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As I wound my way through the narrow, country lanes, the bleak 

scenery that flew past my window testified that winter still held 

the landscape firmly in its grasp.  This day, however, spring was 

making a valiant effort to announce its arrival.  The sun streamed 

through the windshield, covering me like a warm blanket, and the 

balmy air allowed me the pleasure of driving with my windows 

down for the first time in months. 

 

Despite the beauty of the early, spring day, this road trip found me 

in a somber mood.  A few weeks earlier the Ranch had received 

information regarding a nearby rescue operation.  This was one of 

the worst cases of neglect the state had seen in quite some time.  

Thirteen horses had been found already dead.  Starved and in their 

weakened condition, they had been unable to withstand the brutal 

winter storms that had pummeled central Illinois.  Twenty six oth-

ers were left in varying stages of starvation and neglect.   The 

situation had received a fair amount of media attention and had 

even been billed as a ñconcentration camp for horses.ò A small 

equine rescue facility was spearheading the efforts and was over-

whelmed with the magnitude of the case.   I was heading down to 

see if there was any way Refuge could help, as well as evaluate 

the horses to find one or two in need of the love and rehabilitation 

we could offer. 

 

Because the farm where the horses were located was well off the 

beaten path, I had arranged to meet the rescue director, Steve 

Alexander, at a nearby, small, country church.  I arrived first, 

parked my car and waited for a few minutes before his truck rum-

bled into view.  With a wave he motioned for me to follow him 

onto the winding gravel road behind the church.  We navigated 

around the sharp curves and over the steep hills that made up the 

rolling landscape. 

Finally we pulled off of the road and into the drive.  I climbed out 

of my car, taking a first look around as I shook the directorôs of-

fered hand.   

The old farm looked much as I had pictured it in my mindôs eye.  

The property was cluttered with old, rusted farm equipment.  Baling 

wire, glass, and all manner of trash littered the ground.  The first 

thing to catch and hold my attention, however, was a small paddock 

in front of the dilapidated barn where a dozen or so horses milled 

around a newly placed round bale of hay.  Their coats were shaggy 

and caked with mud and their bellies were distended with the telltale 

sign of a heavy parasite load.     

 

As Steve and I approached the fence he pointed out two young 

horses in particularly bad shape.  Probably not much more than a 

year old, this pair were significantly thinner than the rest of the 

horses in the enclosure.  As the youngest and weakest of the herd, 

they had no doubt been pushed away by the stronger, more dominant 

horses from what little food may have been provided.   As a result 

the harsh winter had taken a terrible toll on their little bodies.  Steve 

shared that these were two of several he was planning to move to his 

own small facility for rehabilitation. 

 

We pushed away from the fence and began to make our way around 

the side of the property, navigating around the mud and scraps of 

metal.  As we walked, Steve shared his frustration with the over-

whelming situation.  There were too many horses to move them all 

to the safety of his small facility.  Instead, he was making several 

trips to this farm each day to try and provide for their basic needs.  

Most of the horses were wild and distrustful of humans and would 

not allow any contact.  Those born on the property had never been 

handled and were not even halter broke.   Getting them caught, vet-

ted and--most challenging-- loaded into a trailer to be moved was 

going to be a major task  

To complicate matters even more, fueled by the news stories on TV 

and in the paper, gawkers were showing up at the farm to see the 

horses.  Others, more well-intentioned, were coming to throw hay  

 

 



One of the horses at this farm, starving and living amidst mounds of trash and debris 

and feed to the horses.   Though their hearts were in the 

right place, most people do not realize that bringing a se-

verely emaciated horse back to a healthy weight can be 

tricky.   Feed has to be introduced slowly and carefully.  

Too much too quickly can cause an already weak and dehy-

drated animal more trauma, or even death.  In their effort to 

help, these good samaritans were only adding worry and 

stress to Steveôs already very full plate.  However, someone 

had to do something, and this big hearted man had taken on 

the challenge.  
 
As we walked, Steve shared about the various horses on the 

property.  One horse in the barn had him particularly con-

cerned.  The stallion was in worse shape than most of the 

others and seemed to not be responding to efforts to reha-

bilitate him so far.   Steve confided that he was not sure if 

euthanizing him might not be the most humane thing at this 

point.  I nodded in response, understanding well the weight 

of having to make such a difficult decision. 

We approached the next pen and my heart sank.  This one 

was much smaller and contained only two horses ï a paint 

stallion and a palomino mare.  The mare was a sad sight.     

Every bone was visible beneath her shaggy, mud-crusted coat.  Her hips jutted out at sharp angles against the backdrop of the debris filled paddock 

where she was housed.  I stood there staring at them, heart-broken at the thought of all that they had endured. Their thin bodies lacked the insulat-

ing fat needed to protect them from the sub-zero temperatures, fierce winds, and driving ice and snow that had pounded the area just a few weeks 

prior.  I reminded myself that these were the lucky ones.  Somehow they had mustered the strength and the will to survive, where so many of the 

others could not. 

 
 

My heart was heavy as we turned to continue the tour.  The huge, wooden barn must have been lovely at one time, but years of neglect had taken 

their toll on the run down structure which was now in a sad state of disrepair.  As we crossed the threshold into the barn, Steve explained that many 

of the horses housed here were stallions.  It seemed as though the owner had been attempting to run a breeding program and this was where they 

had been kept separated from the mares and from each other.  The barn was dark and damp and we had to pick our way carefully through the trash 

laden aisle.  To the left, a row of stalls ran the length of the barn.  The floor where these once majestic horses were forced to stand was covered in a 

deep layer of manure and muck.  We made our way down the aisle pausing to peer into stall after stall.  It seemed each horse was in a sadder state 

than the last. Most of them stared back at us from the far corner of their small pens, wide eyed and leery of any human contact.   One stallion in 

particular caused a lump to rise in my throat.  His hooves were so long and overgrown that they jutted out at an unnatural angle, forcing him to 

stand on his pasterns, the narrow joint above the hoof. 

Up ahead and to the right in the center of the barn was an indoor arena holding another small group of mares.  These too were fearful and shied 

away from me, but they nickered at Steve in anticipation of feeding time.  Tucked behind one of the mares and peering out at us with a bit more 

curiosity was a precious foal, probably not more than a few months old.  The gravity of the situation and the weight of so many suffering animals 

felt oppressive as I looked around in despair.  We had nearly finished our tour when I asked Steve, ñWhere is the stallion you told me about earlier?  

The one that may not make it?ò  

He gestured to the far side of the barn where there were a few more makeshift stalls.  Most stood empty, but in the dim light I could just make out 

the shape of one last horse.  We approached his stall and his gaunt frame came more clearly into view.  As I placed my hands on the panel in front 

of me, I sucked in my breath.  Here was truly a creature that had given up on life.  His eyes were dull and sunken and his head drooped until his 

nose nearly touched the ground.  His skin hung over his skeletal frame, every bone visible beneath the ragged brown and white coat.   Supporting 

the weight of his own body seemed to require all his focus and energy and his back legs shook unsteadily with the effort it took to simply remain on 

his feet.  I cringed as rats scurried about the old wood and trash that littered the floor around his stall, but he didnôt move or even seem to notice.  

He was completely focused inward, unwilling or unable to connect with the world around him. 

 

I turned to Steve.  ñI want to give him a chance.  If itôs at all possible,  I want to take him and give him a chance.ò  I spoke before I had really 

thought through the implications of my words.  This poor horse was in no shape to withstand a trailer ride.  I had no idea how we would get him 

home, but that didnôt matter.  I just wanted to get him out of there. 

 

ñReally?ò  Steve sounded uncertain and concerned. 
 

 

I rushed to reassure him.  ñI realize he may not make it.   We can be back here in 2 days with a trailer.  I understand that if his condition gets any 

worse, youôll need to make the decision to euthanize him.  But if there is any chance for him, he needs to get out of this horrible stall.  If we can get 

him out of here, I think he might have a chance.ò 


