
L
ittle girls love to play with
their miniature ponies. They
love brushing the hair of

their toy horses and pretending to
make the horses gallop. Such was
my mother as a young girl, a collec-
tor of toy horses. She still manages
to buy any horse movie she sees

without having seen it or heard any-
thing to attest to its quality. She
loves horses.

Ever since we moved up to Twain
Harte, or even before, my mom has
talked about taking riding lessons
and volunteering at area ranches.
When I took her to ReHorse Rescue

Ranch in Jamestown recently, her
face shined with the smile of an
excited child as she pet the beautiful
creatures, animals that have finally
found some rest after, in some cases,
experiencing years of mistreatment.

Founded by Raquelle Van Vleck
in 2009, ReHorse rescues aban-
doned and abused equines and even
houses a few donkeys and a potbel-
lied pig. The nonprofit organization
is currently the only equine rescue
entity serving Tuolumne and sur-
rounding counties and provides
support to and assists six different
county animal services depart-
ments. ReHorse Rescue Ranch has
taken in more than 20 horses in the
past 15 months from Calaveras
County Animal Services alone. At
least 95 percent of the rescued hors-
es have suffered neglect.

“The majority were not being fed
properly or at all and were in need
of veterinary, dental and hoof
care,” Van Vleck said. “Many were
in such horrible condition that they
were not expected to survive. One
horse starved to death the second
day she was here.”

Since February of 2009, the
organization has rescued, adopted
and placed more than 220 horses
and donkeys in need, but Van Vleck
said that for every horse they find a
home for, another one or two horses
come in. The ranch currently is
home to 45 horses, the maximum
number it can accommodate.

ReHorse’s budget goes entirely
toward hay, with little left for sup-
plies and none left for the building
of shelters. One-hundred percent of
the money comes from donations
and volunteer support.

“With the worsening state of the
economy, there are more horses in
crisis than ever,” Van Vleck said.

“Horses are very expensive
animals to care for. With so
many job losses, foreclosures
and financial hardships, our
services are needed more than
ever. In addition, hay prices
have skyrocketed in the last
year. Hay is now $20 to $23 per bale
and a healthy horse will eat approxi-
mately one bale every five days.”

Volunteer DeDe Tegtmeier
described some of the situations the
horses in Jamestown have survived.
Pumpkin belonged to a young teen
who abandoned the horse to a
drunken father when she “realized
boys existed.” Tegtmeier said you
could count every rib the horse had
when ReHorse took it in.

Another horse was used at a
Mexican rodeo, where its trick
was that someone would tie its
hind legs and yank it to the

ground. Another animal had been
kept in a dog kennel and took two
days to realize it could lift its head
once ReHorse gave it a home. And
other horses were saved from the
“chopping block.”

“We have such a love and pas-
sion for these noble, majestic ani-
mals,” Van Vleck said. “There is
nothing more amazing than saving
an equine life. It is impossible to
come and meet these animals and
not understand why we care for
and love them so much. Many of
these horses are miracles simply
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After some late-season rain
and a good amount of sun-
shine, it’s safe to say that

spring is in full swing. While the
Mother Lode’s hiking trails are
greener and brighter than ever and
old favorites like the Table
Mountain Trail and Red Hills are
glowing with wildflowers, the
spring season often brings about
restless feet. That said, this season
also seems to be the perfect time to
hop in the car and explore some of
California’s slightly different low-
elevation outdoor options before the
passes open and the upper reaches
of the Sierra are again available.

With more than 30 miles of hik-
ing trails accessed from two
entrance points – with welcoming
picnic areas, campsites, visitors
centers and striking wildlife –
Pinnacles National Monument in
San Benito County is one of the
best weekend sightseeing destina-
tions in California. The rocky crags
at Pinnacles offer fantastic vantage
points across 15,985 acres of

wilderness. While Pinnacles is a
typically dry area, in spring,
many places can be saturated
with runoff; the nooks and
jagged spires glow with vibrant
lichens and colorful mosses and
the hiking trails are well-packed
and dust-free.

The Pinnacles wilderness is
often regarded as a winter out-
door recreation area because techni-
cal rock climbers and many long-
distance hikers retreat to higher ele-
vations during summer’s skyrocket-
ing temperatures. Late spring can
also be quite hot. Accordingly,
shady areas like Bear Gulch –
which is protected from the sun by
crops of trees and massive rocky
crags – are the day hikers’ best
option for warm weather outings.

The crags and spires that make
up the bulk of Pinnacles were
dubbed a national monument in
1908. The status was proclaimed
for the area’s scenic nature as well
as its incredible wildlife and atyp-
ical ecosystems. Some of the

largest numbers of prairie falcons
in North America are known to
nest and breed in the area. More
recently, peregrine falcons have
also returned to the park to nest.
Yet perhaps the most iconic feath-
ered friend to visit the Pinnacles is
the magnificent California condor.

The California condor has a
wingspan of almost 6 feet, making
it the largest of any North
American bird. Its weight of up to
26 pounds makes it the heaviest
bird native to North America.
Pinnacles National Monument has
been a part of the California
Condor Recovery Program since
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Beth Rodden takes a stairway to another level on one of the trails at
Pinnacles National Monument.

because they survived. It is beauti-
ful and awe inspiring.”

It seems the horses create miracles,
as well. ReHorse Rescue Ranch start-
ed a partnership with Tuolumne
County Child Welfare Services in
2011. The “Our Hands and Hooves”
program partners Tuolumne County
foster children with rescued horses.

“We chose the foster youth
because these children relate to
these amazing horses and their sto-
ries of neglect and abuse, as well as
being abandoned and sometimes
unwanted,” Van Vleck said. “These
children and horses heal each other
in ways that conventional therapy
and counseling fail. This has been
an amazing program and has
beyond exceeded any expectations
we ever had. It is beautiful to see the
spirits of special children and spe-
cial horses connect.”

Many hard-working volunteers
also connect with the horses, happy
to help with even the less-appeal-
ing, dirtier jobs on the ranch. My
mom will soon become one of

them, and volunteers are always
welcome at the ranch. Van Vleck
said she has something for people
of any shape or size to do.

People can also help by adopting
horses, donating cash and hay and
sponsoring horses on a monthly
basis. The ranch also stages the
occasional fundraiser, one of which
takes place in Oakdale on May 5 at
Harmony Hills Ranch. The Horse
Extravaganza includes a trail obsta-
cle course, tack swap, the opportuni-
ty to pet Cookie and Cupcake (res-
cued horses), vendors, horseshoeing
and pack mule demonstrations, face
painting, drawings, food and more.

For more information on the
event, to volunteer or assist and
to make contributions, visit
rehorserescue.org, email raque-
lle@rehorserescue.org or call
337-5886. Donations can also be
mailed to P.O. Box 494,
Jamestown, CA, 95327.

Send your Tuolumne County
events to Harmony Wheeler at
hwheeler@sierralodestar.com and
mtaylor@sierralodestar.com.
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