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his is a story of a woman's compassion and dedication

to a long-held task, and of her determination to

champion the rights of helpless animals despite facing
the greatest fight of her own - breast cancer.

There are many individuals in the Hunter who in their own
quiet way are contributing much to the community. They are the
unsung heroes who make a real difference without any thought
of remuneration or accolade.

One such person is Christine Berry OAM, founder of Donkey
Welfare With Heart Inc. Christine supported by her husband
Stephen, has created an intensive-care donkey sanctuary - the
Wellbeing Centre - on their property at Bishop’s Bridge, south-
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west of Rutherford, 15-minutes from Maitland in the midst of
rural properties.

For over thirty years since 1976, Christine has guaranteed
the right to life of all donkeys, regardless of their age and health,
offering them the best of treatment, food, shelter, medical care
and love, and when the time comes, a dignified and peaceful
death.

Meet Christine and you will be amazed at her vitality,
boundless energy and strong will. Despite having undergone
a mastectomy and chemotherapy treatments since early last
October, Christine still manages to do her donkey work.

Gasser; Julie Lau and Christina (Tina)
Frost-Clayton with Donkey \Welfare, with



She is so stoic and forever optimistic throughout this
most challenging personal battle, yet still maintains a certain,
determined sparkle in her eyes.

Her devotion to the 250 animals under her care, all known
by name, is unrelenting, however through the past difficult
months she has had to rely on the support given by her
dedicated forty-or-so volunteers, many of whom have been
with her since 1980.

“My concern at present is for my donkeys and their long-
term future, as they live for upwards of fitty years,” she says.
“| can’t believe that cruelty to animals still exists and | am still
continually being called on to assist these beautiful animals.”

Donkey headquarters for the volunteers is an original 1864
rustic timber slab-hut cottage at the front of the property, which
echoes another era with an open fireplace and fuel stove. It is
here that volunteers can meet and have their lunch. Recently,
over a morning tea, a group of supporters discussed plans for
an upcoming fundraiser which combines fine art and steam
trains.

Artist Julie Lau of Mount Vincent has combined with
prominent Blue Mountains-based artists Christina (Tina)
Frost-Clayton and Sue Gasser to hold an art exhibition at the
Richmond Vale Steam Train Museum, with proceeds aiding the
host venue as well as Donkey Welfare with a Heart. Each artist
has donated a painting for a raffle in aid of the cause.

Both Tina and Julie are breast cancer survivors themselves,
as are two of Christine’s most ardent volunteers. Christine Berry
brought them all together to meet, encourage and support
one another. This led to the artists’ decision to work towards
a common goal of financially helping the donkeys, soon being
joined by Sue Gasser. Julie now has two donkeys of her own
residing on her Mount Vincent property, both originating from
Donkey Welfare.

It was soon after this meeting ironically that Christine Berry
found she too had been diagnosed with an aggressive form
of breast cancer — so a special bond between the women
became stronger with this devastating news.

“Last Christmas Eve, | was at an all-time physical low,”
admitted Christine. “My volunteers were busy with their own
Christmas preparations or going on holidays and | didn’t know
how | could possibly cope with caring for the ddnkeys. Then
two teenagers Corey and Miketa, who had been out shopping,
drove past on their way home to Kurri Kurri and not knowing
my circumstances, stopped and asked if they could volunteer
to care for the donkeys.”

Both had previously visited the centre as part of the
certificate TAFE course, Captive Animals, and ever since that
first day both have been learning to care for the donkeys and
are Monday regulars as well as additional days when time
allows. “It was almost as if my prayers had been answered,
as at the time eight wild donkeys had just arrived and needed
special care,” said Christine.

Like many of the volunteers who come from all walks of
life and circumstance, both the teenagers have responded to
the donkeys’ needs and have built a special rapport with their
charges.

On a return visit this year by the same TAFE course, the
teenagers gave a talk to the students and explained the work
carried out by the volunteers — much to the surprise of their
former school teacher, who was amazed at their dedication
and enthusiasm.

Donkey Welfare with Heart Inc., like so many charitable
organizations, relies on donations. It is the continued goodwil
of land owners, who foster the donkeys during rehabilitation
and recovery on numerous Hunter Valley rural properties that
makes the programme successful. Eventually the donkeys are
adopted to a new owner who can offer them a safe, permanent
home.

Recently a Sydney-based absentee farmer and near
neighbour called in and handed Christine the gate keys to
his property, stating she could agist donkeys on his 100-acre
property, and another woman stopped by similarly to say she
could do likewise. Christine gladly accepts these random offers
to host her donkeys, which can eat the vegetation which cattle
will not. However, supplementary fodder has to be offered on
many of the properties, depending on the season.

At the intensive care stable behind the Berrys' home, injured
donkeys requiring constant care are nutured and treated under
watchful eyes.

“Donkeys are just like any other companion or farm animal,
needing love, care and attention. Yet for inexplicable reasons,
many are continually mistreated,” says Christine. p
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Many donkeys in intensive care can be accommodated from
three months to three years, depending on their condition.
There are a couple of donkeys who will remain at the centre for
their natural life, due to ill health or blindness. As a donkey does
not mature until it is eight-year-old and can live to the grand
age of fifty many outlive their owners. Some animals arrive after
being reluctantly surrendered by elderly owners who have to
enter a nursing home. Like most animals, donkeys pair for life
and must not be separated.

Many animals arrive malnourished or in desperate need of
medical care, with overgrown feet, coats riddled with fleas, lice
and sores and worse; yet with a great deal of TLC, many of
these animals undergo a miraculous transformation.
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It is not unusual for Christine to be seen at the ungodly hour
of 4am working in the light of a car headlight assisting veterinary
specialist Dr David Gelderman of Green Hills Veterinary Clinic as
he performs surgery on a donkey outside of his practice hours.
Dr Gelderman, for the past 30 plus years, has freely given his
professional expertise to the cause, providing medicines at
cost price.

Because of her expertise as a fully trained farrier, with skills
in dentistry and hoof care, over the years Christine has travelled
all around the state, including the Blue Mountains, Mid North
Coast and Windsor and beyond at her own expense. However,
her health now determines she cannot do what she used to do.

The cost to provide an acceptable standard of care is
expensive, including straw for bedding, winter and day rugs
and veterinary supplies, as well as transport costs to collect
and relocate ailing donkeys.

“We even sell our own home-grown pumpkins to cover their
feed,” said Christine, who determinedly ensures the donkeys
come first.

“The ultimate trust between a human and a donkey is when
one allows you to approach and pat it, which takes a lot of
time and patience.

“Knowing donkeys as personally as we do is an honour. To
love one donkey is to love them all.

“You only have to look into their eyes and realise they hold
the wisdom gained over centuries — their ancestors having
carried Mary on the road to Bethlehem and wounded soldiers
throughout countless wars - so they deserve a happy life.”

Donkey Welfare with Heart Inc continues providing shelter,
food, health care, education and love to homeless, neglected,
abandoned, unwanted and/or surrendered donkeys from
throughout the Hunter Valley and beyond.

Christine Berry has a dream for Donkey Welfare to own
their own acreage to house the donkeys. “| have my eye on
a property close by and need a miracle to fund the purchase
— | need to know that the long-term future of my donkeys is
secure.

“The world isn’t about you or me; it is what you can do. For
me it is working with donkeys,” Christine concludes.

The success of the up-coming art exhibition is one step
towards that long-term goal. &

How to Help the Cause

Tax-deductible donations are always welcome and Donkey
Welfare With Heart Inc. is a registered charity.
Visit www.donkeywelcome.com.au.

To volunteer, purchase a DVD or offer assistance in any
way, contact Christine Berry on 4932 5525 or 0429 965 028.

Pictured Left: Happiness Has Long Ears by Tina Prost Clayton.






