Deconstructing the Horse: An Ethnographic Study of the Carver Sales Barn
by Emily Wemmer
 
Introduction: Changing Focus
 
          The Carver Sales Barn tells more than one story, and all of them are true.  
          
          There's the story it tells to tourists, for instance. Carver, Iowa, is best known as an Amish and Mennonite community, though Carver is home as well to average working-class families and professionals. It's a place that closes down on Sunday, a place whose wide avenues feature hitching posts as well as parking spaces. Carver is the kind of town where drivers can stop in the middle of the street to talk to one another, where a man riding a horse on the sidewalk somehow seems natural. The Sales Barn is on the corner of Ninth Street and C Avenue, a few blocks away from a row of touristy antique stores, just south of the Carver Historical Village. The story is true: the 60-year-old auction house has played a part in Carver's history and contributes to its tourist appeal. Out-of-towners drive into Carver on Highway 1, an undulating stretch of pavement through cornfields and pastureland spotted with round bales of hay and dotted with livestock. The approach to the Sales Barn is so picturesque, with pastel laundry drying behind farmhouses and Amish top buggies silhouetted on the horizon, that it feels a bit like driving into a P. Buckley Moss print.
 
          In fact, P. Buckley Moss did paint the Carver Sales Barn.[1] Moss's portrait emphasizes not only the community's Amish heritage but also the social side of the Sales Barn's story. The painted auction has a family and a neighborly mood; round-faced families pile out of top buggies, bonneted women smiling and sharing quilts. There is truth in this story, too. Horse auctions often become light-hearted social events where rural folks, both Amish and non-Amish, can meet, laugh, and eat pie together. The heart of the Carver Sales Barn is its kitchen: a brigade of Mennonite women in bonnets and Nikes keep the food coming nonstop all day long. By 8 a.m. the heavy smell of frying potatoes and sausages and eggs drapes itself over the entire barn; by noon, it's hamburgers and macaroni salad; before 4 p.m. the stands are littered with pie plates. "You are only as happy as you allow yourself to be," reads a handmade sign on the kitchen's ice cream freezer, and customers perched around the diner-style counter generally take it at its word. On auction day, the kitchen is full of middle-aged farmer-types who exchange smiles with the waitresses and nods with each other.  
 
          The Sales Barn is a community meeting place, but from a different perspective it is also a business. The auction house is in one sense part of the friendly, touristy Carver community, but with a change of focus, it is not.   There is a darker side to the Carver Sales Barn's story. This one is told away from the homemade smells in the kitchen, past the groups of chatting friends and hidden in the far corners of the Sales Barn's sprawling property. It's the story that is told in the "kill pens"—the story of the hundreds of horses each month that go from the Carver Sales Barn to the slaughterhouse. This is a story about a business that deals not in horses but in horse flesh. Though perhaps low on the political radar for mainstream Americans, equine slaughter raises economic, ethical, and political questions for horse lovers and horse owners all over the country. It is also an issue obfuscated on both sides by myth, deceit, and misunderstanding. In the end, however, at the heart of the debate is a simple question: what is the value of a horse's life?
 
          But before I can tell stories about the Carver Sales Barn, I should tell my own. 
 
 
          I first got on a horse when I was nine years old—it was an ancient brown and white pony named Patches—and I haven't missed an opportunity to ride in the 13 years since. I grew up in the New York City metropolitan area, so owning a real horse was out of the question. The closest affordable stable for riding lessons was almost an hour's drive away, and the cost of boarding a horse there was unreasonably expensive. So, for a long time I made do with riding other people's horses, with plastering posters all over my room, and with treasuring my model horse collection. I was a horse-crazy girl who preferred ponies to boyfriends, who chose tall boots and breeches over a prom dress. And yet, distanced as I was from actual horse ownership, all I knew of the horse industry came from Anna Sewell's Black Beauty; I always thought of horse auctions as last resorts, as threats, or as places where cruel people took horses they had abused or neglected. If anyone had asked me five years ago how I felt about horse auctions, let alone about slaughtering horses for meat, I would have been completely opposed to both. As a horse lover, it is easy to be self-righteous at the Sales Barn. It is easy, in other words, to judge the sellers when you have not been in their shoes.
 
          However, my perspective on the horse auction has begun to change in the past few years as my position in the horse industry has shifted. I bought my first horse, Homer, in November 2003. I have recently been certified as a riding instructor with both the North American Riding for the Handicapped Association and the Certified Horsemanship Association. I have worked long winters and stifling summers as a barn assistant, and in January 2005 I will take a job as a barn manager. I have learned that there is a grittier side to horsemanship than posters, models, and novels would suggest. There are unexpected expenses, illnesses, and injuries. I have been bitten, kicked, dragged, bucked off, reared at, stepped on, bruised, scraped, and sprained—all by the animals I have tried to control with my love. I have learned, too, that being a horse professional is primarily about business, not about emotion. "I had to learn that at [equestrian school]," my friend and trainer, Diane, told me over dinner, "You can't get attached to every horse you work with." You can't get so attached, I've learned, because being in the horse industry often requires difficult, distasteful decisions, of which sending a horse to an auction is only one. 
 
          This past summer, I watched a horse die for the first time.
 
          Her name was Annabelle, and she was one of the best school horses I had ever worked with—an ex-racehorse, ex-broodmare, ex-show horse who found her niche among the doting little girls at summer camp. However, like many gray horses, at 16 years old Annabelle developed cancer. For a year, Annabelle's tumors crept across her body, until they spread to her head and protruded bizarrely from her jaw line. It was only a matter of time before she got sicker; a week before the children arrived for the summer, Annabelle stopped eating. 
 
          We knew she didn't have much time left, so we took her out to the back pasture, to a flat place covered in grass so tall that its dew soaked us—Scott the vet, my coworker Jaime, and me—up to our armpits. All the way there I talked to her and fed her peppermints, and let her grab at the yellow flowers along the path. Scott and Jaime tried to keep up a friendly conversation, but it was a gray, cold, wet day and there wasn't much to talk about.
 
          Animal rights groups, horse lovers, who oppose auctions and slaughter use language that makes euthanizing a horse sound like putting a sick kitten to sleep. Unlike at slaughterhouses, their propaganda argues, when horses are put down by a vet they go quietly, peacefully, without anticipation or fear. Not so. A horse's death is not pretty, or clean, or peaceful, no matter where or how it happens. Annabelle knew what was coming—despite my reassurance and peppermints, she was terrified. The kind old girl spun in circles, her eyes flashing white with fear, mouth open with screams, trying desperately to get away from that poison. 
 
          "She'll be gone right away," Scott told us when he finally got the needle into her neck. "Whatever happens next, she'll be gone before she hits the ground, OK? 
 
          We said that we understood, but we didn't really. Until you watch it happen, until you stand there in the wet grass and watch what had been this beautiful, kind creature that you loved and respected convulse again and again; until you hear the hollow thud her body makes when it finally hits the ground, and then watch her spin herself in circles with her thrashing legs, beating down a halo of grass around her; until at last you see her shudder, blood seeping out of the ruptured vein in her neck and her brown eyes glazing open and her long purple tongue hanging down—until you see that, you do not understand what death looks like. 
 
          Annabelle taught me that caring for a horse ultimately includes the decision to end her life—the only question is how. 
 
          This fall I have been drawn to the horse auctions as a horse lover, as a horse owner, and in anticipation of my life as a horse professional. My interest in the auctions has become almost obsessive—the auctioneers at the Carver Sales Barn have begun to recognize my face, and I have even visited other auctions, like the Waverly Midwest Horse Sale in Waverly, Iowa, for the sake of comparison. I find myself looking forward to the sales both with infatuation for the community of people at the auctions and with horrified fascination for their horses. The following pages represent my experiences at horse auctions in October and November 2004—this story is an amalgamation of my many trips to the Carver Sales Barn, plus one weekend at the Waverly Midwest Horse Sale. As I have researched and written about the Sales Barn, I have found myself again and again struggling to reconcile my own often contradictory perspectives as a person who loves horses and as a person who works with them. What is lost in the gap between these two positions? Is there room in the horse industry for a horse lover?
 
          It's early—just before 7:30 a.m.—with a few hours to go before the horse auction begins, but Diane and I already have our favorites.
 
          Mine is a hairy pony, chocolate-colored, who pokes his head over a fence and sizes me up for treats. He's right; I pull a mini carrot out of my sweatshirt pouch; his little lips pucker up and quiver as he snatches it greedily out of my hand.
 
          "Number 422," Diane reads off the pony's dabbled little haunch. "What a cutie!"
 
          It bothers me that he doesn't have a name—it makes him seem somehow less alive. When I was a horse-crazy little girl getting an annual Breyer model horse for Christmas, the first thing I would do was name it. I would snip it out of its wrapping and turn it over a few times, running my hands over its smooth, cool body, tracing the permanent waves in its mane and tail with one finger. I'd look down into its dark, deep eye and let it tell me what name it wanted. . . . 
 
          "Tony," I tell Diane. "I think his name is Tony, and I think he'll fit in my living room." Diane, an educated riding instructor, trainer, and barn manager, laughs and pulls me away. She knows I'm a sucker for little ponies with expressive eyes.
 
          I'm not here to buy a horse today, but I can't resist window shopping. Diane and I have already registered for bidding numbers in the Sales Barn's central office, and mine is burning a tempting hole in my back pocket. At the Sales Barn it all seems so simple, so easy; just my name, address, phone number, and bank name on a little white card and I, number 116, am qualified to buy a horse.
 
          Diane and I make our way through the Sales Barn's main stable area, an enormous structure subdivided into a labyrinth of stalls and pens and corridors. As always, I am always impressed by two things: the barn's size and its accessibility. There are no No Trespassing signs in here, no locked gates or blocked doors. Everything in the barn is wood, old wood, chewed wood rubbed smooth by the teeth of thousands of nervous horses. The barn is nothing fancy: dirt floors, rusting metal gates, and 60-year-old cobwebs. The pens have no real bedding, just concrete and dirt, so manure sits and dries naturally, and dark red urine trickles out of the pens and into the aisle. It's gross, sure, but it's just a barn. There's no such thing as a pristine working barn—I know that from back-aching, pitchfork-wielding experience. Above our heads, men in blue coats shake down clouds of hay chaff as they wander along the catwalk, talking and munching on cinnamon rolls. 
 
          There is one main aisle, lined on either side with numbered horses in pens of various sizes and occupancies. Some of the horses are loose, single or in groups, some are tied to the fence, some with saddles, some bare. Each horse has a white number stuck on its hindquarters, but there doesn't seem to be any rhyme or reason to their order, except that horses in the same pens tend to have similar numbers, as if they had arrived at the same time. From pen to pen, however, the numbers skip from 305 to 216 to 423—and to make things even more confusing, each pen also has a number in faded white paint that does not seem to correspond at all to the numbers on the horses' rumps. One side of this main aisle has stalls labeled 200, 210, 220, but the other side has the 400s. A couple of pens are labeled with handwritten card: "J. Smith, 4 head," or "STA mare, open, 1996," often with a photocopy of some registration papers. I can only assume these are advertisements for the horses, promoting either a popular seller or a valuable characteristic, but they strike me in a silly way less like classified ads and more like personal listings, vague and loaded codes that say simultaneously everything important and absolutely nothing at all.
 
          At the end of the aisle is the unloading area, where sellers officially consign their horses. It's a busy place before the sale; the air vibrates with the sound of diesel engine trucks waiting for their turn to pull up and empty their trailers. The unloading area is a good place to evaluate horses, Diane tells me, because it may be the only chance we get to see them interacting with their owners—it may be our only opportunity to figure out their histories. We slip through a dusty gate and press ourselves to the wall, trying to be inconspicuous. As usual, though, I attract attention—there aren't many young women with brand-new shoes at the Sales Barn—but no one asks us to leave. 
 
          A white-haired man in brown Carhartt overalls lead a nondescript horse off his trailer and ties him to the fence. The horse looks old and dusty, like his owner, and carries his head low. He glances at the wriggling, twitching thoroughbred beside him with a chill-out-I've done-this-before expression. The thoroughbred, on the other hand, strains against his rope, and swivels his ears front to back to take in the new noises around him, his eyes flashing white worried crescents at the corners. The difference between the two animals is remarkable, but representative of the enormous variety of horses that pass through the Sales Barn each month. Over 800 horses will be at this auction today, according to manager David Miller—800 horses ranging from tired old work horses to flashy young sports prospects.
 
          The thoroughbred catches Diane's eye, and she nudges me with her elbow. His coat is clean, his mane trimmed, and he has shoes on all four feet: "Off the track," she murmurs. Though she didn't come here to buy a horse, the trainer in Diane is always on the lookout for "projects"—horses with enough talent and good looks to excel in the show ring. Ex-racehorses often make attractive and athletic jumping or dressage horses—the kind of horse you can buy low and sell high. "I wonder how he moves?" Diane muses aloud. On cue, the thoroughbred swings his hind end into the light, and for the first time we notice a deep, star-shaped scar on his right flank. It looks like the kind of injury that results when a horse meets barbed wire. It's the kind of injury that ends a young horse's racing career in a hurry. "Too bad," Diane sighs, and turns her attention elsewhere.
          We stand in the unloading area for a long time, watching trailer after trailer open and discharge horses, ponies, and mules of all breeds, colors, ages, and physical conditions. The sheer number of animals is overwhelming, but the Sales Barn staff works quickly and efficiently to sort them all out. Every horse coming into the Sales Barn fits into one of three categories: cataloged horses, uncataloged or saddle horses, or loose horses.
 
          Cataloged horses and saddle horses are led into a 20-by-20-foot holding pen where Dr. Harris, DVM, examines each for outstanding injuries or illnesses. During this brief exam, the sellers talk with a typist in an office overlooking the unloading area, giving her their horses' breed, sex, and age. According to the official catalog for the Fall Draft Horse Sale, if the horse is registered with a breed association, such as the American Quarter Horse Association, consigners must submit a photocopy of the horse's "papers" as well as signed transfer of ownership forms at check-in. The Sales Barn also officially requires proof of a recent "Coggins test"—a procedure that screens animals for a serious condition analogous to equine AIDS—for all cataloged and saddle horses. However, if the seller does not submit a Coggins test, "Doc" or his assistant, a tall woman in a green vest, draws a vial of blood from the horse to be tested later. Finally, each horse gets a wide sticker with a black number pasted on each side of its hindquarters.
 
          Cataloged and saddle horses come to the sale with an owner who will ride or lead them into the auction ring. From the time the horse is checked in with Doc to the time the auctioneer yells "Sold!" the consigner is responsible for supervising, feeding, and watering his own animal. However, a seller has the option of contracting one of the Sales Barn's employees, or hiring a bystander, to do this work for him. Some sellers will bring a dozen or more horses to the sale and cannot keep track of all of them alone; others may not want to wait around all day to see their horse in the auction ring. However, this practice also makes the auction an extremely anonymous and uncertain environment—bidders can never be sure who exactly is selling a horse; it is impossible to get the truth about an animal's background when the owner is not available for questions. And, of course, even when the seller does give a description of the horse's history and training, what you hear at the auction is not necessarily what you get.
 
          Diane's worried thoroughbred is just getting his number when we jump at the sudden sound of splintering wood, angry male voices, and scrambling hooves. A moment later a 20-something Amish man, supported by a non-Amish coworker, staggers into Doc's area. The man has an inch-long gash in his forehead; blood streams out of it and dams up in his eyebrows.
 
          "What happened to you?" Doc's assistant asks with a wrinkled nose. The Amish man only blushes, his eyes darting from her to Doc and Diane and me.
 
          "Them mules ain't broke to lead," spits the man's friend. "I don't care what the owners say."
 
          Yet, if the cataloged and saddle horses are unpredictable, then the loose horses are almost impossible to read. Unlike the first two categories, loose horses usually do not have owners at the sale to lead or ride them into the ring—consigners simply drop the horses off at the Sales Barn and let the employees take care of them. As a result, the check-in procedure for a loose horse is very different from that for the cataloged and saddle horses. Loose horses do not go to the holding pen for Doc to look over; their sellers do not give papers or histories to the woman in the office. Loose horses instead are sent—sometimes led by a halter and rope, sometimes chased with herding sticks—into a cattle chute to the right of the unloading dock. Regardless of age, size, or breed, they wait there in a kind of bizarre line for a number, a yellow number with a USDA barcode. While the cataloged horses are led to pens in the brightest, newest part of the barn, and while the saddle horses settle into stalls along the main aisle, the loose horses are herded away from the vet station, out of the barn, and into the "kill pens."
 
The Kill Pens
          According to the Sales Barn literature, their official name is the "loose pen," the place where uncataloged, unguaranteed "loose horses" go to wait for their turn in the sale ring (Draft Horse Sale Catalog). Among the auction regulars, however, the place is known as the "kill pens"—where the slaughterhouse agents, the "kill buyers," get their meat. Tucked away on the opposite side of the property from the sale ring, far from the kitchen and office area, the kill pens are hard to find unless you know where to look or unless, like me, you're willing to wander through dark passages and climb over closed gates. They're hard to find—and impossible to forget.
 
          The kill pens are not quite as dramatic as the name suggests, but the contrast between them and the rest of the facility is striking.
 
          Diane and I reach the kill pens via the back barn, another sprawling, high-ceilinged structure connected haphazardly to the main part of the barn, like a child's Lego creation gone out of control. To get to this area, we had to cut across a pen of horses, open three latched gates, squeeze through a doorway with low head clearance, and leap over a drainage channel. Not that we will go back that way—I have been to the Sales Barn dozens of times, but that doesn't stop me from getting hopelessly disoriented in the maze of gates and aisles and stalls; I couldn't retrace my steps back to the sale ring if I tried. Still, I don't mind being lost back here. This back aisle is one of my favorite places at the Sales Barn, perhaps because it is so out-of-the-way. Devin Mullet, the Sales Barn owner and manager, estimates that nearly 1,000 people attend the monthly sales like today's auction. One thousand bidders in this building, but Diane and I are among only a handful of people in this back area, and the relative solitude is refreshing. I take a deep breath—it seems like horses and hay and dust, plus a more stringent cow smell that seems to seep out of the pores of the wooden walls. This must be where they keep the livestock during the weekly auctions; horses come in here only once a month, so the place is really built for sheep and cows and hogs. 
 
          Over loudspeakers in the background, the auctioneer's nasal drone starts up from the sale ring; it's 11:30 and the auction is beginning with the cataloged horses. "Awwwwww, he's a pretty one, boys!" the voice announces. "Looka's comin' in here!" 
 
          Diane smiles, "Here we go!" and I have to grin back. There's a palpable excitement in the auctioneer's voice, a contagious optimism that even carries through the crackling speakers and makes anything sound like a good idea. 
 
          "A tremendous colt, boys," he raves, "A one-eyed colt, but a tremendous colt!" 
 
          Suddenly, though, Diane and I find ourselves outside, and the sunny auctioneer and the warm hay-munching horses of the back barn seem very far away.
 
          Physically, the kill pens can be described in one word: barren. The Sales Barn's Web site is decorated with photographs of mares and foals grazing in long grass; P. Buckley Moss's print suggests that the Sales Barn is situated in rolling hay fields. However, there is no grass in the kill pens. Horses pick at round bales of hay sitting on a concrete floor, an extension of the parking lot that spans the east side of the Sales Barn. There are no rolling hills, and no room to graze. The largest pen, over 50 feet, might hold over 100 head of horses by the end of the day, meaning that the animals stand shoulder-to-shoulder, haunch-to-head, like the nearby cattle. Unlike cattle, however, horse herds are political organizations: there are leaders, and there are followers. The strongest and pushiest horses make a ring around the hay bale in the center of the paddock, shoving the weaker and more passive animals to the periphery. The mixture of ages and sexes in such close proximity inevitably sparks conflicts; every few minutes the sea of writhing backs and tossing heads takes a new shape as younger horses slide over ground made slick with manure and urine to escape the bared teeth of a dominant mare or the flying hooves of a stronger gelding. The air is quiet here compared to the constant muffled rustle of hay and the murmur of male voices in the barn; the only noises here happen in sudden bursts of activity: a frightened squeal, a rush of scrambling hooves, a metallic crash.
 
          The fences around the kills pens are high, well over my five-foot-eight head, and are not made of wood, like the rest of the Sales Barn. It takes me a moment to recognize the shape—the "fence boards" are actually the rounded metal guardrails that line highways all over the country. Here, stacked three high, they make an imposing barrier between humans and animals—a barrier even I am not willing to cross for a closer look. Like a few others, though, I do climb up a rung or two, leaning my arms on the top rail, for an aerial view of the pen. The Humane Society of the United States reports that "it is difficult to visit a horse auction and not discover horses with hip bones and ribs so visible that the animals look like skeletons" ("Get the Facts on Horse Auctions"). From my perch, I can see what they mean; among the shifting mass of backs, I can see a dozen with obvious spines and jagged hindquarters. Many of these belong to clearly aged animals, but others are young and, like the Humane Society charges, suffering from "extreme neglect." The majority, however, are just dirty, wet, and frightened. 
 
          The value, or the horror, of the kills pens depends entirely on the way we perceive horses. For instance, animal rights advocates, horse lovers, who vehemently oppose horse auctions as part of the equine slaughter industry see horses not as business ventures but as pets. Horses, they argue, have a special place in American culture. "Horses are a national treasure and perhaps more than any other animal, a symbol of the American pioneer spirit," claimed representative John Spratt of South Carolina, a Democratic cosponsor of H.R. 857 (American Horse Defense Fund). Better known as the American Horse Slaughter Prevention Act, the bill and its Senate counterpart, S. 2352, seeks to ban "the trade in horsemeat and live horses for human consumption" in the United States (AHDF). At the Dallas Crown Inc. facility in Kaufman, Texas, alone, 2,306 horses were slaughtered for meat between August 21 and October 1, 2004 (Dallas Crown Horse Slaughter Inventory).
 
          Only two slaughterhouses in the United States, both located in Texas and both owned by Belgian nationals, process horsemeat for human consumption, supplying markets in Europe and Japan. Other plants, like Dallas Crown, slaughter horses to feed large zoo animals, but the antislaughter groups tend to focus on slaughter for human consumption in their rhetoric. And certainly, this is a persuasive tactic. Americans, particularly horse lovers, usually consider horses domesticated animals, like dogs and cats, and not livestock like cattle or pigs. Though the slaughter process for horses is not much different from the slaughter process for cattle, that subtle distinction that most Americans perceive between pets and livestock makes equine slaughter seem more brutal. 
 
          Like cattle, horses are slaughtered in two stages: first, a retractable bolt gun fired at point-blank range into the horse's head breaks its skull, pierces the brain, and renders the animal unconscious. Then, when the horse is suspended from a hind leg, its throat is cut and it bleeds to death. Finally, the carcass is skinned, gutted, and butchered. In short, understanding horse slaughter requires literally the deconstruction of the horse lover's image of "horse" (Figure 6) into its component parts (Figure 7). 
 
          If one looks at the horse as a pet, the process seems disgusting and tragic; if one looks at a horse as a "symbol of the American pioneer spirit," it seems sacrilegious. It's hard for the "horse lover" side of me to deny the urge to "rescue" as many as I can, and I know I am not alone here in the kill pens.
 
          A man in a plaid shirt who looks to be somewhere in his 50s takes place at the fence beside me. "There are some good-looking horses in here," I say, more friendly than truthfully.
 
          "I don't buy nothing else," he announces, shaking his head for emphasis. He tells me that he often buys horses from the kill pens, "fixes them up," and resells them to family and friends. He says he has never had a problem with a horse from the kill pens, physically or psychologically: "A lot of them are broke to ride," he explains. "A lot of times people just don't want to spend the day at the sale, so they drop their horses off in these pens." A few weeks ago, he says, he bought a miniature mule for $85 and resold it easily for $485.
 
          It seems, though, that this man gets the most pleasure out of working with the animals and getting them back in shape—much like the way that some men enjoy revamping old cars. "You know what I do?" he asks me, grinning. "I feed them bread—fills 'em right up!" He looks proud of himself, and I can't help but admire him as not only the kind of person who can see potential in horses underneath all of the burrs and rain scald and protruding ribs, but also as the kind willing to work to bring that potential out. "That's a pretty buckskin there," he says, gesturing to a young, thin gelding ahead of us. "Fatten him up and clean him up and he'd make a good horse. . . . All he needs is some groceries!"
 
          I tell him that I hope he buys one of these horses today and gives it a good home. "I bet I will," he replies. 
 
          I wander to the other end of the large pen, suddenly seeing these horses through a fixer-upper's eyes. "There's some nice horses in here," murmurs a heavy-set woman who appears at my side, as if she were reading my thoughts. She pets a red roan mare through the fence: "Seems real friendly, too."
 
          I agree, and point out an old scar on the mare's back, right where a saddle or a harness might have gone. "She must be trained for something," I add, suddenly and strangely feeling like I need to sell this horse to this woman. "She seems quiet, too—I bet she'd make a good riding horse."
 
          The woman laughs a little. "My horses are lawn ornaments," she confesses. "I don't ride much anymore." I ask if she has ever bought a horse out of the kill pens, and she says yes, "mostly just as pets" but sometimes to resell.
 
          The two of us are preoccupied with the horse's pretty face and sweet temperament, but Diane looks at her legs and immediately points to an injury on the right hind foot, a nasty injury full of proud flesh scar tissue and oozing dried pus. "Too bad," Diane says. "But you know what they say: ‘No legs, no horse!’" The woman and I both know Diane is right: the mare will sell cheap in the auction ring, but the cost of fixing that leg would more than make up for it. 
 
          Diane loves horses, but she also knows how to look at them from a business perspective, a view that often contradicts the horse lover impulse. For a horse trainer looking for a "project horse," the kill pen offers a tempting opportunity to buy cheap and resell expensive—and, according to Devin Mullet, "a lot of people try it." However, he points out, "sometimes they work, sometimes they don't"; sometimes the cost, in money or in time, required to fix a horse's problems is just too much, and the "project horses" become loose horses again at the next sale. From a business standpoint, the investment is often too risky. Boarding a horse in a stable like Diane's for the month until the next auction approaches $400, plus, since horses from the loose pens are extremely susceptible to illness, hundreds of dollars worth of vet bills. A horse that was a bargain at $300 could easily end up being a financial burden, particularly if the horse is simply not physically able to do work. 
 
          Looking at a horse as a professional often means looking at it as a compilation of parts: feet, legs, back, neck. While for the horse lover, perhaps, the ultimate value of a horse is in the kind look in its eye, for a horse professional, that value often lies in the integrity of the horse's parts. This difference is obvious in Carver's auction ring. Occasionally the auctioneers project a horse lover's image of a horse—as a "babysitter" for the kids, for instance: "Safety don't come cheap, boys!"—or as a diamond in the rough: "Buy 'em in everyday clothes. . . . All she needs is a chance!" More often, though, the auctioneers focus on physical, functional characteristics. Pregnant mares are usually perceived as more valuable than "open" mares: "More good news," the auctioneer announces as a black draft mare comes into the ring, "She's bred!" Geldings, since they cannot be used for breeding, must always be hard workers to bring good prices. "He has some age on him, but still a lot of work left in him," the auctioneer promises of the dusty brown horse I saw at check-in. A "big stout ranch gelding," a horse that can carry a larger man all day, is a valuable commodity here; the people-friendly draft horse with a limp is not.
 
          In a sense, horse professionals, the people who work with horses and make their livings from them everyday, find it relatively easy to understand horse slaughter, to envision a horse as a corporeal rather than a spiritual thing. And, in fact, some of the largest organizations representing the equine industry do implicitly support horse slaughter as part of the business: the American Quarter Horse Association and the American Paint Horse Association, the two largest horse-related member organizations in the country, as well as the American Veterinary Medical Association, have officially neutral positions on horse auctions and horse slaughter, but have spoken against the American Horse Slaughter Prevention Act. These groups, unlike animal rights groups, see horse slaughter as the baseline of the whole industry. Though kill buyers and slaughterhouses perhaps make up the lowest class of horse professionals, they do in a sense regulate prices for the whole industry. Horse owners and ranchers also have an economic stake in viewing horses as livestock rather than as pets. As Holly Limberg, barn manager for a paint horse breeding farm in Mason City, Iowa, points out, even high-class equine programs depend on agricultural status for government grants, tax programs, and even zoning restrictions. If horses are legally considered domesticated animals, the people who raise them, for a purpose, would pay a price.
 
          According to Devin Mullet, animal rights activists have "caused a lot of trouble in the horse industry" with their opposition to slaughter. "They're the reason horses are so cheap," Mullet argues, reasoning that restrictions on slaughter have flooded the market with horses for sale, driving down prices. "They don't understand [the horse business]," he says, frustrated with the accusations of cruelty that animal lovers fling at his industry. Worse, he suggests, the animal rights activists just don't understand horses either, and so inadvertently hurt the animals more. "I've been around horses all my life," he says. Devin Mullet is the third generation in his family to own and operate the Sales Barn. He has seen thousands of horses of all ages, breeds, and conditions move through the barn, and he feels that "some horses really should go to slaughter . . . [antislaughter legislation] causes them more misery." Shipping laws, for instance, that restrict the kinds of trailers horse haulers can legally use in different states "mean that horses move from state to state" before they reach the slaughterhouses.
 
          On a more immediate level, Mullet recalls an incident at the Sales Barn when "animal rights people" stepped in to "save" a horse that had fallen and injured its back in the barn. Threatening lawsuits, the group would not allow the Sales Barn to euthanize the horse; according to Mullet, the horse "laid in misery for three days until [the animal rights group] took it somewhere." As a result of that experience, perhaps, the Sales Barn is wary of the "animal lovers" they see as interfering with business. Eye-catching signs that read No Cameras or Vcrs Allowed hang in both the sale ring and the barn area. Devin Mullet himself comes to the kill pens to investigate a group of young people with clipboards and pens, and is relieved to find that they are not "spies" but only Future Farmers of America testing their knowledge of horse conformation. And, of course, the Sales Barn employees and fellow auction-goers alike seem suspicious of me and my notebook; Devin Mullet hesitated to talk with me on the phone until I made clear that I am not one of the "animal rights people."
 
          Or am I?
December 11, 2004
 
Addendum: What I Would Do for Another Semester . . . 
 
Emily Wemmer
 
 
          I am printing these pages off, feeling that this essay is a fake: a rough draft posing as a final paper. On the one hand, I feel that I could go on forever, dissecting and analyzing the data I have already collected. On the other hand, I know that I need even more data to come to any kind of grand conclusion about horse auctions or even a small-scale conclusion about the Carver Horse Auction. If I had another semester at Iowa to continue this project, I would move my analysis away from the physical description of the facility and explanations of the processes at work at the Sales Barn to deal more explicitly with the central question that has haunted me through my research: how do we assess the value of a horse’s life?
 
          The final section would act like a conclusion, tying together the previous three sections. It would take place, for the most part, in the auction ring and would feature the auctioneers’ language as a refrain throughout the text. The argument here would be that a horse’s value depends very much on the care it gets from the people around it; a horse has no intrinsic value, but rather is worth only as much time and effort and love as its owner is willing to invest in it. I think that this argument will problematize—purposefully—the categories of people and horses that I set up in the beginning of the paper. I will describe how the auctioneers’ constant drone and the continuous stream of horses has an ethically numbing effect at the auction, and how before long you stop looking at sad faces and start focusing on legs and feet and backs, like a horse professional—or like a slaughter dealer. However, I will end on an uncertain note: I still don’t have a definite answer for the auction problem or for my own position in the horse industry!
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Portfolio Essay: Gaining an Ethnological Perspective
 
          As an outsider to ethnographic research, I began this project believing that ethnography was a systematic, scientific, and conclusive approach to understanding a culture. So, I went about my study of the Carver Sales Barn as if I were studying a culture in a petri dish. I observed the site, taking notes on the specimen’s size and shape, its colors and sounds and smells. I poked at it a little, interviewing other auctiongoers, acquaintances in the horse industry, and the Sales Barn manager. Then, with all of my data in place I dissected it, X-rayed it, classified it. I divided horses into cataloged, uncataloged, and loose—or mistreated and cared for—and identified my informants as horse lovers, horse owners, and horse professionals. My portfolio at first reflected this urge to categorize; my data were divided into pro-slaughter and anti-slaughter sections, with the auction barn artifacts lumped into the first and the animal rights articles in the second.
 
          However, throughout the research process my portfolio has shown that there are far more than two sides to the story of the horse auction. The ethical issues involved in horse slaughter run deep into all corners of the horse industry, with surprising ramifications that affect not only the animals but also the people that own, love, care for, and work with them—often all at the same time. I have found that classifying my informants according to their place in the horse industry is far more problematic than I had originally expected. Diane, one of my most valuable sources, was a seasoned horse owner and an educated horse professional who still indulges her horses with treats and expensive toys. Devin Mullet, the Sales Barn owner and manager, seemed to identify horses as livestock, but also worried that anti-slaughter legislation would cause horses more “misery” in the long run. Except perhaps for the animal rights activist Web sites, none of my informants for this project fit discretely into one category or the other. My portfolio is organized now to better reflect this problem: first I have my positioning statements, then the Sales Barn’s facility and the auction process, then my informants and interviews at the Sales Barn, then information and articles about the slaughter process, and finally anti-slaughter articles and Web sites.
 
          At the end of the semester, I feel that I do not have a conclusion about the horse auction. The ethical issues I set out to explore, and hopefully to resolve for myself, are still as complex and as deep as they were when I began. However, I think that I do have a better understanding of the complexity and depth of those issues than I had at the beginning of the semester. And, more important perhaps, I feel that I have gained a more informed understanding of ethnographic research. While a part of ethnography is scientific, requiring careful observations and documentation, the more meaningful part of it is creative. Being an ethnographer requires flexibility and the courage to change course with new artifacts or new informants. Dissecting, classifying, and testing from a scientific perspective implies that the researcher has control over her information. The awful, beautiful truth of ethnography is that the researcher is constantly at the mercy of her data, more like a swimmer swept downstream than like a white-coated scientist. This portfolio, in other words, represents more than a “eureka” or isolated finding—it is part of a process of discovery.
