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AFTER FOUR YEARS OF HOPING,

BUNNY |s HERE!

A PERSONAL ACCOUNT OF BUNNY
BY CAROL BUCKLEY

In 1994, a friend told me about a solitary
elephant living in a small zoo in
Evansville, Indiana.

For 40 plus years Bunny had charmed
Mesker Park Zoo visitors, staff and the
local media. Every person who met
Bunny never forgot her. In the four years
since | first met Bunny, |, too, could not
forget her...

She stood only a few feet from the public
viewing area, oblivious to the visitors
yelling her name. She was content to
fiddle with a large brown ball, which was
later explained as her favorite toy. Some
keepers compared the ball to Bunny’s
companion or baby. One visitor took this
literally and questioned when Bunny’s
egg would hatch. The ball appeared to
be special to Bunny as she gently rolled
it along side when she walked and pro-
tectively placed it underneath her huge
belly as she stood. In this herdless situa-
tion, the simple brown ball was, indeed,
her constant companion, her pacifier, her
security.

As | leaned up against the exhibit railing
| hoped that she might notice me. |
thought that if | think hard enough she
might sense that | am different from the
others; that | have big plans for her.
Bunny shuffled down the hill from her
barn, undistracted by the occasional fan.
Her target was a patch of grass, but it
was sectioned off from her with a single
strand of low current hot wire.
Nevertheless, Bunny was clever and able
to avoid the hot wire. With her nimble
trunk she stretched to reach and pick a
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few blades of the succulent grass grow-
ing in the keep-out zone.

“Pastures” grazed, she wandered to the
opposite side of her small enclosure. A
large concrete depression with steps,
once a wading pool, was empty except
for a fountain of water that disappeared
into the drain below. Gingerly, Bunny
made her way to the bottom of the
empty pool and drank. Her trunk, much
larger in diameter then any | had seen,
took a long time to fill. Then with a coor-
dinated swing of her trunk and a loud
swosh the process would begin again:
place end of trunk under waterfall, wait,
wait, wait, effortlessly place trunk into
mouth and tilt gigantic head back,
SWOSH. It took several fill-ups to satisfy
Bunny’s thirst. Then it was back to the
ball.

| said to myself, “I will stay until she
notices me.” By this time, the zoo was
nearly empty. No one had wandered past
Bunny’s exhibit in almost an hour. It was
then that she paused and for the first
time glanced in my direction. | froze,
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not wanting to forget a microsecond of the glance. Her
look of curiosity seemed to say, “Are you still here?” |
remembered hearing that research has determined that
zoo goers spend less than 3 minutes at each exhibit. So,
to her, | was now making a spectacle of myself. | had
stayed an unusually long time; therefore, | was noticed. |
wanted to yell out her name, but | felt that would be as
rude as a stranger yelling for attention from the sidewalk in
front of your home. | did not want to make a bad first
impression for what | hoped to be a lifelong relationship.

Over the past four years, Bunny was discussed at every
Sanctuary Board meeting and strategy session. She was
highlighted at Sanctuary annual meetings and in our
newsletters. The questions were always the same: What is
the status of Bunny? Is she going to move to the
Sanctuary? What is the hold up? Why can’t you make this
work? My reply remained constant: Not yet. Our members
knew as much about Bunny as they did about the privi-
leged elephants already living at the Sanctuary. | explained
that Bunny was the darling of the Evansville community,
an icon, an ambassador of the zoo, adored by all. The
thought of her leaving the zoo was too painful for most to
even discuss. That said, | reassured everyone that | would
not give up.

In early 1998, Mesker Park Zoo officials finally accepted
my invitation to come visit the Sanctuary. | knew this was
a breakthrough. Unbeknownst to me, they were tired of
my badgering and had decided to view the facility and say
NO. They could not imagine any place where Bunny would
be more comfortable than at her home in the Mesker Park
Zoo. Unbeknownst to them, they were about to experi-
ence a place like no other. A place that once they had
seen, | hoped, they could not deny Bunny. And so the
plans began...

The first official zoo visit to the Sanctuary was November
3, 1998. The next 10 months were a flurry of excitement
and a myriad of disappointments, joy, frustration and dis-
belief. Lessons to be learned in patience and trust. There
were those who knew Bunny was being offered a rare gift.
Others preferred to have her stay in the “only home she
has ever known.” Through it all, zoo management contin-
ued to provide the media and community with the docu-
mentation necessary to relieve what fears they might have.
A host of experts from the elephant management commu-
nity confirmed that Bunny would, indeed, be better off in a
natural-habitat setting, living with other elephants, than in
her current situation. Regardless of what would be best for

Bunny, hearts were breaking at the thought of her leaving.
As we all know, elephants have a way of getting under
your skin and occupying your heart. Bunny was no
exception—she was dearly loved.

The decision was postponed and then postponed again
until it appeared those fighting for Bunny would give up.
One last push was in order and those knowing that Bunny
deserved this opportunity rallied around her.

On September 1, 1999, Mesker Park Zoo management
made a formal presentation to the Parks and Recreation
Department recommending that Bunny move to the
Sanctuary. The presentation took 75 minutes and included
pleas from zoo staff to “let Bunny go.” It was a heart-
wrenching confirmation of affection for this amazing ani-
mal who had touched and possessed so many hearts.
Those in opposition had equal time to express their views.
Although opinions were split on how to best serve Bunny,
all in the room were determined to protect her from what
they felt was an injustice. There | sat, the bad guy to
some, savior to others. | knew Bunny would benefit from
moving, but it was hard to look into the eyes of those who
saw me as taking away their jewel. | sat mostly in silence
and listened.

Prior to the meeting, the overflow crowd was told a
decision would not be made for days, so when the
board called for a vote everyone gasped. Those wanting
her to stay felt the threat of the unthinkable. Others held a
collective breath that their hope for Bunny would be real-
ized. They announced the unanimous vote: Bunny would
move to the Elephant Sanctuary in Hohenwald. Tears of
joy! A quiet Bunny supporter, watching from behind the
scenes, approached and handed me a single long-stem
red rose and a knowing hug. | thought my heart would
burst. Bunny was coming home.
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OOur GirlsO b At Last Out in Video N Makes a Great Holiday Stocking Stuffer

Many endearing video/photo opportunities and heartwarming
exchanges of affection occur daily at the Sanctuary. So with
cameras in hand, the Sanctuary staff has been recording
these precious moments.

The result is this ten-minute amateur video directed and cho-
reographed by the elephants themselves and recorded
by those who are fortunate to be privy to their world. All pro-

ceeds from this video go toward the daily operations of the
Sanctuary, which ensures the elephants® permanent residency.

To order send $15.00 per video to:
The Elephant Sanctuary

OOur GirlsO video

P.O. Box 393

Hohenwald, TN 38462




