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A boy,and his housefather groom a:
horse at Eaple Ranch
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Al.mvhcudcd boy sits in a conference
chair that swallows his small frame,
Quiet yet intense, he warily observes as
two other boys talk freely about their
lives before and after Eagle Ranch
When Kris finally speaks, his words
seem much too adult for a child of 13,

“It’s like I'm on a road in a runaway
carriage
“1 c;m see the ‘Bridge Out’ sign a mile
" Before coming here, Kris says,
he rarely tried to stop the rage. Now, af-
ter living at Eagle Ranch for two years,
he controls his temper—most of the time.

Eddie Staub admires Kris's honesty.
“An immature kid would have said, *It’s
perfect now, everything's okay, ™
the 46-year-old founder of the ranch in
Chestnut Mountain

When Eddse first started Eagle Ranch
in 1982 he thought his job was “to put
[these boys] back together again.” He
explains, “Behind that mindset was [(hc
thought that] ‘I've got my act together.’

" he says of his angry outbursts.
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That’s not true. I'm just as broken as
these boys are. I'm just broken in a dif-
ferent kind of way.”

How Eagle Ranch Got Wings
Eddie baffled even his mother when, at
age 27, he first outlined his plan to start
a special home for troubled youth. As a
child Eddie had lived a stable and shel-
tered life in Mountain Brook, Alabama,
one of the most affluent communities in
the South. He first realized his golden
childhood was the exception when he
joined the Big Brothers program while
at Auburn University. An cvc-opcning
visit to the home of his “little brother”
started Eddie on the road to making
Eagle Ranch a reality

Not that financing the ranch was
easy, "I was a second-string catcher at
Auburn,” says Eddic. *No one knew me
in Alabama, much less Georgia.”

He had chosen Georgia to fulfill his
dream after a search in Alabama revealed
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the need was already being met. After
many months of pursuing funding in
Georgia, he'd lost 30 pounds from his
6'S" frame, had S50 remaining in his
pocket, and only a few days left in his
rent-free house-sitting arrangement. At
that point, a minister dismissed Eddae’s
vision as unrealistic. That night, Eddie
gave the quest one more week.

The next morning, a donor called
("I hadn't even given him my phone
number”) and pledged $10,000 with a
promise of $5,000 more from anothe
source. Off to a good start, Eddie
raised $144,000 in 120 days to buy,
debt free, the northeast Georgia site
just outside of Atlanta

Home Away From Home

Today, the ranch thrives with six
homes for boys, ages 6 to 18, and
plans 10 open two more houses for
girls, ages 6 to 18, this summer. An-
other two girls” homes are planned for
the future. Each home accommodates
up to seven Eagle Ranch kids, as well

strong forces in the five

Ranch children. LEFT: Levi high-fives

an Eagle Ranch brothsr. The childiren
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as a housemother and father and that
couple’s own children. The kids,
divided by age into young, middle,
and senior groups, live in a homelike
setting, complete with a dog. Each
child performs daily chores, such as
kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom
cleanup. Discipline for older kids who
break ranch rules might include mow-
ing the grass, hauling rocks from
fields, or chopping wood. Younger
kids might go in time-out, have com-
puter ime taken away, Or write repeti-
tive sentences.

Kris remembers being asked to
write 300 times, “It was childish and
immature to be disrespectful whe
confronted.” He refused for three
weeks. Noncompliance meant he
wasn't allowed to socialize with his
friends in the afternoon, When his
housedad upped the ante to 400 sen-
tences, stubborn Kris finally ended
his three-week standoff. “1 did so well,
he cut back my assignment to 350,
the boy says.

The ranch's recognition system,
which includes several achievement
levels, rewards obedience and initia-
tive. Becoming a crow, hawk, falcon,
or eagle motivates kids to “live the Ea-
gle Ranch life.”

“If you're an cagle, you pretty much
have the run of the ranch,” says Matt,
age 16. »
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ToP: (Left to right) Scotty, Levi, and Anthony lap up attention from housefather
9!

Dave Channell. Eagle Ranch houseparents typically remain in their positions four
years. ABOVE, LEFT: Christian gets some loving attention from housemother
Karen Channell. ABOVE, RIGHT: A lake full of fish, one on the line, and a gorgeous
day translate into a happy grin for Jordan.

School’s In

Along with trustworthiness and empa-
thy, eagles must obtain the highest
marks they can. Grades stop many chil-
dren from advancing along the crow,
hawk, falcon, eagle flight plan. Many of
the children arrive at Eagle Ranch ill-
prepared academically.

This fall, Eddie plans to open a school
at the ranch for sixth, seventh, and eighth
graders. The school will add grades one
through five in the fall of 2002. “My
wife [Kayanne] says I create crises,”
laughs Eddie about his ambitious plans.

With the addition of the school and
girls’ homes, the ranch’s annual operat-
ing budget rises from $1.6 to $2 million,
yet the facility remains debt free. “We
don’t build anything until all the money
is in hand,” says Eddie, who has never
sent an appeal letter. “We just believe
that when it’s time to build, the money
will be provided.” Such tremendous
faith undergirds all aspects of the Eagle
Ranch program-—and reaches the hearts
of wary kids.




Reaching Kids

“I didn’t trust anybody,” says Grant,
16, who came to Eagle Ranch at his
mother’s urging. His behavior became
unmanageable after his father’s sud-
den death. When Grant came to the
ranch for the required initial interview,
he remembers breaking into sobs; he
also recalls the comforting hug he
received from a caring staff member.

“It’s pure liquid love here,” Grant
says. “You walk into the house and
youlejustplaslcredwilhnicmby
the houseparents.”

Devoted houseparents treat the hds
as their own, but the ultimate goal is to
get each child back home. Most Eagle
Ranch kids come from single-parent
households, usually mothers “who
love their child with all their being but
they're overwhelmed,” Eddie says.
“The kids go home every other week-
end, or if they don't have a home, they
£0 to a ‘respite’ [foster] parent’s home.”

Both parent and child receive coun-
seling while the child is at the ranch,
usually three to four years. And each
child willingly agrees to come—or he
doesn't get in.

One mother wrote to Eddie about
that interview experience. “I remember
you...saying to Billy, ‘You've got to
decide whether you're ready to make
some changes in your life.” I firmly
believe that God's small still voice
opened your heart to our plea. You
accepted Billy and changed his life
forever”

As they heal young lives, listening
to God’s “small still voice” remains
crucial to Eddie and his staff.

Nancy Dorman-Hickson
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