The Abaco Barb: 

The Heart of Abaco

By Becky O.
  In the bushes you stand. You turn slowly around, and who do you see looking at you? Birds, bugs, the usual. But there’s still something else.

   Abaco is an island located in the Bahamas, just East of Grand Bahamas Island. The preserve where the Abaco Barb, a herd of wild horses, live is in the center of Abaco, which is mostly pine forests and bush. The easiest way to get there is to fly in from Florida. It takes longer to fly from Massachusetts to Florida than to fly to Abaco from Florida! In total, it takes about 45 minutes if you take a direct flight. Abaco is beautiful, with palm trees and flowers growing on almost every corner. Still, many people believe the most beautiful place in Abaco is the center of the island, where the wild horses roam.

   To visit the beautiful horses of Abaco, you first need to contact their caretaker, Mimi Rehor. To arrange our visit to the preserve, my mother went on the Arkwild website and found Mimi’s phone number. She called, and arranged what day we would be visiting. I couldn’t wait! My father drove us into Marsh Harbour on our rented boat from our hotel in White Sound, where we were staying. Mimi was waiting for us at the dock in her truck. On the way to the preserve, we were talking with Mimi. She told us of a mystery at the preserve. All but one of the stallions are kept in a separate part of the preserve. Mimi has been finding smaller hoofprints next to Capella’s larger ones, and some of her friends had seen 4 horses, not just the 3 stallions away from the herd, 3 large stallions, and one small and brown. None of the Abaco Barb mares had had a foal that was suddenly gone, so no one is sure where the small horse has come from. What a story!! Once we arrived at the preserve, we were greeted by 14 flailing tongues and 56 jumping paws. Mimi has been saving abandoned and neglected dogs in Abaco and kept them as guard dogs at the preserve. After that, we left immediately to see the horses, Bellatrix II, Mimosa, Acamar, Alnituk, and Nunki. They greeted us with heads turned, interested, then resumed grazing. We helped Mimi fix a broken fence. The horses calmly observed us for a while, then got bored, and turned away. We went back up to Mimi’s base and ate the lunch we had brought with us. There’s just one thing you need to watch out for when you visit the horses: poisonwood. It has the same dreaded effect on you that poison ivy does. Itch, itch, itch! We returned to the horses for one last visit at their water hole, and then left for the Blue Hole. The Blue Hole is over 200 feet deep, and as picturesque as possible. Although one might think that swimming in the Blue Hole was fun, but I felt like some Sci Fi monster was going to grab me and pull me down any second!! The water is like silk, and it doesn’t make you itch when you come out. 
   Visiting the Abaco Barb costs $50 per person. They are beautiful, free, and wild.

   But how did they get there? The Abaco Barb is believed to have descended from the horses brought over during Columbus’ time, the Spanish Barb. They were probably abandoned or caught in a shipwreck. The horses have developed a traditional color that is recognized as an Abaco Barb color, the paint, but they can also be bay, roan, black, or brown. The horses survived by eating the fresh grasses that sprang up after forest fires, as well as the tall grasses that grew in open areas. 

   The herd of the Abaco Barb was mighty, 200 or more until a road was built through their pine forest sanctuary. They no longer had the safety of the trees to protect them, and they were suddenly being chased down this road that had been built so that people could reach the remaining forests for pulpwood. An accident including a girl and one of the wild horses ended in all of the horses being slaughtered. In 1992, although no one is sure how, a miraculous herd of 30 horses was found! But in 1997, the herd was down to 17, and in 2004, it had dwindled to 13. Now it is down to an alarming head count of 8. The Abaco Barbs have been declared the most endangered breed in the world. 
   These horses need your help. There are many ways you could help bring this magical herd up to what it was. Every injury that the horses end up getting needs Mimi’s care, as well as any problems that occur at the preserve. Mimi needs money and supplies to care for the horses. If they need something that Mimi can’t afford, it could make a difference between survival and extinction. To help raise money, you could take odd jobs, ask your friends to donate money, or just save up a donation jar with all the spare change around your house. Then you would donate the money directly to the Arkwild Fund. You could also donate one of the items on Mimi’s wish list, which vary from photo frames for gift shop sales to an ultra light aircraft! There are many ways you could help fund the Abaco Barbs. A model horse club in Salmon, Idaho, the Salmon Model Horse 4-H Club actually petitioned to Breyer to start making models of Capella, one of the Abaco Barbs, now one of the most famous Breyer horses. Many of the proceeds were sent to Mimi to help the horses! You can find more details about how to help the Abaco Barb at www.arkwild.org. 

   By the time we had finished swimming at the Blue Hole, it was getting pretty late, and it was time to head back to the hotel. Mimi drove us to the ferry station, where we took the ferry to Hopetown, a town by our hotel. The Hopetown Lighthouse is one of the two remaining manual lighthouses in the world! Did you know that Abaco is not just one island; it is many little inlets and islands composing the Islands of the Abacos? Most people get around Abaco by golf carts and boats; on the road, you hardly ever see a real car!! 
What I will remember forever was my experience visiting the wild horses.

It was the most magical day of my life.






