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  Dedication

  I believe that in all of us is a good and pure knowing that beneath the surface of things, beneath gender and skin color, religion and nationality, social class and sexual preference, and yes, beneath species . . . we are all the same.

  


  This book is dedicated, with love and hope, to that good and pure knowing in you.


  About the Revised

  Animal Camp

  The two comments I hear most frequently are, “Oh, you must love what you do,” and,  just as frequently, “It must be so hard.” Honestly, both things are true in equal measure. I can’t conjure up work that would be more joyful or fulfilling. Twelve years after we opened our doors, these animals still take my breath away. The contributions Catskill Animal Sanctuary makes toward our vision of a world free from suffering feel good, pure, and purposeful. “Right livelihood” is the term used by Buddhists, I believe.  At the same time, the work is relentless and sometimes overwhelming. On both counts, I’m fairly certain my CAS colleagues agree with me. To present just the good stuff might make for a wonderful book or good PR for Catskill Animal Sanctuary, but it is not complete to suggest that the sun shines every moment of every day. Whether it is bumping up against entrenched belief systems that cause unspeakable suffering, or saying goodbye to a beloved animal friend, or constantly feeling the pressure of fundraising to meet an always growing need, this work ain’t for the faint of heart.

  When Skyhorse Publishing told me they wanted to do a paperback reprint of the original Animal Camp, I responded with an enthusiastic, “Oh no!” Seriously. I was proud of my first book, Where the Blind Horse Sings. But Animal Camp? Not so much, to be honest. I felt it was incomplete. Beyond that, the idea of having a three-year-old book represent Catskill Animal Sanctuary in 2013 and beyond felt awful. We’ve grown so much in the last three years! Just as important, America’s attitudes towards veganism are quite different than they were just three short years ago, and I hoped to be able to address this exciting shift. If the book was going to be placed out in the world again, at the very least, it needed to be updated.

  So I asked if I could do a major revision of the book: We’d keep the strong chapters, cut out the dated ones, and add several new essays that better reflect who we are as an organization in 2013.

  To my amazement, Skyhorse said yes. Bless them.

  This Animal Camp is a collection of personal reflections on the work of Catskill Animal Sanctuary. Grouped thematically rather than chronologically, the essays reveal both the joys and the challenges of our work—the deep satisfaction that comes from removing animals from desperation, for instance, along with the “weight of the world” feeling that sometimes accompanies our efforts to open eyes and hearts to the realities of our food-production system.

  Dozens of important books on agribusiness and its treatment of animals have been written in the last fifteen years. Some of the best have been published in the last five. I strongly urge you to read a few. Powerful documentaries have been produced, too: works like Peaceable Kingdom, Food, Inc., Earthlings, Vegucated, and more. A full list of recommendations is included at the back of the book. Yet my favorite work of all about the life of a farm animal is Sy Montgomery’s The Good, Good Pig, a memoir depicting the long life and daily antics of a pig companion named Christopher P. Hogwood. As much as the many well-researched works have taught me about the lives of pigs, Christopher P. Hogwood helped me know pigs.

  It is this same void that Catskill Animal Sanctuary and Animal Camp seek to fill. There is a dearth of firsthand information about farm animals from folks who know them like you know your kids. These stories, told by people like us who live and work among the animals in joyful environments, encourage a level of understanding of the “beingness” of animals that’s otherwise missing. If my musings help you see farm animals in a whole new light, I’ve done my job. If they go a step further—if they’re an exciting invitation to move toward a more compassionate lifestyle, well then . . . the animals have done theirs.

  Animal Camp is organized into three sections. The first, titled “What We Do,” shares a wide range of CAS experiences with you, from the sublime to the shattering, from actual rescues to tour days, from Chef Linda’s vegan cooking class to farewells to beloved animals that somehow feel both crushing and triumphant. This section is an introduction for all the folks who say, “Tell me about Catskill Animal Sanctuary.” My only regret is that our wonderful summer day camp, called Camp Kindness, isn’t included. It’s a unique and life-changing program for children, but the season came and went before I could write that chapter.

  “Why It Matters” looks at the stuff that never makes most folks’ radar screen—the impact of agribusiness on all of us, for instance. Watch as twenty-pound hens struggle to breathe on a hot day and feel the agony of a pig bound for slaughter. As you delight in the beauty and freedom of four calves once bound for the dinner plate, as I attend a fundraiser for one species at which another one is served for lunch. I also say goodbye to my beloved teacher and friend Rambo in this section, because what happened immediately after he died illustrates what I believe in my bones: In the ways that truly matter, we are all the same. As much as his life mattered, his death mattered, too, in what it taught us and in its implications for how we share what we know to be true about our animal friends.

  “When We Smile” is a section of snapshots—essays depicting brief moments in time. It brings us back to joy after the somewhat heavier preceding section. Enter the daily life of Catskill Animal Sanctuary and experience the joy that defines nearly every day. Share my delight in simply observing the antics of “The Underfoot Family,” the cast of characters free to roam the entire farm all day long. Given their ability to make their own choices about how to spend their time, they entertain and inspire and teach us. And they get in trouble. Arthur the free-range goat winds up in time-out several times a week. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll fall in love—and you’ll understand why we all consider it a privilege to do this work.

  Taken together, the three sections of Animal Camp provide a glimpse into a most challenging, unique, wonderful world—a world in which I feel privileged to participate. My fervent hope is that my depiction of this world will challenge you to make the lifestyle changes we must all make, right now, to minimize un-speakable suffering and to heal an ailing planet.

  See you at the Sanctuary.


  PROLOGUE

  About Catskill Animal

  Sanctuary

  Close to 2,500 farm animals, victims of neglect, abandonment, tragedy, or the food industry have found safe haven at Catskill Animal Sanctuary since we opened our doors in New York’s Hudson Valley in 2001. Many of our animals—particularly the rabbits, goats, potbelly pigs, geese, chickens, and younger horses—find loving permanent homes through our adoption program. Still, at any given time, 200-ish animals, ranging in size from two-pound bantam roosters to 2,000-pound draft horses, call CAS home. That number swells enormously with large emergency rescues. Many of these animals are “lifers”—CAS is their final stop. Among folks looking for animal companions, there’s little interest, sadly, in thirty-year-old blind horses, 800-pound pigs, or 1,800-pound cows.

  Throughout the years, we’ve watched in delight as newcomers respond to good food, spacious pasture, deluxe digs, top-shelf medical care, and love in abundance. For some, the healing is immediate; for others, it takes months, even years, to erase dark memories. A crackerjack farm staff complemented by a small army of exceptional volunteers does its best to ensure that each one gets what he needs not merely to survive, but instead to thrive. Care is individualized to a degree that plenty of folks would probably consider absurd.

  “Heal in your own way, at your own pace, on your own terms,” is our unofficial mantra, and it guides how we work with all our animal friends, whether rabbit or rooster, goat or goose. What’s permissible for one—something as simple as eye contact—might be threatening for a more timid animal. Both physical and emotional care are highly individualized, from bedding to housing to diet to who lives with—and next to—whom. To be “devoted to their happiness” demands this level of care. And for the caretakers, participating in the transformation of a broken spirit is something all of us consider a profound privilege.

  In the midst of it, the most remarkable animals become teachers offering life-changing lessons. In these pages, for instance, you’ll meet a Jacob sheep named Rambo, who spent his first year at CAS trying to kill any human who got close to him and his final ten watching out for all living beings at CAS as if we were his flock. To him, we were. (His story—our story—begins with Where the Blind Horse Sings. I recommend you start with that book, which can be ordered at www.casanctuary.org or on Amazon.com.) There have been many other teachers, too: roosters, turkeys, horses, pigs, cows, and rabbits. If you’ve had animals in your life, you know how the exceptional ones can rock your world.

  Anyone paying this level of attention can’t help but notice an obvious truth: farm animals are individuals, with distinct preferences and unique personalities. While there are particular – qualities inherent in all chickens or pigs or cows or humans, any ten individual chickens are as unique as any ten humans. Tiny Reef, a two-pound bantam rooster, loves nothing more than to perch on our arms (or our heads) or be carried around all day. He’s but one in a long list of exceptionally loving birds. I believe that gentle Jailbird, a rooster rescued from a crystal meth facility in Kansas City, somehow understands his role as ambassador for his species as he is passed from the arms of one receptive visitor to the next. We have shy chickens, exuberant chickens, and chickens who are drama queens. And impatient chickens? Of course. A chicken grieving the lost of a friend? Yes. A chicken trying to tell you something right this exact second if ONLY you’d pay attention? All the time! You get the point: People who speak in generalizations about chickens reveal how little they know about chickens. The same holds for all farm animals. The vast majority of us knows virtually nothing about the animals we consume.

  This brings me, of course, to the second reason our care is so individualized. Not only is it a vital component of the rescue part of our mission; it’s an equally vital part of our educational program. Why? It’s simple: confident, contented animals are wonderful ambassadors for their less fortunate brethren. Our tours are punctuated by interactions that disarm unsuspecting visitors—unsolicited gestures of tenderness, curiosity, confidence, and affection from animals whom visitors have likely never thought about. When a meat eater holds a cooing chicken, or is accompanied on his tour by goats Arthur and Jimmy or a couple curious turkeys, the wheels begin to turn. When Amos the steer licks a visitor’s face, chews his shirt, and uses his leg as a scratching post, a hamburger is no longer “a hamburger.” These are moments of rare and powerful clarity.

  When epiphanies like this happen, our signature programs—from Compassionate Cuisine cooking classes to Camp Kindness for kids to day-long events attended by hundreds—support good people interested in aligning their lifestyle with their values.

  It’s simple, folks: each single person who adopts a vegan diet saves as many as one hundred animals a year, so as a non-profit whose mission is to save farm animals, our greatest impact lies in encouraging and assisting people in adopting a diet that either contains far fewer of those animals or excludes them altogether. In the process, that person also gets healthier and treads so much more lightly on our frail and desperate planet. Best of all, perhaps, she gains the peace of mind that her circle of compassion extends to all living creatures. See Appendix One, “All the Right Reasons,” for a few of the ways that a vegan diet is truly what Alicia Silverstone (and so many others) calls “The Kind Diet” in her cookbook of the same name.

  Throughout the last few decades, we humans have sat by as food production has been concentrated among a handful of multi-billion dollar companies: Tyson, JBS, Dean Foods, Cargill, and others.  These companies have plenty of friends in high places. Their directors sit on the boards of our largest financial companies, our giant energy and pharmaceutical companies, our largest agricultural universities. They are friends with powerful lobbyists and politicians. Their influence on food policy, environmental policy, animal welfare standards, and more is titanic. Power and profits are what matter to them: damn the people who eat the toxic food. Damn the earth being used up past her breaking point. The animals grown to feed us? Feed ’em fast, feed ’em cheap. Their mechanized system of growing animals to turn them into food for humans subjects billions every year to a level of deprivation and suffering that no human being with a shred of compassion would wish upon another living thing.  The system is an abomination.

  Consider, for instance, the devastating impact of animal agriculture on our planet. With a growing human population demanding more animal products, there is an accompanying demand for more water, more land, more feed for the animals, more fertilizer and pesticides and antibiotics (all toxic, all entering our soil and water), more fuel, more electricity, more waste disposal capacity, and on and on. The planet can’t get bigger to accommodate this ever-increasing demand. The planet is coming apart, a fact that has been presented by dozens of organizations from the United Nations to WorldWatch Institute and borne out by environmental degradation, human illness and cancer rates, and the increasing global climate instability of the last few years. Look at the year 2012 in the United States alone: Irene. Sandy. Lee. A relentless drought that impacted much of the country and resulted in the culling of animal herds, hay and grain shortages, and price hikes. Near the end of the year, a National Public Radio commentator remarked that 2012 was the year that made global warming real. He was right. It did. We’re paying attention.

  In all the science around global warming, two statistics are especially useful: 1) Raising animals to feed humans is the single largest contributor to greenhouse gases, accounting for 18 percent of all emissions that are cooking our planet (one study believes that the figure is more like 50 percent–see the “Air” section of  ”All the Right Reasons” at the back of the book), and 2) with the same amount of natural resources that it takes to feed one meat eater, one can feed sixteen to twenty vegans. It is pretty clear: our greatest hope of slowing, and eventually reversing, global warming is a paradigm shift to a plant-based diet.

  Whoa there, girlie! With a challenge of this magnitude, what difference can a small non-profit like Catskill Animal Sanctuary make? Plenty, as we see it. On the simplest level, almost 2,500 animals—blind sheep, horses, cattle, and ducks; rabbits found in sealed Tupperware containers; a horse who survived a bullet wound to the head; hundreds of victims of mentally ill hoarders and so many others—have come to a place that, to them, hopefully feels like heaven. If one believes that each life counts, then places like Catskill Animal Sanctuary matter.

  Regarding the shift to veganism, no matter your motive—minimizing suffering, helping humanity heal the planet, or healing your own body worn out by a meat- and dairy-centric diet—Catskill Animal Sanctuary is here to help. Whether you want to begin by reducing your consumption, or are one of those rare beings like our friend Michael Graff, who went vegan overnight after hanging out with Dozer the steer, our programming at Catskill Animal Sanctuary is here for you the moment you say, “I need to change my diet.” From programs such as Camp Kindness, a day camp for children, to Compassionate Cuisine (register for classes early: they sell out fast!), to our special events, to our website loaded with recipes and resources, we will be both your coach and your cheerleader as soon as you’re ready to take the first step.

  So welcome, friends, to Catskill Animal Sanctuary. Laugh. Cry. Fall in love. Go vegan.


  What We Do

  People often ask us, “How do you get your animals?” I used to think it such an odd question, until I realized that most people are only familiar with dog and cat shelters, in which the stream of people surrendering their dogs and cats never stops. Sadly, there is often little room at sanctuaries for the animals whom well-meaning people can no longer care for. Unless the need is truly urgent—for example, when a caretaker has died—these animals are usually placed on our waiting list. During rare times when space is available, we happily accept animals from the list. Mostly, though, we don’t have space, because “emergency rescue” truly is emergency rescue–our animals often come a dozen at a time, even scores at a time. They come from animal hoarders or from infinite variations of situations one would call “bizarre” or “disturbing.”

  We are often, of course, asked to help with the physical rescue itself. Reasons vary, but they boil down to fewer people knowing how to catch, handle, safely load, or haul farm animals. Even when there is a cruelty case, law enforcement relies on us to remove the animals. My guess is that most readers have been in a car with a dog or a cat; not so much a goose, a pig, or a turkey. Few have loaded a terrified horse or cow onto a trailer. Many of us have joined friends in a search for a missing dog, but few have traipsed up a mountaintop and tried to catch a herd of injured feral goats. Come along with us and learn more than you ever knew existed about what “farm animal rescue” entails.

  In “Welcome to Catskill Animal Sanctuary,” you’ll accompany me on a tour, meet some of our animal friends, and consider their lives from a perspective that perhaps you never have. After you’ve fallen in love, tiptoe into Vegan 101 with me, where Chef Linda Soper-Kolton is helping the veg-curious create three quick, simple, tasty entrées. She shares her recipes from the class, as well! We hope you’ll try them and let us know what you think, and we hope that “sitting in” provides the encouragement you need to begin your own journey toward a healthier, kinder diet.

  So there you have it: a peek into life on the farm and another into two of our many educational programs. We work hard to mend broken bodies and spirits. We work hard to strike a delicate balance between honesty about what animals endure at our hands and respect for each person’s journey; we work hard to empower you to make positive, healthful changes. I hope you’ll let us know how we do.


  Just Another Day at CAS

  Eight of us are climbing a narrow path up a Pennsylvania mountainside. Granted, this is Pennsylvania . . . we’re not talking Kilimanjaro. Still, the climb is rocky and uneven, and our hands are full—we will likely be tired before the work even begins.

  Troy has a large dog crate balanced on his shoulder; Walt carries backpacks filled with rope, sheets, lead rope, and a first-aid kit. Volunteer Sharon Ackerman, an acupuncturist, carries water for the troops; the rest of us pass heavy crates between us. I carry one atop my head for a while, then pass it on to volunteer Vanessa VanNoy, who’s taking a day off from yoga instruction. (Vanessa loves adventures like this. She and her husband once flew to Kansas City, rented a Budget truck, and drove forty-two chickens back to CAS after they were rescued from a crystal meth lab.) Lorraine, meanwhile, doesn’t even work at the Sanctuary on Wednesdays, but here she is, climbing with us nonetheless, as is Friday volunteer Debbie Wierum. We are going to rescue nine feral goats. At least one is injured and unable to walk. Several are pregnant. All are emaciated.

  “I see one of the black ones,” says Gray Dawson, who is just ahead of me. His wife, Melissa, has left the group and gone ahead of us. It was Gray and Melissa who called us about the animals. Melissa has seen the goats five days in a row now at the top of her friend’s vast mountainside property. Her friend can’t fathom who they belonged to. “No one around here raises goats,” he tells her. Gray and Melissa are concerned that the goats won’t survive, hence their call to CAS. If their descriptions of the goats are accurate, they’re right. It sounds like there’s not nearly enough available food to sustain them, first of all; secondly, they’re prime and easy targets for coyotes.

  Per our instructions, the couple has been taking small amounts of grain to the animals, hoping to earn their trust. When we’ve gone half an hour up the mountain, Gray and Melissa instruct us to hang back as they continue on to locate the goats. So we take our positions in a pod, sitting very still, until sure enough, two pygmies come bounding down the mountain. Walt moves forward. In an instant, the two little goats have lead ropes around their necks and are munching happily on grain. We lure them into the biggest crate, knowing we’ll need all available humans to safely catch the seven remaining goats

  “We’ll never get them,” Melissa says dejectedly.

  It’s the pygmies who have come to her several days in a row. Of those remaining, only one has come cautiously within her reach in preceding days. For the others, even though their emaciation is extreme, fear has consistently won out over hunger.

  I am far more confident than Melissa, and though we don’t talk about it, I suspect the rest of the CAS crew is, too. It’s not like we’ve had a lot of experience rescuing abandoned goats from mountainsides. But we have taken in hundreds of animals who were originally (though usually not for long) terrified of us. We know how frightened animals move. We know goats can spring and leap with remarkable speed. Our bodies know how to match their movements.

  The injured goat and her very pregnant friend are huddled at the edge of a vertical rock face. There’s a thirty-foot drop to the craggy, boulder-filled forest floor. If a terrified goat leaps, she’ll die; if a human slips, ditto.

  “Should I try to get behind them to drive them down the hill?” Melissa asks.

  “Yes,” I say, and as she does so, the rest of us very, very slowly encircle the two frightened animals.

  A boulder juts upward between Lorraine and me—a boulder that a frightened goat will very likely use as a springboard to leap over our heads and out to freedom.

  “Kathy,” Lorraine says. I turn; she’s found a long, large branch. We stretch to hold it between us, hoping an additional visual barrier will dissuade a fleeing goat.

  We close in. We are all crouching, we are all quiet, we all utter soft words of encouragement. We are fifteen feet from the goats. Then we are twelve; then we are six. A few more feet and we can dive and catch them. But a goat is flying through the gap between Lorraine and me. I leap for her and hug her to my body. We collide in a heap to the ground and are sliding downhill toward the cliff. Instantly, Walt and Troy are there, wrapping the frightened animal in ropes and a sheet to keep her both safe and contained. I sit up.

  “Good tackle!” a voice from the left says.

  “Thanks,” I say, quickly dusting myself off.

  Over the next hour, we continue this methodical work until just one goat remains. She’s below us, backed into a corner below the rock face.

  Troy scales down a steep slope, followed by Debbie. I can’t see the goat.

  “If all of us come down, can we trap her?” I ask.

  “I think so,” comes Troy’s measured response.

  One by one, we lower ourselves into the small cavern. This time, the goat can only move forward; the rock wall behind her is sheer and solid and completely vertical. We form a line and inch forward, our hands outstretched to close in the gaps. The goat, rail thin but pregnant, turns quickly in every direction, desperate to find a way through. She leaps, but Troy leaps faster. They fall together and then Walt is there, safely harnessing her and wrapping her terrified, weakened body in a sheet.

  It’s clear we’ll need to carry her out . . . and we do.
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  Three hours after we arrive, we load nine goats safely into a warm rented cargo van bedded with straw and head north to Catskill Animal Sanctuary. The goats will live in a large, hilly pasture custom-made for goats. The back half is filled with trees and boulders, much like the forest they came from; the front is a grassy meadow. Their babies will not fall prey to hungry fox or coyote. In this new home, they will have plenty to eat, warm shelter in the winter, and, if they choose it, plenty of love from always-willing humans. If not, there’s ample room for them to continue living virtually the same way that they were living, only with plenty of added amenities, including safety.

  It’s six o’clock when we return to the farm, but the rest of the staff have all waited for us. We settle the goats into their deeply bedded stall; fresh hay and water are piled in opposite corners. Tomorrow, we’ll separate out the pregnant moms, whose udders suggest that kids could arrive at any time. We’re tired, but smiling. It’s just another day at Catskill Animal Sanctuary.


  The Little Horse That Could

  “He’s too weak to walk,” Stephanie Fitzpatrick of the Dutchess County SPCA told me before she pulled into the driveway with our latest rescue. She wasn’t exaggerating—little Andy collapsed when he got off the trailer and then fell again in the driveway. Looking at him now, this little white horse with hundreds of brown spots, I can’t believe he is alive. He’s nothing but bone. But he is alive . . . and that means we’ve got work to do.

  Andy’s owner runs a “nurse mare” operation that rents out mares for their milk. Unless they’re to be used for breeding, male horses serve no purpose. Like male chicks in the egg industry, male goats and cows in the dairy industry (prior to the production of veal), or male horses in the industry that produces estrogen replacement drugs from the urine of pregnant mares, they are considered by-products and are discarded by any means the business owners wish. Baby chickens, for instance, are suffocated, crushed, gassed, or ground up by the millions by the egg industry; the industry has no use for the birds who don’t produce their product.

  Andy, too, was “useless,” and he was dying from starvation.

  Coming into work the morning after Andy’s arrival, Alex burst into tears when he saw our new friend. “How could any living being do this to another living being?” he asked.

  It’s everyone’s reaction. As a three-year-old Appaloosa stallion around fourteen hands, Andy should weigh eight hundred pounds or so, but at most weighs half that. If you’re of normal weight, picture yourself with half your weight missing: you’d be skin draped over skeleton. That’s Andy.

  “I don’t know how he’s alive, quite frankly,” said veterinarian Heather O’Leary. She labeled him “below 1” on the Henneke Scale, a system used by veterinarians to represent horses’ body conditions, with 1 being the lowest possible number on a 9-point scale. A Henneke 1 depicts a horse in danger of dying. In many previous cruelty cases involving more than a hundred horses total, we’ve had only seven horses considered by examining vets to be Henneke 1; none were nearly as debilitated as Andy. Surely nothing but will has kept him breathing.

  Keefe has just arrived. Trying to prepare her for what she’s about to see, I have taken her hand and led her to the stall. We stand in front of his stall looking in at the little horse, who looks part Dalmatian, part deer, part horse. She cries, too, managing only to say, “He’s so frail.”

  “I know,” I respond. “This one’s going to be a challenge.”

  Andy’s legs are pencils; his rump higher than his shoulders due to absurdly long rear legs. He strains to poop, but passes water instead of manure. Later, his urine is the color of dark chocolate. We notice a thick pus-like substance running down his back legs. His rectum has prolapsed; it hangs outside his body, a raw and painful mass. We wrap his tail in an ace bandage to prevent further irritation and infection.

  “Do you think he’ll make it?” we’re asked a bazillion times a day.

  “He made it here alive,” I say to everyone who asks. “This is easier than what he’s been through.”

  Of course, the staff knows that Andy’s recovery is uncertain. In fact, he could be in organ failure. But Andy is one of those animals with whom everyone has fallen instantly, hopelessly in love. We love him for his courage, for the light and brightness in his eyes in spite of what he’s been through: chronic starvation for probably his entire life. He is going to fight; we will fight with him. Part of that fight is surrounding him with hope and positive energy. So volunteers and visitors hear that Andy is doing beautifully, even when he’s struggling.

  A few days after Andy’s arrival, I enter his stall and sit with him for a long while. He is lying down. His sides rise and fall hard—even the act of breathing is difficult. “You did it, little man! You’re alive, little trooper. Good job!” I whisper to him as he rests. A lesser spirit would have given up long before now. He sits up and looks at me without malice. No anger, just exhaustion and quiet determination. He nibbles my knee. “Hey, silly boy,” I say to him. When he decides to stand, I back away to give him room. Left front leg stretches out, then right. Andy struggles mightily; his entire body trembles.

  “You can do it, Andy!” I encourage him.

  Andy is shaking violently, but he has made it. He is standing and I am weeping; it’s the first time I’ve seen the heroic effort required simply to stand. (“It’s like watching a baby stand for the first time,” Alex says.) Andy leans against the stall wall for support. I lean into him with my full weight, my back just behind his shoulder, thinking that the extra support might be enough to help him last a few minutes longer. Even if it isn’t, I want to convey that we’re with him in this. His sides heave from the exertion; his tiny legs tremble. After no more than two minutes, it’s time for me to step aside.

  “Okay, Andrew! What a great job!” I praise him. Andy folds his front legs under him and collapses with a thud.

  We’ve triple bedded Andy’s stall with three heaping wheelbarrows of shavings. We make jokes about the “Princess and the Pea.” But even with this generous bed, lined with rubber mats, Andy has large raw abrasions on his hips from where the bones rub the floor. We treat them and add more shavings.

  I lie down in front of Andy’s head; the two of us form a T.

  I rub his cheek, his neck, and his forehead, and for a few moments, he nibbles my shirt. Within minutes, he’s sound asleep. (He sleeps for most of the day, of course. In addition to a medically-supervised diet and a growing fan club, quiet, comfortable sleep is what he needs to heal.)

  Andy’s owner has been arrested and charged with cruelty. While her fate plays out in the courts, we will do all we can to heal this lovely boy, whose spirit has captivated us. After just four days, he already wobbles on unsteady legs to his front wall, leans out, nibbles a cheek, pulls a hat off an unsuspecting head. Too weak to muster a full whinny, he calls out a pitiful “hello”—all breath, no sound—to everyone he sees. Yep, he’s a trooper, all right. And we’re rooting for him.
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  October 17: It’s been a month since Andy’s arrival. He’s still a mess, but at least he’s not contagious. That’s a piece of very good news. We put away the foot baths. It feels good to touch him with my skin rather than with a gloved hand. It feels, as Keefe says, “like our new baby is finally home from the hospital.”

  Andy is still a bag of bones, still extremely wobbly on his feet. He’s gained perhaps forty pounds but is still so skeletal that there’s no point trying to use a weight tape, a measuring tape used to estimate horses’ weights that is supposedly accurate within twenty-five pounds. Veterinarian Heather O’Leary says his condition will skew the results.

  One has to use extreme caution when putting weight on a debilitated horse. They need to be fed small frequent meals of hay only, gradually increasing the amount, decreasing the frequency, and eventually adding small quantities of grain as time passes. Andy’s case is especially sensitive—his starvation was chronic; his organs so stressed and compromised. Like so many who’ve come before him, Andy is on a special refeeding program. Yet despite the measured discipline of Andy’s weight-gain regimen, he’s getting far more food than he’s ever received. Nearly as soon as he finishes a flake of hay, another one is on its way—an alfalfa mix; lots of energy, lots of calories. He eats with relish. Soon, we’ll add grain to his diet.

  Just as important for Andy’s healing, however, is the attention he’s receiving: the kisses, the gentle words, the grooming, the encouragement. It’s rare to see Andy alone. Normally, one or more of his sizable fan club are just outside his stall, either stroking his face or allowing him to chew their coats, their hats, their hair. He loves the attention! Keefe is among the many who love to groom his tiny frame. In fact, she says that even as he playfully bites her arm, she’s happy to see “the little punk” full of life and ready to play.

  If Andy could speak our language, he’d probably tell us delightedly that he’s the first CAS resident to receive a daily sweeping. Mind you, I don’t make a practice of sweeping horses’ entire bodies. But one day, when I simply couldn’t sweep the aisle outside his stall because he kept on grabbing either my shirt or the broom handle, I turned his playfulness into a game.

  “Okay, Andy, you want the broom? You can have the broom!” I said, and then brushed his entire face from ear to muzzle. Andy grabbed on, and we played gentle tug of war until a perfectly good broom was about to be destroyed, at which point I dropped the handle, went to him and opened his mouth, forcing him to let go. I entered the stall, and I swept Andy’s neck, his back, his rump. Andy stretched his neck out as far as he could; he liked this game!

  This work—if you can call it work—is one of the greatest joys of what we do. Any of us can tell you what a privilege it is to participate in the healing of a broken animal—to say with every word, touch, gesture, “You’re safe, sweet one. You made it.” Andy is the most exuberant spirit I’ve ever known and thus makes our jobs that much more rewarding. But whether joyful and outgoing or fearful and reserved, all hearts yearn to sing. What a humbling and extraordinary gift it is to be one among those who offer that opportunity.

  Andy is definitely standing more solidly on his pitiful pogo-stick legs. His manure is generally solid; his rectum is staying inside his body. And it could be wishful thinking, but I don’t think so: I swear his whinny is getting stronger. It won’t be long before Andy is ready for his first real adventure: a walk outside to explore his new world at Catskill Animal Sanctuary—a far cry from the nightmare that cruelty investigators found him in.

  [image: image]

  One hundred and twelve days—that’s how long it’s been since Andy arrived. That’s how long it has taken Team Andy, comprised of veterinarian Heather O’Leary, master farrier Corey Hedderman, former Animal Care Director Walt Batycki, and dozens of others offering love, encouragement, and time, to bring him to this day. One hundred and twelve days. But we’ve arrived, and he’s ready. Andy is going outside.

  “Come on, little guy,” Walt says to him as he attempts to put the magenta nylon halter over Andy’s head. It’s a real challenge, of course: Andy wants to chew the halter. Andy wants to chew everything. He grabs the halter quickly, again and again. Finally, I hold his head while Walt slides the halter on. Though we’ve been working on this, it’s clear we have a long way to go. (Andy is now four years old—a young adult—but everything about him is still a baby. I don’t know whether it’s simply who he is, or whether, deprived of a mother and a herd of horses to socialize with, Andy was never taught which behaviors were acceptable and which ones were off-limits. Certainly no human ever taught him. It doesn’t matter anyway. His mischievous nature endears him to everyone he meets.)
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