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Do you ever wonder about fate? Will some things happen no 
matter what we do? It seemed that Paco snuck up on me from a 
couple of directions. The one that stuck though was proving that 
people don’t sink in graveyards.

My granddaughter, Kyla, was four years old that summer. She 
was a gutsy little thing that loved to be outdoors. Each summer 
she would come to spend some time with us at ‘Gramma Camp’. 
We’d go for hikes, collect pine cones and butterflies and old 
beaver teeth. We’d have milkweed blowing contests in the 
woods. There were afternoons of swimming at the lake, and 
evenings watching fireflies from the upstairs landing.

We live in a small village with a population of about 50 people. 
We’re a crossroads based on what used to be a thriving cheese 
factory, dairy and railroad station that picked up lumber and 
livestock. Now the school is closed, along with one of the general 
stores and the garage. Most people’s backyards face out onto 
fields that are planted with hay every summer. In the centre of the 
village is the home of the Goodfellows who raise poultry and 
sheep. The village has grown up around their farm.

One morning Kyla announced she’d learned something really 
strange from a friend. “Gramma, did you know that if you walk in 
a graveyard you will sink into the graves?” 

PACO: A LOVE STORY
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Paco wandered the fields and the 
woods that bordered Parham’s 
graveyard. He lived on the 
Goodfellow farm.

What a great experiment! We had a lovely 
graveyard right here in Parham. Of course we 
made a beeline there to check it out. And the 
rest is "his story"!

As we were wandering through the trees and 
the stones we noticed a brown and white 
donkey in the field beyond us. He noticed us 
too. 

Soon we were pulling up big handfuls of long 
grass along the fence line and feeding them to 
Paco. We knew that was his name as I 
remembered a neighbour describing how he’d 
bray in the morning behind her house. I’d never 
been near a donkey. He was lovely with big 
brown eyes and a soft white nose. He certainly 
was not shy and eagerly followed us.

Kyla and I returned to the field each day that 
she was here. Some days bringing apples we 
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picked on our way. Each day we’d watch for him among the flock of 
sheep in the field. After a few days he could hear us coming and 
would be waiting at the fence to see what treat we were offering.

After Kyla left for home I began walking that way to catch a glimpse 
of Paco. He was a great exercise motivator. I even began jogging a 
route that took me by his field. And each day he became more and 
more aware of where I was coming from. I’d bring him carrots and 
apples. Carrots were definitely his favourite. I picked up a cloth 
shoulder bag that I could use to carry a half dozen to him each day. 
That is when I knew this was more than an average interest.

Kyla returned in October for a visit. As we walked up the hill at the 
graveyard Paco looked up to see us – both of us – and lifted his 
head and brayed! He danced around and galloped across the field 
to meet us. It was as if he was saying to Kyla, “Where have you 
been!” She was absolutely delighted. He remembered her. More so 
– he loved her! That was the weekend we first crawled through the 
fence to give him a hug. He was a great snuggler. He would put his 
big face against my chest, close his eyes and literally hum with 
pleasure as we stroked his ears and neck. We – all three of us – 
were besotted. I sought out the farmer that owned the field Paco 
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There must have been a little 
girl in Paco’s past. Right from 
the start he was enchanted 
with Kyla.



was in to ask if it was okay if I brought him carrots and apples. I 
can’t imagine what I would have done if he had said no…  And so 
began a beautiful friendship!

By this time I found myself talking about Paco all the time at work. A 
colleague was a horse person and had plenty of tips to share. She 
was eager to hear updates of my donkey pal. I began to wonder if 
there was a way that I could possibly … in some dream universe … 
find a place where I could house him. When I began scrolling 
through real estate websites and farm listings my wife took a big 
gulp and asked me if I was serious. Really? I was wanting to keep 
donkeys? 

We owned two properties, side by side, that added up to about five 
acres. We had a large field behind us owned by our neighbours on 
the west side. Across the road were more fields and on the east side 
of us sat the fair grounds. Ede began to wonder if we couldn’t 
manage miniature donkeys right here – no moving required.

My work life was drawing to a close. I had just over another year left. 
I started to look ahead and found I was captivated by the idea of 
actually setting up a paddock and adopting some donkeys. My 
drive to work passed two horse farms. I’d slow down and soak in 
their paddocks and shelters and barns. I became friends with one 
couple who were new and busy renovating their property. One day 
they waved me in to have me come meet their brand new colt – just 
born that day. Along that road there was an old white horse that 
seemed to wander at will. As spring approached I would be driving 
along the one lane dirt road to find him stepping out of the trees to 
look into my car window. I often had an apple on the seat beside me 
– my ‘driving home snack’. That wise old horse picked up on that 
and it became his daily afternoon snack! More and more I was 

identifying with the animals and people eking out their existence on 
these rocky Canadian shield farmsteads. 

AND more often than not I was bustling out of the school building as 
early as possible (which was not my style for the twenty-nine 
previous years) to get home in time to walk over to Paco’s field for a 
visit as the sun went down. With the time shift by the end of March it 
would be light out until about seven thirty. But prior to that the sun 
would be gone before dinner time. Paco spent most of his life up on 
a hillside overlooking our village. A great place to watch the sunset.

I realized by March that Paco really needed another place to live. 
The old barn he used as his shelter was falling apart. One wall was 
totally gone. At least it was the southern wall. He would curl up on a 
thick bed of old straw against the north wall. I thought someone 
must be cleaning up in the barn because there was a pile of manure 
almost as high as my hips a distance away from the straw bedding.

I had started to read everything I could about donkeys. Paco was an 
intact jack. There were many warnings about the aggressive nature 
of jacks … He was a standard donkey. There are miniature breeds 
that would be smaller than him and mammoth breeds much more 
along the size of a horse. One trait that is particular to jacks … they 
like to drop their manure in one location. Turned out that Paco had 
picked a spot and was building a mini-mountain of poop!

Most of my physical contact with Paco over all of this time was 
around his head. He was very nervous about letting me anywhere 
near his hind quarters or even his back. He would nudge his head 
into my chest or hang his head in my arms while I scratched his 
ears. I would hold an apple or carrot for him while he would break off 
bites. He would nuzzle his soft nose into my coat looking for more 
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Paco’s favourite treat was carrots 
but apples were a very close 
second.

treats hidden in pockets or in my carrying bag. If I moved to his 
side he would move to keep me at his head. At first I thought it 
was because he wanted more scratches. But then I began to 
notice that he was being very careful about where I was - head 
cuddles notwithstanding. This was all new territory for me too. I 
had never ‘met’ an equine at such close quarters. Sure I had 
been horseback riding and seen horses at various fairs and 
events. But this was more like making friends. Paco was great at 
finding ways with subtle body language to let me know what he 
was thinking … or even wishing me to do. It was great therapy for 
me - just standing with him - breathing in the evening air - 
noticing the snow, or the ice, or the clouds, or even the geese 
that had taken up residence before the melt.

Each night as I would wander across the Goodfellow’s fields I 
would see Frankie out carrying water and food to his birds. There 
were half a dozen buildings scattered among the sheep 
paddock. Most of the sheep were moved to his parents' farm just 
a few kilometres away. He would wave and I would 
self-consciously wave back. Here I was, on a daily basis, helping 
myself to his land and his donkey …

I got up the nerve one night to walk over to the paddock to chat 
with him. Frankie is a quiet person. Reserved in the way someone 
who works with animals alone most of the day can be. I’m not 
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sure what he thought of my chatting and 
nattering as I nervously thanked him for 
letting me spend some time with Paco. 
While we were talking Paco had followed to 
stand beside me.

Frankie reached out, “Oh, are you going to 
let me touch you now boy?” Paco 
sidestepped and kept a wary eye on us 
both. That was when I discovered that 
Paco was reputed to have a ‘large personal 
space’. Frank said he found it amusing to 
watch him out in the fields with me – 
cuddling and cozying up. It wasn’t 
something he was able to do. Seemed 
Paco’s attachment to me was as unique as 
my attachment to him. As Frank turned 
back to his chores and I walked with my 
arm around Paco’s neck through the field I 
had to really mull that one over.

The winter had turned into a series of ice 
storms. Paco was stranded at the barn. It 
was a challenge for me to get up the 
graveyard hill to his fence line. By now I 
couldn’t miss a day. I would worry about 
him up there and miss the chance to 
connect with him. Some days I would walk 
over and it would take what seemed like 
forever to get up the icy slope and just as 
precarious to cross the field. By now I 
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Paco patiently waiting for 
me to get to him with his 
daily treat of carrots.

7



The perfect ending to a day was 
a Paco hug.

couldn’t have driven my car along the graveyard road if I had 
wanted to – it was simply too icy. The township had stretched a 
long orange tape and put up a barricade to stop people from 
trying. So walk up I did. 

As I would climb over the fence I would call out his name. The 
barn was a good 500 metres away but you could hear clear 
across the field. He would come out and stand as far from the 
barn as he could manage without going on to the ice. Eventually I 
would reach him and slide (sometimes on my bottom) into the 
barn’s hay strewn floor. There was a wooden shelf that I could sit 
up on that brought me level with Paco’s face. I’d take out a carrot 
and he would push in for a hug and happily chew away. There 
were times that we would visit there like that for more than an 
hour. When he finished the carrots he loved a deep scratch of the 
fur around his cheeks and especially his ears. Eventually we 
would just be quietly listening to the wind and soaking in the 
night.
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My friends and family began to hear a lot about Paco. 
In my letters and emails I would send pictures. When 
an old high school buddy came by to visit I took her 
out to the barn to meet him. That day Frankie and 
another local farmer were moving machinery out to do 
some plowing as we came hiking out. They just waved 
as we crossed paths. Once again I was a little 
sheepish at my continued presence - now bringing 
friends with me - in his field. Paco could see us coming 
and was waiting eagerly for a treat. 

CHAPTER 2



In turns I took our son over, another colleague over and finally talked 
my wife, Edie, into coming with me. We drove to the fence line and 
climbed over the now sagging fence. She had heard so much about 
him over these past months. I was hoping she could take some 
pictures of me standing with him. It was a Sunday afternoon - spring 
was in the air. The ice had melted and there were little patches of 
snow left in the woods. As the 
ice had disappeared Paco 
had started to wander back 
into the wooded areas of the 
Goodfellow property. There 
were small ponds back there 
with good water to drink. He 
loved the rocky hillocks where 
he could stand out of the bugs 
and check out the territory. He 
was fond of the taste of bark 
and the new buds on saplings. 
I enjoyed hiking back there 
with him. I had grown used to 
first checking the barn and 
then if he wasn’t there I would 
follow his path out to the ‘back 
forty’. 

That is where we ended up 
heading the day I brought Edie out with me. Only … this time I 
couldn’t find him. I called … and called … and called. This was the 
first time he hadn’t responded in all the months I had been coming 
to him… 

There had been a conflict brewing on the farm - especially in the last 
few months … Paco had been doing a great job of keeping the 
coyotes and wolves at bay. At this time of year we often heard them 
howling in the fields behind our house . In the past they’d been a 
real problem for Goodfellows’ sheep. Since Paco’s arrival they had 
not been seen over there. He also stomped on quite a few raccoons 

and foxes who were on their 
way to check out the poultry 
coops. One weekend 
afternoon as Paco and I were 
in the barn I noticed 
something caught in some 
wire in a nearby copse of 
trees. It was one of the 
sheep …They had come back 
from their winter barn and 
were grazing in the fields 
shared with Paco. Frank was 
out in the paddock and I went 
down to alert him. It was dead 
- seemed to have struggled 
until it broke its neck… I could 
tell that Frank was upset. As 
upset as his low key nature 
allowed. I held the gate so he 

could drive his truck out to pick up the body. 

When he drove back through he got out of the truck and leaned over 
the fence to talk. Paco was being too aggressive with the sheep. He 
was eager to eat the grain that was their diet and would grab them 
by the scruff of the neck and ‘toss’ them to the side in order to stay 
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at their feeder. Paco’s diet was restricted to round bales of hay set 
out for him near the barn. It was tricky to feed the sheep and keep 
Paco at bay at the same time. Frank had built a larger paddock 
around the poultry coops. He would put the sheep in there at night. 
They could have their feed in the early morning and again in the 
evening. He needed to do the opposite with Paco. He created 
another smaller area between the garden and the sheep paddock. 
The plan was to contain Paco during the day while the sheep 
grazed. Then at night he would have the fields and barn while the 
sheep were in their enclosure. 

So this day I knew there were only a few places I needed to check to 
find him. Only … he wasn’t there … anywhere. Before I could control 
it I was distraught and sobbing. Ede kept trying to reassure me that 
he must have just wandered farther than usual. But I knew … IF he 
was there he would have come. I could see that Frank had sold him. 
Paco had been a trade made for some plowing work. He wasn’t a 
commodity worth much on the farm - especially if he was not able to 
be a guard animal for the sheep and the poultry. Recently Frankie 
had spent a long time in the mornings trying to find him out in the 
bush. He would call him and coax him into his enclosure using a 
bucket of grain. That was adding a lot of extra time to the morning 
routines… time not easily spent when there were so many spring 
jobs to do.

Poor Edie tried to console me as we made our way home. I was 
heartbroken. Heartbroken that he was gone and I didn’t get to say 
goodbye. Heartbroken that he was gone and would be looking for 
me … wondering why I didn’t come … only I didn’t know where he 
was. Heartbroken that I had somehow fallen in love with a donkey … 

with no claim to him at all. Heartbroken that I knew the feelings were 
mutual. 

Being the sensible one, Ede called over to Goodfellows to casually 
mention that we had missed him on our walk. It turned out Paco was 
on another job. He was being rented out as a stud to another farm 
with jennies (female donkeys). He would be gone anywhere from 
three to six weeks. First relief … he was okay. Then sadness … six 
weeks?! 

I have to admit that after only two weeks had passed as I came 
home from work I found myself driving past our house over to the 
graveyard and out along the road to the fence line … hoping to 
catch any glimpse of my friend. Turns out my gut feelings were right 
on … I couldn’t see Paco but I could see a fresh pile of manure. I 
was out of my car and over the fence before I knew what I was 
doing. Out over the field wearing my work clothes - nice shoes - nice 
pants - calling out his name.

And there he was … only … I could see right away something was 
wrong. His head was hanging low … and he was very hesitant … I 
realized that his mouth was somehow full of mud … It took me a few 
moments to note that he had a halter on. A very tight red halter that 
seemed much too small for his beautiful face. He had managed 
to manoeuvre part of it into his mouth and it now was trapped 
against his tongue and lower teeth. 

“Oh … Paco …,” I whispered as he came closer. He timidly moved 
to put his head against my chest - our greeting hug. The corners of 
his mouth were bloody and his lips and teeth were jammed with dirt. 
I figured I would only have one chance to help him. As I hugged him 
close I gently moved my hands to grasp the side of the halter. As 
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soon as he felt the tug he reared back. I held on and then moved in 
close to hold his neck and somehow found the buckle. As we 
danced in a circle I pulled the halter clear and he stopped … 
stopped dead in his 
tracks … and then 
lifted his head to 
look me right in the 
eye. It was as clear 
as if he had 
spoken, “Where 
have you been!”

As we walked to a 
pond where he 
could get a drink 
and nibble on some 
fresh green grass 
shoots I 
was working hard to 
calm myself down. 
What had 
happened? It wasn’t 
like Frankie to have 
left him in such 
distress … 

Have you experienced one of those times when you find you have 
ten times your normal courage because you are about to defend 
someone close to your heart? I went looking for Frankie. Long story 
short, Paco had not turned out to be much of a willing stud. He stuck 
close to the horses at his ‘host farm’ and didn’t pay the jennies any 

mind at all … In order to get him onto the trailer, to control him and 
then to bring him back he had been fitted with the halter. The man 
who had taken him had brought him back and just opened the trailer 

door to the back forty of the 
Goodfellow property. Frankie 
had not noticed he was there 
for a few days. And by that 
time Paco was having nothing 
to do with him … There just 
wasn’t a way to get close 
enough to take the halter off.

That day I became 
responsible for Paco. It didn’t 
matter ‘where’ he was living or 
who ‘owned’ him. He and I 
had decided on our own that I 
needed to step up. 
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As spring approached I began mulling over ways to help Paco. I 
wondered if he would be happier with company… Maybe my 
idea of adopting miniature donkeys could help. What if I brought 
two jennies to live over at the Goodfellow farm with Paco? I 
began reading all I could about donkey behaviour. Through my 
talks with colleagues I discovered that friends had a miniature 
donkey farm about forty minutes from our home. I set up a time to 
go visit and learn what I could from people who had spent years 
living with these animals. 

Kevin and Donna Gallagher were a godsend to me. Donna and I 
had worked together a number of years earlier. I had not met 
Kevin. And what a gentle soul he turned out to be. It has never 
ceased to astound me how life offers up opportunities to meet 
and learn from amazing people. 

Kevin ended up teaching me a lot more about living. He had 
dealt with major health challenges for over twenty years. It began 
with a back injury that put him on the sidelines and then 
complications arising from those limitations. And yet - when I met 
him that July - I soon realized what a gifted person he was. 
Despite the pain and the frustrations his days delivered he 
nurtured one of the most creative spirits I had encountered.

He was a bluegrass keener who played multiple instruments. His 
banjo, guitars, bass, keyboard and sound system filled a small 
room where he could retreat to lose himself in his music. Not only 
could he play all of these he could also build and repair them. He 
had played in bands throughout his life and had developed 

CHAPTER 3
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strong connections with family and friends 
who could jam along when they got 
together. 

Then I learned about his air brushing 
talents… and his extensive knowledge of 
poultry breeding and showing … his 
capacious research on donkey lineage… 
his boundless love for creatures of all 
kinds…  his talents with training dogs and 
donkeys… his thirst for knowledge and 
internet surfing… his drive to master how to 
put up a blog online and to organize his 
wealth of digital photographs… Kevin did 
not give up.

I had an interesting conversation with him 
and Donna about the social changes that 
happen when you deal with severe 
disabilities. Kevin had always been a very 
active person. His job had been very 
physical and his hobbies were active 
pursuits. He and Donna traveled and 
partied and enjoyed the company of 
friends and family at the end of very busy 
work weeks. Weekends were not for 
slowing down - they were for gearing up! 
Over the past twenty years that lifestyle 
had gradually slipped away. Kevin’s 
limitations had added body weight to his 
challenges. When people would see Kevin 
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I could spend hours giving these 
jennies head rubs and ear 
scratches. They were so friendly!

out and about they would often come to hasty conclusions about 
the man who leaned on the cane or used a wheelchair. And often 
- they would be dead wrong. We talked about how life deals us 
loads to bear… some seem to have more than their fair share of 
tough times. We mused about the kindred spirit that can form 
between people who have faced challenges. For some, 
challenges smooth out rough edges and develop a real sense of 
empathy. 

I was very happy to have met this man. I enjoyed his wry sense of 
humour. I admired his determination to fight through painful days 
to get himself up and out to his back field to bring comfort and 
companionship to his herd. When I would watch his jennies follow 
his golf cart and clamber aboard for ear scratches and gentle 
talks and pats I could see how much he meant to them. Meeting 
Kevin showed me, once again, that the human spirit is greatly 
nurtured by opportunities to be creative - and - by the chance to 
care for someone or something other than ourselves. 

By the time the summer rolled around I had a regular ‘play date’ 
each Friday at the Gallagher farm. Oh how I looked forward to 
those days! I would lose myself in the paddock surrounded by 
over twenty gentle donkey faces. Donkeys that literally lined up 
for an opportunity for a good back scratch and some loving. I 
began to realize that there was a personality … a set body 
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language … that made it easy for me to connect with them. I soaked 
in everything I could. How their barns were set up. How the hay 
feeder was built. What was in their paddocks. I learned the signs 
that show a jenny is in heat. I watched mothers with their foals. And 
Kevin taught me how to put on halters, how to train them to walk with 
a lead rope, how to give shots, how to check their hooves. Each 
Friday was an intensive workshop … preparing me for the following 
summer when I planned to bring two of his miniature donkeys home 
to perhaps live with Paco over at the big field.

Each Friday when I returned home from the hour long trip to 
Gallagher’s I would first go find Paco. One evening Frankie and I 
stopped and talked over the fence. I told him I was spending time 
with Kevin. He and Frankie were acquaintances through their poultry 
work. Frankie and I had been talking about the need to build Paco 
some shelter that could give him shade and a way to get out of the 
rain when he was cooped up in the smaller paddock during the day. 
I mentioned that I would love to buy Paco some company. Perhaps 
he would be interested in my bringing two jennies to live there - at 
the Goodfellow property? He could have a small group of donkeys 

16

Each time I returned from 
Gallaghers I would go find 
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to be guard animals for his sheep and poultry … I could see him 
mulling that over.

At home we were talking about adopting two of the Gallagher’s 
jennies … but thinking that it would be better to have them here, on 
our property. Our research suggested we had the space they 
needed. We had two areas we could use as paddocks and there 
was also the hilltop woods with great rocks to climb and trees to use 
for shade. What we needed was fencing. 

Fencing … it should really be written in capital letters whenever it 
relates to fencing for a farm property. FENCING is a major 
investment for farmers. The dollars add up quickly when you are 
trying to fence in fields. And the labour involved is intensive and 
long term. A friend of mine joked that if she won the lottery the 
money would first be spent on fencing.

Chance happened to connect the dots for us to get started. A 
neighbour had just purchased an old farm property. He wasn’t going 
to use it for livestock and had lots of fencing we were welcome to. It 
did mean first going to take it all down and then bringing it back 
here to finally put it up again around our planned paddock. Our 
property had some old fence lines from a previous existence - we 
needed to add to those. 

That summer we spent several days each week dressed in long 
pants and long sleeves to battle the ticks and deer flies while we 
plied the fencing from old posts and pulled t-posts out of the 
ground. Sometimes the fencing would have been overgrown and 
pulled well down into the soil. But each time I freed a section I would 
be giddy with the idea of how it would help us out. 

We were also busy figuring out what kind of shelter we would 
provide the jennies. Having researched all kinds of plans for 
building barns and run in shelters and then checking out the costs 
of the supplies … we discovered that our local hardware depot built 
sheds that would serve the same purpose. A real bonus to these 
were that they were finished with vinyl siding. I’d seen what the 
donkeys could do to wooden shelters … and wasn’t keen on 
building a metal one. By the third week in August we had two of the 
hardware sheds delivered to our back yard … now being 
considered the ‘back paddock’. Our donkey village was taking 
shape!
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CHAPTER 4
Milkweed blowing contests can leave a Gramma winded! 



Before I knew it school had started up again. I was back in the thick 
of things … this time knowing that each milestone was my last … my 
last first day … my last class … It was exciting knowing that NEXT 
fall I’d be free to begin my adventures in living with 
donkeys. Knowing that was going to come in handy … it turned out 
to be a challenging fall. 

My godmother was my Aunt Jean, my mother’s eldest sister. All my 
life I had felt that she was my second mom. It was in her classroom 
that I discovered the creative opportunities of teaching. It was in her 
back fields that I learned to climb trees, skip rocks, chase rabbits, 
watch hawks and love being outside. She wrote me long letters 
when she was in Florida for the winters and got me interested in 

writing back as a busy twenty-something. By this October Jean’s 
health had deteriorated. Due to the degeneration of osteoporosis 
and arthritis she ended up with two vertebrae in her spine that were 
simply floating on each other. One wrong move - including a nod of 
her head - could have resulted in instant paralysis. I realized just 
how serious it was when the surgeon (who was asking her a 
question) stopped mid-sentence and held her head in his hands 
and asked her to not nod - to just try to keep her head as still as 
possible. Jeesh! 

I was some happy to be able to get to Toronto one Thursday night 
after school to hug her in person - gently of course! She went into 
surgery about seven o’clock on Friday night. It was two in the 
morning before I was able to meet up with her in recovery. I 
nicknamed her ‘Morphine Mary’ after that. She was giggling and 
laughing and wide eyed with relief that she had come through it. She 
was not feeling any pain that night! On Sunday I found it TERRIBLE 
to have to leave … Her sister, Kathy, was there to support her for the 
week. I hoped that she would be delivered by ambulance back to 
Penetang as soon as possible to let her be near home and resting 
comfortably in a safe place. 

I arrived home the week running up to Thanksgiving. How great it 
was … to be one of the Grammas to host a Thanksgiving get 
together. I have so many wonderful memories of being a kid 
traveling to our family weekends in the fall … and now - somehow 
time has already wound around to bringing the kids back to me. 
Now THAT was something to be profoundly grateful for. 

My favourite memory of that weekend was carrying a sleeping Kyla 
into the house on Friday night. It was dark and the house porch light 
was off so it wouldn’t wake the girls up when they came in. As I got 
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to the steps Kyla stirred and opened her eyes and then gave me a 
big hug while she sighed, “Oh… Gramma’s house! Hi Gramma, I 
love you.” I think I could have carried her to the ends of the earth 
and back in that moment!

As October rolled on and I settled into my teaching duties I 
was marvelling at what a gentle group of kids I had to see me out. I 
had a split grade - sevens and eights. The grade eights were most 
of the group. We had been together already for a year and we 
seemed to just pop back into our routines and began with a lovely 
group cohesion. There was a handful of sevens. They consisted of a 
core of ‘Queen Bee Wanna Be’s’ … to quote one of their mothers. 
And those girls were about to turn my world upside down. 

But first … each day I was on the phone to my godmother’s nurses 
and caregivers. Her surgery had proven to be her undoing. Her 
bones were slowly giving out.Things did not look good. It was 
terrible to be so far away. I was lucky I had such understanding 
administrators (principal and vice-principal and superintendents) 
who cleared the way for me to take some time to go to be by Jean’s 
side. I am so grateful that I did.

After her surgery Jean’s body was just not able to recover. We sadly 
kissed her goodbye on October 20th. I was thankful that my sister 
Cindy was there by my side. It is both anguishing and uplifting to be 
with one you love when they leave this life. We were sitting beside 
Jean - I was holding her hand - when the feeling in the room shifted. 
I felt like a warm presence was wrapping itself around me in 
a loving hug. Cindy looked up and asked, ‘Can you hear that?’ She 
could hear music playing … one of Jean and her husband John’s 
favourites … one they would play when they would cruise the back 
country roads in their convertible. I looked at Jean and lay close 

beside her to speak softly … to tell her what we were seeing and 
hearing. I was able to tell her that family had come for her. Asked 
her if she could see what we were sensing. We told her we loved her 
and that it was time for her to go. And she did … she let out a long 
sigh and left us. Left us feeling that our parents and uncles and 
aunts that had already gone before us had wrapped us up and 
assured us that Jean was not alone. Some day I will hang onto that 
experience when it is my turn to leave.

After clearing out Jean’s home and putting it on the market I 
returned home with a heavy heart and tired to the core. I gathered 
my soul and readied myself for a whirlwind fall of teaching and 
coaching - grateful for the many friendly student faces waiting for 
me to return. My first day back was a real doozy. Incredibly - the 
group of girls I mentioned earlier as the ‘Queen Bee Wanna Be’s’ - 
had stirred up one nasty mess of lies and deception. A teacher’s 
worst nightmare - they had come up with a story in which I and/or 
my wife, Edie, had touched them inappropriately. In a tangled web 
of gossip and maneuvers only a preteen girl can fathom a police 
investigation had been ongoing while I was away. All had been 
cleared … but the atmosphere in our tiny village classroom … was 
shattered. It would take many months of concentrated focus to calm 
the nerves of the students and my family. Not an experience I would 
wish on anyone. 

And through all this time - whenever I was home - my heart rested 
easiest if I could find my way to Paco’s pasture where I’d walk and 
walk with him until the sun went down. He had worn paths through 
the fields to wend his way back to the sweetest grass, or to the 
freshest pond. I always find it intriguing to look at a donkey’s path. 
They are not ‘slight’ figures … they have four legs that hold up a 
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Where you go ... I will follow.
Paco and I walking in 
Goodfellow’s back field.

good sized body. And yet their pathways are the narrowest of 
strips. I would have to weave my two feet one in front of the other 
to stay on that course. And along would come Paco - all 600 plus 
pounds of him - somehow managing all four legs and hooves on 
that slim strip of worn down dirt. I loved those evenings. Fall 
evenings. Sitting perched on rocks watching him eat while the 
leaves rustled and breezes swept over the grass as the sun went 
down. Sometimes I would arrive in the middle of a rainstorm. I 
would have driven over dressed in my rain gear - climbed the 
fence - sometimes carrying an umbrella or a rain poncho. We’d 
still wander - we’d still stop by the apple tree - we’d still stand 
and watch the skies - me holding the poncho up to give his eyes 
a break from the rain streaming down his face. The day he 
started shivering in the bitter cold wet … that is when I knew 
something had to change.

We had been planning on bringing two miniature donkeys from 
the Gallaghers to our place when I retired. That would give us 
time to finish the fencing - install mats and kick boards in the 
barns - line up a supply of hay - and learn what we needed to 
care for them. I had a sinking realization that no matter how many 
donkeys came this way - as long as Paco was still over 
at Goodfellows - that was where I’d still be spending my time.
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It was now early November. Rainy and cold November. DEER 
HUNTING November… I was not looking forward to Paco being 
out in the rain and snow … and perhaps another icy season. I 
wanted him to be part of whatever donkey grouping I was 
adopting come the spring. So I decided to wear my heart on my 
sleeve and approach Frankie to ask if I could somehow bring 
Paco here. And he agreed! So easily! He wanted no part of a pair 
of donkeys in exchange and I even had to argue his price UP. In 
his words, “He is only still here because I knew that if he was 
gone it would break your heart.” 

Frankie was heading off to the Royal Winter Fair in Toronto for a 
week. If I needed his help to get Paco here I would have to wait 
… I was terribly excited. Hardly able to sleep excited! As the 
week began a nasty storm rolled through - already icy. AND deer 
hunting season was on. The woods were full of people with guns 
looking for meat wearing a coat that looked just like Paco’s. On 
Tuesday night we stood together in pouring rain and wind. I knew 
to anyone with a sightline to the field I must look ridiculous. I had 
a tarp that I was holding over our heads. He was eager for his 
carrots and had relaxed against my body. Slowly I started to 
edge away and he would step sideways to keep contact with my 
hip. When I had to leave he began to bray and bray and bray - 
rain running down his face - eyes wild to come with me. 
Somehow he knew. I promised him I would be back SOON and 
he would come with me. He paced the fence line and pawed the 
ground while I turned away to drive home.

CHAPTER 5
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I decided to stop in at the local tack shop on my way home from 
school. The owner was perched on a tall stool behind her long 
wooden counter. I knew that I would need a lead rope and a halter 
for Paco. I had no idea of what to look for in those - and less of an 
idea about how I was going to convince him to let me put one on. I 
realized I had decided that we were not going to wait the week for 
Frankie to return. Seven days of beating the odds in the woods in 
hunting season … my heart couldn’t bear that. And I wasn’t sure I 
could bear another night of his pleas to come with me when I left 
him behind. The woman who owned the shop listened to my 
explanation and questions and came around the counter to give me 
a hug. She motioned to a huge statue of a horse standing in the 
middle of the shop. “Let me give you some lessons.” She proceeded 
to take all the display items off and we both got up on the plinth to 
practice using a rope to make a halter. She explained that once I 
had the rope around his face I could then slide the halter into 
position by letting it move down my arm and over his nose. In my 
head I was replaying the scene of Paco wearing that tight red 
halter … 

By the time I got home the next day it was wasn’t quite dark. I had 
what I needed if I could convince Paco to follow me home instead of 
spending another night haunting the woods full of hunters. I headed 
over to the field and called and called him as I checked out the barn 
and then his old paddock. As I turned to hike out to the bush myself 
he came running across the field – whining all the while in case I 
had done the unthinkable and given his carrots to the sheep. 
(Heaven forbid!) After a short conversation and half a dozen carrots 
he moved in for his usual hug and ear scratching session. I was 
able to slip the lead rope around his neck using the true ‘cowgirl 
move’ taught to me last night at the Tack Shop in Harrowsmith. I am 

not sure who was more surprised … Paco or me … when there we 
were with a handsome halter … upside down on his face! My heart 
fell to my ankles … I swear I could feel it beating down there. Paco 
did not even flinch when amid my ‘Sorry! Sorry! sorries’ I slid it off 
and then back on the right way. And there we were - the two of us - 
ready to go.  

That was the quick part …

One thing I had learned about donkeys was that you cannot ‘make’ 
them do something they don’t want to do. I sure learned that night 
just how much Paco trusted me. First we had to maneuver our way 
through Wagar’s gate. Then we had to decide just how close to 
those cars travelling up and down the road we were willing to go. 
We had a nice stroll through the graveyard and even an easy jaunt 
over the Long Lake Road into the parking lot at the school. We had a 
long talk about whether it was wise to walk between 
two buildings (the portable and the gym) but decided that if Paco 
hid his eyes under my arm he would be able to do it. Our last 
obstacle was to work our way through the fallen trees and the 
downed gate between the fairgrounds and the field behind our 
house. Again – trust won out. It took us about half an hour to make 
the journey – MUCH faster than I thought. All the way along my heart 
was racing and I couldn’t stop smiling. Paco’s heart was racing as 
well… I’m certain … but he was more curious about this whole 
village was getting an eyeful of everything he could. By the time we 
reached the backyard it was dark. When I took him off the lead he 
checked out the yard, the woods and I’m sure he would have 
checked out the roadside field too – but that gate was closed.
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 I left him with the hay barn open – munching away on the haystack 
that Ede so perfectly arranged for him earlier that day. He found the 
water – and was eyeing the donkey house … not so sure he was 
interested in any indoor accommodations yet. Hopefully by the 
weekend’s rain I could convince him that the donkey house was 
‘home sweet home’ on bad weather days. In the morning I planned 
to leave a few carrots in the far inside corner when I left for school.

The image I'd be smiling about all day at work was Ede raking some 
gravel IN the SAME fenced in area as Paco. They would have had 
some good bonding time to get to know each other. 8) That night, 
when she came out to take some pictures he came right over to the 
fence to see who she was. I could tell he was nervous – and he was 
eager for any hugs and pats that we had to offer.

When I crawled into bed that night I was one happy camper. I could 
hear the wind and I knew Paco was right outside the door … with 

shelter and food and water … and me! Right close at hand! I smiled 
again when I woke up to his braying early in the morning. 

That weekend we worked away at spreading gravel to ensure that 
there was dry land come the fall and spring rains. Paco wandered in 
and out of the two open doors of his barn … reassuring himself that 
he was not locked in. Our small paddock and two gates were 
working great! And Paco welcomed his first guests. Our friends Pam 
and Gary came by to meet him. Thanks to Gary the paddock now 
had two bright flood lights. If we didn’t wish to star gaze we could 
flick a switch and be able to easily see to do the evening chores. 
Paco seemed to be very content. He was curious and friendly when 
Pam and Gary arrived. As we visited in the backyard he entertained 
everyone by trying first to butt Edie off the picnic table and then by 
trying to take a bite out of Pam’s iPad. He was up for hugs and ear 
scratches from us all. It was so delightful to share his friendly and 
gentle nature. 

Paco was a true fan of the front paddock ‘salad bar’. It was a small 
overgrown field alongside the road. He only liked to being out there 
if we were out there with him. He was quite an eyeful for people 
driving by. Even knowing that Paco was here Pam thought there was 
a deer out there. He really did look like that in the long grass. Good 
thing we walked home before hunting season made things 
impossible! By the time Pam and Gary left we had come up with a 
new name for our family … “Lasses with an Ass”! 

Much to Paco’s delight he continued to meet more of his new family. 
He kept a close eye on the laneway and made sure anyone coming 
in knew he was up for company. Our son, James, was fascinated to 
learn that donkeys really DO HEEHAW! Paco had his call and his 
big brown eyes act down pat. Who could possibly resist going 
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Paco and I heading out for a 
walk ... from our own home!

directly from their car to his paddock? No one in this household! 
He soaked in everyone’s snuggles and neck massages.

Paco and I continued our walks. Only now we did use a halter 
and kept to the fields and the woods surrounding our home. He 
was more of a follower now … content to let me lead us where 
ever we were headed. I loved working outside and having him 
follow along. I had known Paco for more than a year now. And 
though I had read and been been warned by Gallaghers that 
jacks (male donkeys) could be aggressive I had never seen that 
in Paco. 

I still wished to add a few more donkeys to our family so Paco 
wouldn’t have to spend so much time alone. Donkeys are herd 
animals and all my research told me they were much happier 
when they had a partner or even better still a small group to 
belong to. It seemed that the choices were either; get another 
jack - only best if Paco and he were both gelded or get a jenny or 
two - again best if Paco was gelded. Intact jacks spent their time 
alone until someone needed jennies bred. Or so I was learning… 
Poor Paco. It seemed that a very uncomfortable day needed to 
be scheduled down the road. Soon enough that he wouldn’t still 
have high levels of hormones in his body by springtime. 
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Hence … the arrival of ‘G’ Day (aka gelding day) the last week in 
November. We met an amazing, caring, gentle veterinarian by the 
name of Ken Hammond that day. Although he put me right at ease 
and showed that he was well able to manage and soothe Paco … I 
think he was in Paco’s bad books for quite a while afterwards! While 
Ede paced inside the house – passing the back 
window occasionally but having to then sit down and put her head 
between her knees – I stayed outside and was right in the middle of 
things. I helped Ken roll Paco onto his back (he was fully sedated – 
Paco not Ken) and we held him there while Ken did the ‘operation’. 
Another ‘angel’ showed up in the form of Lyn Cronk (owner of 
the Eastern Cowboy Ranch just down the road). Lyn is another 
gentle giant. He provided a much needed extra pair of strong arms 
to help to hold Paco for his teeth grinding (don’t ask) and then set to 
work on his hooves. After a few hours Paco was sore from head to 
toe … but on the road to recovery. 

The next morning we had our first snowfall. I hoped the cold might 
work as a ‘natural ice pack’ for Paco’s bruising. He was eager for 
company - and even a snuggle after his carrots. I left him standing 
at the fence watching the chickadees and nuthatches flitting around 
the feeder. 

Rightfully so Paco became very cautious that week. I made sure I 
spent extra time with him each morning and afternoon to help him 
gain back some confidence that I wasn’t coming after him with a 
needle … or worse. It was hard to leave for school in the morning 
knowing he was feeling so rotten. Ede did a great job of sending me 
pictures to reassure me. She had her hands full between the two of 
us! 

Paco and I continued to take walks around the yard and in the back 
field. It was great to enjoy a weekend at home. All week I had 
watched him build up more courage and confidence in his new digs 
and the many people that pass through our yard. Leslie and Jess 
Cronk came by for a visit. I had taken the rope out of the barn just 
shortly before. It seemed the rope and extra people had Paco very 
worried … 

When they came and went without any fuss … and I was still 
hanging around he began to relax again. How hard it was to not be 
able to explain to him that we would be staying here. That this was 
his new home. Although I knew that - poor Paco was going to have 
to settle into it over time. He enjoyed his job of cleaning up the 
sunflower seeds that fell below the bird feeder but didn’t much like 
the headlights of the cars going by on the road in the front yard. I 
could picture us walking through the fields across the road down to 
the creek … Only somehow it was going to have to be a train of 
three… with Darby hooked on behind. Who is Darby you ask? 

I had begun to troll donkey breeder websites and Kijiji looking at 
other donkeys looking for homes. I hoped to adopt two donkeys 
from the Gallagher’s herd come the springtime. They would be 
miniature donkeys. Paco was a standard … and I was beginning to 
think that he should have a buddy that would be more his size. And 
along that time Darby popped up as a young jenny ready for a new 
home. She looked quite a bit like Paco. The farm she was from had 
a good reputation and lots of experience they would share with us. I 
began whispering her name to Paco.

In the meantime another special day was in the offing. Kyla and her 
family were coming for Edie’s birthday celebration. Kyla would get 
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the chance to meet her buddy living right 
here at her ‘second home’. 

When Kyla came around the corner of the 
house Paco’s head came right up and he 
eagerly met her at the fence line. It was 
early morning - still dark outside. There 
must have been a little girl in his past that 
treated him very well. He moved right in for 
a cuddle and a hug. He recognized her 
and she was totally charmed that he was 
now one of the family. It all boded very well 
for future ‘Gramma Camp’ adventures. 

Top: Paco slowly deciding it might be safe 
again ... poor guy!

Bottom Left: Kyla share her card.  
Happy 65th Birthday Gramma Ede!

Bottom Right: Paco realizing Kyla ‘lives 
here too’! Good buddies those two.
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It was an amazing lift to come home to the Christmas holidays 
and change into my ‘donkey clothes’ to spend some time with 
Paco. I was looking forward to working out there during daylight 
hours. (From now on there would be more of those hours every 
day – hooray!) He was some wet … The snow was so heavy and 
at times really soaked his fur and stuck to his back. A new bale of 
hay was tempting enough that he couldn’t resist being out in the 
weather for good chunks of time. That week the snow had a hard 
crust. I planned to go out and stomp down most of it in his 
paddock so he wouldn't have to munch his hooves every time he 
took a step. He had become as cuddly and attentive as a big 
loving dog. He was doing a great job of training me to do what he 
wished! 

I had begun to write a blog when I was thinking about bringing 
donkeys into our lives. I had wanted to collect pictures and 
information during my Fridays spent at the Gallagher farm. I 
wanted to keep a diary of sorts about Paco and our ‘adventures’. 
That all meant that I learned to have my camera on my hip. 
Having Paco here at home led to many photo sessions. I was 
besotted with his face, with his habits, with his body language. I 
wrote daily about the things I was learning. And we did have lots 
to learn!

In the beginning I had bought a metal hay feeder to surround 
Paco’s bale. Our neighbour sold great hay in round bales and 
even offered to deliver them to our paddock when they were 
needed! What an advantage for us. We wouldn’t need to figure 
out a way to store a season’s worth of hay bales. It was only 

CHAPTER 6
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after I secured the first big bale that I realized it would get soaked in 
the rain … How come most of the local farms I passed had large 
round bales sitting out - in the weather. Did that matter? I decided it 
did matter for Paco. So I added a tarp to cover the top of the bale. 
That would keep it fresh longer. 

Then there was the matter of salt and minerals. These apparently 
came in ‘licks’. I had not seen anything like that over at Goodfellow’s 
but decided to pick one up. It was a rectangular blue coloured lick 
that was about the size of a brick. I had put it out in the paddock 
and left for school. That turned out to be a nerve wracking day for 
Edie. Every time she checked on Paco he was licking and biting at 
it. For hours he kept it up! She began to worry that he would 
overdose on the salt and that when I came home from school she 
would have to confess to Paco’s demise in my absence. That wasn’t 
happening! So she called the local agricultural supply store for 
advice. They suggested she call a second store where there was an 
equine specialist who was familiar with donkeys. That person might 
know what to expect. It turned out that Paco had likely not had 
access to salt and minerals for quite a while and he was only 
catching up. She felt he would eventually get his fill and assured 
Edie that he would not do himself harm in the meantime. 

The third steep learning curve we faced was storing the round 
bales. Within a short time period we discovered that the hay bale 
feeder we had purchased was in fact a goat and sheep feeder. It 
was very difficult for Paco to fit his broad nose through the slats. This 
meant he was constantly reaching over the top - and wearing the fur 
off his neck in the process. It didn’t look to be a comfortable way to 
get at your food. Having worked my way through different 
arrangements of the two half circles I decided to forgo that feeder 

altogether. Instead I opted for hay bags hung in the barn or tied into 
large feeding tubs when outside. This now meant the hay would 
need to be stored and I would only unwind the amount of hay 
needed each day.

Now you can picture us - looking at the wide hay bale - and looking 
at the obviously not so wide hay barn door… There was a very short 
period of time in which we considered using our chainsaw to cut the 
bale to size so we could push it into the barn. Hmmm … perhaps 
more of a fire hazard than a solution. 

Or … perhaps I could unroll the bale outside … and then fork it into 
the barn. Definitely a LOT of work. And … also this approach led to 
quickly dried out hay. Nice green fork loads turned to yellowed and 
dried strands of straw before we could get even halfway through the 
bale’s worth of hay. Although - there was the freezing cold March 
night that Kyla kept me company while I painstakingly forked a new 
bale into the barn. She positioned herself at the very back of barn 
and slowly found herself up to her neck in hay - trying to keep warm 
while she kept me entertained with her stories. Her verdict - it may 
be a lot of work - but it was fun! After about six months of this 
approach our hay man mentioned that we might find enlarging the 
barn door would allow him to drive the bales right inside with his 
tractor. Phew! Yes! Much better!

I was especially excited this holiday. I had found a buddy for Paco! 
Darby arrived with a brand new snow fall. We wondered if Gary 
Gibson was going to be able to make it through with his precious 
cargo. And then … at noon … in rolled Gary and Darby. She was 
even prettier in person. She was happy to get out of the trailer and 
friendly enough to say hello to all three of us in the laneway. As we 
came around the side of the house Paco seemed to be shaking his 
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Darby assuring Paco they were 
going to be best friends.

head - trying to figure out if he could believe what he was seeing. 
Another donkey! He let out a bray at the top of his lungs. 

Darby was not shy. She was the friendly one. Paco’s first instinct 
was to run and hide behind the donkey house. But Darby kept at 
him - following him and doing whatever he did. She was taking 
her clues from him about these new digs. 

There was a fair bit of circling the donkey house … hiding behind 
the door … and peeking out from the hillside. But Darby just kept 
following along. I had to tear myself away to come inside and let 
the two of them get to know each other. I left them munching on 
the hay bale - stealing glances at each other when they thought 
the other wasn’t looking. Darby was obviously well versed in 
donkey manners. She knew how to back up to Paco and give him 
a gentle kick to get him to move or to let her into the barn.  I 
swear – within ten minutes it was established that she would be 
the boss. (We did find out later that donkey herds are usually 
matriarchies. The females are in charge!)

Adding Darby to the family meant double the manure pick up for 
me. This was another learning curve in our future. At this point in 
time I was raking up the manure and piling it into a sled. One of 
those plastic sleds that kids use for sliding. I would then drag the 
manure up into our little woods to the far side where I was 
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building a manure pile. I carefully put the manure balls in one pile - 
and the wasted hay and straw in another. Yes … I learned a lot more 
about composting and this was not the way to go. We ended up 
buying a large storage container and had a trucking company come 
to take it to a friend’s farm down the road about every three months. 
It was a lovely load of hay, manure and wood chips that formed 
some great compost to spread on the fields.

As 2013 dawned we had days and days of clear blue skies and 
frigid temperatures. At first Darby would get very shivery. I would rub 
her down and cuddle her to warm her up. Paco figured out the 
perfect solution. Throughout the day he had learned where the sun 
was the best. My heart was some happy to look out and see the pair 
of them soaking up the sunshine in the front field in the morning and 

then the back paddock in the afternoon. They both became very 
furry with thick coats to help fight off the winter cold. 

When school started again I was missing the daylight hours with the 
donkeys. I would get home at twilight and then would work under 
the stars. Paco knew he could follow me around and it wouldn’t take 
long before his big soulful eyes made me drop my rake and my 
mittens and bury my fingers in his deep fur for good scratches of his 
itchy spots. Darby loved to be brushed. It made her lovely long coat 
shine. 

We invested in a ‘nanny cam’ - a wireless set of four cameras that 
were fed to a monitor that sat on the kitchen table. Our house is an 
old farm house that has only one tiny window to the north. Our 
paddock and the barns were in that direction. The cameras meant 
we could see how things were going in the barn and in the 
paddock. It was easier to turn in at night when I could see that both 
Paco and Darby were laying comfortably in the barn.

The winter continued to roll by us. The snow piled up. We tried using 
a snow thrower (think mini-snowblower) to clear the paddock. After a 
few weeks of that we invested in a side-by-side (think jeep). It was 
an American Bulldog product and soon went by the nickname ‘The 
Bully’. It had a plow that I managed to dent straight away running 
into the trees or the gate posts and even the barns! It was flexible 
enough that a good bang would bounce it off of its moorings under 
the front bumper. I would then have to drive next door to our friends, 
the Foxes, to get one of the men to help me haul it back into place. 
Darryl Fox was a master mechanic. He offered to adapt the plow 
connector to make it less likely to jump off. That was great - until I 
really hit a tree with a good enough umph to make it bend even the 
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We nicknamed our side-by-side 
‘The Bully’

steel clasp! Seemed it was a good thing the Bully was a hardy 
little machine!

It was a godsend. It made plowing the paddocks possible. It also 
made hauling the manure much easier. I took to driving out the 
laneway and then up the laneway next door (which we owned) to 
dump it into the manure bin. It meant I could haul what would 
have been three or four sleds worth in one trip. It also got us 
thinking about how we could expand our little hobby acres into 
something the Bully could navigate …
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Darby in her first winter
January 2013
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CHAPTER 7



Paco and Darby had their paddock and barn behind our house. It 
was bordered by a large field to the north, our house to the south 
and woods to the west and east. They also had a small section of 
woods that led down to the field out front. Part of that field was 
fenced in for them to enjoy. We had planted ten trees down there the 
previous summer - hoping to extend the woods right down the 
hillside to the roadside. Before the snow came I would take Paco for 
walks further up the hillside or back into the fields. Now there would 
be a pair of them to manage when we went out in the spring.

We began to sketch out plans that would open up the entire hillside 
and the front field. It would give them about four acres to call home. 
The challenge - fencing! The price of fencing - the labour of putting 
the fencing up - and even the choice of what kind of fencing it would 
be. I used to plan out gardens in February … now I was drawing out 
hobby farm plans. Loved it!

Before the snow was gone we hired Travis Jackson and his 
machinery to help us build a bigger fenced habitat for the donkeys. 
After having spent months taking down and putting up fencing for 
the back paddock it was thrilling to see an area three times that size 
get done with machines and someone else’s muscles! It was 
exciting to see Paco and Darby spending time on the hillside in the 
woods. There were such great rocks and paths and trees up there 
for them to enjoy. 

I was heading into my last three months of teaching. And each day 
Edie would send pictures showing me what the donkeys were up to. 
Great shots of blue skies and white donkeys wandering through the 
woods were my favourite. 

Now and again Kyla would come to visit for the weekend. It never 
ceased to amaze me how keen she was to join in to help out with the 
chores. She was five years old and not quite as tall as the bucket on 
the back of the Bully. Yet there she would be - using the rake that 
was taller than she was to heave manure up and over the edge and 
onto the pile. She’d haul feed buckets almost her height from the 
barn to the donkeys. Paco was delighted when she appeared and 
Darby was learning that she was a small human that could be 
trusted to bring treats and gentle brushes. This connection with 
Darby would continue for years - and I so enjoyed finding them 
curled up in the paddock one morning the year Kyla was eight. 

Kyla’s little sister, Lexi, was only two. And when you are two those 
donkeys look awfully big. Terrifyingly big … Lexi was most 
comfortable on the other side of a gate or fence while meeting up 
with them. It would not take too much longer though before she was 
a budding young farm hand herself. 

By the end of April Travis and his earth moving machine helped us 
build a road from the back to the front field and up around through 
the woods to the manure bin. I would now be able to use the Bully to 
pick up manure anywhere the donkeys could wander. It proved to 
be a big bonus as we cleared out the woods of brush and piles of 
branches that had gathered over the years. 

We owned two lots - side by side. One held our home and the other 
the woods, front field and a little cinderblock house that had seen 
better days. We discovered when we bought the property that at 
one time the woods had been used as a dump. We filled an entire 
construction dumpster with old bed frames, tires, glass, roofing 
shingles, metal roofing sheets … and piles of cans and bottles. All 
this had to be cleaned up before we allowed the donkeys free rein 
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up there. We discovered through the years 
that there were plenty more ‘surprises’ that 
would rise up through the soil. Often times 
we would be walking through the woods 
and discover a completely whole unbroken 
bottle had popped out. One time Kyla and 
Lexi discovered half a tire! Too many times 
we came across shards of glass or metal. It 
was a constant job to make sure there were 
not dangerous sharp points that could cut 
a donkey’s nose when grazing.
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When May arrived we celebrated with the arrival of 
Rosie. The Gibson family - from whose farm Darby had 
come - had a miniature donkey they’d be happy to 
send our way. Rosie was very people friendly and 
cuddly. She had been one of the Gibson’s first 
miniature donkeys. I was touched that they considered 
our home a special enough place for their Rosie. She 
had had two foals and they wanted her to have a 
loving retirement. I had enjoyed writing back and forth 
with Sue Gibson when I had questions about caring for 
donkeys. She was so kind and supportive. She wanted 
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Rosie saying her gentle hello to Paco. 

Rosie to have a home where she would be in daily contact with 
people - and greatly loved. That would be us!

Rosie was at home right away. She gently met Darby nose to 
nose - introducing herself. We were not sure if she would 
remember Darby - or vice versa. They had been part of the same 
herd up until Darby left four months earlier. At this point they were 
about the same size. Rosie also sallied up to Paco to say hello. 
No fuss. Our little herd was taking shape! I thought Rosie would 
be much easier for our granddaughter Lexi to approach. She 
sure was easy with children and any guests in the yard.

Spring came roaring in carrying a whopping load of black flies. In 
previous years I hadn’t any reason to endure them for long 
periods of time. I would even plan my spring garden planting for 
rainy days to avoid them. Now though I wanted to be outside 
every chance I got. The donkeys had a strategy. They would run 
down to the front field and roll in the sandy soil on the knoll. Once 
they had a good covering of sand and dirt they would run back to 
the barn to avoid the biters in the shade. I took the shade 
advice … and skipped rolling in the sand. 

Spring also came roaring in with a heaping load of hormones! 
Darby was still an immature jenny at this time. But Rosie … Rosie 
was irresistible when she came into her cycle. Irresistible to Paco. 
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The poor guy might have already had his 
operation and now was a gelding … but 
there was still enough testosterone 
coursing through his body to react to 
the pheromones in Rosie’s scent. This 
meant we suddenly found ourselves faced 
with ‘circus donkeys’. 

I was terrified that dear sweet Rosie would 
be squashed flat by the much bigger Paco! 
We conferred with our vet and decided that 
we needed to separate them - at least 
through the spring - maybe longer. So we 
were back in the fencing business! 

We decided to close off the hillside woods 
area to Paco. He would have a shared 
fence line with the jennies. We would need 
to build him a hilltop shelter. A place to get 
out of the bugs as much as out of the rain. 
There was a good breeze up there some 
days but it was much shadier and so much 
buggier than the paddock. 

We had initially hoped Travis would have 
the time to build that structure for us. 
However there ended up being a need for 
it before he would be able to get back to 
our place for another work stint. After 
scouting the hillside Edie and I decided 
that we could tackle this one on our own. 
We ordered in some extra wood and set to 
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it. Within a few days we had a place for Paco that was dubbed ‘The 
Hillside Condo’.

My heart was conflicted with our situation. Paco seemed quite 
content to have some space to himself. After all he had been totally 
on his own for many years now. But he was also eager to follow 
along where the jennies went - just on his side of the fence. My heart 
went out to him as I know he had blossomed when he found himself 
part of a herd again. When it really tugged at me was in stormy 
weather. I would look out to see the jennies warm, dry and cozy in 
their barn … and Paco cold, wet and hanging his head while 
standing just across from their barn door on his side of the fence. 
Paco had decided he wasn’t having anything to do with the Condo! 

I began to wonder just how long I was going to have to keep him 
separated from the girls. I soon had confirmation that the fence line 
was still a good thing. I came home late one night to pouring rain. I 
wanted to make sure there was enough hay to keep the critters 
happy overnight. So out I went. While leaning over one of the 
temporary fences to pick up Paco’s hay ‘bowl’ I slipped and 
squashed the fence. In the blink of an eye Paco sized up the 
situation … reared back and jumped right over me. Ahhh… how 
sweet … I thought. Maybe he just wants the company of the two 
girls and me. As I turned around I held that thought! The three of 
them were running around and around the paddock like some kind 
of egg beater ride gone mad. And then – it only got better – Darby 
climbed up on Rosie’s back – Paco climbed up on Darby’s back – 
and I figured I was going to have three donkeys with twelve broken 
legs!!! Now by NO STRETCH OF THE IMAGINATION am I talking a 
three storied donkey pile … Just think circus elephants … all resting 
their front legs on each others backs… Still funny enough AFTER I 
got them all back to where they were supposed to be.

Since then I had noticed Rosie showing the typical signs of being in 
‘heat’.  She was ‘yawing’ at Paco and loved to nip at his nose and 
then run away. Then there was the time Ede and I came across 
Rosie backed right up to Paco and him trying to figure out how he 
could perhaps manage ‘his’ job through the fence. As the fence 
wobbled Ede and I headed out to grab another fence post, the 
pounder and some wire. Paco seemed to be saying, ‘Really? You’re 
going to make this even harder?’ as we checked that the fence line 
was good and taut.
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With the current set up the three of them could still hang out in 
various locations. Paco was still intent on keeping an eye on them. 
Just before I came in one night the girls were running full speed 
around the front field, up and down the hill, back and forth to the 
paddock and then doing it all again. Paco’s ears perked right up 
and he stationed himself on the highest rock on the hillside. He 
turned and tracked them wherever they ran … He waited there until 
they stopped running and then joined them at the paddock fence. 
He took his job very seriously. Fence be darned!

My school career was soon coming to an end and I was often 
daydreaming about spending whole weeks - whole months - whole 
years even! - outside with the donkeys. Family and friends had been 
stopping by all spring to meet the jennies and to say hello to Paco. 
A lot was changing around our property in a very quick time. We 
had become a village ‘sensation’ as the Lasses with Asses. 

I had rearranged the feeding set up so that Paco and the jennies ate 
together, just on different sides of the fence. I had increased the 
amount of the back paddock that was Paco’s section and we were 
making plans to move Paco’s condo from the hilltop to the the 
paddock. He had convinced us that he was not the least bit 
interested in sleeping so far away from the jennies. The front field 
was now green and the jennies were enjoying grazing there for tasty 
treats. Paco’s wooded area was also giving him access to lots of 
fresh leaves and grass. Finally the day arrived that I walked up our 
laneway as a new retiree. My very first stop was the back paddock 
fence line where I could lean over it to give Paco a big hug and a 
promise that my days were now theirs. Let the hobby farm life 
begin! 
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I’m all yours! What a 
great feeling to come 
home to the beginning of 
my retirement - knowing 
that I had an entire new 
life as an ‘accidental 
farmer’!
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We headed into July in construction mode. And like all good 
construction projects … we had a deadline in mind. Hopefully by the 
next Thursday afternoon (when we planned to host a Retirement 
‘Doo’) the new paddock buildings would be up, sided and 
occupied. We added a ‘Bully Garage’ onto the girls’ donkey house. 
In order to ensure the snow slides off, it needed a good slope … 
which meant a higher roof … which meant more room. So now we 
would have a Bully Garage with a cathedral ceiling.

We had Travis Jackson and his crew back helping us out. They 
aimed to finish the framing and then to put up Paco’s Paddock 
Condo. Did I mention that he convinced us to take down the Hilltop 
Condo? His new digs would have a direct view into the girls’ donkey 
house – as per his wishes!

In the back paddock Paco’s Condo foundation was on the northside, 
the hay barn in the middle, and the girls’ barn on the southside. One 
morning while we were working out there we let Darby hang out with 
Paco. Seemed that she did not have the same ‘draw’ as Rosie. They 
gamboled up in the woods together and then raced each other 
down to the paddock to see who could get the first ‘bean’ on Rosie. 
I had taken her out for a walk down the road. She was not the least 
bit phased by cars going by! Seemed I might have found my 
walking buddy!

I settled into long days of working outside. There were always 
chores to do and donkeys to brush and scratch and feed. I began to 
realize what a big difference there was between Paco and the 
jennies. Vet visits, farrier visits, walking with a lead rope and halter 
… those things were all fine with the girls. Paco … not so much. In 
fact since his encounter with the vet on ‘Gelding Day’ he was 

determined to not allow anyone to get the upper hand on him. That 
had also grown to include me … 

I DO have to admit that there was a small incident involving my 
attempt to give him pain meds in needle form that included Edie and 
I out in the dark trying to convince Paco to let me hold his halter 
and tentatively poke him with a needle. My shakiness and his startle 
at the prick led to him taking off with the needle IN his neck … that 
had to hurt! I then spent what seemed like ages trying to catch him 
again. Ede’s memory of this night involves me yelling, “I’ve got him!” 
while she watched the shadow of me being waved off my feet like a 
puppet on strings attached to his halter. I did get the needle out - 
and Paco was convinced that I was not nurse material. 

I was very happy come the third week in July when we found we 
could put the trio back together. I wasn’t sure if this was working 
because Rosie was not in heat, or because Paco’s hormone levels 
had lowered enough that he wasn’t interested. It might have been 
that spring’s ‘birds and the bees’ influence was waning as well … 
Whatever the reason it made all of us much happier. Darby was 
back with her best buddy. Paco could follow anywhere the rest of us 
went. And Rosie was an easygoing character who would go with the 
flow. Well … mostly. 

One afternoon I decided to take Darby for a walk at the fair grounds 
- just next door. Paco and Rosie could see us from the woods or the 
front paddock. They ran alongside for a while complaining that they 
had been left behind. While Darby and I, oblivious to the excitement 
building at home, took in a baseball practice, Ede spent a good 
chunk of time (with the help of two passing joggers and a 
neighbour) catching Rosie who had somehow made it out of the 
paddock. Ede had looked up from some yard work to see Rosie 
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flash across the front yard and screech to a 
halt on the road (likely trying to see which 
way Darby and I were walking). Later, as I 
came into our yard again I could see our 
neighbour at the mailbox. He was 
muttering something about Edie chasing 
Rosie … Yikes! I was glad all ended well - 
and the paddock gate was reinforced. 
Hopefully there would be no more 'slipping 
out' for Rosie!

Our little property had evolved into a 
magical place for the donkeys. They had a 
gravelled paddock. There was a green, 
lush woodland with pathways that led to a 
small green pasture out front. I loved to 
wander in the woods with the trio. One 
afternoon I discovered that they would play 
hide and seek! I had snuggled down onto 
a rock - hidden by foliage - to take some 
candid pictures. It was amusing when they 
suddenly realized I was ‘gone’. Rosie came 
looking for me. As her head poked through 
the leaves she startled at ‘finding’ me and 
that set the other two off running. Rosie 
joined in and they sailed like the wind up 
and down the pathways - circling the 
paddock - circling the field - and then 
came back … looking for me again. I 
laughed right out loud which caused 
another startle and away they went! We 

46



played like this for three good runs. I am sure they could have heard 
my laughter next door at the ball diamond. 

As the spring rolled into summer and the donkeys spent more and 
more time gobbling the luscious greens in the front pasture we 
made a startling discovery - one that almost was the end of poor 
Darby! The wet spring and sunny summer had kicked the grasses 
into high sugar production mode. Sugars are NOT a friend of 
donkeys. They originated in the dry hot dessert areas of the world. 
In those climates their food consisted mostly of dry brush, leaves 
and hardy grasses. I came out one evening to discover Darby 
looking woozy and dizzy. Walking was a challenge and she was in 
obvious pain. My heart went out to her and looking at my watch I 
decided to call the vet even though it was pushing on to eleven on a 
Saturday night. This was my first encounter with ‘founder’. When 
donkey digestive systems go awry the problems go directly to their 
hooves. The vet arrived within an hour and she and I worked though 
an eerie dark misty night to bring Darby back around. This required 
an intravenous line inserted into her neck to flush her system with as 
much fluid as possible to even up the ratio of sugars in her blood. It 
took quite a while for her to come around and for weeks we had to 
keep a very close eye on her. The front pasture was now a ‘no go 
zone’! It would have to be closed off well into the fall. Not good news 
for the donkeys who had identified it as a favourite hang out. They 
did get back down there a few months later … but in time we would 
change that field into another sandy paddock to be on the safe 
side. 

Later that fall, just as I was heading out to a meeting, I went down to 
the front field to bring the donkeys up for the night. Being the 
‘muzzle nuzzler’ that I am … it didn’t take me long to notice that 

Darby was sporting a very prickly – black – stiff beard. She amazed 
me with her quiet stoicism. She wasn’t hanging her head. She was 
munching away on as much of that long grass as she could get 
before I was going to ‘chase’ her back up. There were twenty some 
porcupine quills driven deeply into her nose! Thank goodness we 
had some sedative on hand – for her … not us … although it would 
have been useful for us! I grabbed a pair of scissors and snipped 
the end off the quills and waited for her sedative to take. The poor 
thing was wobbly but staying close to me for help. Eventually we 
managed to tie her bridle to the picnic table bench and 
painstakingly pulled one quill at a time. At one point, while Darby 
was pulling me AND the bench ‘around the paddock’ and Ede was 
doing her best to comfort and hold Darby’s head … we realized 
what a funny sight this would be from the other side of the fence! 
Rosie did her part to keep her nose as close to the business at hand 
as possible. We were thinking she should have been the one pulling 
the quills with her teeth. Paco – big brave guy that he was – spent 
the entire time either behind the barn or peeking out with one eye to 
wince at what was happening. When all was said and done – Darby 
still huddled close for hugs. I took that to mean that she knew we 
were trying to help her.

Another day I headed out to seek out the ‘trio’ in the sumac trees. I 
had begun trying to remember to carry my camera with me more 
often. That week I had noticed a number of times that Paco had 
learned how to ‘hug’ the girls. I had looked up to see him hook his 
neck around Darby’s. They stood there cheek to cheek … and I was 
cursing myself for leaving my camera on my desk – far out of reach. 
I had had a number of cats in my lifetime that came from rough 
circumstances. And I would watch as over a year or so they would 
learn to ‘play’ again … It was like Paco was learning through one 
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year old frisky Darby that he could trust other donkeys too. It sure 
warmed my heart to see him happy like that!

Throughout the summer and fall our granddaughters continued to 
spend lots of time with us. Kyla, at six, had become quite the 
donkey whisperer. She and Paco continued to share a special bond. 
Oh how I loved to see the two of them cuddled up. Kyla also began 
to develop a close tie with Darby. Darby recognized that she was a 
‘little person’ and I think related to that as the ‘little donkey’ in the 
herd. Kyla’s favourite place to be was in the paddock with the 
donkeys. She pitched in with chores but was especially fond of 

finding time to just sit and brush, stroke and talk with the donkeys. 
Coming from a life in the city it was a great opportunity for her to 
indulge her love of nature and critters of all kinds.

Lexi at just over two years old was a little shyer of these big 
creatures. Rosie did a lot to help her overcome that shyness. For 
that summer Lexi was most comfortable riding on my shoulders if we 
took the jennies out to walk! But she too began to find ways to chip 
in when we were doing chores. It was delightful to see this little 
thing, in her dress, carrying her purse, while pulling a sled of donkey 
manure! 
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Before I knew it we rolled into the one year mark since Paco arrived 
home to live with us. So much had happened! He’d captured my 
heart - followed me home - encouraged me to build up a donkey 
habitat and to include two more to keep him company. He’d been 
the spark that had us building fence lines and even little barns! And 
he was much loved by all of our family and friends and especially 
his little buddy - Kyla.
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As we headed into this second winter I found myself observing 
our trio very carefully. Darby had decided that Paco was HER 
partner. Her eating partner, her sunshine partner, her buddy, best 
friend, wrestling pal and the ONLY one she wanted in her barn. 
Again and again I would watch our ‘nanny cam’ to see Rosie 
being butted out of one barn or the other. As the night came on 
there Rosie would be … all by her lonesome … standing in her 
own barn. It got me ruminating … Perhaps we needed one 
more jenny. This one could be another miniature. One that would 
be pals with Rosie. One her size for mutual grooming and 
hanging out. This would also be a jenny that could start out 
shorter than Lexi! I figured it would be a lot easier to make friends 
with an animal that didn’t look down on you from above. 

That thinking brought us Bella. Bella came from the Feaver's 
Farm in Innisfil, Ontario. I had noticed an ad about Bella … she 
was the spitting image of one of the foals I had fallen for at the 
Gallagher farm. (I had discovered that although Kevin Gallagher 
had many donkeys … it was really very tough on him to consider 
sending them away. He had a terrible experience where one of 
his jennies was sold to a family who left her on her own - lonely 
and frightened - so much so that he went and scooped her up to 
bring her back. I had decided to not put that kind of pressure on 
him about sending two jennies this way. He also had great 
reservations about Paco. Although, I’m sure had he met him he 
would have been as enchanted as we were.)

CHAPTER 10
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Bella arrived the end of November. 2013 had certainly been the year 
of the donkey here at our home! She was a furry little thing with a 
dark black coat and light brown bangs and cheeks. As the 
winter developed that light brown fur coat enveloped her dark 
undercoat. She looked more and more like a wooly sheep out there 
with our three donkeys. A great village joke was that we two old girls 
had three donkeys to guard one sheep!

Bella was small enough that she fit directly UNDER Paco’s belly! She 
decided that was her ‘safe place’. Darby and Rosie were 
welcoming ‘enough’ … but they were also very jealous of Paco’s 
attentions. I think poor Paco realized that the drama developing 
between Rosie and Darby was going to bring him a lot of 

challenges … Bella seemed the safest one to hang out with. Another 
immature jenny who had no claims on him other than to keep her 
close. The hilarious outcome of all this was that Paco decided that 
Bella was his barn mate! This meant Darby and Rosie had to stew in 
the other barn …! This was not what either of them initially wanted. 
Or me either. In the end it worked out pretty great. It seemed to bring 
them together - without the worries of who was getting Paco’s best 
attentions. So then when I watched the ‘nanny cam’ I would see the 
donkeys moving back and forth between their two small barns. Paco 
and Bella would get bounced out by Darby. Darby who was really 
coming hoping to put Bella out and get Paco for herself. Then Paco 
and Bella would bounce Rosie - who would then in her wonderful 
Eyore fashion - straggle into whatever barn Darby had been left to. 
This back and forth would go on day and night for years! 

Another great result of Bella’s arrival was the contagion of her foal 
like love of running and playing. Within a week we would look out to 
see her tossing her head, rearing and running like the wind through 
the snowy woods - with all three of her bigger buddies in her wake! 
She was the one who got Paco to join in on these games. He 
delighted in her cockiness! And would literally smile and chase 
behind - bringing Darby and Rosie right along for the ride.

By the time Christmas rolled around I caught Bella’s first realization 
that Darby was going to be her playmate. Bella was the youngest - 
and by far the smallest - of our little herd. But Darby was the next in 
line age wise. Size wise - she was now the tallest. Bella was grazing 
and Darby came trotting over - tossing her head - weaving side to 
side - obviously trying to egg Bella on. Previous to this Bella seemed 
to think Darby was awfully big … plus … truth be told … Darby was 
a bit … well … VERY BOSSY! It was not unusual to find the others 
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had left Darby to her own devices and her 
own barn. We started to call her ‘Cue Ball’. 
When Darby landed in the doorway of a 
barn - the others scattered.

As winter rolled on - and this was a bitter 
one of extreme colds! - Darby and Bella 
became more and more an item. They truly 
appreciated the devilish nature in each 
other. It was laughable to see them rear up 
at each other … stallion style! Bella soon 
learned to use her size to her advantage. 
When she wanted to put on the breaks she 
would deke in and bite Darby’s ankles! 
Soon she was able to have Darby dancing 
around to get out of her way. Bella would 
line Darby up and stallion walk herself right 
over to put her front legs over Darby’s 
shoulders. Quite a feat! They would find a 
stick to drag past the other … and then 
both of them would grab hold and try to 
wrestle it away. 

One afternoon Bella made me laugh right 
out loud when I saw her ‘back’ her way into 
the Condo doorway to join the ‘Bigs’ (Paco 
and Darby). Her ears were back and she 
immediately gave one rear kick hop when 
Darby dared to touch her in protest. She 
turned and glared at Paco and Darby and 
then turned away from them and began to 
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soak up the sunshine in the coveted door 
spot. The ‘Bigs’ spent some time pinned to 
the back wall by the Mighty Mouse!

Another day we watched as the four 
donkeys were all laying in the sunshine in 
the south paddock. Bella was at the ‘eat all 
day and all night’ stage. She roused herself 
and started to wander through the group to 
the hay bale. Somehow she decided to 
stop at Paco’s side and then proceeded to 
very deliberately climb ONTO his back! I 
could see his face as he startled, 
wondering just what she was up to! He 
quickly hauled himself up … and there she 
was … balanced on his back with four legs 
askew! Not a care in the world but mighty 
proud that she had somehow 
accomplished this! She wasn’t there for 
long and after sliding off she and Paco 
touched noses. ‘Just checking … did that 
really happen?!’ He sure was a laid back 
fella. He didn’t give it another thought and 
closed his eyes to soak in more of that 
sunshine.
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I may have been growing into the 'Donkey Whisperer' but Edie 
was definitely our Meadow Chief Engineer. Ede grew up in a 
family of eleven kids who spent summers on Horseshoe Island on 
the Severn River. Throughout her childhood her family built a 
great cottage with seven bedrooms ... and a gigantic big stone 
fireplace. During the winters they would build boats in their living 
room!  As her siblings grew up they then built their own cottages 
on the island. Building was in the Fry family genes!

Where I would happily approach things like training the donkeys 
and learning how to care for them Ede was gung-ho about any 
building, fencing, tree cutting, trail making or gate building 
challenges. We needed kick boards and stall mats in the barns - 
done!  We needed the Condo Barn to have a floor - done! We 
needed the brush and garbage cleared from the donkey woods - 
done! We needed the Bully Road to be wider - and levelled and 
gravelled - done! 

I know that many creatures in the woods run away when they 
hear a chainsaw. Not so our herd ... That sound meant treats to 
them! Green delicious leaves and tender slim branches that 
would normally be too high for any of them but Darby to reach. 
When Ede would cart out her chainsaw the donkeys would follow. 

When she would bring out her circular saw - needing to cut up 
lumber for a building project - Rosie would be there right at her 
elbow! Literally ready to push the piece of wood along if Ede 
needed a hand! When the front paddock needed a bench - voila! 
There it was. For that one she even got the help of another Fry 

CHAPTER 11
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family member - Tyrek - to finish the job. Back paddock double 
seater bench with perch for young visitors? On it!  It turned out that 
housing donkeys meant you needed all the right tools - not the least 
of which were good carpenter tools AND a great carpenter!

Our second winter proved to be a doozy. We had record cold 
temperatures caused by a polar vortex. Some days the wind chill 
put the temperatures below -40’C! This meant some 
major accommodations in what I considered paddock wear. We built 
ourselves a mud room in the basement. That way I could tromp in 
with my boot and pant loads of snow and ice without traipsing it all 
through the house. It also meant any manure odours stayed down 
there and not upstairs in our living spaces. We learned about boot 

dryers. What an invention! Sure saved my hands and feet from many 
episodes of frostbite! It became my routine to come in after an hour 
or so to put my socks, mitts and sometimes hat on the dryer and 
then pick up new dry ones to wear for the second hour of chores. 
That routine then evolved into my purposefully putting that second 
pair on the dryer at the beginning so that at switch up time I was 
putting on warmed up versions! Oh that was a treat! 

I started to collect coats and jackets and down vests and 
windbreakers and rain coats from the Value Village store in 
Kingston. ‘Dress in layers’ became my motto. We picked up a bench 
with drawers and filled them with extra socks and mittens. I was 
wearing gloves and mittens out so quickly with the shovelling, 
raking, and opening and closing clips on hay bags. 

We also were working our way through different strategies of looking 
after the bedding and feeding needs of the herd. In the beginning 
we used extra hay as bedding. What wasn’t eaten was flattened for 
laying on. Eventually we learned that wood chips came in large 
sized bags at the local general store. They were much better at 
staying dry and soaking up urine. They also dried out the manure 
balls. I found it was much easier to rake out wood chips than spear 
long trails of hay when cleaning up. 

I tried many versions of hay feeders. In the beginning I thought 
when the donkeys pushed hay out of the large tubs I was using it 
meant the hay wasn’t ‘tasty’ and I needed to fill the bins up with 
more. Four, five times a day I was filling them up! Two or three times 
a day I was hauling the wasted hay up and over the hilltop - or 
eventually to the manure bin - to dispose of it. Finally I got to 
discover other donkey families online and in blogs. That is where I 
discovered hay bags! What a concept! Seems the real reason the 
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Feeding the donkeys using hay 
nets allowed them to graze their 
food at a more natural pace. Plus 
it kept them from eating soiled 
hay off the ground. 

hay was being tossed overboard was the tasty 
kernels of grain that shook out onto the bottom 
of the feeding bins. The hay was perfectly fine 
to eat - and would be eaten if left there! I started 
securing the hay bags into the feed bins. This 
allowed me to keep the hay off the ground - and 
off the manure that surely ringed where ever the 
donkeys ate. A drawback was that in the 
warmer seasons the black bins attracted flies 
and bees - unpleasant discoveries if you were 

burying your head into a great smelling new 
bag of hay. I tried hanging the hay bags in the 
barns - especially over cold and windy winter 
nights. Years later I would discover GIANT hay 
bags that could surround an entire large round 
bale. These proved to be the best solution when 
they were tucked into shelters. 

The other major ‘tool set’ I was having to work 
with was those needed to keep donkey hooves 
healthy. THIS was a steep learning curve! I had 
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no clue what to do - who to hire - how often 
- and for how much! Fortune and fate 
smiled on us when a former student 
stopped to admire the donkeys and told 
me her husband was a farrier. Not only that 
- he was quite well respected for his 
winning ways with shy horses - and 
perhaps donkeys!

We had brought in two different farriers 
over this first year and a half. They were 
both successful with the jennies but not so 
with Paco. And given his size and 
his temperament when they arrived they 
were not keen on even attempting to tackle 
his feet. In consultation with our vet we 
began to give Paco sedatives prior to these 
visits. This was tricky as we found the 
farriers were not able to predict their arrival 
time very accurately. In one instance 
Paco’s sedative wore off before the farrier 
arrived. In another it hadn’t kicked in yet …
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It was a lucky day when Jeff Atkinson walked into our paddock. Jeff 
was a happy go lucky guy with a winning smile and a definite affinity 
for creatures - big and small. Having met Paco he made me a 
proposal. He would come weekly - for months! - to spend time with 
me and Paco. He listened with patience (and managed to hold back 
a grin) when I explained how I thought Paco was not strong enough 
to stand with one hoof raised. He seemed to ‘fall to the floor’ when I 
lifted up his hooves. Hilarious!

Jeff quickly showed me that this wasn’t the case at all - Paco had 
simply figured out this was what he could make me think! I had a 

wonderful time the days Jeff would come by. We worked on helping 
me understand what strategies to use when asking Paco to comply 
with requests. He helped me learn about different types of hay - how 
to judge how much to feed them - what to use as treats. But most of 
all I appreciated his willingness to work so slowly gaining Paco’s 
trust.  

At this time I also met a wonderful donkey pal who had been 
working with something called ‘Clicker Training’. There were all kinds 
of online resources and printed books and DVDs that one could 
purchase to learn more about this system. I read about horses and 
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donkeys that had been abused and became 
very shy of people. I didn’t know Paco’s 
history … but I knew his current state of mind. I 
decided to give it a try. 

Every day I would do a twenty minute routine 
with Paco. It started by having him touch a 
target (red baton) I was holding. When he did 
that on his own he was rewarded with a treat (a 
handful of grain,  a peanut in a shell, a dried 
apple chunk - it varied). Gradually we worked 

up to his touching a pylon, then a ball, then a 
halter … and gradually got ourselves to where 
he would let me put the halter on - take the 
halter off. I was impressed with how the system 
gave us a common language. He knew when I 
was asking him a question. And knew he that he 
could respond yes or no - even though he 
wanted to say ‘yes’ because it meant a reward.  

What did all this have to do with his feet? The 
routine gave him confidence - he knew what 
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Dame’ at the blog ‘A Donkey 
Diary’ I began exploring Clicker 
Training with Paco.



each step would be. Once we were good at those first targets I then 
began to add touching his fetlock (ankle), touching his hoof, picking 
up his hoof … Until one day MANY months later there we were with 
Jeff doing weekly hoof checks. On May 8th, 2014 Paco FINALLY had 
his hooves done au naturel! No fuss - no sedatives!

The jennies were quick to notice that Paco was earning some tasty 
treats and were eager to get their own chance to ‘play’. Darby was 
keen and smart. We quickly moved on to her pushing a ball around 
the paddock, playing fetch with a hula hoop and putting little balls in 
a bucket. I was enchanted! It was also fun to share these games 
with Kyla. By this time (I’m jumping ahead a bit) Kyla was 
now approaching eight years of age. She would put on my Clicker 
Vest (aka fishing vest), load up her pockets with treats, and lead 
Darby through her routine.  Eventually we weaned ourselves off so 
many treats - but the dialogue between us and the donkeys 
remained. When any of them faced a situation in which they were 
nervous - like vet visits involving dental work - we would go through 
the routine to settle them down. Clicker Training - top of the list of 
tools that winter!

Having the donkeys here meant I was motivated to be outside 
whatever the weather. That first winter was challenging … but the 
next brought the polar vortex back AND a whopping load of snow. 
Along the edges of the paddock the drifts began to grow taller than 
me. At least I had perfected some of my Bully driving skills and 
didn’t pull the plow of nearly as often. We had also moved some of 
the fence lines to give me more room to maneuver in the paddocks. 
I found the donkeys moved around much more if I plowed them out. 
I also plowed over the hillside and down to the front paddock. It 
gave them a great raceway. They would patiently watch me move 

the snow out and then as soon as I drove away they started up their 
running and chasing games. That always gave me the greatest 
feeling! I think I would have plowed the entire village if it made them 
happy! 

Weather. It became a major focus around here. We discovered an 
app for our iPad that broke the day down into hour long segments 
and predicted temperature, wind speed and direction, precipitation 
and sunlight hours. It became the first thing I read each morning - 
and the last thing I read before going to bed. It dictated where I 
would place the hay bags, when I would plow, what I would wear 
and what type of bedding I would use in the barns. I began to know 
daily when the sun came up - and when it went down. I knew the 
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trend for the next week … Weather app - way up there at the top of 
the list too!  Along with the weather app it was equally important to 
see how the donkeys were dealing with the temperatures or the rain 
... or the snow. Our 'nanny cam' set up was perfect. We could see 
where they were ... and I will admit to many evenings checking on 
who was in which barn with whom! 

Another tool that proved to be most enjoyable was developing my 
own blog. I called it ‘The Meadow View’. You can still find it online 
at meadowmice.wordpress.com . I was living and breathing 
donkeys. It was a natural fit to gather some of the gazillion photos I 
was taking to tell our story as we rolled along. It became a diary that 
I could refer to. And a wonderful collection of photos to browse 

through. It not only chronicled that project but also the many birds, 
chipmunks, squirrels, raccoons and even skunks that roamed our 
yard. Our cats requested they get some air time too! I ended up 
meeting other donkey owners and discovered their blogs. That was 
a treasure trove of expertise. 

Having so many routines set and great tools meant we were able to 
settle down and just enjoy it all. One morning I spent a few hours 
with the donkeys hanging out around a new bale. In that harsh 
winter I had taken to putting one bale out in the front paddock 
without any netting to give them free choice hay and bedding to lay 
in around it.  They were glad to see me prying away at the crusty 
outside layer with my ‘claw’ pitchfork. I made a few runs to the 
compost bin and then while raking heard Darby sigh and lay down 
beside me. I knelt down to stroke her face … and then thought … oh 
heck – it’s so nice out here in the sunshine … I’ll just lean against the 
bale and soak a little of it up with her. So it was that a passing driver 
noticed a donkey laying with her head in my lap – my feet sprawled 
out in front of me! The nice guy turned around and came back to 
ask if we were okay. He wasn’t sure if Darby was dying or if I was 
hurt. Gotta love someone who would put themselves in the middle of 
either of those situations! I assured him we were fine and were just 
taking in the mid-day sun. (And I was enjoying a really good snuggle 
with my one and half year old BIG baby girl!) 
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Rosie was actually snoring 
while she was resting her 
head on mine. A perfect 
March afternoon for 
soaking up some sunshine.



Right from the start - the donkeys were a work of heart. And it 
wasn’t only my heart that was involved! Family and friends had a 
great time dropping by to spend time in what was becoming our 
Meadow Hobby Farm. The donkeys loved seeing company arrive 
- knowing that often meant a little extra carrot treat. 

I think my favourite people in the whole wide world to share the 
donkeys with were our granddaughters. The first winter we had 
all four donkeys (2014) Kyla and Lexi came to spend March 
Break with us. By this time Kyla was going on seven and Lexi was 
approaching three and half. That week another blizzard blew in 
followed by yet another polar vortex with temperatures well below 
-30’C. The wind picked up and there were now new snow drifts in 
the paddock and even all around the Bully in the Bully Garage. 
But not to fear. We had great helpers for all those chores. The 
donkeys were happy to see refills being delivered to their barns. 
Poor Bella found that the new snow drifts were up to her belly! 
She was staying put INSIDE.  At one point I looked up to realize 
that we had the four donkeys AND four people (albeit two of them 
‘littler’ versions) all in the Bully Barn together. Even Paco was 
relaxed. He and Kyla shared a bond that had lasted through 
three years now. I was always enchanted to watch him recognize 
her when she arrived after being away for a few months! 

A novelty that week was Lexi’s new found courage. She was right 
in there with the rest of us – hauling the hay bins – and even 
petting and feeding the donkeys by hand while perched on a milk 
carton in the very busy barn. She was enchanted with Bella who 
was ‘just her size’.  The wind just didn’t die down for us that week. 

CHAPTER 12
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We had to time our paddock adventures so 
no one stayed out long enough to get 
frostbite! 

"I’m not sure that this March lion is able to 
read a calendar … Isn’t it supposed to be 
that the month either comes in as a lamb or 
a lion …? And goes out as the opposite?”

I’m sure that was something I heard Ede 
muttering as we were pitching shoulder 
height snowdrifts yet again over the 
mountain that was the end of our laneway!! 
Kyla waded out into our backyard to show 
us just how deep the snow was. She was 
up to her neck - pushing her way along. 
Once she found the picnic table she 
looked like she was walking on water.

A favourite activity for the girls was 
sledding. We had some good hills in the 
paddocks and the Bully Road had two 
great grooves worn by the Bully over the 
winter. They acted as a sort of chute. This 
break the snow was so deep - and so ice 
crusted - that it was great for speeding. 
The girls and Edie and I traipsed down to 
the front paddock and set to making 
ourselves a race track. The jennies were 
fascinated and looked on as the girls 
squealed and laughed. 
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That March Break we decided to create a 
video of our take on the book, “The 
Paperbag Princess”. We worked away on 
backdrops and costumes and props 
in-between forays out to do plowing and 
bring relief supplies to the donkeys. Kyla 
and Lexi were excited and worked hard to 
get ready to perform their parts. Poor Lexi 
experienced stage fright the first few times 
the camera was turned on … what was she 
supposed to do? or say?

The plot basically boiled down to this. The 
Princess Elizabeth plans on marrying 
Prince Ronald, who is practically perfect. 
However, a dragon arrives who destroys 
her castle, kidnaps Ronald, and burns all 
her clothes, so she must look for something 
to wear, and her only option is a paper 
bag. Elizabeth follows the dragon and 
Ronald, and seeking to rescue her fiancé, 
challenges the dragon to burn forests with 
fire and to fly around the world. The dragon 
completes the tasks but after flying around 
the world a second time becomes tired and 
falls asleep. Elizabeth rescues Ronald, who 
is ungrateful and tells her to return when 
she looks more like a princess. Elizabeth 
calls Ronald out for his ungratefulness, 
rejects him as a worthless bum and goes 
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dancing off into the sunset to live her own 
life.

We had to chuckle as we all enjoyed 
Lexi’s improvisation of the closing 
scene. As the camera rolled, Kyla acting as 
the narrator, turns to Lexi (Princess 
Elizabeth) to say, “And Princess Elizabeth 
replied ‘It is not the clothes that make you a 
princess.” Lexi’s entire composure shifted 
and her courage flared as she 
replied, “YES IT IS!” feeling her sister had 
really just taken this whole narrator role one 
big step too far! (Lexi was a BIG princess 
fan at this time in her life and at one point 
had a trunk with five or six different 
princess gowns.)
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Paco always recognized Kyla 
when she came back to visit.

Summer Gramma Camps were as much, or more, fun! Bella 
made a great difference for Lexi. With Bella she threw herself into 
brushing, and walking and cuddling and visiting. We would come 
out to find her with an arm over Bella's neck talking away. She 
would fill up the water buckets using the hose. And perhaps, 
most amusingly, and admirably, this little Might Mouse of a three 
year old was determined to pull the compost sled ON HER OWN 
to the Bully bin. I have to say my heart would miss a beat when I 
would see her little form pulling that sled that weighed more than 
she did! 
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Girl power moving a new bale 
into the hay barn. 

Yet another special example of this trait in Lexi was our efforts to 
roll a round bale from just back of the house, through the 
paddock and into the hay barn. This also was the summer Lexi 
was not yet four! We have great video footage of Edie, Kyla, Lexi 
and myself trying to steer the bale, push the bale and pop the 
bale up over the lip of the barn. There she is - standing on a milk 
carton - in order to get herself high enough to help with a good 
push! These were the adventures that led to us modifying that 
barn with a wider door!  

As the girls grew older they became enthralled with the idea of 
driving the Bully. Kyla was the first to grow legs long enough to 
manage the pedals. Soon she would do the driving while I 
opened and closed the gates on the way to the manure bin. She 
was a great driver - carefully managing obstacles and even 
mastering the hillside Bully Road. It would be a number of years 
before we got a small tractor. Kyla took to that right away as well. 
I think I will always remember eleven year old Kyla driving the 
tractor back and forth to the hay pile with the spoiled hay as we 
unwrapped a new bale. Lexi would have to wait until the golf cart 
arrived. Finally something that was more her size! They did have 
a great time with those machines.
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My parents had a window ornament that 
hung over the sink. "The greatest gifts you 
can give your children are roots and 
wings." As a grandmother those words 
really struck home with me. Each summer 
we got to spend a couple of weeks living 
through days and nights with our 
granddaughters here at the Meadow. I 
loved the chance to hear the creak of the 
bunk across the room as a little three year 
old peeked over her pillow to see if I was 
awake ... or crept across the floor to move 
as closely to my sleeping face as possible 
before breaking into fits of giggles... I loved 
the chance to live through temper 
tantrums, and scraped knees, and acts of 
determination and courage ... to the point 
where we knew there was unconditional 
love and acceptance in this safe haven of 
family … at this place the girls called their 
'other home'. 
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CHAPTER 13



When I was talking to my sister one 
weekend one of the things she said was, 
"So,  you're still teaching..." It made me 
chuckle as I realized - YEP - just a different 
species! Each afternoon I would work with 
the jennies on clicker training. 

We were focusing on the same things ... 
touching a target, putting on a halter, and 
being cooperative for hoof work. It was one 
of the favourite spectator activities around 
here... Edie had rigged up a 'stall gate' that 
turned the Bully Barn into an enclosed area 
so I could work with one jenny at a time. 
Darby was so keen to do what I asked - I 
think she was thinking a mile a minute! It 
would take a few tries for her to relax and 
not just go through a whole series of 
behaviours hoping one of them would get 
her a carrot slice. She was a quick study. 
Within two days she had come to haltering 
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calmly. Darby was considerably bigger now. She had always been 
in a hurry to get her halter on - she LOVED to go for walks and help 
to trim the front lawn. So ... slowing down that process was a good 
idea. Plus occasionally she would be too aggressive in wanting her 
treats. We worked up a sign where I would cross my arms and she 
knew that meant to move slightly away from me and line her head up 
AWAY from my body. It was teaching her to be polite when she 
received her rewards. When I needed to use that signal - it calmed 
her down and reminded her of what was expected. After her run in 
with sore hooves the previous spring she was a bit more hesitant to 
offer her feet. I was happy to get her back to where she was 
balanced and trusting me to just gently hold her hoof while she 
raised it.  

Rosie would watch any lesson that she was not part of. She'd hang 
her head over the gate at the barn door and whimper. She wanted to 
know what she should do the minute she got me to herself. And boy 
- did she! Some days she would scoot in and stand there holding a 
hoof up because she saw that was what Darby had been doing 
when she finished. She wanted those carrot slices pronto! The tough 
thing for Rosie was that she usually ended up being the last session. 
That meant she had a furrowed brow by then ... and needed some 
positive rewards without having to worry that her BIG sister, Darby, 
was going to storm in and scoop up all of her treats. And that WAS a 
valid concern! She became very good at noticing when my 'treat 
vest' came out. (That was the fishing vest I wore that had so many 
pockets it was great for storing treats and my clicker.) One day she 
spotted it from her position on the hillside path. I had hung it just 
outside the big gate of the back paddock on the lilac tree... While 
everyone else ambled on down to the hay barn and the feeder bins 
out front, Rosie ever so quietly moved along until she could get her 

face to the back gate to make sure that was THE vest. Then she 
kept her eyes on me to let me know she knew. She and I were able 
to 'sneak' unnoticed into the Bully Barn for her 'class'. Now she knew 
that she could be FIRST if she managed to keep a close eye out! 
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Paco has it figured out - intense practice 
with bridles and ropes ... means either 
the vet or the farrier are coming soon.

We had to put a chain across the door of 
the Condo barn. In the mornings Darby 
was gulping down her bowl of carrot 
slices and then often, even before she 
finished, she'd raid both Rosie's and 
Bella's bowls. The first day I put her in 
the Condo barn - BAM! Darby didn't 
even see the chain and stormed right 
through it. Scared the daylights out of 
the rest of us! We put orange reflective 
tape on the chain so it stood out and 
secured it on the inside of the door so it 
would not give way to 500 pounds of 
donkey... Darby noticed it - tried to push 
it with her nose - tried to push it with her 
chest - and then very elegantly dipped 
her head, lifted the chain, and scooted 
under it. She still had plenty of carrots in 

her bowl - but she HAD to have a taste of 
the others' as well! I don't think Darby 
was being 'mean' or a 'bully' ... She was 
simply young and hungry and bigger 
than anyone else - and still learning her 
manners! That chain soon was replaced 
by a wire reinforced wooden swinging 
door! 

While the jennies had their lessons Paco 
would keep a close eye on the 
proceedings. He was a bit of a window 
lurker. He was still sure that all this fuss 
about halters and hooves meant the 
farrier or the vet were just around the 
corner (which ... admittedly ... they 
were!). 
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Junior Donkey Whisperers
Hay Barn Duty

Two friends came by one afternoon to pick up a key and when 
they stopped at the gate to say hello Paco looked them over and 
decided - one - they were male - and two - they were unfamiliar. 
So he herded Bella back out of the way with him and placed her 
on the other side of the paddock. It never ceased to amaze and 
enchant me when I would see this protective instinct of his come 
up. I knew it had its complications - such as the day either of the 
vet or the farrier really would show up - but it was also a real 
blessing knowing that he was the glue that kept the group 
together AND that he looked out for them.

One late summer night we were startled to hear Paco braying 
and braying at full throttle from up in the woods. That was 
unusual ... I headed out the back door as quickly as I could with 
a flashlight in my hand. I stumbled up the Bully Road calling to 
find out where they were ...? Eventually I found Paco in the very 
back corner of the woods - pacing up and down the fence line. 

"Paco! Where are the jennies?" There really were times I wished 
they had words! I stood as still as possible and tried to calm him 
down while listening into the silence for sounds of the others. 
There was a soft munching sound coming from ... the back field? 
The hay field. The other side of our fence line? When I scanned 
the blackness with my flashlight I couldn't see anything...? It was 
only when I called Rosie's name that I got a soft huff in response. 
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In bug season the donkeys loved 
to hang out in the woods at night.

Gadzooks! Somehow they were out there! After 
tracking along the fences, with Paco hot on my 
heels, I finally found a section down behind the 
Condo barn. I had noticed Darby reaching her 
long neck as far over that fence as she could 
possibly reach to nip at the tips of the growing 
grasses. I called into the house to alert Edie and 
grabbed two halters and lead ropes. Hmmm ... I 
wondered just how I was going to convince 
them to leave that tasty fresh grass? Of course! 

Any of them would go anywhere to get a 
handful of grain. I dumped the tack and instead 
filled a small bucket with sweet grain. Terrible ... 
I know ... bribery. But it worked. What was so 
funny about that night was that Paco - given the 
chance to cross over that fence too - did not 
take that option. I wondered if it was his 
experience speaking. He had spent many 
nights wandering the woods and fields at 
Goodfellows. Was it safer at our place? 
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Whatever the reason, he did a super job of 
staying back and sounding the alert. 

The donkeys did not always sound the alert 
when they should have. One hot July 
afternoon Edie and I were hiding from the 
sun inside. The herd were sprawled out on 
the sandy knoll in the front paddock 
enjoying the fact that even the biting flies 
were dodging the heat. We were startled 
from our afternoon snooze by a knock at 
the door. A kind passerby - known to us 
now as Maggie - stopped to let us know 
there was something amiss out front. I'm 
glad these stories are accompanied by 
photographs ... as it is difficult to capture 
adequately what we found in words! Yes! 
There she was. Bella had somehow 
managed to feed her head and her front 
legs under the arm rest on one of the 
adirondack chairs. She was walking 
around ... trying to look less foolish than 
she really was ... It took us a good long 
time to undo this feat. In fact the solution 
required a hand saw and left the chair with 
one wobbly arm. Incredible to imagine how 
this had unfolded.  
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The herd also did not sound any alarm the 
morning they were invaded by pigs. Yes ... 
pigs! Donkey chasing - donkey loving - pot 
bellied pigs desperate for some new 
friends. We discovered that the farm they 
were from had just moved out the last of 
their goats and alpacas. The two pigs, 
Dozer and Samson, were trying to find out 
where they'd gone. Charlotte and Wilbur 
would have been proud of their efforts. 
With phone calls here and there ... plus a 
few hours of pig sitting and donkey 
reassuring ... we finally met up with their 
'mom'. Armed with a package of ginger 
snaps and two red rakes she and I herded 
Dozer and Samson back through the fields 
to their home paddock across the village. 
When I got back out later that afternoon to 
do the chores I was attempting to reassure 
the donkeys that they didn't need to keep 
such a close eye on the woods. The pigs 
were home. All was well. But no ... the 
jennies would not be pulled from their 
lookouts. Turned out there was a good 
reason for that. Seemed that pigs can fly!  

Dozer and Samson must have only paused 
long enough in their own paddock to eat 
their lunch ... and then hiked their way 
directly back to our place! Although it was 
comical to watch the pigs continuously 
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approach the donkeys - curious and friendly - it was NOT fun to 
watch the donkeys take off and run. Nor to see their mounting 
frustration at losing control of their habitat. Darby had had her run in 
with a porcupine a few summers back and she was NOT keen to 
approach something that looked that similar. Paco, on the other 
hand, was beginning to try to find a way to take matters in hand. So, 
back out I went. I didn't want pigs or donkeys hurt.  

After dinner, reinforcements arrived in the guise of friends, Cari and 
Owen Tryon, from down the road. We spent a few more hours trying 
to talk the pigs into the back of a trailer. As the light started to wane 
the pigs had mastered every nook and cranny of the two paddocks 

and the woods. They knew where every loose wall of fencing was, 
where every bush was, and even where every rock cliff was.

Finally, Cari, managed to get a hold of Dozer's front leg. She hung 
on for dear life until Owen, could wrap his arms around Dozer and 
heave him up and across the paddock. He threw both himself 
and the pig into the trailer. Cari slammed the door shut. There was 
an awful lot of grunting, banging, swaying and cursing going on in 
that trailer!  

When I looked at Cari wide eyed she said, "Oh, he'll be alright." 
Eventually Owen was able to toss the feed bucket to the head of the 
trailer and Cari let him out the tiniest crack in the door. She was 
not letting the pig out at any cost!  

Although we did manage to tackle Samson - Cari once again 
leading the way with a deft leg grab - Owen was not able to spin 
quite as quickly as the pig. Cari was tossed down a rock face, Owen 
hit the bushes and Samson shrugged it all off and went to chase 
some more donkeys! It was now dark - Samson was black - we were 
black and blue. Dozer spent the night in the trailer rolled into the 
donkey garden. Samson was yelling at the top of his lungs at Dozer 
for being stuck inside the trailer. It wasn't a quiet night at the 
Meadow. 
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The next morning, quite early, Cari and Owen reappeared in our 
backyard. Samson was trudging his way around the back paddock 
muttering and grunting to himself. Dozer was quiet as a mouse. 
Before we restarted the 'hunt', we set up a series of fence panels to 
try to steer Samson toward a capture point. The plan ... Cari would 
herd Samson toward the fence. I would be on the other side to make 
sure he didn't get through. Owen would swoop in at the perfect 
moment to grab him. Maddy, their daughter, would catch the whole 
thing on video. (As by now we realized what great entertainment this 
was surely going to be!)

When Samson saw the Tryons coming he headed for the woods - 
sending pig curses over his shoulder at us and his brother. Cari and 
Owen raced up to get ahead of him to turn him back to the 
paddock. With much ado and many minutes (dare I say hours) later 
we finally got Samson headed for the chute of fence panels. I do 
have to mention here that when you riled Samson up he was a 
formidable beast. Just conjure up any crazy Hallowe'en goul with 
jowls and pointed razor sharp teeth and you pretty much have him. 
So herding him wasn't really a matter of just nudging him along. 
When he turned back on you ... you had to start again.  

Finally - covered in cuts and bruises Cari managed to dive at him 
knocking him into the fence chute. She was fed up and there was no 
more fooling around! Samson shot like a bullet along the fence 
panels realizing that he was now trapped. He raced full speed at an 
opening between the wire of the fence fully meaning to rip it apart 
and push himself through. I was slack jawed and wide eyed at the 
appearance of the creature shrieking and howling and grunting at 
me. He was one angry pig! I think those eyes are seared into my 
memory forever!  If I thought the noises coming from Samson were 

crazy when he was caught in the fencing... they were nothing 
compared to the racket he made when both Cari and Owen seized 
him in a bear hug and waddle walked him to toss him into the trailer 
with Dozer! 

As Cari, Owen and I caught our breath, hands on our knees ... we 
looked up to see Maddy ... equally terrified holding the video 
camera at her side. She blinked ... took a big breath ... and then 
said, "Oh ... I forgot to record it!" I don't think the donkeys could 
figure out just why we were all laughing so much when they could 
still hear the roar of their uninvited marauders now locked in the 
trailer!   
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CHAPTER 14



I think one of the most constant fights in a donkey lover's life is the 
fight against the bugs. Not just any bug ... black flies, horse flies, 
deer flies, bot flies, sand wasps, ticks. The list is really ENORMOUS 
... and their bites are wicked. I could usually ignore most bugs if I 
had a good dose of repellent. Even if the black flies spent an entire 
day buzzing around my ears I could tune them out. What was 
impossible to ignore was the impact they had on the donkeys. Darby 
and Bella were keen on bug spray. They liked it worked into their 
necks and legs and ears. Paco and Rosie ... did not want 
anything to do with that smelly concoction!  

Bot flies were the worst. When I first met Paco his legs were a 
bleeding mess of sores from bot flies. They were relentless and their 
life cycle depended on him biting at the sores and ingesting their 
eggs. A really bad infestation of bot flies could kill a donkey … I had 
attempted to put bug repellent on his legs while he was still at the 
Goodfellow farm. In retrospect I imagine that would be quite 
the stinging sensation … with all of those open sores. Once he came 
here I wanted to stop that from happening again. 

In the beginning we invested in bug zappers. Those electronic blue 
light systems that are supposed to attract bugs and then knock 
them out of existence with a noisy (but quite satisfying) snap of a 
shock. Perhaps those made a slight difference in the yard - and the 
paddock ... but not a difference that was of any note to the donkeys. 
One particularly nasty spring afternoon I found myself bringing up 
our summer fans from the basement. I set them up right beside the 
hay bins. I'm sure the donkeys thought I was crazy! The donkeys 
liked the fans ... but not the fact that their bins were now along the 
fence line at the back of the house... picky! picky!  

Where the fans DID work was in the barns! We took to putting up 
large square fans on the wall farthest from the doors. We tipped 
them forward, braced them with wire, and lined the back of them 
with furnace filters. We blacked out the windows in the Bully Barn, 
hung old bed sheets on the doors and kept them as dark as we 
could. On the donkey scale of success - that was the clincher! 

The donkeys took to spending their nights out in the woods or in the 
front paddock. Summer breezes wafted right across those spaces. 
Then during the height of summer days they would retreat to the 
barns and sleep for hours. I did love to wake up in the middle of the 
night to hear their hooves beating on Bully Road as they played 
racing tag, or hearing their gentle huffing as they were blowing dust 
out of their noses while grazing.

In an effort to make those indoor day times more enriching I decided 
to put a mirror into the barn. I had seen pictures of mirrors in horse 
barns. I wondered what the herd would think of seeing themselves? 

 They were captivated. We didn’t think Bella would ever leave the 
mirror face. She was totally absorbed with talking to that other black 
jenny. Darby was SMART. After carefully studying her image she left 
the Bully Barn and went to check out the other side of that wall – 
twice! Assuring herself that whatever it was, it was not that kind of 
thing. Bella and Darby were so intent on playing with the mirror that 
they wouldn’t let Rosie anywhere near for her own try at it. Later on 
Rosie and I had a good look once it was fastened to the outside of 
the Condo door. We decided we couldn’t possibly leave it inside the 
barn. They were too distracted. We couldn’t imagine them turning 
their back on the mirror donkeys to eat. I was very curious to see 
what level of interest they would have in the morning.
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Darby is not pleased with the 
donkey in the mirror.

News flash … Darby let us know in no uncertain terms that she 
wanted that ‘mirror donkey’ G…O…N…E!  Only once before had 
I seen her so frustrated and angry. That was when we had 
separated her from the others when during her first cycles she 
was downright brutal to everyone. Today she let her feelings all 
hang out as soon as I got out. She finally ran around to me – 
kicked her feet at nothing in particular – and stormed past the 
mirror (on the Condo wall overnight). It couldn’t be plainer … so 
gone it was.

Back to those bugs ... Eventually I learned to put some bug 
cream on socks and rub it on Rosie's legs - and could catch a 
glancing swish at Paco if I was quick enough. A few years later 
Kyla and Lexi returned from horse camp to come visit here with 
us. I was telling Kyla that I had such a terrible time still trying to 
get Rosie enough protection from the bot flies.  Kyla found a 
dustbin brush in the tack barn and sprayed it with repellent and 
then proceeded to gently brush that all over Rosie! Ahhh ... the 
Junior Whisperer was passing her mentor. That was wonderful! 
For me AND for Rosie. We had all grown over these past two 
years and learned so much. Our home was immeasurably 
enriched by adding the donkeys to our family.  
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We completed the last major renovation to 
the donkey habitat in the summer of 2014. 
The front pasture had to go - it proved 
every spring to be too rich for the donkeys 
to safely graze there. And yet it was such a 
beautiful space. Our hay man declared we 
must really love donkeys to have forked out 
the dollars to convert it into a sand and 
gravel paddock. Sometimes friends would 
tease us as they mentioned they had gone 
by while Edie or I had been hauling a 
wheelbarrow load of gravel from one spot 
to another. They'd heard rumours that in 
some other places in the world the donkeys 
would actually be the ones pulling those 
loads! We mentioned that to the herd but 
Darby just laughed at the absurdity of that 
idea! 

The donkeys watched on in interest from 
their side of the hillside fence. They had 
become comfortable with the sounds of 
cars and trucks that would go by on the 
roadside. One year the road was being 
resurfaced and the donkeys followed the 
huge paver along as it inched past them. 
Our great handyman Travis was back with 
his tractor and excavator - both of which 
kept the herd entertained for days.
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Running for the joy of it!

The highlight, of course, was the day we got to open the gate 
and the donkeys came barreling down to check out their new 
digs first hand. After a short circuit to check out the corners they 
began to run! And run! And run some more! The group of them 
were doing zigzags and circles and stallion stands ... donkey joy. 
We had extended their 'racetrack' from the back paddock, 
through the woods, into large circles and figure eights out front. 
Summer or winter - just before dusk - the entire group would 
begin to run. They had fantastic races and games of tag. We had 
a great time watching for it every night. 
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As ‘Paco Day’ rolled around in November of 2015 my intuition 
was telling me there was a change in the wind. Both Paco and 
Darby were dealing with health issues. Darby was set right in 
short order. Paco … not so easily. It was very difficult to keep on 
taking ‘beautiful and upbeat’ pictures for my blog when my heart 
strings were so stretched. 

The whole experience led me to face some pretty tough issues. 
Living with large animals - caring for them - and about them - was 
not only a big investment of time. It was a big investment of heart. 
My days had been made richer for their presence. The flip side 
was when things went wrong … my heart felt like it would break. 
Especially when it came to Paco. 

Paco had developed a growth between his cheek and his teeth. It 
made eating awkward and he was always conscious of the 
strangeness of sensation on that side of his face. We thought we 
were dealing with an infected tooth – and it was a sobering 
revelation that things were much more complicated than that.

Two weeks of vet visits, antibiotics, sedatives, manipulations of 
his jaw … all put the poor guy right off his food. My heart broke 
as I watched him hang his head and struggle to make it up and 
down the hill. I came to the terrible realization that at some point I 
was going to have to make the call to end his suffering. Ede and I 
were both walking wounded … I don’t think I’ve had a ‘longer 
week’ in the two years since I retired. Paco rallied … he got back 
to eating and I even had the pure joy of watching him running 
with the herd one afternoon – up and down that hillside – kicking 

CHAPTER 15
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up his hooves. But now I knew … I knew even the preamble we had 
dealt with over those few days almost broke my spirit. It was a BIG 
LESSON. I would have to, at some point, deal with the loss of any 
one of our beautiful, hoofed children…

Each day, if I stopped to think before I fell asleep, I counted my 
blessings. Topping the list every time were the ways nature had 
touched my day. The smell of the air, the feel of the earth, the head 
butt of a loving cat, the songs of  the birds, the braying of 
donkeys, the buttery sunlight at dawn or dusk … Sometimes days 
can be sad – extremely sad. But mostly not. My blog was a space I 
used to show my gratitude for small wonders. By taking pictures, 
writing down my thoughts, researching about things that were 
uncommon or new … I celebrated the mere fact of being. It was a 
good process for me.

And so … out of the ashes of that first painful burning flame of 
heartbreak I picked myself up, dusted myself off and dared to share 
the ups and downs of my little but appreciated life here at the 
Meadow. The blog continued and each and every day, from then on, 
I savoured the special time I had with Paco. I knew then that it was 
finite. Not just ‘someday’ would he need help to leave us … it would 
likely be sometime before the next Paco Day rolled around. 

Paco continued having good days. He was digging into fresh hay 
bales and was able to chew away for hours. He still had his big 
protruding cheek – which protruded more when it was full of stuck 
food … But he seemed to be able to move his tongue around or 
scratch his cheek on his leg enough to clear it out on his own. My 
pal was a loving, cuddly beastie with family (four and two legged) … 
but he still had his ‘feral side’ for strangers and anyone carrying 
medical supplies. We decided not to put him through any more 

procedures or courses of antibiotics or shots of salt water rinse. He 
would manage the best he could for as long as he could. Then I 
would drag my heart and mind back to the hard choices. About how 
best to help him.
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A few weeks into this period I woke up to a 
brain wave.  I decided we needed to build 
a ‘donkey playground’. You know how 
schools and parks have play structures 
with slides and swings and things to climb 
on? Donkeys love to explore too! I woke up 
very early … and slipped downstairs to my 
desk to draw up some plans. I watched the 
clock and when it seemed a decent 
enough hour pulled out the ingredients for 
french toast to entice my chief engineer out 
of bed. We had a donkey playground to 
build! Actually – I thought we were heading 
into Kingston that morning so I had the 
donkeys and garage cats all fed before 7 
am! However it seemed we were not going 
into Kingston … so a building project 
morning it was!

I had been mulling over how to entice the 
donkeys to play a little more … instead of 
passing their time all day at their feed bins. 
The herd’s profiles from behind … well … 
let’s just say they were short for their 
weight. Now that Bella and Darby were 
both well into their second and third year I 
thought we could slow down on how many 
hours of eating each day required. Ede 
is great at putting ideas into action. Over 
breakfast I shared my sketches and she 
took a mental tally of the wood she had 
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stored away for just this kind of day. Et 
voila!

We had to work quickly. Our plan involved 
an ‘edible donkey playground’ but we were 
hoping to get the frame up before the 
edible part kicked in. The donkeys LOVE to 
chew on branches and chunks of wood. 
Sure enough, when we turned around, 
Darby and Bella had already found a tasty 
plank to start on.

Once the frame was up I raided our toy 
cupboard and odds and ends bin to bring 
out a collection of ‘temptables’ … Seemed 
we might have had success simply by 
bringing out that bin of toys. The jennies 
had a great time unpacking it all for us! 
Funniest thing? Recycled margarine tubs 
were the hottest play toy!

We drilled holes in the cross beams in 
order to fasten ropes and branches. These 
were then used to suspend regular 
favourites like an empty cat litter jug, a pail, 
a frisbee, and a shovel. The donkeys loved 
to explore and pull things and tug on 
ropes. On one end of the structure we 
hung the horse ball. On the other the hula 
hoop. By far the favourite stop was the 
black feed bin. I filled it with plastic 
containers that were easy to remove – and 
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fun to drag around the paddock gravel. Then we hid carrots bits in 
various spots and stepped back to enjoy the fun! As I finished my 
cleaning up of the paddock I noticed that Bella had passed up on 
the food bins for a chance to check out the ‘playground’ on her own. 
Mission accomplished!

Rosie discovered that the suspended play ball made a great back 
and butt rub station. I could see we were going to get a LOT of 
entertainment out of this endeavour. I know our neighbours were! 
One drove by the next morning … slowed down … backed up … 
rolled down his window and had to ask. When I told Darryl it was an 
edible donkey play structure he was speechless. Truly impressed at 
our ‘genius’ I’m sure! 

When I was out one afternoon – doing donkey chores – I realized 
how much I had come to know the critters that make their living in 
and around our paddocks. I knew where the red squirrel lived. When 
I heard him burrowing in the leaves I knew it was him without 
looking. He ran back and forth from the garden to the woodpile and 
the donkeys and I just glanced at him as he went by. He was one of 
us – one of the paddock creatures. He ruled the squirrel kingdom. 
The black squirrels (there were four of them there full time) knew to 
stay out of his way.

While the donkeys soaked up the sun on the knoll they  would lift 
their ears ever so slightly if a squirrel scurried along the hillside 
behind them. But only slightly. They knew the squirrels as their 
neighbours. They knew the chickadees and the nuthatches and the 
morning doves that way too. If a car or a truck roared by on the road 
they didn't even open their eyes. That was white noise to them like 
the sound of the trains at the crossing about a kilometre down the 
road.

Now … should a bicycle whir by … all heads would go up.  If 
someone walked the track at the fairground, some hundreds of 
metres from their resting spot, all ears would follow the sound of the 
foot falls in the gravel. If walkers were coming down the road all 
eyes would be peeled that way long before they came in sight. 
Likely following along in the conversation as well with their long ears. 
These four donkeys and I – a half a dozen squirrels of various kinds 
– a hundred some birds in a mixed flock – our two feline buddies – 
and the odd raccoon visitor – we made up this world I was in. I 
didn't know how long we would get to share this little universe. But I 
did know that I would have brilliant fond memories of it all!
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Paco, Darby, Rosie and Bella

I saw the strangest thing developing that fall … Darby had been 
boss girl of the herd for a little over a year. I had heard many 
people say donkeys don’t have a hierarchy in their herds … Ours 
sure did … That morning while I was doing chores I noticed that 
Darby was getting frustrated that I wouldn’t let her into the hay 
barn. I just kept packing hay bags knowing that Darby had lots to 
eat right where she was. Darby decided to play her ‘bite me’ 
move. She snaps at her own flank and then glares at the rest of 
the herd. The usual result is that everyone scatters and she gets 
her way. Not today … Rosie took one look at that signal … and 
then rushed right at Darby nipping at her and chasing her off. 
That was different!!

Darby was incredibly affected by that. She backed off … and for 
the rest of the morning deferred to Rosie. Then later in the 
afternoon we noticed – for the first time ever – Paco pick up one 
of the bowls from the playground. Hurray! He then taunted Darby 
with it – pushing it alongside her – dragging it along her nose – 
and for a while holding tight to it while Darby tried to take it away. 
And then finally, when we were all in the back paddock ready to 
settle in for dark, Darby was the one being bumped from food bin 
to food bin … by Bella. Interesting … was it possible that now 
that Bella was in her ‘terrible twos’ that she would take over the 
privileged position? Even though she was the tiniest of them all? 
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Maybe Darby was mellowing out now that 
she had reached the ripe old age of three 
and a half? Maybe they were using up all of 
their tolerance on Bella? Darby would now 
need to be one of the ‘grown ups’. Time 
would tell. 

I had discovered a great new Facebook 
group – ‘Only Donkeys’. It was a great stop 
to get your daily fix of donkey photos, 
donkey stories, donkey knowledge … and 
a community full of people to share 
experiences and expertise. I shared Paco’s 
circumstance – growth in his cheek – and 
received a plethora of advice and links to 
ideas. I decided to pursue one of them –
Golden Paste. It was a combination of 
turmeric, coconut oil, water and pepper. 
The turmeric was the key ingredient and 
had been associated with 
anti-inflammatory properties that had 
helped other donkeys with similar 
conditions.

I am generally very leery of ‘holistic 
therapies’. There are more than I can count 
that are on the quack side of tried and true. 
I once made a visit to a Holistic Practitioner 
who began our session by suspending a 
crystal on a string over my wrist to 
determine what I was allergic to… 
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Paco sporting a tumeric smile

Hmmm… And often, they seemed to offer ‘cures’ to those who 
were desperate to try anything. Which … I have to admit … 
I was regarding Paco. Desperate to try things that wouldn't put 
him through unnecessary suffering. Many treatments also came 
with hefty price tags and timelines that left one wondering if the 
condition would have run its course naturally within the same 
stretch of the calendar. Naturally good … and naturally bad 
outcomes included …

After reading some of the research, and using Google Scholar to 
pursue more… I decided to give Golden Paste a try. There were 
numerous comments in equine sites about people using this for 
horses, donkeys, dogs, goats, cats … I was wondering how Paco 
would respond to the strong smell of the paste when I mixed it in 
with his afternoon minced carrots and grain feed. He got about 
1/2 cup of grain with about 1/4 cup of finely diced carrots. This 
seemed to be giving him a lift on those days when his hay 
consumption wasn't up to par. He LOVED it. He licked that bowl 
right down to clean. As clean as you could get a turmeric stained 
bowl! He sported a yellow turmeric stained muzzle too!  Now… 
to make myself continue, and wait for a few months. Each day he 
would come to get me to gently massage his jaw and lightly 
scratch his cheek. He was laying down more than I would say he 
did in the past. He showed a definite preference for the soft 
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Christmas Eve 2015
It looks more like spring!

green grass hay compared to the tougher straw 
like hay. Even to the point that he would leave 
the jennies in the front paddock and take 
himself alone to the back. But the main thing – 
the most important thing – he seemed 
comfortable and happy to be here. I seconded 
that emotion!

Paco had been here with us now for three 
winters - 2013, 2014 and 2015. The winter of 
2016 was a much appreciated break in the 

pattern! Those previous seasons had been 
bitterly cold with SO MUCH SNOW! Christmas 
Eve of 2015 was a most unusual day. 

It will surely be a day we’ll read about in the 
weather record books! I had heard from friends 
who had been golfing, jogging in shorts AND 
SWIMMING in one of our local lakes! If you were 
in Ontario, Canada, you too likely had an 
incredible day. I was prepared for ‘mild’ when I 
went out the door that morning … but not for 
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warm winds and sunning on the front 
porch. It hit 20’C here that afternoon! The 
seasonal average for this time of year was 
4’C – with snow – lots … of … snow!

It turned into a perfect day for getting a 
whack of chores done. I filled in the holes 
on the knoll. Deep long root tracks that 
Bella and Darby had dug out the past 
month. It took about twenty wheelbarrows 
full and one HUGE rock that came with a 
load of sand. Yes, we had a load of sand 
delivered IN DECEMBER! Bella was happy 
that I left her a sandcastle pile to play in. 
She sure loved to dig, dig, dig!

I had to keep stopping to take in lung fulls 
of air – sweet smelling earthy air. The 
clouds were racing by that morning. By two 
o’clock there was nothing but blue skies. I 
would lean on my shovel and just look 
around and soak up the sunshine. It was 
strange to be so conscious of the fact that 
regardless of how springlike it felt … that 
sun was going down just after four o’clock. 
So I just stayed outside. Started out at ten 
in the morning, came in for a quick lunch 
and stuck it out until the skies started to 
turn grey. What a tremendous Christmas 
Eve!
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The beginning of 2016 was the quintessential winter. If I could have 
put in an order for the perfect winter to help Paco still enjoy his days 
- it would have been that winter. We had such an incredible stretch 
of mild and sunny winter days.

We had the most amazing moonshine one late January night. I was 
out doing the afternoon chores when it came up – looming large 
over the woods hilltop. It was easier to be outside past dusk in the 
winter. The snow made everything brighter … and then … a moon 
like that! The trees were throwing shadows. The snow was sparkling. 
And the donkeys were bonkers! 

I had not been out to see Bella and Darby’s reaction to such a full 
moon. I didn’t think they noticed things ‘in the sky’. I was wrong! As 
the moon was coming up over the trees on the horizon Darby kept 
running to the end of the paddock to stare at it. She’d then flick her 
tail and toss her head and run like the dickens up through the 
woods, down to the back paddock, up the hill and back to the fence 
line where she could get an eyeful of that huge glowing ball in the 
sky. Bella was right there along for the ride. It was so much fun 
watching them run so quickly and obviously full of beans! I had 
known for years now how much such a moon affects their moods. 
But this was even more than that. This was two jennies playing with 
delight in the light of the full moon.

Golden light … on my golden boy! Paco sure was looking healthy 
those January days. He was loving his daily mix of carrots, a bit of 
grain and turmeric golden paste. He was sleeker, thanks to a 
successful deworming routine and thanks to his littlest sister who 
chased him all over the paddock, jumped on his back, nipped at his 
heels and kept him moving. Although his ‘slurping’ let me know the 
growth in his cheek was still there he was eating so well that I found 
myself  hoping it was decreasing in size…

When February rolled around you could have mistaken the pictures I 
was taking for spring shots. I would look back at photos taken the 
same time each of the previous winters and what you noticed was 
snow, snow and more snow!  February of 2016 the hillside was 
completely free of snow and the donkeys were grazing on the green 
moss still showing on the rock faces. They were able to spend 
afternoons sleeping on the warm straw beds in the front paddock 
with no ice or wet snow to dampen their coats.
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February 2016
The woods were almost 
free of snow and the 
donkeys were munching 
on the green moss on the 
rocks.
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We did get hit with a few whopper snowstorms and the thermometer 
did drop WAY down to wind chills below -40’C again … but only for 
short bursts. When those days rolled around I would fill up hay bags 
- hang them in the barn - and take out carrot treats throughout the 
day. The donkeys just hunkered down. Paco would find a way to 
pick a barn and guard the door - allowing only Bella past his post. I 
would come out and gently warm up his cheek and let him rub it 
against my mitten as he tried to scratch at the growth - which by 
now was quite evident and likely aggravating. 

He had always had an unusual way of taking my fingers in his teeth. 
He never bit down - just held my hand. Since our days wandering in 
the Goodfellow fields this had been something he would do when 
we just stood and rested. Those winter days he continued to do that 
- even with his mouth being so uncomfortable. He would lock his big 
brown eyes on mine as if to ask - did I know? Could I feel that lump 
in his cheek? I would tell him, “Yes, I feel it. I know it is there. And 
some day - maybe soon - I will try and be brave and help you go 
before it is unbearable.”

March Break arrived  … and the girls were back. It sure seemed like 
a long time between last summer and now! A lot of growing up had 
happened in between! The donkeys also had to look twice to make 
sure they knew who they were. I think Lexi was about the size that 
Kyla was when Paco first met her. It only took a few minutes before 
he and the jennies figured out that ‘their girls were back’! As I was 
getting the carrots ready I could hear the paddock gate rattle … 
sure enough as I peeked through the garage window there was Kyla 
climbing over the top – and the donkeys were very curious about 
how she was managing that! I think one of my favourite images of 
the day was Lexi with Rosie and Bella eating their treats out of her 

hands. She was tucked right in there – confident – and gentle – and 
happy to be in the middle of it all. We also found the proverbial 
spring puddle … just how high are your boots girls? “Good thing we 
have a boot dryer Gramma! We don’t have to worry about how wet 
we get.” Ha! It was also great fun to present them each with their 
own ‘donkey stuffie’ that I learned to crochet that winter. It had been 
hard to keep them a secret!!

The girls and I decided the donkey playground needed some 
sprucing up. While we gathered some fallen branches in the woods I 
brought up the subject of how Paco was doing. I didn’t want them to 
suddenly find out that he had been sick - and was gone - without 
being able to say goodbye. Especially Kyla. His story had very 
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Kyla with her old buddy.

much been her story for five years now. Kyla could see how the 
growth in his cheek was becoming larger. And she was also able 
to sense how much he seemed to be aging over the past six 
months. Before they left she was able to give him a big hug and I 
could see in her lingering that she too was sensing that the time 
to let go might not be too far into the future. 

The end of March brought the first real spring day. The robins 
were singing. The sun melted all the ice off both paddocks. I 
needed no hat, no coat, no gloves. And Bella spent part of the 
afternoon sleeping in the shade while her buddy soaked the heat 
out of the sand on the rolling knoll. Rosie kept yawning and Darby 
was hard pressed to work up the energy to care where the rest 
were standing or eating. I spent hours raking up the winter 
leftovers and loved the chance to give the paddocks a real clean 
up. I think for donkeys this was the perfect time of year. The sun 
was wonderful and there were no bugs yet. We were lovin’ it!!

Most late afternoons you could still catch our herd playing 
‘Donkey Merry-Go-Round’. Finally I caught them in action when 
they were ignoring me. I was supposed to be emptying the Bully 
Bin into the compost pile. Made my heart swell to see them all so 
carefree. And to see Paco kicking up his heels and SO happy 
with life. 
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Darby 2016
Ruled by the moon poor girl

I had to feel for Darby these days. One morning as I came along 
the Bully Road I discovered she had Bella and Rosie trapped in 
the Condo and was just heading to give Paco a piece of her mind 
(or hooves) as well. She glanced in my direction and did her “Oh 
*(*^%! I’ve been caught…” look. I am the only one who outranks 
Darby in this herd. And she knows I do not countenance her 
bullying of the other three. As I raised my eyebrows and pointed 
a finger in her direction she started to aim the ‘Bite Me’ move at 
me … but then thought better of it and instead went to mope 
behind the barn. I had come to know Darby’s heat cycles very 
well – as the rest of the herd had too! But I knew she needed 
some real fussing over to help her out of her funk. After making 
sure the ‘Littles’ were freed from the barn. I then spent a good 
chunk of time scratching Darby’s ears, and shoulders and of 
course, her butt. She needed lots of gentle talking and 
reassuring. That brought a little peace to the paddock for a while. 
But I am certain that throughout the day the other three had been 
running avoidance tactics. Ahhh… Mr. Moon. What havoc you 
wreak on our little herd!

March and April were gentle with us. Every now and again a 
snowstorm would blow through … rainstorms were more the 
norm. The breezes were warm. The sun came out strong and 
early - chasing Bella into the shade and Paco onto the warm 
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sand on the knoll. We had made it through 
another winter - and Mother Nature had 
been kind. I was thankful each and every 
day that Paco had all this time since that 
October day when our vet had found his 
tumour. I had been tempted back then to 
help him out of this life before he began to 
suffer. It had been a terrible tear at my 
heartstrings. But now … having had such a 
mild winter … having seen him running with 
his jennies … playing with Bella … 
wrestling with Darby … enjoying the 
sunshine. I was glad. I was glad he and I 
had had these days. 

A few days into May - before the black flies 
came out - Paco was resting in 
the sunshine on the knoll. Soaking up the 
heat - resting his quite swollen cheek 
against the hot sand. He was munching on 
some hay. I was sitting beside him - just 
being a happy animal myself. Suddenly I 
sensed a jolt go right through him. He 
dragged himself up and ran over to the 
shade shelter. At first I thought he had 
been bitten by a sand wasp. But as he 
turned to look at me I could see the 
wildness in his eyes. The growth in his 
cheek had somehow burst and he was 
struggling to manage with the bleeding. I 
have no idea how long it was before he 
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Paco Spring 2016
was able to settle and relax. It seemed like 
forever. I knew that our time was up. 

Whereas calls to our vet in the fall had been 
heart rending for me - this call was not. I knew 
we needed their help. It was time to let Paco go. 
I did not want him to suffer. It was my job now to 
be brave and compassionate and present for 
Paco. He was calm enough that waiting for help 
to arrive would not be a burden for him. I walked 
with him to the shade of our barns and brought 

him some of his tasty soft grain and turmeric 
mix. He could eat whatever he wanted - which 
wasn’t much - but was some. I had a tube of 
sedative ready for this day. It would help him 
relax when the veterinarian could make it. It was 
not going to be our usual vet - he was not 
available on such short notice. It would be the 
young vet who had answered my call that very 
late Saturday night when Darby was so ill. I was 
glad I would know her. 
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Paco took the sedative without any problem. He was tired. And 
sore. And ready too. I stayed with him, stroking his neck and 
hugging him. Scratching his ears and telling him our stories. I 
was able to tell him how much I loved him. How much he 
changed our lives here. How I would never forget him. I told him if 
he found he somehow popped out on the ‘other side’ of whatever 
death was and was somehow still here in spirit … that he was 
welcome to stay. I would watch for him. I would still hug him every 
day. 

I had read about others who had to say goodbye to their 
donkeys. My donkey pal, Elsie, had told me about having 
her ‘Lucky’ put down. She had calmed my fears. When the vet 
arrived Edie helped to lead the jennies down to the front 
paddock. They had been standing with Paco and I as they 
munched on the morning’s hay. Paco was very relaxed and 
leaning slightly into my hip when the sedative was injected. I am 
so grateful to have  been able to love him through his final years. 
As he laid down for the last time I laid my hand on his cheek and 
wished him well. I know he knew he was loved.

I have a painting I did of Paco hanging at the top of our 
basement stairway. Each day I pass him as I go out - and as I 
come in. I do look for him - and listen for him. And sometimes I 
even feel that I catch sight of him. I like to think that he is still 
here. He brought so much love into my life. He actually changed 
my life. I had not planned on being this ‘accidental farmer’. 
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But that is the way love goes, isn’t it. We 
can’t plan for it … it sneaks up on us. 
Catches us unawares. It’s a good thing 
really. Because once you have loved 
deeply - and lost - it can be difficult to 
chose to put your heart out there again. But 
the heart wants love. Love wants life. And 
we are the lucky ones that carry it on. 
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