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Dell Cullum’s speCial  
ConneCtion to animals

By Frank S. Costanza
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dell Cullum recalls exactly when he first realized that 
his bloodline was blessed with “The Shine.”
The year was 1983, and he had just been honorably dis-
charged from the  Navy after a four-year enlistment and 
several relatives—including his grandparents, Evangeline 
and Leo Burke—decided to visit him in Hawaii. Follow-
ing a long day of sightseeing, they had gathered around a 
picnic table in the beachfront neighborhood of Waikiki 
in Honolulu when Mr. Cullum’s grandmother began 
feeding the pigeons.
“We’re all talking and my grandmother … starts zoning 
off,” he recalled during a recent interview. “Then she’s 
tossing seeds to pigeons. There’s like 12 or so and the 
next thing I know they’re on her shoulders, on her knees.
“It wasn’t a feeding frenzy—they were just sitting there 
calmly,” he added.
He explained that she would often feed the pigeons 
back home in East Hampton while her husband tended 
to their cats, the wild rabbits living in their yard and, 
much to the surprise of neighbors, the unfriendly swan 
that resided across the street and the one that “everyone 
was scared of.”
They always had a gentle way with animals, both do-
mestic and wild, even after Mr. Burke began losing his 
vision, according to Mr. Cullum. He explained that both 
his grandparents possessed the ability to communicate 
with all creatures, using soothing words and deliberate, 
yet delicate actions to explain their intentions, especially 
when they were trying to help those animals in distress. 
Mr. Cullum admits that he never thought much about 
the close relationship that his grandparents, as well as 

their parents and grandparents before them, had with 
wildlife until observing his grandmother that afternoon 
on the island of Oahu. “The birds just covered her when 
she stood up,” he recalled, noting that she was in her 
late 70s or early 80s at the time. “It was so incredible. I 
remember trying to take a picture and as soon as I went 
for my camera, they flew away.”
He began referring to the ability as “The Shine” some-
time after his grandmother’s Hawaiian visit, noting that 
the 1980 release of Stephen King’s “The Shining” movie 
also played a part in the naming. Still, he is quick to 
stress that The Shine “isn’t a horrific sense of being,” as 
suggested by its similar naming to a famous horror film. 
In the movie, Jack Nicholson’s son, Danny, possesses 
“The Shining,” a psychic ability that fuses telepathy with 
clairvoyance, allowing him to communicate with others 
using his mind.
On the other hand, The Shine is about “having an 
invisible connection, a legitimate connection with other 
living things that may not, and often do not, have the 
capability of communicating with you verbally,” Mr. 
Cullum said.
“I don’t know … I think I coined the phrase, ‘The Shine,’” 
he later added. “I thought it described the feeling that I 
had early on.”
It was the experience with his grandmother that 
inspired the Amagansett native to reflect on his own 
relationship with animals, eventually prompting him 
to move west so he could photograph the landscape 
and the creatures that called it home. He would go on 
to learn humane trapping from a professional trap-
per while living in Idaho and Wyoming, noting that 
he caught and released everything from wolves and 
coyotes to otters and minks, while selling his wildlife 
photographs in local galleries.
Even though he’s worked in various jobs—he founded auto 
glass companies in Arizona and upstate New York—Mr. 
Cullum’s passion for helping wildlife would become his 
life’s mission well before he moved back to East Hampton 
in 2010. He founded Hampton Wildlife Removal and 
Rescue shortly after his return to the East End.
Mr. Cullum’s business is not the typical wildlife removal 
service, and that’s due to his unusual relationship with 

Dell Cullum’s grandfather, Leo Burke,  
exhibiting The Shine with the swan that  
lived across the street from his house.
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animals. He explained that his ability to communicate 
with them, and carefully listen to them and their body 
language, allows him to safely trap and relocate nui-
sance wildlife rather than kill them.
The key to controlling The Shine, he explained, is having 
the ability to subdue one’s fears even when faced with 
desperate and unpredictable wild animals. It is that skill 
that has allowed him to rescue and safely release hundreds 
of animals; he estimates that he completes at least five 
rescues a week, though that figure climbs in the summer.
“I know it sounds kind of goofy on some levels, but 
I’ve been through [rescues] enough times now that I’ve 
begun to explain myself [to the animals],” Mr. Cullum 
said. “I talk to them … I don’t scare them. I know when 
to approach and when not to ap-
proach them. I know where to hold 
them and not to hold them.
“When I trap an animal, I make 
them understand that it is all going 
to be OK,” he continued. “It’s in 
the tone of your voice, the way you 
handle the cage. Being gentle is 
important.
“I handle raccoons like you would 
handle your dog—not many people 
will do that.”
Wildlife trapping and relocation 
remains an unpredictable and, at 
times, dangerous line of work. Mr. 
Cullum said he’s been nipped or 
bitten by every animal imaginable, 
and broke his  -back after falling 
off a roof on April 22, 2017, while rescuing a raccoon. 
The injury required a spinal fusion and put him out of 
commission for roughly three months.
Even though he’s still not 100 percent, forcing him to cut 
back on his normally hectic work schedule, Mr. Cullum 
holds no ill will toward the pesky raccoon, or any of the 
other animals that initially misinterpreted his intentions.
“It takes a special person,” Mr. Cullum said. “These are 
wild animals. They can be dangerous. If you connect 
with them, you can really get some of these creatures out 
of some really bad situations, particularly with birds.”
Birds are difficult because they’re easily spooked and 
naturally fragile, and would-be rescuers must possess 
delicate hands while being alert at all times. While trying 
to free a great blue heron after it became ensnared in 
plastic netting recently, Mr. Cullum had secured its wings 
and was attempting to grab a hold of its neck when the 

heron turned suddenly and slammed its beak into his 
face, gouging the plastic of his protective goggles.
Again, Mr. Cullum defended the actions of those he 
is rescuing. He explained that the heron was stuck in 
a bush and partially submerged in the water, making 
its situation largely intolerable. “It’s involuntary—they 
cannot help it,” he said.
The best way to defuse tense situations is to kneel down 
so that one is on the same level as the animal in need 
of rescue, according to Mr. Cullum. It is also important 
to establish and maintain eye contact, and to make a 
concerted effort not to tense up. “You have to relax your 
body cause they’ll pick up on that and they won’t relax,” 
he said.

It is that non-verbal communication 
that Mr. Cullum describes as The 
Shine, and it is a power that he says 
he has directly witnessed in others 
as well. One of those individuals is 
Mike Martinsen, an oyster farmer 
out of Montauk who, when needed, 
assists Mr. Cullum with the trickier 
wildlife rescues.
“I know what he’s talking about and 
it’s more than him communicating 
with [animals],” said Mr. Martinsen, 
who also volunteers as an emergency 
responder for the Evelyn Alexander 
Wildlife Rescue Center in Hampton 
Bays. “It’s them understanding that 
he can communicate with them.”
At the same time, Mr. Martinsen 

says he also has a close relationship with wildlife, 
explaining that they always manage find him when they 
are hurt and in need of a helping hand. Mr. Cullum 
agrees with that observation, going as far as to say that 
his friend and fellow wildlife rescuer also possesses The 
Shine—even if he does not understand what it means.
“I’ve rescued wildlife with him only a few times, but I 
saw it each time in him, and it’s strong,” Mr. Cullum said 
of Mr. Martinsen.
Mr. Cullum also has a message for those who question his 
abilities, as well as others who are blessed with The Shine:
“If you don’t believe it, don’t believe it. It’s not some-
thing I’m going to start a battle with you about. But 
everyone who knows me, or has seen me work, or has 
been with me and seen me rescue an animal, they’ll 
believe me … I don’t only have this connection with 
animals when I’m alone.” ■


