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Farm
An unusual program in a Florida jail  
rescues abused and unwanted 
animals and gives inmates hope for 
a better life   BY  L I S A  F I E L D S

P H O T O G RA P H E D  BY  J E F F E RY  S A LT E R

Chance
Second

Martin Jonis  
with one of 33 

rabbits that 
 live at the ani-

mal park.  
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It’s

Like most buildings in the hurricane-
prone Keys, the jail’s habitable spaces 
are elevated above the flood line. Nes-
tled between a row of palm trees and 
the pristine beaches of the Gulf of 
Mexico, the jail sits on concrete pillars 
above a parking garage; its interior fills 
the second and third floors. The ani-
mal park is beneath and adjacent to 
the jail, on an acre of fenced land. 

I must walk through the parking ga-
rage to reach its entrance gate. Color-
ful, hand-painted signs point the way, 
and the scent of livestock lets me 
know I’m getting close.

A petite woman with long blonde 

hair and a bright smile greets me. 
Jeanne Selander, 43, manages the farm, 
as it’s called locally. Some 200 crea-
tures live here; nearly all have been 
rescued from neglect or abuse, includ-
ing an alligator seized during a raid on 
a crack house, Vietnamese pot-bellied 
pigs abandoned after they got bigger 
than pet-shop owners had promised, 
and sheep confiscated from an illegal 
slaughterhouse. The list goes on: giant 
tortoises, sloths, prairie dogs, cocka-
toos, wild boars, a lemur, an emu, a 
kinkajou (it looks like a cross between 
a monkey and a bear), a 12-foot Bur-
mese python, and more. 

“These animals have had hard lives,” 
says Selander. “They deserve to be 
treated better for the rest of their 
days.” A marine biologist by training, 
Selander does everything she can to 
make the rest of their lives as pleasant 
as possible. Her limitless affection for 
the animals isn’t lost on the menag-
erie; when they see her coming, they 
cry out greetings, which she warmly 
returns, calling each by name. 

Selander is heading upstairs to get 
the inmates who will be working on 
the farm today, and she invites me 
along. I’m curious to see the jail, be-
cause I’ve heard that inmates are so 

It’s 7:30 a.m., and three men in 
baggy orange pants and T-shirts are 
finishing up their rounds feeding live-
stock at the Monroe County Sheriff’s 
Office animal park in Key West, Flor-
ida. They scurry between the feed 
room and stalls housing roosters, pigs, 
a horse and a steer, emptying cans of 
food they’ve measured for each ani-
mal. 

Wearing one of the orange suits is 
Mark Barnes, a lean, tanned 51-year-
old with a blond ponytail. Like the 
other men, he is an inmate doing jail 
time at the Monroe County Jail; in his 
case, 45 days for disorderly conduct. 

He passes through a corral toward 
a steer named Angus on his way to 
feed the pigs. Making sure not to spill 
the pigs’ breakfast, Barnes grins and 
gives Angus an affectionate shove, 
which the hulking beast playfully re-
turns. Then he pours out rations for 
Opie and Petunia, bending down to 
scratch the pigs’ ears.

“I look out for them because we’re 
in the same boat,” Barnes tells me, 
sweeping the path near Angus’s stall. 
“They’re getting taken care of, but 
they’re not in their natural habitat. 
They belong in a pasture, running 
around free, but they’re confined in a 
little cell.” 

Through an unlikely partnership, 
both inmates and animals have been 
given another chance at a better life.

 

Two brown  
sheep native to 
Barbados were 
rescued from a 
slaughterhouse; 
the white goats 
were probably  
unwanted pets.
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“eager to leave the facility, they jump 
at the chance to shovel manure.   

Inside, I meet retired Navy officer 
Tommy Taylor, who runs the jail with 
military precision. It looks clean and 
new, but there’s no hiding the fact that 
it’s a correctional facility. Guards mon-
itor inmates at every turn, and each 
door we come to must be opened by 
key, keypad or electronic buzzer. In-
mates eye me curiously, but none dare 
to smile or address me. 

“Our main mission is care, custody 
and control of inmates,” Taylor says, 
entering a cell block that holds more 
than 90 inmates; in all the jail can 
house nearly 600. They are a mix of 
those awaiting trial for serious crimes, 
including murder, and those serving 
out sentences of less than a year for 
lesser offenses, many of them alcohol- 
and drug-related. A stark common area 

is furnished with bolted-down tables 
and chairs, a small television affixed to 
a central column and a pay phone near 
the guard desk. The perimeter is lined 
with two-person cells, each with bunk 
beds, a sink, a toilet and an unbreak-
able mirror. High on each exterior cell 
wall is a sliver of frosted window.

“It’s not for looking out, it’s for natu-
ral light coming in,” Taylor tells me. 
“You’re required to have natural light 
in each cell.” Other inmates sleep in a 
barracks-style dorm unit with 54 bunk 
beds. Because only some inmates qual-
ify for work programs, dozens mill 
around aimlessly. It’s easy to imagine 
how unpleasant the experience must 
be for those who spend weeks or 
months here. There’s no privacy, not 
much to do and the only sunshine 
available is in small concrete court-
yards scattered between jail units. No 
wonder the farm beckons.

At the employee cafeteria, I meet Rick 
Roth, the man responsible for creating 
the animal park. “The farm wasn’t ever 
planned,” explains Roth, 73, who retired 
as sheriff three years ago. Gray-haired 
and amiable, he smiles and says, “It just 
kind of happened.”  

When the jail opened in 1994, traffic 
rose and several ducks were hit by cars. 
An employee persuaded Roth to relo-
cate the birds to the jail’s fenced 
grounds. Word spread among law-en-
forcement officials within a hundred 
miles that the Sheriff’s Office was res-
cuing animals. Key West is an island 
without farms or open spaces. When 
animals were found wandering on 
roads, says Roth, “people 
would say, ‘Take them to 
the jail; they have ducks.’”

“It just wasn’t in me to 
turn those animals away,” 
says Roth, who’s been res-
cuing critters since gram-
mar school, when he 
begged his father to let him 
shelter a squirrel from a 
sub-zero Minnesota winter. 

“They needed someplace to live. We 
had inmates looking for something to 
do, and we had the space and the fenc-
ing.” Roth accepted each one—the 
abandoned or abused farm animals and 
the exotic pets mistreated or discarded 
by owners. He hired a full-time care-
taker for the growing menagerie, and 
started a program so eligible inmates—
carefully screened, non-violent offend-
ers in good standing, known as trust-
ies—could do farm chores. 

Almost immediately, guards noticed 
that the trusties were better behaved 
after working at the farm. Deana 
Rogowski, who’d worked for the Sher-
iff’s Office delivering summonses, was 
the first formal farm manager. She told 
me she realized they’d reached a turn-
ing point when a trusty found a knife 
that an officer had dropped. “Many 
inmates would have smuggled that 
weapon into the jail,” she recalled, “but 
this trusty surrendered it, realizing that 
the knife would be traced back to him 
and he’d lose his farm privileges.”

“Working with animals changed a lot 
of inmates’ behavior,” says Rogowski, 
who stayed at the farm two years. To-
day she owns a horse stable. “Guards 

would say, ‘When he comes from the 
farm, he’s so much calmer and easier 
to work with.’ The inmates loved it.” 

When Bob Peryam became sheriff, 
he continued the trusty program. “It’s 
good for the office, the inmates, the 
community,” he says.

When Selander joined the Sheriff’s Of-
fice seven years ago, she’d worked ex-
tensively with animals but had never 
been around inmates before. Suddenly, 

Animals can change 
your life, because they 
love unconditionally, no 
matter how much they’ve 
been hurt by humans.”
                    —Jeanne Selander, farmer

William 
Williamson 
with Eeyore 
the donkey, 
rescued 
from a 
slaughter-
house. 
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she was supervising a team of 
up to six. 

“I definitely learned how na-
ïve I was,” she says. “I’ve always 
been really kind-hearted and 
generous, but it’s hard to show 
that side here or you get taken 
advantage of. You have to put 
your jail face on.” Selander has 
banished trusties for smoking 
and for attempting to smuggle 
drugs. Last year, she stopped 
using female trusties because 
the entire crew got caught 
smuggling food in their bras, 
and she doesn’t have time to 
train a new crew.

Even so, Selander has faith in 
her trusties and tries to make 
their time on the farm enjoy-
able. She lets them choose their 
responsibilities based on their 
comfort levels with the animals. 
She fought to get her trusties 
two bagged lunches per day, because 
they do so much physical labor in their 
eight-hour workdays, up to six days a 
week. 

Inevitably, trusties bond with the 
animals they tend, often finding a deep 
sense of fulfillment in their work, says 
Selander. “Animals can change your 
life, because they love unconditionally, 
no matter how much they’ve been hurt 
by humans. The trusties see some-
thing that needs them. It’s so neat to 
see them eventually bonding.” 

 One of the first inmates Selander 
worked with was Dania Richardson, 
who was serving seven months at the 
jail for selling and trafficking in co-

caine. Over café con leche at a Key 
West coffeehouse, the 43-year-old 
Richardson, who has green eyes and 
short, spiky hair and tattoos on her 
arms, shudders as she remembers how 
hard it was to acclimate to jail life. 
“When they shut that door to your cell 
at nighttime,” she explains, “you know 
you can’t get out until morning. I was 
getting anxiety attacks.” Qualifying for 
a spot on Selander’s farm helped give 
her life direction.

“It felt good to be out there, sweating 
and doing something physical,” Rich-
ardson recalls. “That farm actually 
makes it easier to get through,” says 
Richardson. “I’d talk to the animals like 

I’d talk to a friend: ‘Hey, buddy, how’s 
it going? Today’s not a good day,’” she 
says. “You’d talk and try to put yourself 
somewhere else, sometimes just for 
your own sanity.”

Today, Richardson works two jobs 
and struggles to make ends meet, but 
she’s at peace with herself. She credits 
the farm for helping her become less 
high-strung, and for introducing her to 
the rehabilitative effects of an animal’s 
unconditional love. 

As soon as she was released from 
jail, Richardson rescued a dog from the 
local shelter. Her eyes light up when 
she talks about her beloved chihuahua, 
Neko. 

“He brings me joy,” she says. “I ap-
preciate animals a lot more now.”

Short sentences  mean frequent turn-
over among trusties. When they de-
part, says Selander, “some say, ‘You’ll 
never see me here again.’ Sadly, some 
say, ‘I’ll be back,’ because they know 
what they have to deal with outside.” 

Unfortunately, Barnes is one of the 
latter. When I meet him he is on his 
12th incarceration. In jail, he’s a loner 
who wears earplugs to drown out the 
chatter. “The noise... it’s like a human 
zoo.” The farm work helps him cope.

He’s drawn to animals requiring spe-
cial attention, like Ghost, a blind horse 
who needs to be guided when he walks, 
and Petunia the pig, who has skin can-
cer and has lost half her 850-pound 
weight in the past four years. 

Petunia, who was rescued after the 
owner’s appalled neighbors com-
plained about his plan to fatten her up 

and turn her into pork roast, has a big 
presence in other ways, too. She is the 
most popular animal here; children 
flock to the farm’s biggest pig on Pet-
ting Zoo Sundays. The farm is primar-
ily funded by donations, so Petunia 
helps ensure the program’s survival. 

She rarely moves anymore.
“I always used to make the pig get 

up. You should get them up and make 
them walk a little bit,” says Barnes. “I 
might be able to get her up today.”

Moments later, Petunia the pig is on 
her feet. Was Barnes responsible?

“Nah,” he says with a chuckle. “I 
think a bee got her up.”

Three weeks after my visit, Barnes 
broke a rule and was banned from the 
trusty program. Petunia the pig suc-
cumbed to cancer the same day—her 
death made front-page news locally. 
Selander was distraught over the pig’s 
death, but has kept busy planning a 
habitat for her recent arrivals, three 
prairie dogs. 

Selander holds Mo, short for Molasses, one 
of a pair of sloths donated by the owners.


