put her to, something she took to like 
a duck to water. “Contentins were bred to work on the farm, 
so driving is in her genes,” explains Joanne. Joanne and Riki’s 
carriage driving career has gone from strength to strength since 
and they are now a regular sight at events in the south. 

Joanne has also broken Rikita’s half-sister, Sarah to harness, 
and has driven them as a pair. Her first event with them being 
at an indoor driving trials at Sparsholt in January, where they 
became firm favourites of the spectators who cheered them on 
at every opportunity.  

Joanne and her donkeys have become regulars in the private driving 
ring, Joanne most notably being seen showing her donkey mare, 
Rikita du Bocage. However private driving is not the limit of Joanne’s 
involvement in carriage driving, this year she has also ventured to 
dip her toes in the light trade world, Joanne showing Rikita to a 

butcher’s cart. Joanne also runs the popular Hampshire based carriage 
harness company ‘Take the Reins’. She has also just begun a new venture, 
offering donkey training. If this is not enough, Joanne is also a committee 
member for the South Downs Harness Club.

she is now able to offer opportunities for people to have a course in 
things like chain harrowing or long reining. “Long reining can be quite 
challenging,” says Joanne. “With donkeys you need to keep things short 
and sweet as they get bored easily. They’ll also try every trick to get out 
of it. They have a different mind-set to ponies. They pick things up very 
quickly but are like an overactive child. You have to spend a lot of time 
with them – if you don’t, then you won’t be able to get them to do things 
for you. They’ve got to get used to you. People think they’re stupid and 
stubborn – when in fact they’re very bright.”

Joanne’s tips
• Donkeys are intelligent equines, time needs to be spent with 

them so that they can understand you/trust you before any 
training can commence.

• 2) Donkey training should last for no longer than 15mins, 
otherwise they will get bored.

• 3) Donkeys love going out, whether it’s for a walk, showing in 
hand, long reining or driving - they don’t like just being left in 
a field.

• 4) Driving a donkey can give much pleasure and relaxation as 
a pony but at a lower cost, training is needed similar to a pony 
but not as lengthy.

• 5) Always prepare your donkey in advance of an event, 
especially if they are completing a new activity, otherwise your 
donkey may decline to be involved! 

• 6) Donkeys and water is no marriage, as they are not 
waterproof and will run for shelter when it is raining. Bath time 
for a show is always interesting. Use warm water and keep 
an eye on the time to try and complete this task as quickly as 
possible without leaving any shampoo residue. Use a large 
bath towel to get rid of excess water and then put a suitable 
waffle rug on to take up any of the excess moisture, this will 
ensure that next time your donkey won’t mind being bathed.

Opposite page: Joanne wth Riki and Sara. This page top left: Riki and Jo at 
Sparsholt. Right: The ‘Crew’ at home. Below left Jo used Riki for a wedding, here 
she poses with the happy bride. Middle Riki put to her butchers’ cart at Hickstead. 
Right: Riki and Jo in the parade past the Royal Box at this year’s BDS Show 


