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Many Dead Tigers Are Found At Big Cat 'Retirement Home'
By BARBARA WHITAKER
Published: April 24, 2003

On his Web site, John Weinhart bills himself as running a retirement home for big cats once
used by the entertainment industry. But what officials found at his home in rural Riverside
County this week was more like a mortuary.

On Tuesday, the authorities from the State Department of Fish and Game found some 30 dead
animals on his property -- most of them large cats like tigers -- with 58 cubs also dead in a
freezer. Among the living, they found 11 baby cats -- nine tigers and two leopards -- estimated to
be just 10 to 14 days old in a crawl space and another two young tigers outside. In the bathtub
were two reptiles, identified as alligators.

''It was like walking through the a Hollywood set for a high budget horror movie,'' said Charles F.
Traisi, manager of Fund for Animals, a wildlife rehabilitation center in San Diego, which took
possession of the young cats. ''There was no way to walk around the property without walking
through animal feces or on the bones and remains of dead animals. The filth was everywhere.''

Mr. Weinhart, 60, was arrested along with his wife, Marla Smith, 47, and charged with child
endangerment, said Sgt. Shelley Kennedy-Smith, a spokeswoman for the Riverside County
Sheriff's Department. Their son, 8, who was not identified, was taken into the custody by child
welfare officials.

''The child was living in the conditions with those wild animals,'' Sergeant Kennedy-Smith said.

A veterinarian, Wendelin Ringel, 40, was also arrested and charged with cruelty to animals. All
three posted bail and have been released, Sergeant Kennedy-Smith said.

It had not been determined why the animals were at his home, about 60 miles east of Los
Angeles, rather than at Tiger Rescue, a nonprofit sanctuary he operates in nearby Colton, Calif.
There was no reply to messages left at Tiger Rescue.

But on his Web site he says he has been rescuing cats used in movies, television and other
entertainment productions for more than 30 years. For much of that time, the animals were kept
at his private residence, where the animals were found on Tuesday. But as the land around his
home developed, he said, he was forced to move the animals and found a new home in Colton.
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City officials in Colton said they had experienced no problems with Mr. Weinhart's operation.
But last November, the State Department of Fish and Game along with the United States
Department of Agriculture investigated the sanctuary and seized 10 tiger cubs from the site
because they lacked proper documentation.

In that case, Mr. Weinhart has been charged with 14 misdemeanors, including breeding without
a permit. While he has a permit for keeping tigers and other big cats, he is not allowed to breed
them.

Though it is unclear what the baby cats might have been being used for, Mr. Traisi of the Fund
for Animals said: ''One thing that is necessary for these operations is to have babies. Baby wild
animals give the public warm feelings and it's the warm feeling that makes the public open up its
wallet.''

Mr. Traisi said it appeared that the older animals had been taken from the sanctuary when they
were no longer appealing to the public and were left to die at the residence raided on Tuesday.

''It was disgusting,'' he said. ''Some of the carcasses had ropes tied around their legs and then
tied to abandoned cars.''

The Humane Society of the United States estimates that 10,000 big cats live with private owners
in the nation, and about half are tigers.

In an interview with The Associated Press after the arrests of Mr. Weinhart and his wife, a
spokesman at Tiger Rescue said the animals were being properly cared for. ''We don't feel we've
done anything wrong,'' said the spokesman, Steve Jeffries. ''We have enough food, water and
shelter for all the cats.''
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