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Trainer David Donk, New York Jets cap on, at his barn at Saratoga Race Course

Close to Home
Trainer David Donk reaps the rewards
of being a NYRA year-rounder
B Y B O B E H A LT

M

OST PEOPLE REACH a crossroads at some
point in their lives. Trainer Dave Donk
encountered one 12 years ago.
His career was going along as well as ever, but Donk had
a choice to make. His son, Paul, was in ffth grade and doing
well in school, yet Donk and his wife, Fay, wondered if it was
time to stop moving to Florida for winter racing for the sake
of Paul and their daughter, Holly Rae, and stay home in New
York on a year-round basis.
In the end, it wasn’t a hard choice.
“I spent about 15 years traveling to Florida in the winter,
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but I realized it was best to stay here in New York,” Donk said.
A dozen years later Donk has no regrets at all about that
decision. Now in his 36th year of working on the highly competitive New York Racing Association circuit, he has become
part of the hardy band of trainers who call New York home
year ’round, including those frigid winter days, and has a
productive stable comprising about 45 horses, mostly New
York-breds.
“The fact I am able to stay here and play at this level, it’s
great. New York is the major leagues. This is as good as it
gets,” Donk said. “To be able to stay here, make a living, raise
a family with my younger child going to college this year, it’s
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fun. This has been good to me, and I’m
going to keep doing this for as long as
it’s fun and proftable.”
Donk also made his decision at a
highly opportune time for New York
horsemen as the introduction of slot
machines at the Resorts World casino
at Aqueduct in 2011 gave purses—
especially those for New York-breds—a
huge boost and made New York a more
fnancially viable locale on a year-round
basis for mid-sized stables.
“The casino money has been a game
changer for New York-breds. It’s been a
game changer for owners and trainers
in New York,” Donk said. “It’s not economically feasible for me to go to Florida in the winter and move around. I love
the weather in Florida during the winter, but at the same time it’s a business.

I’d rather be in New York and make a
living than get stone crabs in Florida
and not be able to pay for them.”
Donk said about two-thirds of his
45-horse stable are New York-breds
and the purse levels at the recent Saratoga Race Course meet explain why he
has been able to operate a successful
stable for so long. State-breds ran for
$85,000 in maiden special weight races
and $90,000 in entry-level allowance
races at the Spa with 14 stakes opportunities mixed in. Prior to the pandemic in 2019, maiden purses were $78,000
and allowance races were carded for
$80,000.
“New York-breds have been a big
part of my success and enjoyment of
the game,” said Donk, whose runners
have won 757 races (through Sept. 14)

and amassed earnings of more than $41
million in his career. “There’s a couple
of different levels for them, and the
good ones are very proftable for myself and my owners. On (Aug. 28) I won
a $103,000 open allowance race with
Big Package. I’m partners with Sean
Carney in owning the horse, so we got
($56,650) in purse money, plus a 20%
owners award. That covers a horse’s
bills for the year.”
Donk is in the midst of a typical year
for him with earnings of more than $1.5
million along with 21 trips to the winner’s circle (through mid September),
each of them with his ever-present New
York Jets cap on his head.
Donk is one of the more affable and
liked personalities on the backstretch.
His association with state-breds in-

Donk, with his wife, Fay, manages a stable of about 45 horses, with an emphasis on the New York-bred program
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Close to Home

Donk with King Kreesa’s Gerald and Susan Kresa (far right)
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Kreesa and Kharafa sharing the same
paddock.
“King Kreesa and Kharafa are best
friends now. They’re inseparable. Imagine that,” Gerald Kresa said.
The 61-year-old Donk started training in 1980 at Finger Lakes (now Finger Lakes Gaming and Racetrack) near
his hometown of Canandaigua, N.Y.,
but left the circuit in 1985 for a dream
job. When Donk was offered a position
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cludes being at the center of the breed’s
greatest rivalry. Few horses bred in
any state put on a show to match the
epic battles staged by the Donk-trained
King Kreesa with Lubash and Kharafa
on NYRA’s turf courses from 2013-18.
The trio combined to earn more
than $4 million, and there were 25
times when two of them or all three of
them squared off in the same race.
“It was a pretty contentious rivalry,
and the connections did a great job with
all of them,” Donk said. “Because they
were grass horses, they were given the
winters off and that gave them longevity. All of them ran in, and won, open
stakes. It was fun for us and the fans. It
was a pretty contentious rivalry.”
Owned by Gerald and Susan Kresa,
King Kreesa won 11 of 43 starts and
earned $1,431,654. Included in those
totals for the King Cugat gelding are
victories in the Poker Stakes (G3T) in
2013 and 2015.
“It kept the fans going, and it kept
us going. You wondered who would
win this time. I wish it would happen to other horses. It was something
different, it was something fun. They
were special summers,” Susan Kresa
said.
These days the three horses are still
joined at the hip as they are all living out their post-racetrack lives at
Old Friends in Kentucky, with King

as an assistant trainer for Hall of Famer Woody Stephens, he quickly packed
his bags and headed to the Big Apple to
learn about his trade from one of the
sport’s living legends.
“Everyone needs a break in life, and
working for Woody was the biggest
break I could have ever gotten,” Donk
said. “I really enjoyed it. I enjoyed the
people and got to be around some great
horses and great owners. It allowed me
to build my career in New York, but I
would have been happy working for
Woody for 20 years. Woody was phenomenal. He lived and breathed racing
and made it a lot of fun. It’s a piece of
history that I’m proud to have been a
part of.”
While with Stephens, Donk was a
part of his mentor’s fnal two Belmont
Stakes (G1) wins with Creme Fraiche
and Danzig Connection in an incredible streak of fve straight victories in
“The Test of the Champion.”
When Stephens’ declining health
forced him to reduce his stable to just a
handful of horses in 1991, Donk made
the diffcult decision to open his own
stable and become a trainer once again.

Donk trained Awad to three grade 1 victories in the mid 1990s

New York Breeder | nytbreeders.org | October 2021

SKIP DICKSTEIN PHOTOS

Donk has sent out more than 750 winners

With some help from clients he knew
from his days with the Hall of Famer, it
did not take long for Donk to emerge
as one of New York’s top young trainers. He won two graded stakes in 1991
and right after that, his most successful
horse took Donk to the upper echelons
of the sport.
Ryehill Farm’s Awad, bred and
raced by longtime Stephens client
Jim Ryan, made 70 starts and posted
14 wins with earnings of $3,270,131.
Among those wins were victories in
the 1995 Arlington Million Stakes
(G1T) and the Early Times Manhattan
Stakes (G1T); 1993 Secretariat Stakes
(G1T); and 1992 Pilgrim Stakes (G3T).
In the penultimate start of his career,
he was second in the 1997 Hollywood
Turf Cup Stakes (G1T) at Hollywood
Park as a 7-year-old.
“Awad put me on the map,” Donk
said. “People knew I worked for Woody,

Te Donks opted to stay in New York year ’round in order to help raise their family
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Close to Home
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There’s a lot to like about
Dave. He’s such a genuine guy.
He has so much knowledge,
and he’s willing to share it.”
— Gerald Kresa

Since then some of his top horses
have included the grade 3 winner
Hessonite, Jc’s Shooting Star, and
Fishy Advice.
Refective of the steady business he
has built over the last three decades, in
2019, his horses earned a career-best
$2,435,461, topping the $2 million mark
for a second straight year. In a testament
to the earning power of New York-breds,
he reached those fgures without the beneft of a graded stakes win since 2015.
This year has taken shape as an-
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and there was nothing better to have on
your résumé than that.”
In that same time frame he also
trained the multiple graded stakes
winner Pennine Ridge, who along with
Awad has a NYRA stakes named in his
honor, and 1996 Moet Champagne
Stakes (G1) winner Ordway. Their
success and the attention they garnered
enabled Donk to enjoy stellar years
in 1996-98 when he won a combined
93 races with earnings of roughly
$5.4 million.

Donk’s barn earned more than $2 million in 2019 and 2020
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other noteworthy peg in that highly
consistent career while illustrating
the strong bond he develops with his
owners. Among those 2021 winners is
the New York-bred Kreesa La Wrote,
a 3-year-old flly owned by the Kresas
who was victorious Aug. 8 on turf at
Saratoga. She is out of the Stonesider mare Lady Kreesa, a half sister to
King Kreesa.
“There’s a lot to like about Dave,”
Gerald Kresa said. “He’s such a genuine guy. He usually answers his phone.
It almost never goes to voice mail. He’s
always at the barn, staying on top of
things. He has so much knowledge, and
he’s willing to share it.”
As for the ubiquitous green and
white Jets cap, Donk says he was
sucked into becoming a fan by Joe Namath and the 1969 Super Bowl champion Jets. Fifty-two years later he’s
still waiting for Gang Green to notch a
second Super Bowl win and/or an appearance and after all those years of
futile rooting for another title, he says
the hat is not for good luck.
“It’s a conversation piece,” he said.
In regard to conversations about
Donk, the usual course of them involves
a compliment.
“I teach my kids if you can fnd
something you’re happy to do, you’ll
be happy,” Donk said. “Find something
you love to do and you’ll be successful.”
Using that standard, there’s no doubt
Dave Donk has enjoyed a successful
career.
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