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Back to life
Animals on their way back to the wild provide
vivid glimpses of nature’s creatures
BY RANDY SOUTHERLAND
PHOTOGRAPHY BY 
ROBB HELFRICK

Youth groups visit the animal sanctuary regularly,
such as these girls from Free Home Elementary
who got a close-up look—hands on—of an
orphaned ferret.

Craig and Debbie
Cyike of Ellijay have
devoted their hearts,
time and money to
running a home for
orphaned and injured
wild animals.

Youth groups visit the animal sanctuary regularly,
such as these girls from Free Home Elementary
who got a close-up look—hands on—of an
orphaned ferret.
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raig Cyike is a great bearded bear of a man
with massive arms jutting out of a sleeveless
T-shirt, and long unruly hair falling from a bat-

tered slouch hat. He seems perfectly cast as the master
of the Southeast’s premier wild-animal halfway house.

The Wildlife Rehabilitation Sanctuary,
as it is called, is at the end of a winding
dirt road called Cougar Lane, just outside
Ellijay, in North Georgia. Its 50-acre, lushly
wooded site is the home to an exotic
assortment of wild creatures including rare
Eastern cougars, black bears, hawks and
more than 100 other species. Many—
though not all—of the animals are native
to Georgia and the Southeast.

The one thing most of the residents
have in common is injury—often from an
untimely encounter with man. Craig and
his staff do their best to patch up the ani-
mals and, if possible, return them to the
wild. Those that can’t go back become
permanent residents.

“This was a family endeavor a little
over 30 years ago, when we first moved
here to Ellijay,” says Craig. “As a young man, my father
always wanted his son to have his ‘head in the right
direction,’ so he always made sure I had a few 2-by-4s
and a roll of wire laying around [for cage-building]. I
was always finding little squirrels and birds who had
fallen out of nests.”

Fifteen years later, as an adult, he continued caring
for those injured animals until it seemed that everyone
was bringing one to his door. 

“People in the community just knew that if they had
an orphaned or injured animal, they could bring it to
the Cyikes and they would take care of it,” he recalls. 

The family made no attempt to hide the ever-chang-
ing menagerie of animals they began to accumulate.
After all, they weren’t doing anything wrong. Still, that
didn’t spare them a visit from Georgia Department of
Natural Resources officials.

“They came in and very respectfully, but encourag-
ingly, made sure that we got federal and state licenses,”
he recalls. “They didn’t fine us or anything because they
knew what we were doing and why we were doing it.”

That experience showed Craig that the home for
animals was becoming more than just a family project.
In fact, he and wife Debbie soon realized that the proj-
ect was far more than they could handle. If their work
with animals was really going to mean something, it had

to grow beyond the part-time efforts they were devoting
to it in those days. 

The answer was the non-profit sanctuary. Run by
the couple and assisted by a cadre of eager young vol-
unteers, it is not just an animal hospital but also a camp
and educational facility for more than 15,000 visitors
annually. 

Youth groups arrive for week-long summer pro-
grams that include living in teepees, learning Native
American lore, riding horses, swimming in a nearby nat-
ural pool, and going on long nature hikes to collect and
learn about native plants. 

Camp accommodations are in a reconstructed
American Indian village situated on a nearby hill, and
visitors stay in authentically detailed teepees. The high
point of any visit—and certainly the most memorable
part of the camp experience—is seeing the animals up-
close and personal. 

“It’s a very specialized camp where they learn all
about caring for animals, feeding, medicating and releas-
ing,” he explains. “The children can work side by side
with veterinarians and vet techs.”

Rare and endangered
Visitors—young and old alike—have an opportunity

to come almost face to face with some of the

CC “Grizzly” Craig and a
furry little buddy check
each other out.

Summer campers get a glimpse of what it was like to live in a
Native American village prior to the arrival of European settlers.
Here they become acquainted with the outdoors, learning how to
use Mother Nature’s bounty without abusing it.The week of July
4th is also “Family Camp.”

Summer campers get a glimpse of what it was like to live in a
Native American village prior to the arrival of European settlers.
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use Mother Nature’s bounty without abusing it.The week of July
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