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For my father, who has always loved both history and horses.
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Introduction


If you’re a horse lover, no doubt you’re already a fount of equine knowledge. But here are even more fun facts, informative insights, and interesting tidbits that will make you the center of attention whenever you gather at the water trough with your barn buddies. And for those times when you’re rubbing elbows with non-horsey folk, the collection of trivia will have them saying, “I didn’t know that about horses!”
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Chapter One


The Horse in History




The hoofprints of the horse are often found alongside the footsteps of humankind. Whether the horse served as a battlefield mount; a workmate in plowing, hunting, and herding; or a recreational diversion, the horse helped make history.
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Fantastic Archaeological Sites Related to Horses















1. Kurgans: Altay Mountains, Siberia


Excavations of kurgans (the Russian word for a burial mound) have uncovered artifacts dating to the fifth-century-BC culture of the Scythians, a nomadic society so dependent on horses that the legendary ancient Greek poet Homer referred to them as “the mare milkers.” Female Scythians were as accomplished on horseback as their male counterparts were, leading some historians to theorize that they inspired the legend of the warrior-women Amazons. In fact, a kurgan housing the mummified remains of a woman revealed that she was buried in her riding clothes, alongside several sacrificed horses.


2. Lascaux: Dordogne Valley, France


Lascaux is the site of a world-renowned cave complex that contains the artwork of Paleolithic humans. Dating to approximately 15,000 BC, some 900 animal figures on the cave walls were beautifully created using charcoal and powdered minerals in hues of black, red, and yellow. The most prominent beast depicted is the horse. Over 600 equines gallop across the rough-hewn limestone walls in a prehistoric homage to the horse.


3. St. Mary Reservoir: Alberta, Canada


An archaeological dig at this drained basin unearthed spearheads approximately 11,000 years old that contained residue determined to be horse protein. That, plus skeletal remains of extinct prehistoric horses, is seen as evidence that early humans and many animal species existed there and that zealous over-hunting, and not climate change alone, led to the demise of the early horse in North America. Not until the arrival of Spanish explorers in the 1500s were horses reintroduced to the continent.


4. White Horse Hill: Wiltshire County, England


The famed “white horses” of England are a collection of giant stylized depictions of horses carved into the hillsides by early civilizations. The oldest white horse can be found on an escarpment of the Berkshire Downs near the town of Uffington; hence, it is known as the Uffington Horse. Modern soil-testing methods date the creation of the Uffington Horse to 1200-800 BC. It was no easy feat for the artists. Like other chalk horses, the Uffington Horse was wrought by first digging a trench into the ground and then filling it with native chalk. With a length of 365 feet, the figure can be viewed from twenty miles away. It remains a mystery whether the white horses served as a totem marking the territory of a particular tribe or as a religious symbol.
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The Uffington Horse, White Horse Hill





5. Zibo: Shandong Province, China


Numerous burial sites of revered rulers from China’s feudal past contain the remains of sacrificed horses, as the ancient Chinese believed that war horses would be needed in the afterlife. But most telling, perhaps, is the discovery of the tomb built for himself by Duke Jing, fifty-eighth in a long line of rulers in the state of Qi, a powerful stronghold from 770–476 BC. So passionate was his devotion to his horses that when one of them died, Jing not only buried the horse reverently but also sacrificed the horse’s personal handler or groom, presumably so the horse would be handled by a familiar caretaker throughout eternity.
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Breeds with Ties to History















1. Akhal-Teke: The roots of this lithe, athletic breed date back to 2400 BC in Central Asia, where it became highly prized by nomadic tribesmen known as the Tekes. Although primarily used as a racehorse in its native Turkmenistan, the Akhal-Teke is also known throughout the world for its inherent abilities in dressage and jumping.


2. Arabian: Although it’s not possible to pinpoint the origin of the world’s oldest purebred riding horse, the Bedouins who came to inhabit the Arabian Peninsula in 2500 BC brought with them the early predecessors of the modern Arabian: a hot-blooded, noble, refined horse known for its beauty and stamina.
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An Akhal-Teke stallion





3. Caspian: These small horses with dainty features are prominently displayed on the official seal of King Darius of Persia (500 BC). These are the storied miniature horses of Persia, and the Caspian horse is considered its direct descendant. Extremely rare today, the Caspian was rediscovered in hilly terrain surrounding the Caspian Sea in 1965.


4. Destrier: This is the so-called Great Horse that knights rode into battle during the Middle Ages. Although no longer in existence–it was replaced by a lighter horse more suited to a streamlined cavalry–it is thought to be the ancestor of modern draft horses.


5. Einsiedler: Today this breed has been incorporated into the ranks of the Swiss warmblood, but its origin can be traced to the tenth century and the Benedictine monastery at Einsiedeln, Switzerland. Although a consummate cavalry mount, thanks to its athletic ability and its trainability, it is used today as a sport horse.








Where Did All the Horses Go?


According to evolutionary theory, the family tree of the modern horse resembles a shrub with many branches. There is no straight line from a single predecessor to today’s version of the horse. However, fossil studies point to a dog-size creature known as Hyracotherium–also frequently referred to as Eohippus, or “dawn horse”–as the earliest ancestor. Hyracotherium stood only about eight inches tall and about twenty inches long and roamed the Northern Hemisphere about 45 million years ago. By crossing the land bridge between North America and Siberia, the early horse was able to migrate to Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa. Once that pathway was submerged by ocean waters at the end of the Ice Age, the horses that were left in North America met their demise through climate change and the voracious appetite of early man.








6. Exmoor pony: It is widely believed that the Exmoor pony is descended from the horses that crossed the prehistoric land bridge from North America to Asia and migrated to Europe. The ancient Celts used Exmoor ponies to pull their chariots, and the Domesday Book of 1086 (a survey of England conducted for William the Conqueror) mentions the native ponies. Because of its harsh environment in southwestern Britain, the Exmoor pony was rarely exposed to other breeds, so its ancestral color and conformation have not changed. It is always solid bay or brown and features sturdy bones and a doubly thick coat in winter.


7. Kiger mustang: Differentiated from more common American mustangs, the Kiger mustangs were discovered in 1977 near Kiger Gorge, a remote area of Oregon, during a Bureau of Land Management (BLM) roundup. The herd was predominantly dun-colored and uniform in conformation, evidence that the secluded environment had afforded only limited crossbreeding with other feral horses. DNA testing confirmed that the herd was descended from Spanish horses left behind during the conquest of the New World.


8. Morgan: A true American breed, the foundation sire foaled in 1789 was named Figure and was owned by Justin Morgan, a Vermont schoolteacher. The small yet hardy bay stallion proved incredibly potent, passing on his strength, stamina, and beauty to countless offspring and establishing a new breed of horse for a new country.


9. Przewalski: Also known as the Asiatic or Mongolian wild horse, this stout little horse closely resembles a donkey or zebra but with a brown coat and tan muzzle. Though named for a Russian explorer who encountered herds in 1881, the scruffy equine was actually “discovered” by westerners, perhaps as far back as the fifteenth century. The Przewalski is considered the only true wild horse remaining in the world.


10. Tarpan: A prehistoric breed of horse whose images are found in cave drawings, the Tarpan was first domesticated by the Scythians circa 3000 BC. Unfortunately, as the harsh steppes of Ukraine were settled, farmers saw the herds of native wild horses as a threat to their crops, so the Tarpan was hunted and disposed of. A small horse that was dun or grullo in color, the last of the Tarpans died in 1876 on a Polish game preserve.
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Dates: A Timeline of the Draft Horse in America















1800: Oxen are the preferred beasts of burden on American farms. Not only are they cheaper than horses, but also they can become a meal when their working days are over.


1830: About this time, European draft horses are imported to America. They work at a faster pace than oxen. Their loftier gait and brawny strength are needed to plow and till the heavy soils of the prairie.
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Draft horses at work





1849: The discovery of gold in California means that draft horses and draft crosses are brought west to haul ore wagons, They also move timber from the forest to be used in smelting furnaces.






Heavy-Duty Horses


The term draft horse describes a variety of breeds specifically bred for the ability to pull heavy loads as well as farming implements. Each breed boasts a colorful history. For example, the popular Percheron traces its roots to the French province of Le Perche. It is said that French knights exclusively rode gray horses, and those robust animals are thought to be the ancestors of today’s Percherons, which are predominantly black or gray in color. When the medieval era ended, the hefty yet elegant Percheron became the horse of choice for pulling heavy coaches. As the United States was settled, the Percheron was in demand as a horse to pull freight. In the 1880s, over 7,500 Percherons were imported to the United States from Le Perche. Today, the breed is still used on small farms and in logging operations where a draft horse offering both brawn and brains is needed. Percherons are also often crossed with Thoroughbreds to produce hardy but athletic horses for dressage and jumping.
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Percheron draft horses











1880: Trolleys (horse cars) pulled by draft horses operate in major American cities.


1900: Draft crosses are used to pull New York City fire wagons.


1910: The rise of industrialization means the end of the draft horse era, particularly in urban settings.


1945: Only 2,000 purebred draft horses remain in the United States.


1980: Thanks to an increase in specialized classes for draft horses at horse shows and a burgeoning interest in natural, non-mechanized modes of farming, draft breeds begin to make a comeback.
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Examples of the Horse in Myths and Religions

















[image: ]


Zuni horse fetishes





1. Native Americans, particularly tribes of the Southwest, carved small images of animals from semiprecious stones. These fetishes were believed to have magical powers that could be used by the bearer to overcome threats or problems. A horse fetish was–and still is–popular, as it is thought to possess healing powers and to provide strength and swiftness.


2. Epona, goddess of horses and those who care for them, was worshiped by the Celts until the Roman invasion (222 BC). Epona is the only Celtic deity to find a home in the Roman pantheon of mythology, where she eventually became the protectress of the cavalry.


3. Rhiannon is the goddess who is associated with horses in Welsh mythology, which includes a grand tale about how Lord Pwyll was so smitten with her beauty that he made her his queen after he spied her riding astride a magical and elusive white horse.


4. The Chinese zodiac celebrates the Year of the Horse every twelve years. The next go-round is in 2014. Humans born under that sign are said to be outgoing, adventurous, and energetic. But they’re also impetuous and strong willed.


5. The Bible’s book of Revelations, chapter 6, describes the appearance of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, generally thought to represent pestilence, war, famine, and death. The horses are colored white, red, black, and “pale,” respectively.


6. American folklore of the Old West includes the story of superhuman cowboy Pecos Bill and his horse, Widowmaker. In this tall tale, Widowmaker is so jealous of Bill’s new bride, Slue-Foot Sue, that he bucks her off his back, sending her bouncing on her bustle, unable to stop, to the moon and back.


7. In the Hindu religion, a magnificent white horse named Devadatta is ridden by Kalki, an incarnation of the god Vishnu, who brandishes a sword to reestablish righteousness and virtue in a world that has become evil and corrupt.


8. The beautiful unicorn is a legendary creature in world cultures throughout history. In the East, for example, it is known as Kirin (Japan) and Ki-lin (China). Ancient Greek natural historians mentioned the unicorn as a real creature, although the one-horned animal described circa 390 BC was probably a misinterpretation of journal notes describing a rhinoceros.
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Horsey Phrases from Yesteryear















1. “Chomping at the bit”: Also known as “champing” at the bit, the phrase probably dates back to horse riders’ earliest use of a bit and bridle. A nervous or spirited horse would chew on the bit or grind its teeth in anticipation of taking off at a gallop. Nowadays the expression connotes a person who is likewise eager to get started.


2. “Don’t change horses in midstream”: This warning comes from an 1864 speech by Abraham Lincoln on his renomination for president despite considerable criticism of his handling of the Civil War. With this remark, he was metaphorically comparing switching political allegiance to the unwise decision to hop off one horse and climb aboard another in the midst of a swift current.


3. “Feeling your oats”: Farmers and ranch owners long ago discovered that horses fed high-energy feeds such as oats and then allowed to remain idle become frisky and rambunctious when put to work later. Therefore, the phrase has become associated with an energetic or playful person.


4. “Hold your horses”: The expression, meaning “Be patient,” first appeared in print in nineteenth-century American literature. The phrase originally referred to keeping a tight rein on a team of feisty, antsy carriage horses.


5. “Home, James”: The second half of this adage is, “and don’t spare the horses.” It no doubt refers back to the days when people of wealth and high social standing would instruct their carriage drivers to get them home quickly, even if that meant taxing the horses’ stamina.


6. “If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride”: Taken from a Scottish proverb, this is one line of an extended poem that reminds the reader that it takes more than wishing to get what we want or need.


7. “She looks like she’s been rode hard and put away wet”: This insult to a woman’s appearance (although it could certainly also be leveled at a man) refers to the matted coat and generally fatigued, disheveled look of a horse that has worked up a sweat and then been sent back to the barn without a thorough grooming. As an idiom, the implication is that someone has been driven hard and looks or feels much the worse for wear.


8. “Straight from the horse’s mouth”: When old-time horse dealers advertised a horse’s age, the art of judging the truth of the claim by examining its teeth came in handy. Rather than trusting the dealer, a knowledgeable horseman could verify the horse’s age by looking in the horse’s mouth. Hence, the expression came to mean getting inside information or news from a reliable source.
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“Straight from the horse’s mouth!”





9. “That’s a horse of a different color”: This phrase harkens back to the early days of racing–no doubt before the time of the tough backstretch steward–when a bettor might discover that the horse he wagered on had been replaced with an imposter. Today this expression generally means “That is a different matter altogether,” not necessarily that something fishy is going on.


10. “Wild horses couldn’t tear us apart”: Although this phrase describes a person’s attachment to another (usually romantic), it derives from a gruesome practice. In antiquity, a supreme punishment was dismembering a person by having his limbs tied to several horses that are then sent off at a gallop.
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Instances of Horses Affected by Wartime Events



















No More Fraud at the Race Track


It’s understandable that common phrases include references to the nefarious ploy of substituting one racehorse for another. Not until 1946 did the Thoroughbred Racing Protection Bureau mandate tattooing the upper lip of racehorses for identification purposes. Today, all racehorses are tattooed before they are permitted to enter a race. The tattoo, which is a series of numbers preceded by a letter, is stamped on the inside of the horse’s upper lip. The letter represents the year the horse was foaled, and the numbers following it are the last five digits of the horse’s registration number. Because there are only twenty-six letters in the alphabet, the letters have to be recycled. It helps to know that the letter A was used for horses foaled in 1997. The letter B then signifies 1998, and so on. At the racetrack, it is the designated horse identifier’s job to verify that the horses entered in an upcoming race are not imposters. The horse’s lip tattoo is compared with the tattoo number recorded on the horse’s registration papers. If everything matches, the horse is permitted to head to the saddling paddock.








1. In 1541, England’s King Henry VIII issued his “Bill for the Breed of Horses,” which ordered the destruction of all stallions under fifteen hands tall and all mares under thirteen hands tall. This extreme measure was supposed to increase the size of the British Empire’s warhorses over a few generations. However, many of the feral ponies that lived in the remote mountains of Wales eluded their hunters and became the foundation stock for today’s phenomenally popular Welsh pony.


2. According to petroglyphs and other archaeological findings, it appears that for a brief period (estimated as 1650–1750) the Comanche of the American Southwest put leather armor on their horses to shield them from spears and arrows as they battled the rival Apache. The practice died out, however, once guns became available.


3. The Battle of Waterloo (June 18, 1815) was costly for the cavalries on both Coalition and French sides. Among Wellington’s victorious horsemen and Napoleon’s vanquished troops, approximately 45,000 horses were killed or wounded on that fateful day.


4. Napoleon’s famed warhorse, Marengo, was captured by the British Army at Waterloo. The horse outlived Napoleon by eight years. Marengo’s skeleton is on display at London’s National Army Museum.


5. Over 1 million horses died during the American Civil War. In addition to direct losses from artillery wounds, many horses died of respiratory illnesses brought on by exhaustion, inclement weather, and poor stabling conditions.


6. The Australian Waler (named for New South Wales) was the mount of choice for the famed Light Horsemen, the Aussie cavalry who fought in World War I. Walers served honorably in the harsh conditions of the Middle East, but quarantine restrictions prevented the horses from returning home to Australia. The majority were sold to the British cavalry stationed in India. The rest–about 2,000–were shot because they were too old or unsound to be useful. About 200 of the horses in this unlucky group were fed last meals by the Light Horsemen who had ridden them. Then, rather than have the horses dispatched by unfamiliar hands, these soldiers did the deed themselves.


7. Before he became president, Theodore “Teddy” Roosevelt was an officer in the Rough Riders, a volunteer cavalry regiment of the U.S. Army that fought in the Spanish-American War (1898). Because transport space was limited, Roosevelt’s men had to leave their horses behind when they shipped out to Cuba (and subsequently had to fight on foot). Roosevelt and his fellow officers were permitted to bring their horses along, but neither this privilege nor Roosevelt’s rank could secure the safe landing of one of his horses. The off-loading techniques in Cuba were chaotic and involved hoisting horses overboard in a sling. Roosevelt’s big horse, ironically named Rain-in-the-Face, was swamped by a huge swell and drowned. The loss of this horse meant that Roosevelt had to charge into battle on his other horse, an oversize pony named Little Texas.
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Campagne de France, 1814, by Jean-Louis-Ernest Meissonier (1815–1891)





8. Approximately 570,000 horses and mules served the United States during World War I. About 70,000 died. In 1919, the U.S. War Department authorized the breeding of horses for wartime use through the Remount Service. Civilian horse breeders participated in the program, which was dissolved in 1949.


9. Although many horses and mules were used by the United States during World War II (1939–1945), the last cavalry charge of the U.S. Army was in 1942, against the Japanese on the Philippine island of Luzon.
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