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This book is dedicated to all the world’s horsemen.

What do we know of the horse’s ancestral soul
We can only observe and be moved.
—Francesca Kelly
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Preface

Horse breeds are more like shifting sand dunes than one might expect. Sand dunes are inclined to stay in one general location. If looked at closely, however, especially through time-lapse photography, the shape of each can be seen to change constantly with the winds, the seasons, and the storms. Over a long enough period dunes may actually move, grow, or disappear.

The details of horse breeds are equally fluid and difficult to immobilize. The best that can be done is to document available information at one point in time, knowing that it will not stay the same forever. We have made every effort to ensure that the information presented in this book is accurate and up to date. Breed associations were contacted for the most recent population statistics, which are meant as measuring posts to indicate the relative size of a breed today.

In most of the descriptions of horses, we have used the breed standards almost verbatim, shortening them occasionally to save space. Because the descriptive terminology is specific but limited, similar phrasing will appear in many of these. The terminology is sometimes quite old: it is the language of horsemen.

Many more breeds of light horses exist than of draft horses or ponies. This is because light horses have been selected to perform a wide variety of tasks, and because the group includes the horses that are best suited to the needs of most adult riders. By contrast, there are fewer breeds of draft horses, because they have all been selected for similar tasks and because the onset of gasoline-powered engines brought a sudden end to their use in many places.

Some of the breeds included here have astonishingly large numbers of horses, and some are teetering on the very brink of extinction. It is sometimes surprising to discover which are which.

Any reader who would like to send updated information about a breed is welcome to submit it to the author in care of Storey Publishing.
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PART I
An Introduction to Breeds

Typical of an American Indian horse, the Choctaw is characterized by intelligence, toughness, and beauty.

THE HISTORY OF DOMESTIC HORSES, donkeys, and mules in North America is inseparably intertwined with the history of European settlement. The first domestic horses arrived in this hemisphere on Columbus’s second voyage, in 1493. Soon Spanish horse-breeding operations were well established in the Caribbean, and within twenty years they were exporting horses throughout the New World. Everywhere people went they took horses, and everywhere horses were taken to they became established.

Horse types arrived first, selected for the jobs they were to perform. Continued selection for particular traits then caused types to evolve to fit a huge array of human needs and wants as well as climates and terrain, and over time the types became breeds, with each section of the continent developing its own.

In addition to native breeds, imports continue, from European warmbloods to the extraordinary Marwari of India. North America is now home to more than ten million horses who bring pleasure and their own magic to the lives of their owners.


CHAPTER 1
About Breeds and Species

To understand what makes one horse breed special and distinct from others, you first have to understand what a species is. All of the horses mentioned in this book are from one species with the Latin name Equus caballus. Donkeys are a separate species, Equus asinus, and Przewalski Horses are another separate species, Equus ferus przewalskii.

The term species is most often used when discussing naturally occurring wild animals. For our purposes, a useful definition is: a population of genetically related animals that for biological, geographical, or behavioral reasons is restricted to breeding among its own members in order to produce offspring that are capable of reproduction.

In comparison, a breed is a collection of domestic animals (within a species) selectively developed by breeders to possess certain specific traits. Various cultures throughout history intentionally bred different types of horses for different purposes and thus developed distinct breeds. For example, some people needed big, heavy horses to pull plows or transport loads, while others wanted fast horses for riding or racing. To establish a breed, the desired traits must be passed on through multiple generations.

In the wild, only offspring produced from within a species can perpetuate the species. When a breeding limitation is biological, it usually involves the numbers or shapes of chromosomes. Sometimes the chromosomes of closely related species are so alike that the two species may be crossed in captivity, but this almost never happens in the wild for geographic or behavioral reasons. For example, the two species may live so far apart that they never meet, or they may have been apart from each other for so long that they no longer recognize each other’s courtship displays.

In cases where it is possible to cross species in captivity, the resultant offspring, known as hybrids, will often be infertile. The hybrid may have a different number of chromosomes than either of the parent species. The classic example of this is the mule. A mule is a hybrid produced by crossing an ass (donkey) sire, or father, on a horse dam, or mother. The ass has 62 chromosomes. The horse has 64 chromosomes. The mule foal will have 63 chromosomes, and, under a powerful enough microscope, some of those chromosomes will appear to be in mismatched pairs.

Domestic and domesticated are terms that describe groups of animals that have been selected and bred by human beings for various specific purposes. The horses, ponies, donkeys, and mules discussed in this book are all domestic animals, which means that human beings have been selectively breeding them, sometimes over thousands of years, to produce animals with specific traits that are useful for specific purposes.

Wild and Feral Horses

In contrast to domestic horses, there is only one true wild horse on the earth today: the Przewalski Horse (pronounced sha-VALski), Equus ferus przewalskii. Also known as the Asiatic wild horse, it originated in Russia, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan and became extinct in the wild around 1969.

You might be lucky enough see some of these endangered horses in a zoo or a wild animal park. As of January 2004, the date of the most recent international Przewalski census, the world population totaled 1,691 horses, held in 188 zoos and collections around the globe. By the most recent count, there are 154 in North American collections.

Several international programs are under way to reintroduce captive-bred Przewalski Horses to parts of their original range. Some of these programs are better managed, better funded, and more successful than others; the most successful to date is in Mongolia. The management of the captive herds in zoos, particularly the selection of specific stallions to be crossed on specific mares in order to avoid inbreeding and other problems, is orchestrated through the International Asiatic Wild Horse Studbook. The U.S. part of the International Studbook is presently managed by the National Zoo. In addition, the Studbook and herd managers use several powerful computer programs to genetically track individual horses and mathematically model population trends in an effort to thwart future genetic problems in the herds.

Przewalski Horses are not domestic animals, and in fact they belong to a different species than our domestic horses, and a different subspecies than the only other member of that species.
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The Przewalski Horse is the one true wild horse on earth today, but it lives only in captivity.

A subspecies is a division of a species that has usually arisen as a consequence of geographic isolation. Subspecies members are potentially capable of interbreeding with other members of the species. They are very close relatives.

The other member of the species to which Przewalskis belong was the Tarpan, with the Latin name Equus ferus ferus. Zoologists sometimes call it the European horse. The original Tarpan is extinct both in the wild and in captivity, but a horse was re-created in some preserves and zoos in Europe from the last living Tarpans and very similar-looking domestic horses. These animals very much resemble the original and are also called Tarpans.

The decisions about whether Przewalski Horses, Tarpans, and domestic horses belonged to the same species, what was a subspecies, and what they should each be named make up a long and convoluted history conducted in several languages from about 1760 to the mid-1980s. The most important conclusion is that Przewalski Horses are much closer relatives of domestic horses than are asses. For this reason, hybridization between Przewalski and domestic horses works differently from how it does between asses and horses.
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A spotted Appaloosa mare can give birth to a solid-colored foal. The foal, in turn, may produce offspring with spotted coloring.


GENETIC DECODING

Researchers such as Dr. Phillip Sponenburg and Dr. Gus Cothran have been working to unlock the genetic history of horses. In particular, they have been able to trace the ancestry of modern feral strains back to the Spanish horses that came over with the Conquistadores. Here are a few concepts with which they work.

DUN FACTOR. A particular genetic trait that dilutes body color (see appendix). It also produces dorsal stripes (also called line-backs) and sometimes shoulder crosses, “zebra striping” on the legs, and cobwebbing on the face.

GENETIC MARKER. A particular gene or gene sequence with a known location on a chromosome and associated with a particular trait.

MITOCHONDRIAL DNA. Genetic material that is passed on, nearly unchanged over generations, entirely from the mother.

GENOTYPE. The genetic makeup of an animal.

PHENOTYPE. The visual appearance of an animal or a group of animals. The Kiger Mustangs are all of a similar phenotype.



Przewalskis have 66 chromosomes, while domestic horses have 64. If you deliberately cross a Przewalski Horse on a domestic horse, you get an animal with 65 chromosomes. It is able to reproduce, but it is not genetically identical to either of the parent species. If the hybrid horse is bred back to a domestic horse, subsequent generations will have 64 chromosomes, just like the domestic horse side of the family, and very few of the characteristics of the Przewalski Horse.

The Przewalski may well be the last living ancestor of all domestic horses, and this breeding limitation is one of the reasons it has been very difficult to find pure Przewalski Horses to use to save them from extinction. The prevailing scientific opinion holds that there may be no Przewalskis that are absolutely free of the genetic influence of domestic horses. Time and advances in DNA techniques may someday prove this point one way or the other.

Deciphering DNA

In 1988, Ollie Rhyder, of the San Diego Zoo, used mitochondrial DNA to estimate when Przewalskis diverged from other ancestors of domestic horses. Mitochondrial DNA is genetic material found outside of the chromosomes in a part of the cell called the mitochondrion. It is passed on, nearly unchanged from generation to generation, entirely from the mother. But small mutations and tiny increments of change occur in this DNA, very slowly over many, many generations. The rate of change is almost constant and thus predictable, so scientists can compare samples of two related species and determine when they last existed as one species.

Using this method, Rhyder estimates that the Przewalski diverged from domestic horses about 250,000 years ago. There are some technical challenges to mitochondrial DNA that suggest it might not be as pure a method as was once thought, but the theory itself is still widely accepted, and when used as one piece of the puzzle, it remains a powerful tool.

Mustangs

Many North Americans think of Mustangs as wild horses, but more accurately they are descendants of escaped domestic horses that now live freely in undomesticated circumstances. The biologist’s term for this is feral. Our Mustangs are all feral horses, not true wild horses, although from a handling perspective, captured Mustangs certainly can be wild.

Establishing Breeds

To establish a breed, the chosen traits must be passed on through multiple generations. The mechanism breeders use to identify and perpetuate their desired traits is the breed standard, a listing of essential qualities for a breed. When a group of knowledgeable horsemen derives a breed standard identifying the qualities it wants, and then, through selective breeding over multiple generations, succeeds in producing the traits it desires most of the time, it has established a breed — even if not every horse in each generation possesses every one of the desired traits.

For example, one of the most desired traits in Appaloosas is spotted color; nevertheless, solid-colored Appaloosas turn up within the generations. At one time, such horses were unregisterable, but research has shown that solid Appaloosas may produce wonderful colored offspring. For this reason, the breed association now recognizes these animals as “breeding stock” and allows them to be registered. Although every horse in every generation may not be spotted, spotted color remains a key genetic feature of the breed.


BREEDING TERMINOLOGY

Breeders have their own vocabulary to describe breeding issues and procedures. Here are a few definitions.

CROSS-BREEDING. Deliberately crossing horses of different breeds. This technique produced all of our modern breeds.

CROSSING ON (IN). Deliberately crossing horses of different breeds together. Example: Arabs are crossed on Morgans to produce Morabs.

HETEROZYGOUS. The genetic term describing an individual who has received a different form of a particular gene from each parent. Example: E is the gene for base body color. It may appear in either the dominant form E or the recessive form e. A heterozygous horse, receiving one of each, would be Ee.

HOMOZYGOUS. The genetic term describing an individual who has received the identical form of a particular gene from each parent. Using the example above, a homozygous horse would be either EE or ee.

INBREEDING. Deliberately crossing horses that are very close relatives in order to increase the appearance of specific traits in future generations. This includes brother x sister, father x daughter, and mother x son matings.

LINEBREEDING. Breeding horses of the same family line together to preserve certain traits. This term does not include brother x sister, father x daughter, or mother x son matings.

OUTBREEDING, OUTCROSSING. Deliberately crossing one line of horses within a breed to a very distant or unrelated line. The term is also occasionally used as a synonym for cross-breeding.

PREPOTENCY. The unusually strong ability of an individual to transmit its traits to its offspring. In horses the term is almost always used when speaking of particular stallions. Example: Justin Morgan was a terrifically prepotent sire.



With Quarter Horse breeders, a long-term policy requires a solid color. If a horse is born with a big white spot on its side, it is not registerable as a Quarter Horse. Breeding such an animal might produce another generation of undesirable spotted horses.
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An old-fashioned working draft horse (left) has shorter legs and a thicker neck than a show-type draft horse (right), which is bred partly for visual appeal.

Changes over Time

When we think of a breed, we probably create a mental image of it and think that is how such horses should look forever and always. Breeds do change over time, however. Sometimes the changes have to do with the use of the breed. Before there were tractors and cars, horses did the farmwork, the heavy military work, and the lighter, faster cavalry work. There were breeds for every domestic purpose, and some of them were very old breeds. But after World War II, horses weren’t required for most of that work because vehicles took over those roles, and the role for horses became largely recreational. Modern breed standards had to change to keep up with the new requirements.

In Germany, for example, Hanoverians were once used for farmwork, as elite coach horses, and for medium-heavy military work. A lighter version of the breed was used for the cavalry and for riding. The market for coach horses ended with the advent of trains in about 1850, and the majority of farmers used tractors instead of plow horses after World War II. The days of the cavalry were over forever, but breeders of Hanoverians wanted to continue. They set about adjusting their horses to fit postwar needs, emphasizing the lighter conformation that had long been a part of their breed and selecting for traits that made the horses highly suitable as sport horses.

Modern Hanoverians excel in the equestrian sports you see in the Olympics, particularly dressage, combined driving, and show jumping, as well as in activities such as fox hunting. The breed was carefully and deliberately modified to fit changing uses, although many of the original qualities found in Hanoverians for centuries are still present and still selected for in today’s lighter horses. To facilitate the change in type, the breeders needed to allow admixtures of other breeds. They carefully evaluated individual horses of other breeds and then granted them special breeding stature within the registry. Today you may see a Thoroughbred or an Oldenburg stallion advertised with a note that the Hanoverian registry has approved it. This is actually a time-honored approach used in many breeds to incorporate the best available genetics into their breeding animals.

Fashion Trends

The tradition of showing also contributes to the changing appearance and emphasis of a breed over time. Show-judging trends, as well as forces of fashion, play important roles in breeding and noticeably influence the look and often the size of breeds. Many people are surprised to learn that even huge draft horses are increasingly used primarily for recreation and showing.

Amish horsemen, as well as other farmers and loggers who still work their draft horses, express concern that the horses now winning in the show ring are not the ones that are the most useful on the farm. For their needs, the really effective, utilitarian workhorses tend to be relatively short-legged, a characteristic often paired with thick necks. The types currently winning at the shows, however, tend to be the longer-legged, longer-necked, huge, beautiful horses that are impossible for judges to overlook and are simply awesome to watch in parade hitches.

Amish farmers are, by their faith, not allowed to show horses, but they do sell horses, and so the fashion trends in the show ring put them in something of a quandary. They have to choose one type or the other. What they would most like to use on the farm is not the type that wins at shows and therefore sells for the most money. Although they aren’t happy about it, many of the Amish succumb to economic pressures and breed the show or modern-type draft horses. The less elegant, old-style, shorter-legged horses in almost every draft breed are becoming something of an anomaly.

This trend probably contributes to the continued rarity of the fine, useful, old Suffolk Punch, a draft breed distinguished by being short-legged and stocky. Their breeders have remained loyal to their old-type draft horses, and although they are as useful as ever on the farm, Suffolk Punches just aren’t as dazzling as some of the other breeds in parades or shows.
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The Suffolk Punch is an old, stocky, short-legged draft breed that is now quite rare.
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The classic Arabian traits of long legs, a small head, large eyes, a dished profile, and a higher tail set (left) contrast with the Spanish traits of small size, flat sides, a straight or Roman profile, large hooves, and a low tail set (right).

Arabization

Overall, in show rings everywhere, in every breed from Belgians to Miniature Horses, there is a tendency for bigger, longer-legged, bigger-eyed, prettier-headed horses to win the ribbons. This trend to develop a shorter head from the eye to the nostril, a more dish-faced profile, big eyes, longer legs in proportion to the body, and a higher-set tail is known as Arabizing to those interested in the genetics and history of breeds.

Long-legged, pretty horses sell. Sometimes this means that very useful, historically interesting, and possibly genetically valuable types of horses are going by the wayside. Some traits that were common in the horses ridden by the Moors, the Conquistadores, all the early ranchers, the Indians, and the cowboys—traits that have proved to be useful for hundreds of years and that persist over many generations when the horses run free — are now being selected against.

Spanish Traits

Most notably, relatively small size, a long head with a straight or convex profile, a comparatively narrow chest, a short back, flat sides, flat muscle, and a low, angled croup with a low tail set were all traits present in the first horses ever imported to the New World. This collection of traits, along with a few others, such as fairly large, very hard, and well-shaped, durable hooves, are known as Spanish traits. This time-proven, functional conformation is not always breathtakingly pretty.

These traits persist today in the ponies from the Outer Banks of North Carolina (see Shackleford Banker Ponies in part IV), a population that has been geographically isolated with virtually no influence from other types since the late 1500s. Spanish traits can still be found in all the Indian breeds, the Spanish Mustangs, Barbs, Florida Crackers, and others, including Lipizzans. Those who like the history and the usefulness of the breeds with Spanish traits are working hard to maintain this important genetic heritage and to prevent these horses from becoming Arabized. (See chapter 2 for a further discussion of Arabian and Spanish traits.)

The Human Factor

Human errors and dishonesty have also affected breeding in North America. Until DNA came into wide use in the registration of horses during the 1980s, the tracking of individual horses was achieved strictly through registration papers and notation of markings and tattoos. This meant that it was possible through accident or dishonesty for horses to end up with the wrong papers. Usually when this happened, it was within a breed, such as when a lesser horse was sold with the papers of a better individual. But sometimes there were accidental or deceptive admixtures of breeds that facilitated large changes in the look of an entire breed over time. If the breed was a small one both in number and in size, and a proportionately large number of breeders were sneaking in big horses of various breeds, it substantially changed the original breed characteristics.

What Is a North American Breed?

Identifying and selecting North American horse breeds is a complex and imprecise process. If you take it back far enough, crossbreeding, the deliberate crossing of horses of different breeds, produced all of the modern breeds. Back in the plantation days it was crossbreeding that produced the Tennessee Walker, the American Saddlebred, the Standardbred, and all the other uniquely American breeds. The Morab was created long ago as a cross of Morgans with Arabians. The National Show Horse is a more recent cross of the American Saddle Horse with the Arabian.

Which of the more recent crossbreds should be included in this book? The answer relates to breed standards and consistency of type over time. In the case of a deliberate effort to create a new breed, there must be a reason for the breed to exist and a breed standard that defines the qualities that are important. In addition, the desired traits must be consistently reproducible over multiple generations, usually a minimum of three. However, every effort was made to be inclusive here, simply because horse breeds in all their diversity are interesting to horse people.

Should imported breeds be included in a book about the horses of North America? Modern horses began arriving in North America in 1493, and the importation of horses has never stopped. We have developed a wide variety of interesting and useful breeds in this hemisphere, yet people are still importing horses from Europe, Iceland, Central and South America, Australia, and elsewhere. These horses compete on American Olympic teams; they are seen in shows and on trails all over the country. Why exclude them?

What about associations that are based on color but not on a true breed? Are Pintos worth mentioning, or Palominos, or Buckskins? Again, because the purpose of this book is to present the wonderful assortment of horses in North America, it seems wise to be as inclusive as possible.

Most entries that follow are true breeds, some might be popular crossbreds, a few others are favored colors. Some of them are horses you have heard of all your life, while others are quite rare and may be new to you, even though they have a long and fascinating history. All are horses you can find in North America at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and all are worth learning more about.


SAVING RARE BREEDS

For help in compiling this book, we have consulted the associations of the various breeds for current statistics. We have then used American Livestock Breeds Conservancy (ALBC) designations to distinguish a rare breed from a stable population and from the more common breeds.

The ALBC exists to help document and maintain the valuable and historic genetic diversity of animal breeds. Just as it has been discovered that seed banks of very old and rare varieties of domestic plants turn out to be an extremely valuable resource, so it is that maintaining populations of rare breeds of livestock is also essential. The ALBC keeps track of, and, when necessary, desperately tries to prevent the extinction of, rare and historic breeds of all sorts of animals, from chickens and turkeys to cattle, sheep, swine, and horses. They know just how few Suffolk Punches, Shackleford Banker Ponies, Choctaw Horses, and even true Texas Longhorn cattle there are.

Their work is both interesting and critically important. Who knows in what ways and at what time we might need some of the genes from the old rare breeds, perhaps for disease resistance, perhaps for some purpose we cannot yet imagine? I encourage you to join and support the ALBC; it has a nominal annual membership, it does important work, and you can read about it in its interesting newsletter or learn about it firsthand at its clinics and meetings. (See the appendix for more information.)




CHAPTER 2
How Horses Arrived in North America

The first domestic horses came to the New World with the Spanish. There were horses and donkeys on board as early as Columbus’s second voyage, in 1493. At that time, Spanish men were required by law to ride horses, because for a while mules had been so popular that the horse-breeding industry suffered.

Spanish men rode only stallions. Mares were strictly breeding animals, a tradition maintained to this day by Spanish breeders of Andalusians. Because of the obvious need for broodmares in the New World, however, King Ferdinand ordered that five of the twenty lancers accompanying Columbus on his second trip should have two mares each; the other lancers had one stallion each. The mares were selected to serve as riding horses and as foundation broodmares.

All of the horses going to the New World were to be very fine animals from Andalusia. The king and queen wanted to send especially good-quality horses to establish breeding herds. The sale of horses was then a huge industry for Spain, which was noted for having the finest horses in the world. Thus it was a sound business decision to quickly establish the nation’s prominence as one of horse breeders and stockmen of all types in the New World.

The lancers who were to travel with Columbus on the second trip, however, had other ideas. Knowing they would be gone a long time and that they might never see their old friends again, they went out for a major celebration before they set sail. They traded their good horses for a bunch of poor-quality nags and used the monetary difference to buy drinks for all. Consequently, the first horses to arrive in the New World were not the best Spain had to offer after all.

Spanish Horses

In the early Middle Ages, Spain was a world-famous center for horse breeding. The Spanish bred fairly heavily muscled horses that were ideal for the military purposes of the time.

Both horses and men wore armor in battle. Knights rode in saddles that virtually trapped the rider between the tall cantle and the pommel, with very long stirrups. Although the saddle was quite different from a dressage saddle, the position of the knight was similar to that of today’s dressage rider, a lasting link connecting the contemporary sport with its roots in the military horsemanship of the Middle Ages. The riding style of early medieval knights was known as a la brida.

In 711 CE, the Moors had invaded Spain from North Africa with the goal of conquering it. Among the first Moors were many Berbers, who rode fast little desert-bred Barb horses that could run circles around the heavy Spanish horses. (“Barb,” a much later term, is a derivative of the word Berber.) Riding with short stirrups, the Moors could stand up and throw their lances, using the horses’ momentum to increase the range. They also neck-reined their horses, which significantly improved their mobility in battle.

This style, which came to be known in Spain as riding a la jineta, gave the Moors a huge advantage in war, and, in what amounted to “round one,” the Moors beat the tar out of the Spanish. The Spanish, of necessity, learned from the experience.

They had plenty of time to learn. The Moorish invasions of Spain continued until just before Columbus’s first voyage, a span of about 780 years. During that period, the Spanish crossed the quick little Moorish Barbs with their own horses and produced much faster, handier animals. They learned to ride with short stirrups the way the Moors did and also to neck-rein. They couldn’t abandon the a la brida technique completely, however, because they needed to maintain that style of riding for other European military uses.

The best horsemen studied both styles. It was such a high compliment to say of a gentleman that he was skilled “in both saddles” that it was frequently engraved on tombstones.

Barbs and Arabs

The Moorish horses are sometimes alleged to be Arabians. It is unlikely, however, that North Africans brought horses all the way from Syria and the Arabian Peninsula to fight in Spain. Historians believe that a few, perhaps two hundred, of the soldiers fighting with the Moors were Arab people, possibly on Arabian horses, but that the vast majority of the invading armies were North African Moors riding their own horses, which were Barbs. Barbs do have some heritage in common with Arabs, but they are quite different from them, just as Thoroughbreds share a heritage with Arabs but are quite different as well.

One important difference between Barbs and Arabs is the shape of the croup. Arabians have always been noted for their high, flat croup and high tail carriage, whereas Barbs have a sloping croup with a low tail set. Horsemen of the time were very observant about such things because the success of the army and survival of the country depended in part on how well adapted the horses were for battle. The sloping croup was a trait carefully selected for by the Spanish. It predisposes horses to bring their hind legs up underneath themselves, which makes it easier for them to balance and turn quickly. This trait persists in many breeds in both North and South America today, as well as in many of our feral horses.
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A la brida riding was the style used by knights of the Middle Ages in their formalized battles and tournaments. When a horse galloped toward a foe in a jousting tournament, the rider held the lance straight forward, and it was the power of the horse, transmitted through the lance, that unseated the rival. The stirrups were long and the pommel and cantle of the saddle were high, giving the rider maximum stability. The horses worked in straight lines, so steering them was not a major concern.
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A la jineta riding was brought to Spain by the Moorish invaders, who also brought a different style of warfare. Because the stirrups were short, the riders’ knees were bent, which allowed them to stand up to hurl lances. The horses were taught to neck-rein, which made them highly mobile in battle.
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The Arabian (left) has a high, flat croup and a high tail set. The Spanish horse (right) has an angled croup and a low tail set.

Travel by Sea

Ship travel for horses was nothing less than hideous in those days. Woodcuts and paintings of the time show us how horses traveled. They were swung aboard from the shore by means of slings hoisted on pulleys. Once on the ship, they were allowed as little space on the tiny deck as could possibly be arranged. They were slightly suspended off the deck by means of a sort of hammock, which kept them from falling overboard or kicking free and escaping onto the deck if things got rough or if they were going crazy from the confinement. The hammock was secured by rings and ropes to parts of the ship, and the horses’ front legs were tied together. Tiny mangers were in front of them, though food and water were severely rationed from the time the ship set sail because nobody knew how long the trip was actually going to take.

The horses were completely exposed to the elements; salt water and sun scalded their skin. Possibly somebody brushed them. Stallions were separated from mares. In rough weather the horses constantly slammed into things, suffering severe bruises and probably sometimes breaking ribs. When they arrived after months in this sort of confinement, they were simply untied and pushed overboard, because there was no other way to get them ashore.

As horrid as the conditions and treatment sound to us now, the Spaniards cared deeply about their horses. They had strong personal relationships with them and considered them to be true friends.

Before Columbus, no one had ever taken horses on a long, nonstop, open-ocean voyage. Horses had been transported across and around the Mediterranean, and probably other places, but every two hundred miles or so they were taken to shore or to islands where they could rest and recover. The horses coming to the New World didn’t have that luxury, or any luxuries. The trip usually took from two to three months. Between 25 and 50 percent of the horses typically died during the trip.

But horses did arrive, and they thrived in the Caribbean, where the first breeding operations were set up. Until big herds were established, which took about fifteen years, new stock continued to be imported from Spain, but after that, further importation ceased because Spain needed its horses at home for military campaigns in Europe.

Arrival in the New World

The first horses that arrived by Spanish ship were incredibly tough to have survived the journey at all. They were small, between 13.2 and 14.2 hands. As Robert Cunningham Graham writes in Horses of the Conquest, the horses of Columbus were “short backed, without much daylight showing beneath their bellies, and admirably suited for the hard work of the conquest. Their adequate pasterns made them comfortable to ride, while their legs, not too long and firmly jointed, showed that they were sure on their feet.”

Some were Andalusians, long a worldfamous breed, or their close kin. Some might have been Sorraia, an ancient small breed of dun-colored native ponies from Portugal. Sorraia were not favored as riding horses but were frequently used for packing and mundane tasks.

Another breed that most likely came to the New World was the Jennet, a very useful, small, often ambling or pacing horse, sometimes vividly colored, and originally from Libya. Sadly, this breed is now virtually extinct, though efforts are under way to restore it. (The breed name should not be confused with a female donkey, which is called either a jennet or a jenny.)

In addition to their skill as horsemen, the Spanish had a long tradition with donkeys and mules as riding and working animals, and they sincerely respected the amount of work these animals could perform. Donkeys traveled to the New World along with the first horses. They served as pack animals and to breed mules.

Gaited Horses

In addition to their look and size, horses were selected for comfortable gaits. Even in the first shipments that arrived, some horses were smooth-gaited. Diaz del Castillo left a complete list of the seventeen horses setting sail with General Hernán Cortés for Mexico. It includes the following: “Diego de Ordas had a barren gray mare, a pacer which seldom galloped.”
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A drawing from an early wood-cut showing how horses were loaded on ships in the days of Columbus. They probably tolerated the situation less well than it appears in the woodcut.


HOMEGROWN HORSES

For centuries, horse breeds were almost always types based within specific geographic areas. Breeders within one area typically bred for the same qualities in their horses, and often the breed was given the name of the geographic area. Andalusians were the type of horses bred in Andalusia, in the south of Spain. Andalusia is very close to Gibraltar, from which the Moors entered Spain, so this is where the influence of the Barbs was greatest.



For the purposes of this book, gaited will be defined as a natural tendency to offer gaits other than just the walk, trot, and canter. It was common in sixteenth-century Spain, as well as in many other places in the world, to ride and select for gaited horses. The reasons then were the same as they are now: smooth-gaited horses are comfortable to ride, and the gait can contribute speed without fatiguing the horse or the rider.

Today in North America we enjoy the descendants of the first New World gaited horses: Paso Finos, Peruvian Pasos, and Mangalarga Marchadors—a breed that is extremely popular in Brazil and just beginning to arrive in the United States—as well as many other gaited breeds.

ANCIENT HOOFPRINTS

The tendency for a horse to be gaited appears in horse breeds worldwide and has existed for a very long time. In 1979, the anthropologist Mary Leakey discovered the fossilized hoofprints of a group of Hipparion horses in Tanzania. These three-foot-tall ancestors of today’s horses, which existed about 3.5 million years ago, had three toes on each foot. The two side toes were a good bit smaller than the central toe, and although they were functional, the central toe did most of the work of locomotion. According to Stephen Budiansky, who has described this discovery in The Nature of Horses, analysis of these hoofprints strongly suggests that these ancient horses traveled at the running walk. Fossilized Hipparion hoofprints are comparable to the hoofprints of modern Icelandic Horses traveling at a very similar gait called the tolt.

Budiansky writes that this correlation provides some support for the claim that the running walk (which has other names depending on the particular breed) is an instinctive and natural gait. Horse breeders have long been aware that smooth gaits occur naturally, and with this remarkable fossil discovery, word finally began to reach the wider public.


GAIT WAYS

The ancient Celts by 300 BCE controlled most of Europe, including central and northern Spain. They had some gaited horses, and it is probably from this stock that the trait began to appear in early Spanish horses, although there may have been other influences through various conquests long ago.

The Vikings also rode gaited horses, which were the foundation stock of today’s Icelandic Horses, one of the oldest pure breeds of horses on the planet. The first act of the first Icelandic parliament, in about the year 900 CE, was to ban the further importation of horses. Today’s Icelandics, with their remarkably fast tolt, are virtually the same breed the Vikings rode.



THE SMOOTH GAITS IN THE AMERICAS

Considering that smooth gaits may go back millions of years, we should not be surprised that the tendency to be gaited seems to persist, or at least to appear, even in horses where there has been absolutely no attempt to select for it. The Kiger Mustangs are an isolated subset of mustangs from the Kiger Gorge on Steens Mountain in eastern Oregon that were rediscovered in the 1970s. They have strongly Spanish traits and are most remarkable for their color, because each of them is some variation of buckskin or dun. From time to time, they are rounded up and adopted for use as riding horses, and to the wonder of the owners, some of them show an inclination to be gaited. Even 150 to 200 years of living in the wild has not eliminated this tendency to gait. Also not widely known is the fact that the Nez Percé Indians, most famous for riding and breeding Appaloosas, sometimes rode gaited, spotted horses known today as the Tiger Horse, a rare but interesting breed.

Cowboys of the nineteenth and even the twentieth century rode gaited horses, although this detail failed to make it into the movies. Cowboys may have been tough, but comfort counts when you spend your life in the saddle. They often chose smooth-gaited horses when good ones turned up that they could afford. The smooth gait that was then called the Indian Shuffle was so much easier on horse, rider, and even equipment that cowboys of the time would pay fifty dollars more for a “shuffler” than for an ordinary horse, in the days when a good broke cow pony cost about thirty dollars.

Missouri Fox Trotters are smooth-gaited and have a well-deserved reputation for being excellent cow horses. The Florida Cracker, a tough little cow pony ridden by cattle drovers who cracked whips and thus earned the name Crackers, was, and still is if you can find one, a decidedly athletic, useful, gaited cow horse. It is a breed that arose from the first stock that was shipped directly from Cuba to Florida in 1565. All over South America, gaited horses of one breed or another are used for ranch work and competitive cattle work.

If a horse is gaited, it certainly doesn’t mean it can’t do anything else. Roy Rogers, king of the cowboys in the 1940s and ’50s, knew this. Trigger Junior, his famous Palomino from movies and television, was a Tennessee Walking Horse who often stole the show from his human partner.

Routes to North America

Once Spanish horses were well established in the Caribbean, they moved on to North America along a variety of routes. We all learned in grammar school about the Conquistadores coming north through Mexico and bringing horses with them, some of which escaped to become the feral herds of Mustangs of the Old West. The Plains Indians were vaguely alleged to have caught and made use of horses somewhere in the 1800s. Our lessons pretty much left it there, suggesting that was how all horses came to America. Not surprisingly, the truth is considerably more complex than that.
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Once horses arrived in North America, they spread rapidly across the continent. Their impact on the history of the entire region was enormous.

On the island of Hispaniola in 1495, Columbus himself had the first significant military victory involving horses in the New World. Seeing a large group of natives, who seemed to be arming themselves, Columbus decided to strike first. He charged with a force of two hundred foot-soldiers, twenty horses, and a few dogs. This was the first time the natives had seen horses, and it scared them so much that they were badly defeated. Columbus recognized the value of horses in the New World, and from that point on he demanded that the king include some horses on every ship that was sent from Spain. As mentioned, the Spanish rode only stallions, but Columbus made sure that mares were included in every shipment. Well-managed breeding farms were set up almost immediately, and they were successful. Only five years later, one of them had sixty broodmares.

The early Spanish horse breeders knew what they were doing, and the conditions suited horses well. Looking back, José de Acosta wrote in the late 1500s that horses “multiplied in the Indies and became most excellent, in some places being even as good as the best in Spain, good not only for fast messenger work but also for war and the parade.” Horses were soon exported from Hispaniola to other islands in the Caribbean, where breeding was also highly successful.

The onslaught of Conquistadores began in 1510, with consequent sudden need for many horses. These warriors demanded island-bred horses because they could be acquired quickly and could handle the climate better than animals sent directly from Europe. Cuba, Jamaica, and Hispaniola soon competed to sell horses and other supplies to the Conquistadores, but outfitting them with enough horses was hard to sustain and put a significant strain on livestock production.

The Spaniards did not comprehend at the time that no other horses were in the New World. Even after Columbus’s death they believed there were horses somewhere on the mainland other than the ones they had brought or later bred. As the map on page 15 shows, early horse breeding spread to the mainlands in three streams: from Hispaniola to the northern coast of South America, from Jamaica to Central America, and from Cuba to North America.


EQUINE ANCESTORS IN NORTH AMERICA

Although the modern horse arrived on North American shores with the Spanish Conquest, its ancestors roamed this continent millions of years ago. The primitive horse evolved to live here, grazing the Great Plains and spreading throughout North America. Some wandered across the Bering Land Bridge into Asia. Around 10,000 years ago, Equus disappeared from the western hemisphere, and no one is certain why.



Three hundred horses arrived in Florida from Cuba with de Soto’s fleet in 1539. He later marched into what is now Georgia. Settlement of Florida began in earnest when Admiral Pedro Menendes de Aviles arrived with one hundred mares and stallions as well as other livestock in 1565 and almost immediately established towns and ranches.

Menendes was known as a careful planner. When he organized his expedition, while still in Spain he wisely included 117 stockmen and farmers among his colonists. At first these colonists needed more horses than they were able to breed and raise, so some were sent directly from Spain and the rest were furnished by the king from the royal ranches on Hispaniola. By 1650, Florida and the rest of the Southeast boasted seventy-two missions, eight large towns, and two royal haciendas whose land extended well into present-day Georgia. Horses ran free on these lands, and many became feral. Some were taken by Indians who traded some to the English, and others migrated. In these ways horses spread north and west to the Carolinas.

Mexican Settlement

By about 1560, the Spanish discovered silver a bit north of what became Mexico City. This propelled a huge boom in human, horse, and cattle populations. The grassy high plains of central Mexico provided ideal pasture, and livestock numbers soared. Encouraged by success and goaded by greed, the Spaniards continued to attempt colonization both north and west of their Mexican silver strike. As they did so, they took animals with them.

Francisco de Ibarra, appointed governor of a large region to the north of Mexico City in 1562, was responsible for bringing livestock to a vast area. The first areas he settled had easy access to fertile river bottoms and grassy plains, and his livestock did well. The natives there coexisted with the Spanish, but they also stole horses and cattle. In one raid they took 250 horses; in another skirmish they stole Ibarra’s personal horse.

Ibarra attempted to cross the Sierra Madre two years later to set up colonies on the western side of the mountain range. The trip was brutal, with horses freezing to death in the mountains, but some of the party made it and set up a town. Not long afterward, native uprisings forced the settlers to abandon the town along with some of their horses and cattle and to retreat over the mountains. Twenty years, later when Hernán de le Tigro moved into the same area, he was astonished to find herds numbering in the thousands of horses and cattle. This may be one of the primary early sources of semi-feral horses that gave rise to our Mustangs.

By the time Antonio de Herrera wrote a history in the late sixteenth century, swine, sheep, goats, cattle, and horses were plentiful in Mexico. He reported that it was easier to breed livestock there than in Spain and that there were droves of workhorses, oxcarts, mule pack trains, and saddle horses. By then most of the former Spaniards who were living in Mexico were ranchers and farmers. Accounts from a few years later indicate that 50,000 head of cattle, 200,000 sheep, 4,000 mules, and 4,000 horses were sold in Mexico each year.

Central American Breeding

Honduras was also one of the great livestock-breeding countries. The city of Gracias a Dios became famous for raising mules, which originally had just been imported for use from Jamaica. The greatest horse and mule center, however, may have been in Nicaragua, where the natives wisely learned to speak Spanish and to trade with the Spanish. They also became excellent blacksmiths and rope makers, and they made fortunes by breeding and selling mules, which carried silver and other goods through the isthmus of Panama to trade with the Spanish colonists in Ecuador and Peru. It was common for 1,500 mules to leave Nombre de Dios in one day, headed for Panama.

By the time the English were setting up colonies on the East Coast, Central America and Mexico had huge numbers of horses, donkeys, and mules. In addition, a great many animals had moved north into what is now the United States with the Spanish, with the Indians, and, quite likely, on their own.

By no means, however, were the Spanish the only influence on our horses.

The English Invasion

On Christmas Day in 1620, the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock in Massachusetts. Here was an entirely different set of people, with different origins, arriving on our shores. For the most part, the original Pilgrims in Plymouth did not come from the upper classes, and, unlike the Spanish, they certainly weren’t military horsemen. In England in those days the upper classes had horses, while the common people usually used oxen for farmwork and heavy pulling. As commoners, the early Pilgrims didn’t know how to handle, use, or manage horses very well, and at first they weren’t clamoring for them. In 1632, the only horse recorded in Plymouth Colony was a saddle horse used by Governor Bradford.

When the Pilgrims began importing horses, they brought types common to England, Ireland, Scotland, and northern Europe. By 1629, horses were sent from England to Massachusetts and from Sweden to the mid-Atlantic. In 1665, the king of France began shipping some very fine horses to Canada.

Acceptance and ownership of horses started slowly in New England, largely for cultural reasons. The early New Englanders were strongly biased against eating horses and didn’t even make things out of horse-hide or horse leather. It made more sense for them to import livestock from England to work, milk, or eat, and that meant cattle, sheep, goats, hogs, and chickens.


NATIVE AMERICANS AND HORSES

Almost all of the colonists who moved to the New World quickly recognized that life with horses had tremendous advantages over life without them, and almost as quickly decided they didn’t want any of the indigenous peoples to have them. It was illegal in the colonies of New England and Virginia for Indians to own horses, but that didn’t stop them. There is a documented report from a French baron fighting the Iroquois in 1687 near Rochester, New York, that reads, “In all these villages, we found plenty of horses, black cattle, fowl and hogs.”

So much for the fourth-grade idea that Eastern Woodland Indians always walked and that the first horses came to the Plains tribes, who acquired them in the West in the late 1700s or early 1800s. Bonnie Hendricks, in The Encyclopedia of Horse Breeds, reports that all Indians who ever adopted horses as a part of their culture had them by 1710.



After a few winters passed, however, which were much harsher than the winters in old England, the New Englanders caught on to the unique value of horses. Oxen are never fast, and in deep snow they aren’t of much use at all. There were few gentry in New England, so any concern about horses and class distinction faded, and, in time, anyone who could afford a horse acquired one to work on the farm, use as a pack animal, or ride. By 1687, the horse and cattle businesses in New England were thriving.

New England in the early days was nearly all wooded, with virtually no roads. Byways were mere paths through the woods, muddy, rocky, and fraught with roots, so travelers led pack strings carrying their goods and rode only occasionally. Driving wasn’t a possibility in the very early colonial days. As the population grew and farms were established, along came the first primitive roads, and more people began to see the merits of horses. Propelling this change in perspective about horses was the arrival of indentured servants, especially from Ireland.

Prisoners of war were often sold into indenture, which meant slavery for a fixed period of time. Between 1648 and 1650, England was waging a brutal war against the Irish and the Scots, creating plenty of prisoners of war to ship across the Atlantic Ocean. In New England these prisoners were frequently purchased as indentured servants because they were experienced with cattle. More than a few were also good at handling horses. Thus, horse knowledge came to New England with the former prisoners, who also became America’s first real cowboys.

The Breeds That Arrived with the Colonists

By 1350, there were some particularly gentle horses in England that were known for their very smooth gaits. They were natural pacers and said to be “as comfortable as a rocking chair on the hob”—the hob being the fireplace hearth, the most comfortable place in any house. These were the famed “Hobbies” that gave their name to children’s rocking horses. Living Hobby Horses were common in both England and Ireland by the time of the Puritans. The names of breeds weren’t often noted on ship’s logs, although types such as “saddle horse” sometimes were. So there is no hard proof that Hobbies were imported, but it is very likely. The best guess is that Hobbies were imported into New England, where they became the ancestors of the famous Narragansett Pacers from Rhode Island (see page 238).

Workhorses were certainly imported once farming was truly established. People wanted animals that could do farmwork as well as serve as the family riding horses. Deck space, and later space for animals in the holds of ships, was at a premium, so even the workhorses that came over were likely to have been basic, general-purpose horses rather than the giant draft horses we have today. The ability to import specific breeds and types came later, along with prosperity.

Horses were valued for the work they could do. Any horses that worked farms in New England were going to spend some of their time pulling stumps, hauling logs, and moving rocks, as well as working as pack animals and carrying riders. Oxen, which are incredibly strong but slow, also did a huge amount of the heavy work.

Knowing what jobs were required, what feed was available, and that there was virtually no indoor stabling, we can surmise that the early horses in New England were small, tough, and utilitarian. The better-fed ones probably would have been stocky, a guess that is confirmed by actual descriptions that still exist.

By the 1760s, enough commerce and traffic had developed among the colonies to warrant efforts to improve the poor-quality roads. In 1763, Benjamin Franklin himself drove a gig from New York to Boston, measuring distance by turns of the wheel, inventing the first odometer, and posting the first official mile markers along the way. By then, driving horses were certainly of interest to the colonists.

American Horses for Export

There were wars everywhere during colonial times, and they sometimes slowed or stopped shipments of needed supplies. After naval blockades in 1648 stopped all supplies from getting through, the governors of Newfoundland, Barbados, Bermuda, and Jamaica asked Massachusetts and Virginia for help. The two colonies obligingly sent not only food supplies, but also a few horses, thus beginning an aspect of the horse industry that was crucial, although now rarely mentioned and barely remembered.

So many horses traveled from New England to these islands and to Belize and Surinam that the ships carrying them became known as jockey ships. By the 1700s, ships from New England had built-in deck pens to hold 150 to 200 exported horses. These horses served as riding and driving animals and worked on the sugar plantations, where many endlessly walked in circles inside special buildings on heaps of raw sugarcane to press out the sugar. The conditions on the plantations were terrible, and many horses died miserable deaths from poor care and overuse.

To supply the burgeoning horse trade to the islands, horses were bred extensively in New England, particularly in Connecticut, beginning in about 1650. After some 125 very successful years, the horse trade to the islands came to an abrupt halt when our own Revolutionary War began in 1775. Records show that by then, the jockey ships were transporting about 4,000 horses a year from New England to the West Indies.
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Benjamin Franklin in a gig similar to one he modified for his trip from New York to Boston. Accurate distance was clicked off by the wheels. His daughter walked behind and at measured miles unloaded rocks and placed them as markers.

New Breeds for New Needs

Although horses were shipped directly to New England and Virginia from England, some were also brought south from Canada, and some of these were natural pacers. Some of the Canadian pacers, the “freebred” descendants of the Norman and Lowland horses, may have returned as prizes of war to New England from Nova Scotia (ceded to Great Britain in 1713) and thus quite possibly to Rhode Island. Like the Hobby Horse, these Canadian horses may feature in the pedigree of the shortlived but influential Narragansett Pacers.

By the same route, some heavier types of horses also arrived in New England. In 1760, the war in Canada with the French was finally over, and a brisk horse trade developed between Canada and New England. There are records of thousands of heavy horses from Kamouraska (east of Quebec), trotters from Montreal, and pacers from Nova Scotia being herded from Canada directly to the jockey ship loading pens. Because the terrain was heavily wooded and there weren’t any roads, breeders conducted the big horse drives in the winter so they could drive the horses down frozen rivers. A few of the best horses of various types from the north went to the breeding farms of Rhode Island and Connecticut, but about 95 percent of the horses that came from Canada were sent on to the “horse killer” sugar plantations on the islands.

Draft Horses

As early as 1613, a trading post opened at the mouth of the Hudson River for the Dutch and Swedish who were beginning to settle what is now New York City and the surrounding area. By 1630, these settlers were importing what were called “Holland’s breed of Great War Horses,” the ancestors of today’s Friesians, as well as some Swedish ponies. These animals worked on farms from Schenectady, New York, to Chester, Pennsylvania. In the New York area by the late 1600s, the Dutch were importing heavy horses for draft work.

The first Mennonite settlers arrived in the land of William Penn in 1680. These farmers from Germany and Switzerland were well trained, extremely hardworking, and experienced animal breeders. They brought farm horses with them right from the beginning and were selling horses two years after they landed.

With the creation of some roads in southern New England and New York by the 1750s, freight and stagecoach lines opened. According to Robert West Howard, in The Horse in America, records indicate that crossbred Kamouraska draft horses, Narragansett Pacers, and Anglo-Irish hybrids were the horses that powered those stagecoaches and freight wagons between about 1780 and 1800.

Conestoga Horses

The first actual breed of draft horse to be developed in America began to be seen in Pennsylvania between 1700 and 1730. This was the Conestoga Horse, which was developed by the Pennsylvania Dutch to pull the big Conestoga wagons, which were first made near Lancaster in the town of Conestoga. The design for those big wagons probably originated in the memory of German settlers, who modified Old World designs for use in the mountains of Pennsylvania. The Conestoga is quite similar to some of the European wagons of the Middle Ages. From school history classes, everybody remembers the Conestoga wagons as the “prairie schooners” that transported settlers west in the 1800s. But before the Revolutionary War, a larger version of these wagons hauled freight, first from near Lancaster, Pennsylvania, to Philadelphia and later from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh.
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Six to eight horses pulled the first Conestoga wagons, which had no seat for the teamster, just a small “lazy board” on the left side. This is how American vehicles began traveling on the right side of the road.

From the only drawing of a Conestoga Horse known to exist, which was sketched after the horses were gone, they were what today we would call medium to heavy draft horses. They probably stood 16 to 17 hands and weighed up to about sixteen hundred pounds. They were usually driven in six- or sometimes eight-horse hitches.

The first Conestoga wagons had no actual seat for the teamster, who either rode the left wheel horse, walked, or pulled out a special board on the left side of the wagon, called a lazy board, to sit on. The original Conestoga wagons of Pennsylvania had huge scarlet wheels; the body of the wagon was bright Prussian blue, and the tops were white linen, an interesting set of colors for the Philadelphia area in pre-Revolutionary times. These rigs were huge, and they often traveled in trains of up to thirty vehicles. Since the drivers sat or rode on the left side of the wagon, they were not about to yield to any traffic on the road. Oncoming traffic was forced to pass so that the left-hand sides of each vehicle were toward the center of the road. This is where the American tradition of driving on the right-hand side of the road originated.

The first road to connect Conestoga to the Philadelphia area, about sixty miles long, was built in 1733, and this marks the period of the introduction of these horses. Remember that the farmers who bred these horses came from Germany and had a long history with the “Great War Horse” of Europe, so the concept of a draft breed would have been familiar to them. The Dutch in the New York area had been importing heavy horses from Holland for some time, so those might also have been featured in the original pedigrees of the Conestoga Horses. There is lore that William Penn himself shipped over a load of Great War Horses, sometimes said to be Tammerlane Horses, in the 1680s.

Whatever the origins, both Conestoga horses and wagons were very successful. William Douglas estimated in 1749 that there were seven thousand of the wagons in use throughout Pennsylvania by that time. They really became famous, however, after 1790, when the first turnpikes made it possible to travel to what is now Pittsburgh. The size of the wagons was increased, so that each could carry between three and four tons. They were nicknamed Pitt Wagons for the destination, and they traveled in trains of twenty to thirty vehicles.

During this period, harness bells also became famous. There were little soprano bells for the leaders, tenor bells for the middle or swing pair, and a bass-toned bell for the right wheeler. The left wheeler was unadorned. The bells were especially important to the teamsters and became trophies of skill and success on long drives. If a wagon became stuck, as often happened on the muddy tracks through the mountains of Pennsylvania, another driver would stop to help, but the cost for his help may have been one or more bells.

A fun historical footnote is that the expression “to be there with bells on” is alleged to have come from the bells on the harnesses of these horses. The Conestoga wagons also gave us the word stogie. These were the cigars the drivers liked to smoke, and that name, which still signifies a cigar, is a diminution of the word Conestoga.

By 1817, it was reported that about 12,000 Conestoga wagons passed among Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh in a year. Many, possibly most, were pulled by the famous Conestoga Horses. Between 1820 and 1830, the Conestoga design was modified for family rather than heavy commercial use. It became traditional to paint these wagons in dull browns and greens, transforming them into the prairie schooners that made up the westward wagon trains.

Years later, when boat and canal transport, and then trains, made the shipment of freight west from Philadelphia easier and faster, the wonderful Conestoga Horse disappeared.

Southern Horses

South of Pennsylvania, the first horses to arrive were of both English and French descent. Settlers began arriving in 1607 from England to settle in Virginia’s James River area. Three years later, the first horses arrived from England, but it was a nasty winter and the colonists were forced to eat them to survive. Seventeen more stallions and mares arrived in Jamestown from England in 1611.

In 1614, the Virginians received a load of Norman or Breton horses that had been taken as prizes of war in Nova Scotia. The Virginians needed more cattle, goats, and horses, so in 1620, they hired a fellow to buy some for them in Europe. He purchased the stock in Ireland and thus began a very successful trading relationship between that country and Virginia. There are also some shipping notes that “Galloways” were being imported as saddle horses; those would have come from southwestern Scotland.
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A representation of the only engraving done from life of a Conestoga Horse, America’s first true breed of draft horse.

In Virginia and Maryland, colonists’ horses were turned loose to find their own food much of the time. They reproduced very successfully, and of course some escaped and found plenty of feral horses of Spanish descent to breed with. Those were probably descended from the sixteenth-century herds of the explorers, or from horses that had come up from large Spanish ranching establishments in Florida, and some perhaps arrived with Indians. As Howard says in The Horse in America, “Thus an all-Europe hybrid developed in the Appalachian highlands of western North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia. In the way of all feral horses, the mares produced shaggy swift offspring who grew only thirteen to thirteen and a half hands high and weighed six hundred to seven hundred pounds.” By 1712, in Maryland, laws had to be written “to prevent the great multitude of horses in this province.”

The Birth of American Racing

About this time, tobacco and slavery were making many people in the South wealthy enough to be considered a leisure class, with plenty of expendable money and time. Unlike the early New Englanders, the plantation owners in Virginia wanted to emulate the aristocracy in Europe, who had taken up horse racing. There were actually laws about who could race horses. In 1674, a court ruled that it is “contrary to Law for a Labourer to make a race, being a sport only for Gentlemen.” A major leisure sport of the wealthy southerners was racing horses on short, straight tracks. The very first races were run right through the middle of towns, on probably the only straight, level sections of road available.

The first actual racetracks, built exactly a quarter-mile long and called quarter-paths, were in use before 1690. This followed the fashion in England, where in 1671, Charles II was building race courses and sending out to Italy, France, and Spain for “the best of Barbary mares” for his stables. However, King Charles established longer races than did the Virginians of this time. In England they ran races in heats. Each heat was often four miles long, and sometimes one race was twenty laps around a one-mile oval.


FROM FARM HORSE TO SPORT HORSE

In Europe many areas had been known for horse breeding for centuries prior to World War II. Usually the horses that came from a particular region were known by the name of the region, although there were often several types of horses from one area. Medium to heavy horses were bred to do field and farmwork and pull heavy equipment for the military; a slightly lighter version with greater speed and good gaits was used for coaching; and there was a saddle type for cavalry use and general riding.

World War II devastated Europe. Huge numbers of horses were killed during the conflict, and the economy was ruined afterward. Families that had been horse breeders for generations were scattered or gone, as was much of the breeding stock, and records were lost.

After the war, as economic recovery slowly began, many farmers brought in tractors. Horses were no longer needed for war or coaching, and far fewer for farming. The remaining breeders, however, believed in their horses and wanted to keep going. They set about the difficult task of finding whatever horses were left.

From that beginning they have developed modern sport horses that excel at show jumping, dressage, and eventing. With centuries of experience behind them and very focused goals and techniques, they have created modern versions of their old breeds that are some of the finest equine athletes the world has ever seen.



In Maryland and Virginia, it is alleged that for some single quarter-mile races, the winning owner went home with more than $40,000, comprising the purse and the side bets, with winnings collected in gold, silver plate, cured tobacco, and bolts of cloth. Not surprisingly, plantation owners began to breed horses just for this sport. These little horses had lightning starts and could fly over the quarter-mile paths. They were 13 to 14 hands high, with powerful rear ends for fast starts, and they were known as Short Horses, or Quarter-Pathers. These horses were the predecessors of the Quarter Horse, which today we think of as a Western breed.

The first importations of English-bred racehorses to America took place between 1730 and 1770. The three foundation sires of the Thoroughbred breed—the Darley Arabian, the Byerly Turk, and the Godolphin Arabian—were such consistent winners on English racetracks that they, along with a few other Oriental horses, came to be considered a separate breed. By 1720, their offspring were being promoted as English “Breds”. The very first one imported to this continent was a stallion named Bulle Rock, probably a descendant of the Darley Arabian who arrived in Virginia in 1730. Six more Breds arrived in 1753, and a total of thirty-seven were exported before 1775.

The Breds were not just used to produce faster racehorses but also crossed on everyday saddle horses, and they produced some wonderful horses that were promptly snapped up by the military as cavalry remounts. These were the horses of the famous Virginia Dragoons under the command of “Light Horse” Harry Lee in the Revolutionary War, and they were said to have made a big impression on the enemy.

The Noble Mule

The scientific name of the horse is Equus caballus. The scientific name of the donkey is Equus asinus. The two are entirely different species and although they are fairly closely related, they are not the closest of kin. Both differences and similarities are apparent in looks and behavior and are clearly heard in voice. They also have different numbers of chromosomes: the horse has sixty-four, the donkey sixty-two.

Mules are the infertile hybrid offspring of a donkey sire and a mare dam. If the cross is with a donkey dam and a horse sire, the offspring is called a hinny. In both the mule and the hinny, the chromosome number is sixty-three. But it is not just the number of chromosomes that differs between the species; the structure of the chromosome does as well. This dissimilarity of structure, more than the difference in number of chromosomes, causes mules and hinnies to be infertile (see page 2).

According to David Willoughby, in The Empire of Equus, one of every 200,000 female mules may become pregnant by a stallion, but male mules are always infertile. Pregnant hinnies are even rarer, but that may be because there are fewer hinnies. The rarity of hinnies has to do with folklore—supposedly they aren’t as strong as mules, so they have been bred less frequently. More to the point, the conception rate is about 40 percent lower in jenny (female) donkeys than in mares, which is usually between 60 and 80 percent.

Mules are remarkable animals known for being very long-lived, often into their 40s; extremely strong; exceptionally sure-footed; and with good night vision. Furthermore, they seem to be resistant to some horse diseases, and they can prosper on low-quality feed and forage that would weaken or kill horses. Unfortunately for them, they seem to be more tolerant of inept and even cruel handling than are horses.

The first person known to breed and promote the breeding of mules in the colonies was George Washington, who was devoted to improving agricultural practices in America. Washington asked a shipowner friend to try to buy some jack (male) donkeys in Spain, but this first attempt failed. Breeders in Spain were reluctant to sell jack stock, fearing they might lose their control of mule breeding and sales.

Word traveled, however, from the Spanish consul in Philadelphia to Madrid that Washington was interested in breeding some mules. The king sent him a gift of two jacks and two jennies. One of the jacks died during the trip, but the other mules landed in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and were driven south to Virginia by Washington’s groom, who named the jack Royal Gift. He was 15 hands high, quite large for a jack. Washington began advertising him at stud in February 1786.

As word spread in social and political circles about Washington’s interest in donkeys for mule breeding, the Marquis de Lafayette sent him a jack and two jennies from Malta, with word that Malta produced the finest jacks in Europe, thereby thumbing his nose at the Spanish. The Maltese jack was named the Knight of Malta. Whatever her first reaction about not selling donkeys abroad, Spain quickly grasped the reality that Malta might have just opened a potentially huge new market and sent word in 1787 that there were plenty of jacks and jennies that could be bought and shipped from Spain.

The real brilliance of Washington’s experiment in mules may have been the timing. First the Army wanted mules to use for pulling artillery and commissary wagons. George Washington probably still had some pretty good connections with the Army. Then in 1795 came the cotton gin, the device that removed seeds from cotton, which suddenly transformed cotton into the primary agricultural crop of the South. Within a season or two, the number of acres devoted to cotton production vastly increased, and the mule was the perfect animal for all the heavy work. The care of the work animals in the South was no better than the care of the slaves—that is, typically hideous. Horses routinely foundered or died from overwork, but mules kept right on going.

It is worth noting that by 1860, just seventy-five years after Washington’s first jacks went into breeding service, the agricultural census reported 1,129,533 mules in the United States. Mule numbers in the United States peaked at 5,918,000 in 1925, ten years after horse numbers had begun to decline. Mules continued to be a large part of the workforce, particularly in the South, until the economic recovery after the Great Depression, at which point tractors became plentiful. Today there are an estimated nine million horses in the United States, with perhaps 250,000 mules and donkeys (records are no longer kept separately for mules and donkeys, making an exact count difficult to obtain).

There aren’t any breed designations for mules. In Washington’s time they were classed by size: for example, sugar mules were medium-sized animals, the right size to use on sugar plantations. Today, mules are still sometimes designated by size or by use for example, as saddle or draft mules. Others are designated by the breed of the dam. Many mule riders prefer smooth-gaited animals, so there are Walking Horse mules and Fox Trotting mules. In California there are mule races, and most of those animals are Thoroughbred mules. The largest mules come from the draft breed crosses.
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Always interested in improvements in agriculture, George Washington was one of the first breeders and promoters of mules in the colonies.

Mules today remain a valued part of the rural and farm culture, especially in southern states, but they are also widely used as pack and riding animals in the mountains of Colorado and the other western states. To this day, some Amish farmers, particularly in Pennsylvania, prefer draft mules over horses for heavy farmwork.
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