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Horse Helpers of the High Country Accuses Keith
Ward at Dutch Creek Trails of ‘Torture,’ He Denies
Accusations
Published Tuesday, March 12, 2013 at 9:56 pm
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By Jesse Wood
March 12, 2013. On Tuesday afternoon, Horse Helpers of the High Country, a nonprofit equine rescue
organization, held a press conference at a Boone hotel for a presentation describing what it called a history of
“inhumane treatment” of the trail horses at Dutch Creek Trails.

Abbie is the 20-year-old Appaloosa mare that was euthanized last
week. Photo Courtesy of Horse Helpers of the High Country
The press conference comes nearly a week after a Watauga County Animal Care & Control officer and a
veterinarian responded to a call about a 20-year-old horse down at the Dutch Creek Trails pasture off of Rubin
Walker Road.
Ward was out of town when the veterinarian and Animal Control visited Dutch Creek Trails last week, but the
veterinarian contacted Ward on the phone at the time and the two decided to euthanize the animal, according to
Anita Gomez, chief animal control officer with the county. Several days later, Ward was cited with a $50 fine
for failing to provide veterinarian care prior to horse going down.
“I debated on putting that horse down before I left town for five days. I thought I would give it another week,”
Ward said. “In all fairness to Animal Control, I should have put down that horse a week earlier. I’ll just tell you
– it’s a hard thing to put a horse down. It’s hard to shot a horse. I just wanted to give it another chance.”
At the press conference, Horse Helpers of the High Country President Amy Hudnall and Heather Hodges, a
former employee of Dutch Creek Trails and a neighbor bordering the horse pasture, spoke.
Hudnall showed photos of horses that had “open, oozing sores” from saddle wear; one horse that had a
untended horse-bite wound; another malnourished-looking horse that had a “spine you could rest a cup on;” and
a horse that had rain rot. She showed pictures of horses that were feeble looking at Dutch Creek Trails, but
looked rather healthy once removed from the keep of Ward for a significant amount of time.
“This would be considered torture in every state I know of,” Hudnall said, adding that Ward overworks his trail
horses and disposes of them like “trash.”

Keith Ward sitting on a fine looking horse. Photo
courtesy of Dutch Creek Trail’s website
Hodges and Hudnall mentioned that witnesses recently saw Ward horse swapping – exchanging skinny horses
for fatter horses – with someone from Statesville, alluding to a cover up.
Hodges said that over the years, “many-a-many horses have died,” and she also accused Ward of having four
horses die this winter from malnutrition and burying them behind a barn.
Ward denied those accusations. As for the horses being swapped, he mentioned, for example, that one of the
horses was a 2 year old that he didn’t have time to break this spring.
“I wasn’t trading skinny horses for fat horses,” Ward said.
He did admit, though, that he has had two horses – but not four – die this winter.
“One was in great shape right up until the day she died,” Ward said, adding that he had only had the Appaloosa
that was euthanized last week for only four months and that the old horse was packaged in a deal with a
younger horse perfect for trail riding.
Hudnall said she had a 200-page report with nearly 1,000 photographs and personal testimonies from those who
have said they have witnessed wrongdoings at Dutch Creek Trails. One anonymous statement noted that the
quality of care for the horses declined as the economy started going downhill.
Ward disputed this by referring to his feed bill and mentioning – and not exactly in these words – that he
wouldn’t bite the hand that feeds him.

“That would be just stupid. First of all, my main reason I have this business – I am a people person and I love
horses and this is the best way to put those things I dearly love together. It’s a sparse living, but I enjoy it
everyday,” Ward said. “Like any other person that has tools of the trade. Horses are my living. I have to keep
them in good shape. Horses aren’t cheap.”
Aside from the issue of the horses, it sounds like personal issues have risen. Hudnall spoke about a “heated
exchange” between a long-time employee of Dutch Creek Trails when asked by a reporter about a prior
altercation involving friends and family of Dutch Creek Trails and Ward mentioned that Hodges had a “personal
vendetta” against him.
Hodges said that she doesn’t have a vendetta against Ward.
“I don’t hate him,” Hodges said. “I despise what he does.
Hudnall noted that Horse Helpers of the High Country has been investigating Dutch Creek Trails since 2006
and made complaints to the Watauga County Sheriff’s Office in 2010, when Ward turned over two horses –
aged 25 and 30, according to Gomez – to the care of Horse Helpers of the High Country.
A recent release from the horse-rescue group mentioned that of the “25 known horses at Dutch Creek Trails
[currently] … at least 11 are in very poor condition.”
Hudnall noted that she has brought this matter to the District Attorney’s Office and to the Watauga County
Sheriff’s Office – to no avail, aside from the recent $50 citation.
“I applaud them, but this should have happened years ago,” Hudnall said. “How long as a county can we allow
this to continue? Being silent is content, and we can’t do that … Nobody is willing to move forward. This needs
to be a full-blown investigation.”
Gomez of Watauga County Animal Control said she isn’t quite sure what Horse Helpers of the High Country
wants authorities to do. She said her office responded to the call; oversaw the humane euthanization of the
downed horse; issued a citation; and witnessed that no other horses appeared to be neglected.
“What are they asking us to do? To remove the healthy animals and ruin his business and county taxpayers foot
the bill while we run this through the courts, and I don’t even know on what basis we could do that. And the
cost of upkeep and hope nothing happens to those horses while in the county’s care,” Gomez said, emphasizing
that the horse recently put down was 20 years old.
Nearly a decade ago, Gomez actually helped establish – with the help of a few others – Horse Helpers of the
High Country, but she shortly realized the conflict of interest between her post as an animal control officer and
with the horse rescue group.
Gomez said it’s not uncommon for those that have animals to receive phone calls from other people who feel
those people with animals are not caring for them properly. She added that her office has even received calls
about animals under the care of Horse Helpers of the High Country.
“Anytime you have a facility with more than a couple animals, a rescue group, horse trail riding, a farm-type of
situation, boarding situation, breeding situation, you are going to have people calling you, people who may
disagree with the way an animal is being kept that may not be up to their standards,” Gomez said.
Three weeks prior to the Appaloosa being recently euthanized, Gomez said that her office responded to Dutch
Creek Trails after a complaint regarding the condition of three specific horses. She said the three horses were
three of the largest, fattest horses on the property.

“They were great, wonderful looking horses,” Gomez said, adding that she did not see any malnourished or
neglected horses.
As for her opinion on whether Ward is a cruel animal abuser or not, Gomez said, “I’ve never seen Keith be
mean or mistreat his horses. Yeah, he has had horses die out there, but that is because he keeps them until they
die instead of taking them out to slaughter.”
Gomez also mentioned that Ward is running a business and that working animals are different from pets and
that Ward would go broke if he spent “$1,000 on alfalfa slushies” for his aging horses.
But she added though, “I am neutral. I have a job to do and that is to make sure that there is not malicious,
intent cruelty. Do I think there is malicious cruelty? No. I do not.”
Gomez noted that it is Animal Control’s jurisdiction if a misdemeanor has been committed, however if a felony
is being charged, then it moves to the hands of the Watauga County Sheriff’s Office.
She also said that if Animal Control finds a problem during a welfare investigation, it is protocol for her office
to work with the owner of the animal to educate them and try to help find solutions to better the conditions for
the animals – as long as no malicious intent was involved.
Photos from Horse Helpers of the High Country

Abbie is the Appaloosa mare that was euthanized last week.

One of the “missing” horses that members of the
Horse Helpers of the High Country thinks was
traded or removed from the property recently.

One of the “missing” horses that members of the
Horse Helpers of the High Country thinks was
traded or removed from the property recently.

Sierra died in February

Abbie – March 2013

From the Horse Helpers of the High Country: Domino was given to
Horse Helpers in the summer 2010 almost dead with severe rain rot,
urinary tract problems, swollen legs, and emaciated.

From Horse Helpers of High Country, 2010: Jaw had been healing,
was a large gaping hole and needed to have been seen by vet.

From Horse Helpers of the High Country: Dated Feb. 2010., a photo of dead horse
after week-long snowstorm at Dutch Creek, dead at base of stream, two dead horses
left there for days

Dated Feb. 2010: A few feet away from where the horse in photo above fell are the
other horses in the herd trying to pick up what is left of hay.
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Evelyn Garvey · Head Mare and Master Mucker at Whispering Wynd Farm
I don't know Mr.Ward or what kind of person he is. I do have to ask: what would be the
motivation on the part of Horse Helpers of the High Country to "manipulate" pictures or try to
bring this business down? They have PLENTY of work to do every day. Twenty years old is
not that old for a horse who is well nourished and maintained in good health. As far as "nature
taking its course", these horses are far from being in a natural environment. They are working
trail horses. And that's ok. So the people who own them are responsible for their health and
care. That includes proper feeding. If feed is too expensive, reduce the herd. And when they
reach the end of their lives (at 20? Whatever.) is it very hard to provide a place to lie out of the
weather? Sure it's hard to put an animal down. As their caretakers, we take on the hard stuff,
too. Call me a "bleeding heart". Yes. My heart does bleed when I see the photos of Domino
and Abbie. It's not right, people.
Reply · Like ·

3 · Follow Post · March 14, 2013 at 3:16pm

Caitlin Morehouse
Thank you for this investigative reporting. Dutch Creek Trails should be immediantly shut
down and the owners jailed. This kind of cruelty, to any living creature, is intolerable. Sick!
Reply · Like ·

8 · Follow Post · March 12, 2013 at 10:22pm

Andrea Marsh · Boone, North Carolina
Every comment made by the animal control seems to be back peddaling. if this were a "puppy
mill" case, it would be shut down immediately. the type of animal should have no effect of the
process. mistreatment is mistreatment. I also know for a fact that there are other recue
organizations that have stepped up in support in being willing to take on some of the horses in
order for them to get the rehabilitation they need to return to a "healthy" state. I would be
shocked if our community of animal lovers and farmers to dispute the idea of quote "foot the
bill" so that these horses get the help they need. we live in a small community where everyone
knows everyone, one way or another. so the idea of letting someone slide under the radar is
disheartening. we should be willing to come together to help each other out. if Mr. Ward needs
help we should be willing to help him so that this doesn't happen, get him the training he
needs in how to raise animals and maintain their health. Judging by the pictures he needs a
lot. the amount of money spent on feed isn't a factor either when you are willing to let the feed
stretch as far as you wallet is willing to let it go. your receipt for hay has nothing to do with how
often you are putting it out there for them. also, if you have any clue as to what a pecking
order is, you will realize that the weak horses in the herd are going to be pushed aside so the
alphas eat first. so
Reply · Like ·

7 · Follow Post · March 13, 2013 at 9:43am

Londa Brothers ·

Top Commenter · Boone, North Carolina

I agree Andrea- how can animal control say that it isn't a crime to starve an animal,
as long as the owner did not "intend" to starve it? Does Officer Gomez even have
a count of how many horses are there? It seems that the sick ones are invisible
until they are dead.
Of course it is expensive to prosecute a case like this. That is not a valid reason
not to do so. In some cases, the convicted person is required to pay for the cost of
caring for the animals.
Reply · Like ·

2 · March 13, 2013 at 11:36am

Andrea Marsh · Boone, North Carolina
how how can you excuse the starvation and mistreatment based on as they stated
"a work animal"
Reply · Like ·

2 · March 13, 2013 at 12:09pm

Tom Mcdonald · Sugar Grove, North Carolina
Good gosh, enough of the bleeding hearts already! The people who are so riled up over this
must not have anything else to do, I have known Keith personally for many years and have
never seen him or known of him to abuse an animal. You people do realize that nature follows
its own course and sometimes it's not exactly pleasant to see.As a horse owner myself and
having grown up around them I have had to deal with putting them down myself and
sometimes we want to hold off as long as possible. While many think this inhumane its also a
sign that you care for your animal.When an older person in your family gets to where they
can"t do as they used to , do you take a gun and shoot them right away? I personally have
buried a couple of horses for Keith in the past and sometimes the weather conditions and the
location of the downed animal makes it nearly impossible to bury it immediately. I think more
people should pay attention to the good that Keith and his family provide to the public and
stop crucifying him for letting nature take its course sometimes!
Reply · Like ·
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Shannon Wilson-Rice
I have gotten horses who came from Dutch Creek. They were skin and bones and
covered in rain rot with horrible feet. When I called to ask about them I was told
they had used them for years on the trails and that they traded them off for fat
ones since they didn't want to put forth the extra effort to separate them to feed
them. They get hay occasionally and grain even less. Known a trail business as
well and you would never see any of my horses in that shape.
Reply · Like ·
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Sherry T. Greene
I agree Tom! Well written.
Reply · Like ·

1 · March 13, 2013 at 9:13am

Londa Brothers ·

Top Commenter · Boone, North Carolina

Tom, when your elderly family members are too weak or sick to get out of bed, do
you just say, "Well there is food in the fridge, I've done all I can do for you, old
buddy?" Older animals need extra care and if you can't provide it, the right thing to
do is euthanize them.
Those of us who are riled up about this have plenty to do, including wading the
mud and snow to see that our animals have the food, shelter and care they need
to survive.

I wonder what is keeping the D.A. and Sheriff so busy that they haven't
investigated this crime.
Reply · Like ·
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Susan Triplett Bunton · Boone, North Carolina
Wow, what a story. I want to be fair in my comments, but I cannot help but feel that this is a
lynch mob in the making headed by the Horse Helpers of the High Country. Are they trying to
really help horses or crucify Mr. Ward and Dutch Creek Trails? It's hard to determine this, just
saying. To those of you who do not know Mr. Ward, you should try to look at both sides of this
story, don't go on just what you see in a few pictures and a few people's opinions. The pictures
are horrible and very sad but 1) How do I know these are Mr. Ward's horses; 2) How do I know
what is going on with these horses unless I ask someone who isn't out for blood (which is
what it seems the Horse Helpers are doing from my perspective); and 3) When you are
searching for something wrong or imperfect, guess what? you're going to find it every time
because there is NOTHING perfect in this world. You can always manipulate pictures and
make a situation seem worse than it actually is with your opinions. Be careful throwing those
stones people because someone might just have it in their mind to throw some stones your
way one day.
Reply · Like ·
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Sherry Hollars · Zionville, North Carolina
Very well said sis!
Reply · Like ·

2 · March 13, 2013 at 4:36pm

Ann Mcclain · Works at Westglow Resort & Spa
"manipulate" pictures? REALLY?
Reply · Like · March 13, 2013 at 9:29pm
Diane Terry · Zionville, North Carolina
Susan, most horse people in the county have known for at least 5 years about the
abuse and neglect at Dutch Creek Trails. So no lynch mob here--just people
getting fed up with the authorities looking the other way for their good buddy, Keith.
Reply · Like ·

2 · March 14, 2013 at 2:51pm

Betsy Johnson · Morganton, North Carolina
Animal control...You need to open your eyes. Pictures tell it all! What other evidence do you
need!
Reply · Like ·
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Vicki Stamford Goldberg · Parkville, Maryland
Gomez needs to get off her ass and do more for these poor horses. It should not matter how

much it cost to help them. It sound like she is more worried about how much it cost then the
big picture there life..
Reply · Like ·
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Pam Farthing
Despicable!
Reply · Like ·
Quint David ·

2 · Follow Post · March 13, 2013 at 6:53am
Follow ·

Top Commenter · Council Member at Town of Boone

I am a bit confused~ I tried to look up 'how long horses live' and it seems 20-30 is normal and
over 30 is excellent. I rode horses when I was a young kid~ big ones tall ones fat ones and
skinny ones... at a very nice country club type place and learned how to pamper them a lot.
Even so they can still die before 25 of natural causes.... so I am not sure how 'pictures of a
dead horse' prove anything unless you can prove the horse was mistreated. The rain rot and
hoof issues and '200 pages and 1000 pictures are a bit offsetting, but I can also go on the
internet and find all the pictures of abused horses that I want too.
Keith should just let animal control or another horse-familiar 3rd party do a inventory of all his
healthy happy horses, post pictures of them all on his website with names/ages, and then
lawyer up to sue the pants off of anyone slandering him and his business. That is of course
assuming the accusations are not true.
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Diane Terry · Zionville, North Carolina
Quint, I know Amy Hudnall personally. We used to be colleagues at ASU and she
has saved the lives of many horses in this county. She would not and has not gone
"on the internet" and pulled these pictures. As for "dying of natural causes"...yes,
of course that happens. We lost a pony to old age, but she was not skin and bones
when she died because....wait for it....WE TOOK CARE OF HER. None of these
pictures are "normal" even for an older horse, but they are signs of starvation and
neglect. Looking at that picture of Abbie breaks my heart. You can clearly see how
she struggled and suffered by the marks on the ground. Unbelievably sad.
Reply · Like ·
Marsha Selph ·

6 · March 14, 2013 at 2:59pm
Follow · Everglades City School

I dont know these people but as a business his horses have to be cared for or the
public would complain older horses are tough to keep up I have two that are thirty
and one twenty seven they require more than any of the other horses this is costly
but there are alot of people that try to be do gooders and think they can care for
them better yet all they will do is make reports against someone sorry just venting
a little I think some people just go overboard with complaints of abuse this wastes
animal controls time
Reply · Like · March 30, 2013 at 7:28am
Shannon Wilson-Rice
I know that he swaps with Charlie Car so. Of Statesville. That is where my 2 came from that
were skinny. I was told by Charlie that they came from Dutch Creek
Reply · Like · Follow Post · March 13, 2013 at 7:48am
Shannon Wilson-Rice
*Charlie Carson
Reply · Like · March 13, 2013 at 7:48am
Shannon Wilson-Rice
Someone needs to visit Charlie's barn. I almost guarantee the horses are there.
Reply · Like ·
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