
They began by inserting drainage tubes through his sides into his
lungs and every day they would try to flush the infection from his
lungs. During the six months of treatment he lost several hundred
pounds and there were many times he wasn’t expected to make it

Four years ago, CH Callaway’s Cumulus
wasn’t showing. He wasn’t even trotting. He
was struggling through a diagnosis that left
both his owners’ dreams and his life hanging
in the balance.

But when the Louisville spectators saw him
trotting through the green shavings this past
August, the picture of health and perfection,
blue ribbons fluttering on his harness, there
was no way they could’ve known the place he
was in four years before. How he fought. How
he won. How he almost died. But mostly, how
he didn’t.

Susan Aschenbrenner and her husband,
John, purchased CH Callaway’s Cumulus, or
“Jack,” at the Callaway Hills consignment
sale at Tattersalls in 2006. They bought him as
an investment, but could tell he was special
from the start.

“We had shown him as a three-year-old,”
said Heartland Stables trainer, Amanda
Simpson. “He was kind of immature but he
had such a presence to him. We took him to
Midwest and he ended up second or third but
the crowd just loved him. We thought then
that we were on to something.”

They were. Jack had such a successful
summer that first year that Simpson and the
Aschenbrenners decided to take him to
Louisville. He took fifth in the Three-Year-Old
Fine Harness Stallion/ Gelding class, though
Simpson noticed that he seemed “just a little
tired.” She examined him, but couldn’t find
anything wrong with him, so they loaded him
on the trailer Saturday afternoon and sent him
home.

When they unloaded him in Iowa, Simpson,
who knows her horses well, could tell that he
was clearly sick.

“He was very stoic,” Simpson said. “You
knew he was sick but he was not completely
down and out.”

Just to be safe, they decided to take him to
the vet hospital at Iowa State for testing.
When the test came back, they showed that
Jack had pneumonia. To complicate matters,
he had different strains of it in each lung — a
bad prognosis for any horse, and especially
devastating for a horse as talented and loved
as Jack.

“I think we were all on board with trying to do what we could for
him and seeing what happened because he was such a special
horse,” Simpson said.

With the go ahead from his owners, the vets prepared for battle.

Susan and Jack winning the Country Pleasure Driving (Sec II) World's Championship this
year at Louisville.

Susan and her husband John, celebrating Jack's blue-ribbon drive at Louisville this year.
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through the night.
When it was clear that Jack was not responding to the treatment,

the vets were forced to start getting creative. (“Every time we faced
a hurdle those wonderful doctors just tried something else,”
Aschenbrenner said.) They proposed removing a rib on each side so
that his lungs could be opened and drained of infection.

“This was such a difficult decision,” Aschenbrenner said. “I
wondered if I was just prolonging his pain and misery, so I took his
face in my hands and looked in his eyes and said ‘What do you want
me to do Jack?’ He put his nose next to my face and looked at me
as if to say, ‘It will be all right.’ He never gave up and so neither could
I.”

Yet, Simpson recalls several times during Jack’s stay at Iowa
State when they thought they were going to lose him.

“There were three or four times they called and said if he’s not
improving in 24 hours we’ll have to put him to sleep,” she said. “But
each time, he rallied.”

He rallied again after the surgery, and he began to improve almost
immediately. He was even able to return to Heartland mid-winter to
complete his remaining three months of recuperation time.

Simpson examined him upon his return. He looked great and had
gained back a lot of the weight he had lost. He almost looked like a
show horse again, but after all he’d been through, she really didn’t
think he would ever make it back to the show ring. Everyone knew
he was just lucky to be alive.

Even so, she decided to just start bitting him a little — just in case.
As incredible as it was, Jack did see the show ring again. Just

four months after his return to Heartland, Simpson drove him to a
blue ribbon in Open Fine Harness at Central States Benefit, and that
was just the beginning. For Jack at least, everything was behind him
and he could now be what Aschenbrenner had always believed he
was destined to be. He had already proven to “his people” that he
had the heart of a champion; now it was time to show the rest of the
world.

The following season, Aschenbrenner took the lines. She began
showing him in the pleasure driving division and the team picked up
more blues and more fans with each passing show season. The
2011 season, the third show season for the pair, was their best yet.
Jack earned his “CH” status as well as a World’s Champion title
when the team returned to Louisville to win the ASB Country
Pleasure Driving – Division 2 class. Trotting out of Freedom Hall that
day, he couldn’t have been further from his hospital days at Iowa
State.

Heartland Stables owner, Vikki Vogel, sees something almost
karmic in Jack and Aschenbrenner’s success.

“Things come back. They come full circle,” Vogel said. “She put
so much of her emotion and money into him and now he’s paying
her back.”

Of course, Aschenbrenner’s response is unwavering: “Jack has
given me far more than I ever gave him.”

Because of this belief, Jack is no longer an investment horse, but
a permanent part of the family.

“Jack and I got so attached during his illness and recovery that I
didn't want to give him up,” Aschenbrenner said. “My husband
bought him out of our business account and gave him to me last
year for my birthday. He is really a ‘once in a lifetime’ horse.”

Much of what makes Jack unique and “once-in-a-lifetime” is his
personality, something that Simpson actually credits for his
recovery.

While he is all business when harnessed up, he is a huge ham in
his stall and just wants to play. Aschenbrenner likens him to a
Labrador retriever.

I think his personality is definitely why he made it through,”
Simpson said. “He never gave up on himself. He was sick as could
be, but still bright.”

Even during his stay at Iowa State, he was making people laugh:
the vets thought it would help him if he had a companion animal, so
they gave him a goat. However, he kept playing with the goat and
throwing it around his stall, so he had to have his goat taken away.

“The vets figured if he could do that, he was feeling well enough,”
Simpson laughed.

Because the Aschenbrenners were so impressed with the
wonderful care Jack received at Iowa State, they are currently
working with the Iowa State University College of Veterinary
Medicine to raise funds for a three-year residency program to offer
intensive training to a young doctor.

“It is our hope that more horses who are as ill as Jack was will be
saved with the extra knowledge these young doctors will gain,”
Aschenbrenner said.

The program is being administered through the Iowa State
Foundation, and is appropriately called the Cumulus Fund, a fitting
reminder of all Jack went through and all the people who helped him
on his long road to recovery.

Vogel recalls what an incredible recovery it was.
“I remember thinking, ‘How are we ever going to bring this horse
back?’ But he’s got a spirit. He does that, Jack.”

Jack with his thoracic tube while being treated at Iowa State.
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