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The fate of America’s wild horses, the heart of a bitter 21st century range war, is the 

focus of the latest offering by Delaware documentary filmmaker Joseph Piner. 

“Free Spirits – Saving America’s Wild Horses” makes its Delaware premier at 7 p.m. 

Friday and repeats Saturday at the Everett Theatre in Middletown. It chronicles the fight 

to save allow America’s wild mustangs from the slaughter house and allow them to 

continue to roam the country’s public lands. 

Piner first learned of the horses in 2012. After meeting a Maryland rancher and others 

who buy mustangs and bring them to the East, he headed west to film the horses in their 

natural environment, including high-flying drone shots. 

His hope is that the film will raise public awareness, encourage mustang adoptions and 

spur people to champion the freedom and survival of the wild horses. 
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The core of the debate is whether or not the mustangs, from a Spanish word meaning 

stray, are native to this country, which would provide them protection under federal law, 

Piner said. 

On one side are cattlemen and sheep farmers who want the horses rounded up and sold, 

saying they are decimating wild forage. Pine finds that argument ironic since it’s the 

same one cattlemen used against encroaching sheep farmers in the Old West. 

Advocates on the other side of the argument include Native Americans, 

environmentalists, paleontologists and equine enthusiasts. They claim the horses are not 

only native and an icon of the American West, but enhance the environment by roaming 

and dropping their waste, a good fertilizer. 

RELATED: Want to be a cat person? 

The arbitrator is the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land Management, which 

oversees the use of public lands totaling more than 250 million acres. 

While the two sides continue to fight, BLM is allowing the horses to be rounded up and 

sold, ostensibly to individual buyers who want a horse, but advocates for their 

preservation claim many of the buyers who purchase several horses simply truck them 

over the border to Mexico, where they are slaughtered for meat that ends up in Europe 

and Asia. 

“There is a huge argument going on about whether these horses are or are not native to 

this county,” Piner said. “There are 74,000 mustangs in the U.S. More than 50,000 are in 

holding pens, and they are being sold for $10 a head. These horses are being managed 

to extinction.” 

While the topic may sound grim, Piner promises the film is not. He and co-producers 

Sarwar Kazi and Diane Kazi of Hockessin spent three years filming and editing the film, 

which was shot on location, often in rugged and dangerous terrain in Montana, Utah, 

Wyoming, South Dakota, North Dakota and Nevada. 

“You will learn about every aspect of the horse situation, but we didn’t want to make a 

gory film, so there is only one, very brief scene that could be considered graphic. 

“What you’ll see is the majesty and power of these animals. You’re going to see almost 

all the horses in their natural environment. You’ll even see a mountain lion we came 

across in the film. We didn’t get the bear we came across on film.” 

RELATED: Crate train your puppy without a lot of stress 

http://www.delawareonline.com/story/life/pets/delawarepets/2014/07/28/fuzzball-tips-adopting-cat/13289085/
http://www.delawareonline.com/story/life/pets/delawarepets/2014/12/29/crate-train-new-puppy-without


Piner, who founded his production company, CineFocus and Media Productions LLC in 

1994, made the film for only $30,000, taking a job installing cable to supplement his 

General Motors retirement and fund the project. 

His other credits include director and producer of “On Certain Days, Living Homeless,” a 

2006 production, and cameraman and editor on “The 750 Pound Man,” which aired in 

2007 on The Discovery Channel. 

For this effort, he enlisted the help of his son Joseph Piner Jr., who provided additional 

cinematography and music supervision, and his wife, Stephanie, and daughters Marisa 

and Lechelle on research and fundraising. 

RELATED: When to consider pet acupuncture 

Narrating the film is Robert Tree Cody, the adopted son of actor Iron Eyes Cody, the 

Italian-born actor who became best known as the “crying chief” in the “Keep America 

Beautiful” public service announcement of the early 1970s. 

The film opened in December at AMC Theatre in Las Vegas and the Mist Theatre in 

Harlem. New bookings are beings planned, 

“I’m very happy we completed this film, and I think it’s a success,” Piner said. “What I 

want this film to do is change minds and make everyone in the country know that the 

lands these horses live on is our land, the people’s land, and that these majestic 

creatures have great worth. They are strong, healthy and smart; they make great saddle 

horses. 

“They are as much an American icon as the Bald Eagle. I hope people get involved, and I 

hope anyone who can will adopt a mustang.” 

Delaware Pets is written by animal-lover Deb Lucas. Send her events, news and column 

ideas to dlucas@delawareonline.com or call (302) 324-2852. Find her on Facebook at 

facebook.com/deblucas and on Twitter at @DelPets. 

If you go 

WHAT: “Free Spirits – Saving America’s Wild Horses” by Delaware documentary 

filmmaker Joseph Piner. 

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday 

WHERE: Everett Theatre, 47 W. Main St., Middletown 

http://www.delawareonline.com/story/life/pets/delawarepets/2014/10/20/making-point-pet-acupuncture


ADMISSION: $10 

SEE THE TRAILER: youtube.com/watch?v=nfqg55GKc6c. 

Pet-related events 

• First State Animal Center and SPCA is providing free neuter services for male cats 

belonging to low income pet owners and caretakers today. One spot per cat/per person. 

Cat owners and caretakers must participate and have proof of participation in one of the 

following assistance programs: General Assistance, Temporary Assistance to Needy 

Families (TANF), Supplemental Nutrition Program (SNAP), Delaware Medical Assistance 

(Medicaid), Women, Infants, and Children Program (WIC), Social Security – 

Supplemental Security Income, Social Security Disability, or Veteran’s Administration 

Disability Compensation with a disability rating of 50 percent or higher. Cats should be 

domesticated and arrive in a plastic cat carrier with a towel. Call (302) 943-6032, option 2 

for an appointment. 

• Faithful Friends Animal Society will have an adoption event 4-7 p.m. Friday and 11 

a.m.-2 p.m. Saturday at Pet Supplies Plus, 2223 Concord Pike. Faithfulfriends.us 

INFO ON MUSTANG ADOPTION 

Go the government site blm.gov. Piner also recommends Legacy Mustang Preservation, 

ilovemustangs.org, which is featured in the film, and The Cloud Foundation, 

thecloudfoundation.org. 

 


