
Project Ronan’s Big Heart 
 

When I accepted the challenge in 1996 to breed for a show quality lilac point Himalayan, 

little did I know the road blocks I would come across in my quest. Oh, I was educated 

about FIP (Feline Intestinal Peritonitis) and warned about Ringworm. If you breed long 

enough, bring in new breeding cats, or simply attend a cat show, you will eventually meet 

the task of addressing these issues in your cattery. But it all seemed worthwhile to 

achieve a goal that few had attempted, and even fewer attained. 

 

It was common knowledge that cats that lived to a mature adult age would die from either 

kidney failure or cancer. We, as breeders, in our quest for producing healthy Persians, 

backed the research to find the genetic marker for the most common form of kidney 

disease, PKD (Polycystic Kidney Disease). We can now genetically test our breeding cats 

for this disease and eliminate it from occurring in offspring. So that’s one less heartache. 

 

As of 2013, I had been breeding for seventeen years, and throughout those years I never 

heard a Persian cat breeder speak of heart disease. So I assumed that it was uncommon in 

cats. It wasn’t that heart disease didn’t exist in Persian cats. It was that no one was 

revealing its existence. It could have been ignorance, but not for the experienced breeder. 

No, it was the Ostrich Syndrome. 

 

There was no way to predict which Persian cat would inherit the gene for HCM 

(Hypertrophic Cardiomyopathy), which is an enlargement of the heart that leads to its 

early demise. So no one talked about it. After all, HCM had the full attention of Maine 

Coon and Ragdoll breeders. It was “their” disease.  

 

In August of 2009 Irish, my stunning flame point Himalayan, developed CHF 

(Congestive Heart Failure) secondary to HCM and the stress of a PU surgery (to remove 

his penis that kept blocking). That’s when my education about this disease began. After 

spending four days at the veterinarian hospital, Irish came home on three medications, 

and as of August, 2013 (four years) he has been a CHF survivor, even showing some 

improved heart function on the medicine called Vetmedin (pemobendan).  

 

One month after Irish’s diagnosis I lost Foxy, my feisty and beautiful two and a half year 

old tortie point Himalayan. She was a funny girl, one who loved to shake the branches of 

the wintered-over hibiscus just to watch the leaves fall. One day I noticed her exhibiting 

deep chest breathing. I quickly picked up her up to take her to the veterinarian, but it was 

too late. It’s hard to imagine the horror of holding a young, vivacious cat that is trying to 

bolt out of your arms while gasping for air. Moments later Foxy died from CHF. It was 

literally gut wrenching.  

 

Then within a few weeks St. Patrick, a two-show grand premier in the CFA (Cat 

Fanciers’ Association), was also diagnosed with HCM. What did these three cats have in 

common? They were all 1st generation offspring of Ronan, my seal point Himalayan, who 

was my foundation breeding male. That’s when I began having cardiac ultrasounds on all 

of my breeding cats beginning at the age of two, when signs of HCM typically begin to 



manifest changes in heart structure. As of 2013 cardiac ultrasounds are still the only way 

to detect HCM in Persian cats.  

 

So how prevalent is this disease in Persians? There are various estimates of the current 

disease penetration in this breed. My veterinarian, who has dealt with many breeders over 

her thirty plus years of practice, says she is seeing HCM in Persians by cardiac ultrasound 

at a rate of about 40%, consistent with the literature on HCM in Persians. FORTY PER 

CENT of Persians are estimated as having the potential for developing HCM. And they 

have an estimated 50% rate of passing it as a breeding cat, even if they inherited the gene 

from only one parent. Given time, the incidence rate will catch up with the statistical 

genetic passing rate. That is a lot of potential heartache for Persian cat owners who will 

lose their cat at a premature age. 

 

So do we, as breeders, continue to ignore it and hope it will go away? Or do we do 

something about it, like we did with PKD? In my opinion, there is only one answer to this 

question. The work has already begun. After St. Patrick was diagnosed with it, I was 

referred by the CFA to a researcher who was looking for this genetic marker in Persian 

cats. I began submitting DNA and pedigrees on all of my cats and kittens and asked many 

of my former clients to contribute as well. I put together test kits and sent them to my 

clients. 

 

Researchers had discovered the genetic marker for HCM in Maine Coons, so my hope 

was high. I even submitted an article to the Atlantic Himalayan Club, which they 

published in their monthly magazine called Cat Tracks, hoping that at least the 

Himalayan breeders would get involved. But I received no response. 

 

The researcher was excited with my willingness to participate. And at roughly three years 

into our coalition, I finally had a diseased heart tissue to submit, a key to help in 

unlocking the genetic code. Ronan, my loving seal point Himalayan that I referred to as 

king of the water bowl and who made it to thirteen years of age with his big heart, finally 

succumbed to multi-organ failure and donated his heart to this study. Sadly, it was at that 

point that I learned the study had stalled. There wasn’t sufficient funding to actively 

pursue it. 

 

My only hope was pleading with the Winn Feline Foundation after seeing grant after 

grant awarded for more PKD research, or even worse, HCM grants for other much 

smaller breeds like the Norwegian Forest cats. How could this happen? The Persian 

breed, according to the CFA, is the most popular of all purebred cats. And that means a 

greater number of “heart sick” cats are being bred.  

 

So the challenge is two-fold. It is long overdue for Persian breeders to pull their heads out 

of the sand and step up to the plate, the contribution plate that is. And Persian cat 

fanciers, who are adopting purebred Persian cats, need to join us in funding the research 

for Persian HCM. Arrangements have been made with Maureen Walsh, CEO of the Winn 

Feline Foundation, and her assistant, Alisa Salvaggio for an avenue to help find the 

genetic cause of this disease so that Persian breeders can one day test for it like we do for 



PKD. An account has been established to accept donations earmarked strictly for HCM 

research in Persian cats called the PERSIAN HCM FUND.  

 

I am asking, no I am pleading with all Persian breeders and our Persian pet clients to 

make a contribution to this fund. You will need to select a specific purpose for your 

donation and request PERSIAN HCM FUND on the donation form. Once the fund has 

enough donations, we can then petition the researcher, Dr. Gus Cothran, to submit a grant 

proposal for the study that is already in process. But he will only receive a grant if there 

is sufficient funding allocated in the PERSIAN HCM FUND to do the work. As of 

October, 2013 the fund has accumulated only $1000. We need a minimum of $15,000 for 

Winn Feline Foundation to issue a grant for a breed-related study. 

 

The Norwegian Forest Cat breeders banded together for their breed’s HCM research and 

raised $23,577 allocated as a Winn Feline Foundation grant. With the large Persian base 

that we have in breeders and clients, we can easily exceed that. If you want to continue to 

breed and/or own Persian cats, it is your obligation to get involved. 

 

So Persian breeders and pet owners, please make the donation. Make multiple donations. 

If you, as a breeder, have a kitten client who lost their previous Persian pet to HCM, 

Winn Feline Foundation has set up a special donation form for breeders to make a 

donation to honor the cat they lost. And they will send the client a special letter 

acknowledging the contribution. It’s a nice way of showing how much we care about the 

families who adopt our kittens and how serious we are about addressing this disease. Just 

contact the foundation and they will send you the form. Multiple entries are possible so 

contributions can be made on a quarterly basis or individually, depending on how many 

clients you have who have lost a Persian cat to HCM. 

 

If breeders want to begin submitting DNA for this study, please contact me through my 

web site and write Project Ronan’s Big Heart in the Comments section. But first we need 

to raise adequate funding. This will likely be the most important endeavor you can make 

to the future of the Persian breed. It is far more important than producing that “perfect 

show cat.” If we don’t accomplish this soon, there may be few, if any, Persian cats left to 

show. It’s time to do something really great for the breed. If you would like to know 

more about HCM in Persians, you can visit the Health HCM page of my web site:  

www.donegalhimlayans.com or www.donegalpersians.com.  

 

I and those who have stepped forward to help, including Susan Youngman of Victorian 

Gardens Cattery in the USA and Deb Hudson of Dreamhimi Cattery in Canada, thank 

you all in advance for your support. 

 

Jeanne O’Donnell (Donegal Cattery) 

 

http://www.donegalhimlayans.com/
http://www.donegalpersians.com/

