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INTRODUCTION


Why Donkeys?



In childhood, the fiery steeds of book and screen thrilled and enraptured us. We spent many an afternoon galloping around the neighborhood reenacting the Black Stallion’s latest triumph over Flame or the amazing Seabiscuit versus War Admiral race. Horses represented strength, speed, and excitement, and we admired their wild, spirited natures. As the years passed, though, our taste in things equine began evolving. Those of us who had fulfilled our life-long dreams to own and ride our own horses realized that bones didn’t bounce like they used to when unexpectedly ejected from the saddle and speed was more frightening than exhilarating when it came to thundering cross-country.


We began a fuzzy reexamination of our lives with equines, and when the image came into focus, the intriguing animal looking back at us reflected a somewhat mirrored image of our older selves—a little slower, a little plumper, yet certainly a little wiser. The donkey may be considered the wallflower version of the horse, but its more measured pace and laid-back personality have great appeal for older riders. Not that donkeys are an “old person’s” equine. Their gentle, calm, friendly dispositions make them ideal for families with children, folks just starting with equines, and people with special needs, as well.


Donkeys have a plethora of uses. They can be fine pets, companions to other animals, and guardians for sheep, cattle, and goats. Manufacturers use donkey milk in soap and cosmetics; it’s also sold for human consumption (more in other countries than in the United States). Raising and selling breeding stock can be a lucrative business. Recreational uses for donkeys include showing, packing, and burro racing. Donkeys are wonderful driving and riding animals; in fact, demand for trained Mammoth donkey saddle animals far outstrips supply. Whatever your interest, the humble donkey is waiting to serve you.


Not everyone appreciates the donkey’s beauty, but for those who really look, it radiates from within. I cherish my association with these dignified, kind members of the Equidae family and hope to show you why donkeys can be ideal for your hobby farm.
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chapter ONE



Donkeys 101



Waaaay back, 5,000 to 6,000 years ago, one line of prehistoric horses began to change. Their ears became longer and thicker; their manes took on a short, stiff, upright appearance; their tails formed a brush at the end; their neighs became brays; and their gestation lengthened from eleven to twelve months. Equus asinus, commonly known as the donkey, emerged.


Understanding the history of the donkey as well as acquiring an overview of donkey types, physical characteristics, social traits, and breeding will provide you with valuable information when you’re ready to select donkeys for your farm.







Donkeys through Time 


Donkeys have been part of religion, myth, fable, folklore, literature, and proverb for so long that it feels as if they’ve been with us forever. Their story begins in parts of what is now northern Africa with the progenitor of the modern donkey, the African wild ass (E. africanus). With mitochondrial DNA testing, researchers have recently concluded that modern donkeys are descended from two subspecies of the African wild ass: the Somali wild ass and the Nubian wild ass. Both are currently considered critically endangered, with only a few hundred existing in the wild.


The donkey has never hurried things, and this personality trait has apparently been present from the beginning. Recent DNA studies have reached the conclusion that the domestication of the donkey was a lengthy process. Pinpointing a definite time frame for the domestication has been challenging for researchers because wild asses and their newly domesticated brethren bore a close resemblance. Scientists have had trouble differentiating between the two. During the domestication process, there was an overlap of time during which the donkey was both a hunted prey animal and a beast of burden.


 






In late-nineteenth-century Central Asia, a cane vendor transports a huge bundle of sticks by donkey. Donkeys enabled people of Asia and Africa to increase overland trade and still play an important role there today.
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Archaeological evidence shows that the nobility of ancient Egypt hunted donkeys for sport, for hides, and for use in traditional medicines. Archaeologists have also discovered articulated donkey skeletons buried in special tombs within the cemeteries of several predynastic and early dynastic Egyptian sites, including Abydos (ca. 3000 BC) and Tarkhan (ca. 2850 BC). A 2008 study on the Abydos skeletons revealed signs of wear and strain on the animals’ vertebral bones, an indication that people of the time used donkeys for riding and for carrying goods.


From the body morphology, scientists have determined that in terms of evolution, the Abydos donkeys lie somewhere between the wild ass and the modern donkey. Based on these findings and others, researchers have concluded that donkey domestication was still an ongoing process around 3000 BC. The burial of donkeys in a high-status area indicates their value to the ancient Egyptians and the possibility that the royal household used these animals.


As the domestication process evolved, donkeys became tremendously important. With the help of friend donkey, people could travel more widely, which led to a large-scale redistribution of food and goods. This period saw a major shift in society, from an agrarian one tied to the land to a more mobile and trade-oriented one. The use of donkeys greatly expanded overland trade in Asia and in Africa. Today, in the arid, rugged regions where donkeys originated, people still use them to carry goods and provide transportation.


Many, many centuries after donkeys began making their way across Asia (and later Europe), they finally set hoof on the soil of North and South America. We have the conquistadors to thank for introducing  Equus asinus to the New World. The first asses—four jacks and two jennets—crossed the ocean in 1495 on a Spanish supply ship for Christopher Columbus. Subsequent ships brought horses as well as donkeys; both species eventually spread out across the Americas.


In the late 1700s, George Washington received two large jacks as gifts, both from European races chosen and bred for immense size and bone. These would be the forerunners of new a breed developed in the United States, the American Mammoth Jackstock. Breeders crossed the males of this species with mares to create the mule, a sterile hybrid work animal.


The king of Spain gave Washington the first jack, a large, ungainly, and unattractive Andalusian donkey named Royal Gift. Two jennets of the breed accompanied him. Washington’s friend the Marquis de Lafayette sent the president the second jack, a Maltese dubbed Knight of Malta. This jack, which arrived with two Maltese jennets, was smaller but more vigorous than Royal Gift. Washington crossed an Andalusian jennet with the Maltese jack, a union that produced a large jack named Compound. With this jack, George Washington produced many valuable and much-soughtafter mules. Thus the Father of Our Country unofficially became the Father of the American Jackstock and Mules, as well.


Meanwhile, the small, scruffy descendents of those asses brought over by the conquistadors were making themselves right at home in what would later be the American Southwest. Valued, as they had been for centuries, for their hardiness and ability to survive in arid regions short on green grass and water, the donkeys of the Southwest (known there by the Spanish word burros) became favored by miners during the gold rush years of the mid-1800s. Adaptable and easygoing, donkeys lightened many a prospector’s load, toiling as pack animals, pulling carts, carrying tools and supplies, and for the lucky, hauling gold.


 






A prospector in the Old West uses a string of three burros to carry tools and other goods through the desert. Its ancestors’ origins in the African desert made the burro (Spanish for “donkey”) the perfect pack animal in the Southwest.
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Sadly, then as now, there was no such thing as job security. As mining became industrialized, miners cast the burros out to fend for themselves. They became the ancestors of the feral animals still roaming the region today.


By the early twentieth century, in America and other wealthy nations, the donkey’s role had mostly changed from work animal to pet. In 1929, New York stockbroker Robert Green imported six Miniature jennies and a jack. A foal from these original imports was born on Columbus Day 1929 and, fittingly enough, received the moniker Christopher Columbus. He was the first Miniature donkey born in America.


Today, people use donkeys for riding, driving, guarding livestock against predators, siring mules, breaking calves to lead, and providing milk and meat. There are approximately 44 million donkeys worldwide, with the highest numbers in Mexico China, Ethiopia, and Pakistan, where most still work for a living. In America, the majority of donkeys are kept as pets.



Longear Lingo


Terminology connected to donkeys, mules, and the equine family in general can be confusing. Here’s a little primer to get you started.


 




Ass: Derivative of the proper name of the species, Equus asinus; commonly referred to as a donkey or a burro



Burro: Spanish word for “donkey,” used mostly to refer to the small feral animals of the southwest United States and Mexico



Gelding: A castrated male equine



Hinny: A (usually) sterile, hybrid equine, created by mating a male horse (stallion) with a female donkey (jennet). Looks similar to a mule and may require DNA testing to positively identify.The hinny is much rarer and more difficult to produce than the mule.



Jack: A male ass/donkey



Jennet/jenny: A female ass/donkey; jenny is slang for jennet



Jenny jack: A Mammoth jack used specifically to breed jennets



John: Slang term for a male mule, sometimes also referred to as a horse mule



Longears: Slang term for members of the ass family



Mammoth donkey (also Mammoth Jackstock): A breed of large ass. Males are 56 inches or taller, and females are 54 inches or taller.



Miniature donkey: Donkeys less than 36 inches in height



Molly: Slang term for female mule, sometimes also referred to as a mare mule



Mule: A (usually) sterile hybrid equine, created by mating a male donkey (jack) with a female horse (mare)



Mule jack: A jack primarily used to breed mares to make mules



Standard donkey: Donkeys from 36 to 54 inches





  






“What’cha lookin’ at Mom?” Mammoth foal Baby SweetPea pushes up beside her mother to check on going-ons outside the barn. Donkey foals are bright, curious, and anxious to be part of whatever is happening.
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Donkeys at a Glance 


Domestic donkeys belong to the Equidae family. The genus Equus includes asses, horses, and zebras. Donkeys compose the species Equus asinus. Let’s take a closer look at how donkeys are classified and at some of their physical and breeding traits.







Sizing Them Up 


Unlike other species of livestock (cattle, goats, and horses, for instance), the number of actual donkey breeds is fairly limited. Instead, we primarily type and classify longears according to their size. A few distinct breeds do still exist, and we will take a closer look at those breeds in the next chapter. For now we will examine the three main size classifications of donkeys.




Mammoth Donkeys 


Although size qualification varies among the official registries, in general jacks and geldings 56 inches and taller are considered Mammoth size, as are jennets 54 inches or taller. Mammoths are the only donkey breed developed in this country.



DID YOU KNOW



Donkeys and other equines are measured at the highest point of their shoulders (withers), and the result is referred to in terms of hands. Four inches equals one hand. A donkey that is 60 inches at its withers is 15 hands tall.





  






Feral donkeys roam freely around Custer State Park in South Dakota. Most feral donkeys, which live in loose-knit herds on federal lands, are standard donkeys.
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In the late 1800s, Americans imported numerous jacks from large European breeds and crossed them with the country’s smaller, native jennets. Continuing to select for great height and bone, breeders eventually developed the breed properly known as American Mammoth Jackstock. Mammoth Jackstock (or more commonly, if less properly, called Mammoth donkeys) are donkeydom’s gentle giants. Originally developed to produce the draft mules needed before the advent of mechanized farming, they are now becoming increasingly popular for riding and driving as more and more people discover the quiet, well-tempered dispositions of these animals.




Standard Donkeys 


These are the midsize models. Standards range in height from 36 to 54 inches and can be subdivided further into small standard (36 to 48 inches) and large standard (48 to 54 inches). Most standard donkeys in America have descended from those feral denizens of the Southwest known as burros. The animals the U.S. Bureau of Land Management rounds up from federal lands and adopts out are standard donkeys. Many are large enough for a child or a small adult to ride, and they can be trained to pull a cart. Farmers and ranchers use this size donkey to protect livestock from predators and to break calves to lead. Pack burro racers most often use standard-size donkeys. Unlike Mammoths and Miniatures, standards are not considered a separate breed.




Miniature Donkeys 


Although the International Miniature Donkey Registry rules classify donkeys 38 inches or less as Miniatures (often referred to as Miniature Mediterranean donkeys, mini-donks, or minis), most people exclude donkeys over 36 inches. Minis make wonderful pets and can give toddler-size children a ride; they can  pull an adult in a cart. Miniatures have become wildly popular over the last two decades and have been the most lucrative size donkey to breed and sell.







Getting Physical 


Though related to the horse and sharing some characteristics with this equine cousin, donkeys have their unique qualities. The most immediately noticeable difference is the long ears sported by Equus asinus. The other trademark feature of the donkey is its deep, raspy bray—a grating, rusty, sometimes squeaky “heeeee-haaaaw” sound, which is music to some listeners and fingernails on a chalkboard to others.


Donkeys are grazing herbivores with large, flat teeth well adapted for tearing and chewing plants. Primarily grass eaters, they also delight in nibbling small bushes, bark, and limbs of trees, browsing somewhat as deer do. Like most grazing animals, donkeys grasp a plant with nimble lips, pull it into their mouths, and tear it off with their teeth. Because of their adaptation to marginal land, donkeys make efficient use of their feed and usually require less of it than do horses of comparable height and weight.



DID YOU KNOW



The U.S. Bureau of Land Management removes a number of feral donkeys from federal rangelands annually and makes them available to the public for adoption. These burros are, on average, 44 inches in height and weigh about 500 pounds. For more information on adopting a wild burro, go to the Web site www.wildhorseandburro.blm.gov.





 






Miniature donkey foal Chica seems to be giving her visitor a threatening, “back-off” look. Actually, she and mini companion Mona are being playful, a common characteristic of the smallest donkey type.
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ADVICE FROM THE FARM


Why Keep Donkeys?


Our experts reveal the many reasons why they chose to make donkeys a part of their lives.


 



Chorus of Brays


“As for ‘why donkeys,’ for me there are many reasons. The obvious one is that they’re so darn cute; but once you get past that, they’re such forgiving, sweet-natured animals. For me, there’s nothing quite like hearing that chorus of brays first thing in the morning when they hear the garage door go up and know that breakfast is coming. I can’t help but smile when I hear that sound. Watching them run across the pasture with their heads stuck straight out and play is just too funny. I got my first donkey as a pasture mate to my horse, but I got so much more. Donkeys are just a delight, pure and simple.”


—Lisa Lawhead


 




Unexpected Sense of Humor “‘Why donkeys?’ Because they are intelligent, sensitive, and devoted, with a sense of humor one would not expect from an animal.”


—Ann Firestone


 



Mischievous and Special


“ ‘Why donkeys?’ Because their personalities are so well suited to the needs of their people: friendly, loving, playful, sometimes mischievous, and willing to try anything they find reasonable. Because they read us so well and often reflect the attitude and mood of the people who spend time with them. Because they want to please and, with their ‘can do’ attitude, often surprise us with unexpected actions. Because they occasionally grace us with wonderful music—like angels from heaven. Because they fill a need, a hole in our souls and lives that we too often don’t even realize exists.
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“Because, as those of us who live and work with donkeys know, each one is special and better than all the others in some particular way. Yes, that’s it. Why donkeys? Because donkeys are special!”


—Pat Liley


 



Eager to Please


“ ‘Why donkeys?’ Because they are nonthreatening. Because they are sweet, gentle, loving, and responsive, eager to do what you want—and they try very hard to understand what that is. With sensible kindness and enlightened training, they can do almost anything.”


—Judy Merritt





  







A rougher coat and longer ears, among other features, distinguish this standard donkey (left) from his fellow grazer, a horse. Standard donkeys make good companions for horses.
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The donkey has a rougher, wirier coat than a horse does. Its mane is short, stiff, and normally upright, although in a few breeds (most notably Poitous and Poitou crosses) the mane can grow long and silky and fall over as a horse’s does. The tail has short, wiry hair except for a “tuft” or “brush” near the tip. The donkey has a different pelvic structure than a horse has, the donkey’s pelvis being higher, steeper, and narrower. This gives the donkey more of a pointed-hipped appearance.


Most donkeys have so-called white points. These include white rings around the eyes and muzzle, along with white on the belly and sometimes on the flanks and inner legs. Southern Mammoth breeders refer to a specimen with particularly vivid and extensive white points as “lit up,” a much-desired trait. Many (but not all) donkeys have the strip of dark hair referred to as the cross. It travels from the mane all the way to the end of the tail (this part is known as a dorsal stripe) and has another strip of hair running across it over the withers (shoulders). The withers are flatter and less prominent than those of a horse, which leads to challenges for donkey owners in finding a saddle that fits properly. Donkeys do not have rear “chestnuts” (the small horny growths found on the inside of horses’ legs). Their nasal passages are smaller than a horse’s, which can make smaller nasal tubes necessary for veterinary procedures. In addition, donkeys have sixty-two chromosomes, as opposed to a horse’s sixty-four and a mule’s sixty-three.







Socializing in a Bunch 


Although donkeys are very social and much prefer to hang out with others of their kind, they live in the wild in loosely bunched groups, quite unlike the tight feral horse herds. In domestic herd situations, donkeys are also much less structured than horses are. The pecking order established among horses does not exist among donkeys. Jennies, for the most part, are placid and nonconfrontational. There will be an occasional pinning of  the ears and threatening look at feeding time, but very little actual fighting occurs. Donkeys are generous with their personal space, allowing large numbers to crowd into a small shed or other shelter during bad weather.


 






A group of young Mammoth jacks gather at a fence. In general, donkeys don’t mind crowding together and sharing their space; if there is a jenny around, however, jacks should not be housed together.
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Biological Traits



Temperature: 99 degrees Fahrenheit



Pulse: 36–68 beats per minute



Respiration: 12–44 breaths per minute



Expected life span: 25–40 years



Sexual maturity: Jacks 8–18 months, and jennets 18–24 months. However, breeding is not recommended before the age of two for jacks and three or older for jennets.



Heat cycle: Jennets normally cycle every 21–24 days, remaining receptive for a period of 3–8 days, with ovulation occurring near the end of the receptive phase.



Gestation: 11–13 months, with 12 months the average.





Braying is common as a greeting (especially to the owner bearing breakfast). Jennies in estrus (heat) also bray, as do jacks when they are answering jennies or challenging other jacks.


Because they have a propensity for aggressive behavior, most domestic jacks are housed separately from other jacks and from jenny herds. Jacks can be very rough when meeting new jennets, and muzzling the jacks is a good idea when you introduce a jack and a jennet. Jacks may be kept together indefinitely as long as no jennies are within sight, smell, or hearing distance. Otherwise, jacks should be separated by two years old. Certain breeders do prefer  to keep their jacks running with a herd of jennies in a more natural manner and get along fine doing this. Owners should keep in mind, however, that some jacks attack and injure newborn foals.


 






A Mammoth jenny and her foal graze by themselves in a pasture. Initially, jennies tend to keep new foals away from the rest of the herd, which gives the newborn’s eyesight and coordination time to develop so that the young foal can keep up with the herd.
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Jennies seek solitude for their foaling. They also try to keep their newborns away from the herd initially, going so far as to stay out in cold, wet weather they would normally avoid. Because of these tendencies, most breeders try to keep an eagle eye on jennets due to foal, moving them to a clean, dry foaling area where the event can be monitored for the safety of all involved.







Making Baby Donkeys 


Donkeys generally become sexually mature between eighteen and twenty-four months, although maturity can occur much sooner, especially in the smaller donkeys. Because the possibility of an accident with these early bloomers always exists, experts recommend that you separate the sexes at weaning age.


Most breeders do not recommend breeding a jennet for the first time until she is at least three years old; four would be even better in terms of allowing her to achieve her full growth. Most jacks are fertile as two-year-olds and may start their breeding careers at a younger age than the jennets do.


Jennets normally cycle every twenty-one to twenty-four days. Many cycle year-round, although some stop during the coldest days of winter and the hottest of summer. Most remain in heat for three to eight days, with ovulation occurring near the end of the cycle. If bred and impregnated, they gestate the foal for approximately twelve months. Twinning is much more common in donkeys than in other equines.
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chapter TWO



All Donkeys Great and Small



Unlike other types of livestock, donkeys have undergone relatively few physical changes in the thousands of years since their domestication. Although physical variations between donkeys have evolved—because of differences in use, care, type of forage available, and other environmental factors—true “breeds” of donkeys have always been rare and not nearly as specifically defined as they are in other domesticated species.


As mentioned in chapter 1, in North America, donkeys have mainly been categorized by size (and sometimes by color). The American Donkey and Mule Society has recently granted breed status to Miniature donkeys. Among most breeders and owners, it is also accepted that Mammoth donkeys (American Mammoth Jackstock) form a distinct breed, as well. For purposes of discussion in this chapter, we will examine the types or “breeds” of American donkeys as grouped by size.







The Enchanting Minis 


Without a doubt, Miniature donkeys are some of the most enchanting, affectionate, and lovable animals on Earth. The fuzzy, sturdy baby mini resembles a stuffed toy and is of a similar size. As adults, Miniature donkeys look like diminutive versions of the larger donkeys, averaging 32 to 34 inches at the withers, with a maximum of 36 inches allowed by the American Donkey and Mule Society. The International Miniature Donkey Registry separates minis into two classes: Class A, for 36 inches and under; and Class B, for 36.01- to 38-inch donkeys. Ideally, a Miniature will be compact and well-proportioned, weighing approximately 200 to 400 pounds. Miniatures come in a range of colors, the most common being slate gray or gray dun (one of many shades of grayish tan). Most Miniatures have a dark dorsal stripe that runs down the back and a second strip of dark hair across the withers; together they  form a cross. Many minis have stripes on their legs, as well. Other colors include spotted, white, sorrel, dark brown, and black. Occasionally, minis will have a white star on the forehead or will be a solid dark color all over, with no white.


 






Miniature donkeys Chica and Mona drowse in the afternoon sun. Miniatures have a stuffedtoy appeal that is unbeatable.
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Unlike other breeds of miniature animals, Miniature donkeys have not been bred down from larger stock. The minis originated on the Mediterranean islands of Sardinia and Sicily. According to the Miniature Mediterranean Donkey Association, because these donkeys were so small, peasants would bring them into the house to toil at turning grinding stones. Some eighteenth-century woodblock pictures depict donkeys harnessed to a grain mill, blindfolded, and forced to walk in endless circles. In addition, the Miniature donkeys toted wood, water, and supplies to earn their keep. Unfortunately, crossbreeding with larger donkeys has made the original tiny breed almost extinct on the islands today.



DID YOU KNOW



The United States’ first importer of Miniature Mediterranean donkeys, Robert Green, said of the minis, “Miniature donkeys possess the affectionate nature of a Newfoundland, the resignation of a cow, the durability of a mule, the courage of a tiger, and the intellectual capability only slightly inferior to man’s.”





As mentioned in chapter 1, in 1929, Robert Green, a wealthy stockbroker in New York, imported the first Miniature Mediterranean donkeys to the United States. Their number rapidly grew over the next three decades, and in 1958, Bea Langfield of Omaha, Nebraska, created the Miniature Donkey Registry (MDR).  Mrs. Langfield operated the MDR until 1987, at which time she turned the registry over to the American Donkey and Mule Society, which continues to maintain records and register Miniature donkeys, along with donkeys of other sizes, mules, and zebra hybrids.


Fortunately, in contrast to the hard life of its ancestors, today’s Miniature donkey generally leads the life of a pet. Because of their engaging, companionable nature and small size, these easily kept creatures have become the most popular breed/type of donkey in America, a favorite of folks of all ages. Minis fascinate children, and seniors enjoy being able to keep and care for an equine whose small stature makes husbandry less physically challenging. These little donkeys can be kept on small acreage (zoning laws permitting) and have modest feed and housing needs (compared with those of a full-size equine).


 






In this blurry photo from 1946, Robert Green affectionately greets a Miniature donkey, the breed of donkeys he established in America seventeen years before.
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A herd of Miniature donkeys races across the pasture at Hester Farm in Dexter, Missouri. Miniatures are the most popular breed of donkey in the United States.
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