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			Home is Where the Horse Is:

			Surviving the Butte Fire Disaster

			A Safer Place to Be: A True Story of Fire 
Survival, A Girl and Her Horses

			by NM Reed & McCarthy

			Book Review by: Mimie Gilbuela

			“It will be OK. It will come back. The animals and the humans.”

			On the 9th of September 2015, a butte fire broke out in Calaveras County California. The author, NM Reed, must immediately evacuate to a safe location and got no choice but to leave her animals: PeterPie the cat, Max the big dog, Juliedog, 12 chickens, and 6 ducks; including her 2 stallions and a gelding at the ranch, thinking that they would be rescued. She didn’t let the horses out of the gate, considering the damages they might produce if they were to be set free and she was yet unaware of the rapidly moving fire that has already been taking place. She drove back the next morning to look for the animals, but they weren’t there, and her two horses escaped into the river canyon wilderness. She didn’t give up finding her animals, and the horses that escaped which she cherishes dearly, although she was beginning to feel the distress, yet she can’t cry. The wildfire caused a great depletion around the county but luckily for NM Reed, her house was still standing. Her shop and barn were completely gone, but it was a small sacrifice for having every one of her animals survived, all except PeterPie the cat.

			This book conveys a lot of different emotions. If you are a person who has experienced fire survival, or any form of survival where you’re torn between life and death, and have undergone great loss, this book is a reminder for you of what you have become after that dreadful occurrence. This short memoir covers the author’s version of the disastrous real-life tragedy that happened way back in 2015, including what she went through to rescue her animals. This book unfolds the unfortunate truth of calamities, 2 people died and more than 400 residents were tremendously affected, it was tragic and catastrophic.

			The author went through a lot with these experiences, but it was nothing for her if it means having all her animals alive.

			This book reveals that in every tragedy, there is beauty.

			NM Reed & McCarthy Preston will tell you a story and not just any kind of story—a true story of fire survival, a girl and her horses.

			That’s not clouds over town!
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Wednesday, September 9, 2015

			My husband was home for the week, which was unusual. He is really bad about taking vacations. It was a Wednesday and we had spent the day in town and had noticed some smoke on the horizon. It seemed near, but not that big.

			He had come up to help me get to my first endurance horse race in 3 years, after a battle with cancer, surgery, blood sepsis, and a very long recovery. I wanted to be ready to go on a 50-mile ride, but I just wasn’t ready. So, we didn’t go on the ride, but stayed and made plans to do things around the Gold Country. When we noticed the smoke that evening still on the horizon to the north, we looked it up online and found out that a fire had broken out on Jackson Butte, near the Mokelumne River Canyon. It’s really rough down there, and the firefighters for sure would have a hard time getting at it. But there’s not much down there but brush anyway.

			And the next morning there was hardly any smoke, so we didn’t think much of it. We were going to go to Jackson for lunch and shopping, but after I checked the online news again, my generator ran out of gas, so I thought maybe we had better go get gas and a few groceries just in case, instead of taking a long fun day in town, we were practical. We went to the local little store in Mountain Ranch and got some supplies and went right back home to my ranch.

			As we were relaxing and eating lunch, the smoke began to fill the sky and gray ash began to fall like hot snow. Sometimes big white flakes. Then the sky began to get darker, and the sun turned red and then went almost black. We stayed inside and it got darker and darker until it was almost like nighttime. Then I heard Toast and Red whiny in panic, and I went outside to check on them. There was gray smoke behind the trees above Toast’s pasture, and he was looking up there. And I could hear it roaring like a furnace. And I could see red bonfire lights and sparks flying over his trees.

			We went back in and read more of my book. The internet said nothing of evacuation. I had been on it every hour all day, and the report said it was still north of Jesus Maria Road. I am south of it. Then we heard an emergency vehicle go by the house on the dead-end dirt road I live on. It was a police car, we needed to evacuate, and we asked him how long we had, and he said, “get out now.”

			I had practiced this in my mind, even though I was mostly in denial that we were going to get burned out. But my mind had gone through and valued everything, and I had a list in my mind. Business taxes and receipts, so I could file taxes this year. My passport and the safe. Horse pictures, jump drives, the laptop computer where I do most of my work, and I threw that all in the car. 2 new full tanks of propane and a couple of containers of gasoline went in the car. They didn’t need to explode and make things worse there next to the house. My 2 best saddles, and the 3 best bridles I use all the time and use at endurance competitions, long-distance rides of 50 to 100 miles in one day on horseback. And the 2 mares that go with them would be the 2 horses that would go with us. That would leave the 3 boys, 2 stallions, and a gelding, all of whom of course were very hard to handle. People say to let the horses out when you evacuate. But I could just see the 3 of them beating up on each other while we were gone. Besides, their pastures were pretty big and bare, and they could probably get away from the worst of it. I ran around and threw 6 flakes of hay to each. Then my husband went around and threw out another 3 each. I hoped that their big water tanks were full enough for a few days. But we had to go. Now. The sky was full of explosions and embers shooting south across the trees above the paddocks.

			I started grabbing things and handing them to my husband to put in the car. I put the cat in the animal cage, amid the saddles and boxes. Max the big dog wanted to go, he came out and lay down by the car at the gate, but he collapsed, and we couldn’t pick him up. He was like boneless. So, we had to leave him and Juliedog and PeterPie the cat. I drove up to the barn and hooked up the horse trailer, then ran back down to get the 2 mares, who were now panicking. I checked in the barn for PeterPie, Buttercup’s brother. But he was probably hiding by now. I realized I needed to grab the woodworking that had just been finished and ready to go out because I needed it for the next week of shows. We loaded Fizzer and Ruby in the horse trailer, they literally bolted in there, and drove out the gate, and left it open.

			Up at the mailboxes, where the road becomes pavement and is no longer my private drive, we could see flames right over the trees, right down that canyon where I ride my horses. It was dark even though it was 6 PM because of the thick smoke, and I could see embers shooting over the trees just a few hundred yards to the north. There were emergency vehicles blocking the road down Jesus Maria to the north. We had to drive all the way around the flat lands to get over to my folks’ ranch, through Mountain Ranch, San Andreas, and then down to Valley springs and we found a new way through to Ione. Then I knew my way over to Plymouth near where my folks’ ranch is.

			There were lots of empty horse trailers going into the area, and I wondered if I would have 3 of those horses in a few days. We may have to go look for them at the shelter. I wonder what those 3 boys are going to do to each other if they set them free. What a mess. I now realize I didn’t grab my thingy with all my computer passwords on it.

			I am sitting at the RV at my parents’ cattle ranch, trying to get it together to go online. My brother put his WiFi thing outside so my laptop can hook up to it. But I realize I didn’t grab the computer tower where all my passwords are written on. I have no written record of passwords for the zillion accounts I have online to do business. I can’t even log onto my email service provider if I don’t have my passwords. What a blunder. I hope I have a chance to get those back. Or else it will be really hard to get things going again online without the usernames and passwords to my accounts.

			Next Morning, Friday Sept 11

			(9-11 Anniversary of the Two Towers disaster in NY.)

			First full day at evacuation

			We had put the 2 mares in the old black corral that is used for sorting and branding calves. It’s old but I thought for sure that it was the strongest corral there at the ranch and that they would be OK. Water, and alfalfa, should be fine. We retired that night in the rather comfy RV and got some sleep, and wondered about the goings on over there, back at my ranch in Calaveras County. The sky was somewhat clear where we were, although we could see a little plume of smoke, kind of like a volcano on the horizon. But we thought we had better look for my other animals. Thinking back now, I don’t know why I thought anyone was going to rescue them. It seems naïve, but I think it was the denial of how bad things really were. I was keeping in my mind hope that it was all going to work out. If I thought about what was really happening, knowing now what was really going on then, I would have collapsed; I would not have been able to get anything done at all.

			We had the horse trailer still hooked up and we drove back over to check the rescue areas to see if any of the other animals had been rescued. 2 stallions, a gelding, a cat and 2 dogs, 12 chickens and 6 ducks. We didn’t find any of them, but I did see a couple of friends’ horses that I recognized, and I was very glad that they got out. A big Fresian that does endurance with us, and his pasture mate, a big (well, the Fresian makes him look small) black and white tobiano.

			I didn’t think I would find any of my animals. I think I was hoping we would, keeping hope in my mind. My thinking was to go look for the boys because I know what havoc they are going to wreak on any place they are going to be housed. That was why I left them there locked up. It’s a sacrifice, I thought at the time, pretty sure they would not probably survive. But, you know, just thinking of the lawsuits that would happen if I let those dorks out. Nah. Too much work. Loose stallions in a community could really do some damage.

			I suffered for some time thinking about leaving Toast. I was really beginning to enjoy him as a riding horse. He would make a hundred-mile endurance horse without too much work. Really sorry to leave him, although, at the time, I really didn’t even think. Just get my golden mares and go. I can breed them if I need another horse. Stallions not so much. That’s a really hard thing though, to leave my babies that I have bred and raised. The stallions are hard. Really hard. More everything; work food, they can’t just be let out. Have to be really careful in public. And the gelding honestly is not much better. At least he’s not trying to kill me like he was before I gelded him at 5 years old some years back.

			So, I tried really hard not to feel disappointed when we didn’t find any of the boys. I was feeling let down and I started to melt, cry and really feel awful. So, I had to straighten myself out. Pretend like this was what I had expected. I did not let them out, remember? That was my choice to sacrifice them for public safety and choose the girls instead. My endurance champion, and my golden Ruby whom I don’t care if I was ever endurance, is so lovely, but she will make an amazing endurance horse.

			On our way home from this disappointing outing, very exhausting, with the trailer on the back of my truck, which shows you how hopeful I was, we got a call from my brother. No mares. They escaped. They had broken down that huge gate and run off.

			So now I had NO horses.

			



	

Where Are My Mares?

			When we got home from our driving around all day, we decided to take a little time, stretch our legs and look for mares. They had to be around here somewhere. It’s all-talked about 3000 acres of river pasture, and it’s steep and rough. I used to ride here as a kid and know just about every rock and fence. I should be able to find them. I called my sister, who used to ride all over with me when we were kids, and she was really upset over the mares escaping. Her gelding, along with my first pony, sugar, had escaped when she was in high school, and he was never heard from again. They seem to go into the darn river canyon and never come out.

			My horses all hate cows. Maybe it’s a subconscious thing they pick up from me. A mare I sold years ago went to a buffalo farm, and she could not hack it; she had to move on to a place where there were no bovines at all.

			It was really no different with these two mares this time. They woke up that morning and smelled those cows and just had to get away.

			Fizzer is a tank. She’s about 1200 lbs on a light day. 16 hands high long legged Tennessee Walking horse with enough engine to get her through 50 miles and more endurance rides. 60 miles of the Tevis in 2011, when she was overcome with injuries to her legs from the brakes in my trailer failing on the way there on Friday and then being bitten by another horse right under where the saddle went. She is one tough cookie.

			But this is also why she was able to batter down the huge cattle gate set in railroad tie posts. Easy peasy, mom. And they were both barefoot and the ground was totally dry and dusty so I couldn’t see their hoof prints at all.

			But maybe that was their hoof prints at the gate corner. And, yes, they would have gone that way to get away from the cows. So, I walked that way, and my husband walked the other way. At the gate to the river, I saw definite sliding hoof marks where they had galloped down toward the river, encountered the gate, and veered off to the right. Then they came upon another fence and doubled back. And there I lost the trail. And I had Diva dog, and she is too close to sticker height, so I went back to find the husband. No sense in losing him too.

			We went in for lunch. I needed to cool off and get some work done. I still gotta run this business; it pays for having horses. But my husband decided to take another walk. He doesn’t know the ranch very well, but he has walked over that way, and I told him about the new caretaker on the next property, and that my horses might head over there because Fizzer has ridden over there before and knows his horses. So, he took a halter and rope and extra water, a small can of grain, and some apples and took off walking.

			You have to understand this ranch.
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