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Devyn Adams
Riding in Darkness
By Mandy Boggs

D

evyn Adams, a 17-year-old from State
College, Pennsylvania, isn’t just a
normal teenager. After all, what
does the word “normal” really mean? Perhaps
it suggests one must fit in with the general
standard of society. It can be such a rigid word,
causing someone to feel out of place or unable to
do something that others can do. Devyn Adams
is definitely not your typical teenager.
Devyn ran hurdles in track, has skied down
the Appalachian Mountains, and surfed across
the rough waves of the ocean. Although she’s
still in high school, she writes weekly stories
and articles on an online platform designed for
college students and professionals. She’s an avid
equestrian, competing on the hunter circuit, and
a successful team member on her Interscholastic
(IEA) riding team, making it to Zone Finals last
year. She wants to be a police officer, or at least
get a degree in criminal justice and help people,
something she feels passionate about. She has
an Instagram account full of beautiful photos
she’s taken while riding across fields during
sunset. And she’s done all of this while being
legally blind.

More Than Coping

To Devyn, the word normal doesn’t bother
her. For her, being “normal” sounds quite
boring. She does the same things everyone else
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does, with a few exceptions and adjustments.
“I don’t know anything else so it doesn’t seem
like that big of a tragedy to me. There are days
I’m like, Wow, it would be really nice if I could
see so I could have a driver’s license, which
makes becoming a police officer a bit difficult,
but I get along fine without it!” she giggled.
Devyn was born with CRB1, a type of Leber’s
congenital amaurosis (LCA), a degenerative
genetic issue that has virtually eliminated her
retinas, resulting in blindness. “I only have about
20 percent of my vision, and only in the corner
of my right eye,” she explained. “My head is
always somewhat turned so that I can see large
shapes and shadows of objects right in front of
me. When I’m riding my horse in a field, I know
that there’s a tree line next to me, but that’s only
because I have that knowledge — the common
sense, I guess you’d say. I assume the shadows

“

Riding gives me a
sense of freedom
that I don’t get
anywhere else.
— Devyn Adams

”

are probably trees but can’t see them clearly.”
Since it is a degenerative disease, there are
currently no cures or treatments to stop the
progression. Therapy is available to help those
with the disease learn to adjust to day-to-day
activities with loss of vision, such as learning to
use a cane and the system of Braille. Devyn has
learned it all.
“I struggle more with my blindness in school
than I do with riding,” she said. “In high school,
my work load is double that of an average
student. Since I read Braille, I have a lot more
papers and work to do than other students.
Everything has to be translated back and
forth for myself and for the teachers to grade.
Managing all of that is rough.”

Learning to Ride

Riding opened up a whole new world for
Devyn. “In the past, I did hurdles, surfed, skied,
and all of these other things, but I think the
part about riding that I love so much is having
a partner to do it with. Riding, to me, is more
thrilling than any of those other things,” she
said. “Riding gives me a sense of freedom that
I don’t get anywhere else. When I ride a horse,
there’s absolutely nothing that can stop me that
wouldn’t stop anyone else. It makes me feel
‘normal,’ if there is such a thing.”
When asked what made her decide to start
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riding, and take on such a challenging sport for someone with
limited vision, Devyn replied, “In kindergarten, all of my friends
rode horses. I thought to myself, I don’t want to be like them. I
don’t want to ride! Then, in first grade, I got a Breyer horse. I
remember thinking, Wow this horse is so pretty, maybe I do want
to be like my friends.
“When I started riding, my parents, who have always been
supportive, asked if I wanted to ride English or Western. I said
Western because I didn’t know the difference. It wasn’t until
one day, when a girl mentioned that you can’t jump in a Western
saddle, that I immediately asked for an English one. I wanted to
jump,” she recalled.
As one can imagine, learning to jump without being able to see
what’s in front of you had to be frightening for a young girl. Devyn
considers herself to be pretty adventurous, but still readily admitted
to being terrified the first time she ever jumped. “I was in sixth grade
and riding a pony,” she said. “The very first time I took the pony to
the jump, it refused. It was just a little cross-rail but to me it was the
biggest jump in the world. The next time around, we went over it
and I’ve been hooked ever since.”

Competing and Succeeding

Today, Devyn competes in schooling and rated shows in the
Pre-Children’s Hunter divisions, and on an IEA interscholastic
team. She has even competed in out-of-state rated shows, one of her
favorites being at Chagrin Valley Farms in Chagrin Falls, Ohio.
“The first year I went to Chagrin, I ended up winning my first big
class on a 16-hand gelding named Bentley, a horse I rode at the
time,” she said. “The first year I did the IEA team, I made it to Zone
Finals with my team. I ended up doing really well at both Regionals
and the Zones. I really felt like I fit in, finally.”
So how does she handle a course of jumps with only a sliver of
vision? “Schooling shows are easier as I can school the course until
I’ve really learned the layout of the ring. Rated shows are, of course,
harder, especially if there’s no schooling, but I spend a lot of time
walking the course on foot. I can see a jump right in front of me, so
as long as I know the layout, I remember where to steer. Of course,
I really trust my horse, too!” she said.
“I spend a lot of time picking out landmarks. Decorations, large
objects, anything I can use to help me know when to turn. I count
strides and have learned to really feel my horse. I can feel their body
language change when we’re approaching the jump and about to
take off. I use the same tools in flat classes and the schooling ring. I
try to pick one spot and stick to it and not change my track much. I
can hear horses coming by their breathing and footsteps. I struggle
if there are jumps that match the footing, such as white jumps and
light sand, but I do my best,” she explained on the obvious questions
most are too hesitant to ask.
She now has her own horse, Chance. As she put it, there was an
instant connection and she knew she had to have this horse. She’s
been jumping 3’ at home, and is hoping to move up to the Children’s
Hunters later this year. Devyn may not see all of the stars she’s
reaching for, but that hasn’t stopped her from reaching for them.
Photos from top to bottom:
Devyn is able to jump with only a sliver of vision.
Chance enjoying a hug from Devyn.
Photos courtesy of Devyn Adams
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