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Wendy giving paco 
a cuddly hug. a
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Donkey whisperer

i’ve just come in from the first 
real blast of winter — northwest 
winds gusting to 50 km/h — 20 

cm of snow falling … and how am 
I feeling? Warm and cozy. Today is 
exactly why I’m glad we (my wife 
Edie Cairns and I) live with a small 
herd of donkeys. No matter what the 
weather, we’re up and out right after 
breakfast. We adopted a standard 
jack named Paco in my last teaching 
term. He was fired from his job 
looking after sheep — and hired 
as a companion here on our little 
hobby farm. Over the next year Paco 
welcomed three jennies Darby, Rosie 
and Bella to complete the herd.

I wondered what retirement would 
have in store for me. I’m a tech geek 
and love to create websites, blogs, 

edit videos and dabble in digital 
photography. Then there is my 
interest in music, playing the piano 
and puttering on art projects. Are you 
noticing? That entire list tends to sit me 
down. I could easily see days passing 
by, while I indulged my passions in my 
study. My study that would no longer 
be packed with teaching materials … it 
would be packed with creative projects 
and a lot of sedentary time invested.

For many years now our yard has 
been another “room” for our family. 
We spend a great deal of time gearing 
up in the spring — planning, pruning 
and planting. We enjoy getting our 
granddaughters involved sowing seeds 
for vegetables and bulbs for summer 
flowers and harvesting it all later on. In 
the summer and fall it is easy to step 

out the door and wander from bench 
to flowers to bird baths … puttering 
and deadheading and admiring what 
has bloomed. But as the season 
waned so did our involvement with 
our outdoor spaces. Then along came 
Paco — needing a home — and me 
needing lots of incentive to be outside 
for longer than the gardening season.

extended family
I’ve learned a whole new language 
to communicate with the herd. Paco 
needed real help overcoming a fear of 
being handled and of new people. I 
learned how to use a clicker training 
tool to slowly bring him around. The 
herd needed their hooves trimmed 
regularly. I met a great local farrier1 
who spent an hour a week with us 

Learning life-lessons from     unexpected teachers — donkeys
by  Wendy  Pa r l i amen t ,  D i s t r i c t  20 ,      F ron t enac ,  Lennox  &  Add i ng t on

Donkey

1  A farrier is a person who shoes horses for horses’ feet. http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/farrier

caught red-handed racing for acorns.rosie soaking up the sunshine.
paco after his  
first year with Wendy and edie.

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/farrier
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in the beginning to teach me what 
their hoof anatomy is like and I can 
now do daily checks and cleaning. 
I’ve even given shots on my own. 
However, I think the donkeys might 
let you know that our vet is much 
smoother with that process!

They’ve become a much loved part 
of our family. When our children 
and grandkids are home for holidays 
the paddock (fenced enclosure) is a 
popular spot. Our granddaughters, 
who live in the city, love their 
donkeys and their country home. 
When they are here for “Gramma 
Camp” they spend hours helping out 
with the chores. In our last family 
photo we ended up perched in the 
woods because, the donkeys are 
family too.

attentive caretaker
Now I know daily what phase the 
moon is in, where the wind is blowing 
from, what the forecast is for hours 
of sunshine, rain, sleet, or snow and 
what the predicted high and low 
temperatures are. I know what time 
the sun will be coming up and when 
it will set. I know that there is about 
half an hour of twilight in the fall 
and much less in the winter. All of 
these things determine where I’ll put 
the day’s feed. On hot sunny days, 
the feed needs shade. In cold bitter 
winter winds, the feed needs shelter. 
I now own clothing that keeps me 
warm, dry, cool, and UVR (ultraviolet 
rays) protected. I love being out with 
the donkeys for hours every day 
regardless of what the weather tosses 
at us. I love watching nighttime skies 
and noting how the Big Dipper spends 
the winter on our northern horizon. 
I like noticing cirrus clouds and 
preparing for the rain they predict. 
We find we’re outside for two hours 
in the morning and then at least that 
long in the afternoon and evening. 

picture perfect in the woods. 

cute smiles. Wendy’s granddaughters spending the day with the donkey herd. 
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Sprint for acorns
That doesn’t include the hours invested 
in plowing after a snowstorm. We also 
have to race the donkeys for the acorns! 
We found out after we’d adopted the 
donkeys that acorns are not good for 
them to eat in any quantity. We have 
a number of huge oak trees so rather 
than cut any of the trees down we stay 
on alert and wait for the acorns to fall. 
Then we, and often our granddaughters, 
head out with pails to search them 
out. Some days we end up racing 
the donkeys. They catch on quickly 
to what it is we’re “harvesting”. The 
squirrels love that they can just stop 
by the compost pile to pick up their 
winter supply. Although, sometimes 
we get a good laugh when we find a 
squirrel carting a mouthful back into the 
paddock and woods to hide them again. 
All this has kept me fit and provided 
a dose of fresh air that seems to have 
gone a long way to making these first 
two years illness-free: no flu or colds.

Living with these creatures has 
brought me back to earth and 
renewed my appreciation for the little 
things in life. I’d highly recommend it.

My adventures learning to be a 
donkey whisperer can be followed 
by checking out my blog at 
http://meadowmice.net. 

Wendy working in the 
woods with paco and Bella 
keeping her company.

Loving care. Wendy 
tending to the donkeys 
in the winter.

Sunkissed. 
paco’s first 
summer on 
the farm.
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