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Foreword

When most of us say we love “animals,” we believe we are speaking of all animals. In reality, though, we are selective. We certainly love dogs and cats, and may have a special love of horses. Most of us would also include “wild animals.” However, we unwittingly have favorites. If asked to name the animals we have in mind, most of us would start with mammals (but probably not rats and mice), and then might mention birds (but perhaps not crows, pigeons, or starlings). Some of us would put in a good word for reptiles, a few of us would include amphibians, and a small minority might name fish, especially tropical, freshwater fish. But except for bees and butterflies (as adults, not as larvae) almost none of us would include insects or other invertebrates. In short, we discriminate. Our love of animals turns out to be lavish affection for relatively few. As for the others, we seldom think about them.

Perhaps the most ironic aspect of our discrepancy applies to the birds and mammals that we eat and otherwise use—the farm animals. I spent part of my childhood on a farm and therefore once cultivated a compartmentalized attitude toward farm animals, feeling great affection for the farm dogs and cats, also for the dairy cows and the work horses, but little or no affection for the steers we sometimes raised for beef, or for the pigs, sheep, and chickens. We named the dogs and cats, the cows and the horses, but were forbidden to name the others. Instead, telling ourselves that they had no intelligence or emotions, we killed and ate them. My experience was far from unusual—it is very difficult indeed to eat a slice of ham cooked with honey mustard and decorated with a sprig of parsley, and at the same time also consider the personality of the individual that provided it. This is as true of our population in general as it is of farm families. If we eat meat or wear leather, we must compartmentalize. We must erase the knowledge that our food or leather garment is the muscle or skin of a sensitive, intelligent, emotional being. The shrink-wrapped meat that we buy in the supermarket cannot, we feel, have a former identity. Meanwhile, we continue to cherish our pets and donate money for wildlife conservation.

Thus Kathy Stevens is of particular interest, as she has seen what most of us seem not to see—the personae of farm animals. She created the Catskill Animal Sanctuary for them, one of very few such sanctuaries in the country. She cogently points out that the meat industry encourages our lack of concern—if we knew who it was we were eating, and what the animal had to suffer, we animal-lovers might feel protective. But most of us would rather not know, and thus we do little to help farm animals. So Kathy has set about to counter our apathy. Part of the mission of the Catskill Animal Sanctuary is to educate the public, hence tours are offered so that visitors can meet the animals they might otherwise ignore or be eating. And she has written this book to tell their stories. Given her sensitivity to animals, every story is a perfect gem, and all are intensely moving. I found one story of particular interest—the story of Rambo, a sheep so fierce he would “rear up on his hind legs and come full tilt” at whoever was unfortunate enough to have to clean his pen or feed him.

When I lived on the farm, sheep seemed to be mindless creatures. We used the expression “silly as a sheep.” Back then, Rambo’s ferocity would have supported my impression. But later, as a young adult, I met a flock of semi-wild sheep in Scotland. To my surprise, their intelligence and knowledge shone. This was especially true of the leaders, the older sheep, and of a wise old ewe in particular. Thus I realized that the sheep I had previously known were (a) young and inexperienced, (b) leaderless, and (c) captives in a controlled environment. They had no way to learn, and no one to teach them. They were understandably anxious and easily frightened. Of course they seemed mindless. After my eyes were opened to sheep, I looked for examples of their intelligence, and have found none better than the story of the fearsome Rambo who, after living in the Sanctuary, was calmed by Kathy’s care and kindness to the point that he was able to understand his surroundings as well as she did. On his own, he purposefully saved the lives of some of the other inhabitants. I won’t spoil the book by telling his astonishing story. I’ll just say that it rings perfectly true. A person or an excellent dog might act as Rambo acted. I can also say, categorically, that if Rambo hadn’t found Kathy, or vice versa, he would have been shot, and his life and amazing ability would have been wasted.

If only one of the stories herein had been told—especially the story of the blind horse of the title—the book would have achieved its goal of education. We cannot read about this horse without opening our hearts to him. Hence the cumulative effect of all the stories, and of the history of the Catskill Animal Sanctuary, is powerful indeed. Of the dozens of books about animals that are published every year, very few change the way we think about them. But after reading this book, we will think differently about farm animals. With their complex intelligence and empathetic behavior, they have much to teach us. We can ignore the identity of a serving of meat as long as we know nothing else about it, but we can’t ignore the identity of our teachers.



 Elizabeth Marshall Thomas 
March 2007





Introduction

Nine of us are climbing a narrow path up a Pennsylvania mountainside. Granted, this is Pennsylvania (we’re not talking Kilimanjaro), but the climb is still 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 while Walt carries backpacks filled with rope, sheets, lead rope, and a first aid kit. Volunteer Sharon Ackerman, an acupuncturist, carries water for the troops and 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. Catskill Animal Sanctuary’s animal care director Lorraine Roscino doesn’t even work at the Sanctuary on Wednesdays but here she is, climbing with us on her day off, as is Friday volunteer Debbie.

We are going to rescue nine feral goats. At least one is injured. Four 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 large mountainside property, and per our instructions, has been taking grain to them, hoping to earn their trust.

The rest of us hang back in a pod, sitting very still, and sure enough, two pygmies come bounding down the mountain. Walt moves forward. In an instant, the two girls 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 hands 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 the seven 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 wild goats from a mountainside. But we have taken in hundreds of animals who were originally, though usually not for long, terrified of us. We know how frightened goats move. We know they 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, she’ll die.

“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. “Great!” I thank her.

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 flies through the gap between Lorraine and me. I leap for her. 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 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,”Troy responds.

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 ... so we do.

Three hours after we arrive, nine goats are safely loaded into a rented cargo van and are heading north to Catskill Animal Sanctuary. They will live in a large, hilly pasture filled with trees and boulders much like the forest they came from. 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.



 Much has changed since Where the Blind Horse Sings was first published in 2007. Devoted supporters from around the world have enabled us to expand our infrastructure and build many new barns and shelters so that we can continue to say, “You have a home here” to farm animals who’ve run out of options. Several foundations provided the funding for our 100% conversion to solar power, so that CAS may well be the first sanctuary in the country that is completely off the grid. Partnerships with educators and progressive businesses are helping us expand our educational programming and bring greater numbers of children to Catskill Animal Sanctuary to experience farm animals as they’ve never known them: personable, inquisitive, audacious beings as individual as we are. By the time my second book is published in 2010, our organic garden will be feeding staff, volunteers, animals, and visitors.

Of course, not all the changes have been happy ones. For animal lovers, the brevity of our animal friends’ lives is one of the toughest parts of our own lives. Over and over, we love and say goodbye, and it never gets easy. This is certainly the case at Catskill Animal Sanctuary, where we’ve lost many beloved animals, including several featured prominently in this book.

But as much as CAS has grown and changed, much remains almost poignantly the same. Our staff, for instance. Lorraine Roscino, who joined us as a timid volunteer terrified of horses the first year we opened, is now our animal care director and a crackerjack horse trainer. April Harrison, Julie Barone, and Walt Batycki arrived in early 2003, all as barn volunteers. During their first six months, both Julie and April were virtually too shy to speak. Julie is now my right hand and my left brain. As we grow, she oversees a host of complex tasks, multitasking with an efficiency that’s a marvel to witness. April, meanwhile, runs the barn, directing each day’s crew with confidence and focus, her eye always on the prize. Walt Batycki has morphed into our outreach guru, managing volunteer outreach, educational programming, events planning, and all our marketing efforts. Alex Spaey arrived in 2004. He is our workhorse, completing any task that requires strength and/or knowledge of building and heavy farm equipment. Whether it’s nine degrees or ninety, Alex never quits.

I love these people. They are the heart of Catskill Animal Sanctuary; they are love in action. That they are all still here says something wonderful, I hope, about all of us. Sure, we often butt up against each other as we grow. But we do grow, together, and together we nurture this place we all cherish.

The most dramatic “sameness,” though, is in the lack of sameness in rescue work. As Troy Gangle, our newest staffer, commented the other day,“You can’t make this shit up.” Troy was referring not to the fact that six of us left CAS to trudge up a mountain to attempt to rescue nine goats in dire straits. No. That was today. He was referring to yesterday, when a different group of us had to move four cows, one of them blind, from a pasture by my house to one a good half-mile away. Let’s just say that while no one was injured, the move didn’t exactly go according to plan, and I was breathless with laughter as six “expert” animal handlers alternately led, pushed, pulled, chased, cajoled, and lured the four cows—and lifted one large cow butt out of my personal flower garden. (That was the butt of Helen, the blind cow, whose response to being moved was, well, to sit down right where she was, which happened to be in my flowers.) It’s true: If I’ve learned anything in eight years of rescue work, it’s that there’s no such thing as a predictable day. Those who need routine need not apply. For the rest of us, there’s joy and richness, love and hilarity in working with resident animals who know in their bones that Catskill Animal Sanctuary truly is their safe space, their haven, their home.

Each day on this hallowed ground is an opportunity to witness miracles. One morning an elderly sheep nurtures a turkey. On another, we humans giggle as Murphy the dog and Ozzie the pig play tugof-war with a blanket in the middle of the barn aisle. On a summer afternoon, I whisper a wrenching goodbye to my dear friend Paulie, who, as he’s dying in my arms, rubs his tiny rooster head on my forearm, over and over again. Paulie couldn’t hug me; he had no arms ... but how easy it was for him to say “I love you” in his final moments. I now unequivocally know something I didn’t know in 2001, the year I turned down the principalship of a new school in order to begin this new adventure. Whether feathered or furred, two-legged or four, human or horse, we’re all the same. The animals announce this truth in myriad ways many times each day, and it’s a lesson that has forever and irrevocably informed all that we do here.

As the world teeters on the brink of calamity, there is this little slice of heaven called Catskill Animal Sanctuary, and I wonder, indeed, what I’ve done to deserve it.





Part One

First Steps
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A Diamond in the Rough (One)

A year after we moved into our temporary residence, we began in earnest the search for a permanent home. Our criteria were simple: seventy-five acres or more, a few pre-existing shelters, and a house on the premises. For our own convenience and sanity (and that of future volunteers), we also hoped to be closer to either Kingston or New Paltz, two small cities that were both thirty minutes from our current home. The area where we lived was nearly twenty miles from the interstate. One small, foul-smelling grocery store sold junk food and rotting fruit, and the only restaurant was a diner: hardly an option for vegetarians.

Much to our alarm, a million dollars or more was the going rate for farms of that size. No matter our early success at fund-raising, that kind of price tag was way out of reach. We quickly learned, too, that much of the value at that level was in the home that came as part of the package: wonderful eighteenth-century stone houses with six-hundred-square-foot living rooms, or nineteenth-century, five-bedroom clapboards with deep farmers’ porches. There were only two of us. We didn’t need a four-thousand-square-foot home. We kept looking.

Jim Nimal and his wife became members of Catskill Animal Sanctuary not long after we opened. Like everyone else in the community, Jim knew we were looking for a place to hang our shingle. Even so, I didn’t expect what I heard when he called one June morning.

“I investigate welfare fraud,” he explained, “and one of my cases is in Saugerties, near a former racehorse farm.”

I perked up. A training farm would probably have a huge barn ... now, that would be a bonus.

“I’ve gotten friendly with the owner, a guy named Charlie. He’s pretty desperate to sell.”

“Oh, really?”

Jim wasn’t sure of the details, but he knew Charlie was anxious. With the next words out of his mouth, I was in my car and on my way:

“Kathy,” Jim said cautiously, “it’s in rough shape.”

We’d seen quite a few places that were a little rough around the edges, so the comment didn’t faze me. In fact, I was heartened, because I hoped that an eager seller plus a farm in disrepair would equal a reasonable asking price.

I pulled to a stop at the bottom of a winding, downhill drive and blinked for a long, long time. A mound of used tires—scores of them—sat directly in front of me. Behind them, a rusted horse van, an ancient excavator, a school bus on its side, an old camper, and cars from a bygone era had been brought to Fortune Valley Farm to die. The hill sandwiched between the top and bottom of the downward-sloped, serpentine driveway was evidently a massive burn pile, judging by the assortment of rusted, charred metal on its face. Box springs, metal chairs, paint cans, air conditioners, defunct lawnmowers, appliances of every stripe, including several stoves and refrigerators, had been dumped over the years by Charlie and his friends.

“Yeah,” Charlie would later explain in his gravelly voice. “No sense paying to dump it.”

But what a setting for a farm: gently rolling hills and an expanse of flat meadow—perhaps fifty acres—were flanked by wooded cliffs. Over thirty weeping willows surrounded a pond of about an acre, which was a mere hundred feet from a huge barn.

“Mind if I walk the property?” I asked Charlie, who sat in a blue vinyl chair perched outside the end of the barn.

“Go ahead,” he said between long drags on his Kool cigarette.

The land itself was wildly overgrown with burdock, nettle, thistle, and loosestrife. The grass reached to my waist, making it impossible to judge the terrain. Though the fencing was rotten and largely collapsed, enough was standing to reveal how Charlie and his brother Frank had fenced the farm when they began a Standardbred training business in 1970. (In fact, the brothers had hand-sawed hundreds of the locust posts for their property after suppliers could no longer provide what they needed.) Thirty years later, however, this land would require far more work than a vacant piece of land would: months of cleanup by a small army, some serious demolition, and the rebuilding of roads would have to take place before we could think about construction. The pond was choked with algae. I surveyed the desolate scene, and was willing to bet that the well was seriously contaminated.

I hadn’t even entered the barn. Why wasn’t I driving away from this place?

Twenty stalls, ten on each side, flanked the wide center aisle of the big barn. Two large rooms, both roughly 25’ by 40’, had been extended from the middle, so that from the air, the barn looked like a giant plus sign. Though it lacked a hay loft, the barn had all the other prerequisites: spacious stalls still lined with rubber matting, a hay storage room, and an area large enough to double as a kitchen and feed room. But it took some doing to imagine that horses had once inhabited this building. El Caminos on cinderblocks, their hoods wide open, lined the aisle. Engines and tool boxes, tires and big metal hulking things that only car mechanics could name, thirty-gallon drums and barrels with assorted metal dotted the walkway. In fact, every step down the 135-foot aisle was impeded: walk around a rusty car, crawl under a group of planks on the four-foot aisle walls of the stalls. And then there were the stalls themselves.
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