














THE
Donkey
COMPANION


[image: image]




[image: image]





THE Donkey COMPANION



Selecting, Training, Breeding, Enjoying
&Caring for Donkeys


SUE WEAVER


[image: image]




The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by
publishing practical information that encourages
personal independence in harmony with the environment.


Edited by Deborah Burns and Nancy D. Wood


Art direction and book design by Cynthia N. McFarland


Text production by Liseann Karandisecky and Jennifer Jepson Smith


Front cover photographs by © Bob Langrish (top left), © Carien Schippers (top center, spine),


© Lynn Stone (top right, bottom left), and © Mark Barrett (bottom right)


Back cover photographs by © Sue Weaver (top left), © Ed Kosmicki (top right), and


© Nigel Bean/naturepl.com (bottom)


Vintage postcards and photographs courtesy of the author


Interior photography credits appear on page 343


Illustrations by © Elayne Sears, except for donkey icons by © Leticia Plate


Maps and infographics by Ilona Sherratt


Indexed by Nancy D. Wood


© 2008 by Sue Ann Weaver


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages or reproduce illustrations in a review with appropriate credits; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or other — without written permission from the publisher.


The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information. For additional information, please contact Storey Publishing, 210 MASS MoCA Way, North Adams, MA 01247.


Storey books are available for special premium and promotional uses and for customized editions. For further information, please call 1-800-793-9396.


Printed in United States by Versa Press


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Weaver, Sue.


The donkey companion/Sue Weaver.


p. cm.


Includes index.


ISBN 978-1-60342-038-9 (pbk. : alk. paper)


1. Donkeys—Handbooks, manuals, etc. I. Title.


SF361.W43 2008


636.1′82—dc22


2008026340




[image: image]



PREFACE



Why Keep Donkeys?


When I was five years old, my brother took me to the county 4-H fair. The year before there were pony rides; I could hardly wait! I’d spent all of my tickets riding my favorite red pony round and round the little track, and I intended to do it again. Then, as we rounded the corner by the Tilt-a-Whirl, I gasped. There, standing in line to accept wee riders, was a donkey. A donkey — like the donkeys in my storybooks and the one in the pictures our Sunday school teacher made us color at Easter and Christmastime. I dropped my brother’s hand and ran to the donkey. I stopped, gingerly touched him, and gazed into his soft brown eyes. At that moment I was smitten; my heart was stolen away. I leaned close to the donkey and whispered, “I will have a donkey like you some day.”


And so I did; many, in fact. As years passed, a steady stream of donkeys paraded through my life: pets, donkeys we bred, donkeys rescued, a saddle donkey, and back now to pets. And always, gazing into soft, patient donkey eyes takes me back to that first magical moment when a pony-ride donkey stole my heart.


Why donkeys? In my case because their serene, Zen-like demeanor brings me peace in this rushed, busy world. Others keep donkeys for adventure: the thrill of competing in a pack burro race, combined driving events, or at top-level donkey and mule shows. As a business: crafting donkey milk soaps, guiding wilderness travelers on donkey-trekking trips, or breeding fine Miniature Donkeys. To protect vulnerable creatures like sheep, alpacas, and goats. Or simply to share the love: through animal-assisted therapy or the living nativity at church.


For whatever reason, donkeys are for everyone, and that’s what this book is about. If you don’t already have donkeys, give them a chance. They’re sure to steal your heart, too.


— Sue Weaver






This book is dedicated to
Paul and Betsy Hutchins
and Leah Patton
of the American Donkey and Mule Society,
and to
Dr. Elisabeth D. Svendsen M.B.C.
of The Donkey Sanctuary—
for all you’ve done for the donkeys.
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PART 1
Donkey Primer
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CHAPTER 1

MEET THE DONKEY


To carry a load without resting, to be not bothered by heat or cold, and to always be content: These things we can learn from a donkey.


— Pakistani proverb


The charming creature that we call a donkey is rightfully called an ass. It wasn’t until the late eighteenth century that English-speaking people substituted the word donkey for ass to differentiate it from the word arse, a rude word meaning “derriere.” Because the words were pronounced the same, it made sense. Nowadays, however, “ass” is making a comeback as a respectable word for donkeys. We use it frequently throughout this book, so don’t be surprised when you read it.


Asses in English-speaking countries are sometimes known by names like burro in the western United States or moke, neddy, and cuddy in Great Britain, and there are scores of other words for ass throughout the world. They all signify the same sweet animal we know and love as the donkey: Equus asinus.


[image: image]


“Burro Transportation” is the caption on this postcard of a lady in a fancy hat, riding a patient burro at Castle Rock in Golden, Colorado. This sepia-tone image is from the 1900s.


A Basic Brayer Lexicon


There are a few terms that you should understand before you read any further, although there are many more defined in the glossary at the end of this book. These terms can be further qualified to describe an individual animal, such as a weanling jack (a young male weaned from his mother but not yet one year old), an aged donkey gelding (a castrated male donkey ten or more years of age), or a yearling hinny (a hinny that has celebrated his first birthday but isn’t yet two years old).


You’ll also want to recognize the parts of the donkey as we refer to them; there aren’t a lot, so memorize them if you can.


[image: image]


Terms to Know


ADMS. Stands for American Donkey and Mule Society, an organization devoted to registering and promoting donkeys and donkey hybrids of all sizes and types. Membership includes a subscription to The Brayer, the organization’s thick, handsome bimonthly journal (see Resources). Members are eligible to compete in an array of award programs, including some that don’t require showing. If you love donkeys, you’ll love the American Donkey and Mule Society.


Ass. The proper label for a member of clan Equus asinus. Don’t be shy about using it; most donkey owners do it with aplomb.


Bray. To make the loud hee-haw sound associated with donkeys and mules. In other countries donkeys are said to make other sounds (see box, page 4), but, in truth, braying sounds the same around the world.


Brayer. Many folks call donkeys and mules brayers. Another such term that you’ll frequently encounter is longears.


Gelding. A castrated male equine of any age.


Hinny. Donkey hybrids produced by breeding a stallion (male horse) to a jenny (female donkey). Like mules, hinnies are sterile.


Jack. An intact (uncastrated) male donkey three years of age or older.


Jennet (pronounced JEN-et). The proper term for a female donkey three years of age or older; however, in common usage a female donkey is usually called a jenny. (I prefer “jenny,” and in most cases that’s the term I’ll use in this book.)


John. Just as many people call a mare mule or mare hinny a molly, they tend to call a gelding mule or gelding hinny a john.


Mare. A mare is a female horse, three years of age or older. A female mule is called a mare mule and a female hinny is a mare hinny, although many folks call a female donkey-horse hybrid of either type a molly. In some parts of the world, female donkeys are referred to as mares instead of jennies.


Mule. Mules are donkey hybrids produced by breeding a jack (male donkey) to a mare (female horse). Mules are sterile, although rarely a molly produces a living foal (a foal is a baby equine).



Donkeys Aren’t Horses



Although donkeys resemble horses, and indeed are closely related, there are notable differences between the two. All of the members of genus Equus descend from common prehistoric ancestors. However, during the Pleistocene era (stretching from approximately two million years ago to 10,000 years ago) four sub-genuses evolved, perhaps to better suit the terrain and climates in which they lived. These four classifications are Equus equus (horses), E. asinus (asses), E. doliichohippus (Grevy’s zebra), and E. hippotigris (the rest of the zebras and the now-extinct quagga); we’ll discuss them fully in chapter 2.


I Am Donkey, Hear Me Bray


One undeniable difference between horses and donkeys is in their neighs and brays. Donkey vocalizations, say researchers David G. Browning and Peter M. Scheifele, are unique among members of the equine clan because sound is produced during both air intake (the hee) and air outflow (the haw). These vocalizations consist of a series of emanations that cease only when the donkey becomes short of breath. The acoustic character, duration, and sequence (some hee-haw, while others haw-hee) are unique to each animal.




How to Bray in 17 Languages
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It’s a fact that people love or hate to hear donkeys bray; there is little middle ground. I love it. When my donkey Ishtar brays directly into my face (as she is wont to do because she knows it makes me smile) it gives me tingles — like standing 20 feet from the railroad tracks as the Amtrak thunders by.


If you don’t appreciate the music of donkey braying (or your nearby neighbors don’t), forgo owning a jack. Jacks sing for the sheer joy of hearing their lusty clarion calls echo across meadows and bounce off trees. They do it a lot, and their voices are loud.


Jennies and geldings tend to bray for a reason, ranging from, “Here comes the Boss — I bet she has a pocketful of peppermints!” to “Get out of bed and come feed us, we’re starving!” To discourage braying, don’t give up in desperation and give them what they want: for example, don’t rush out the door in your jammies to feed them in hopes of shutting them up. If you do, their braying will escalate in frequency and volume and will happen earlier and earlier on successive mornings. Trust me on this.


Donkey song varies in pitch and volume not only between the sexes but between sizes as well. Miniature Donkeys, for all their adorable cuteness, have (to my ears) pathetically squeaky brays. For sheer tone and volume, Mammoths are the Pavarottis of the donkey world.


My daughter, Robyne, would agree. When she was a junior in high school, old Bluestone Maudeen took a special interest in the girl. As Robyne trudged aboard the school bus every school day morning, Maudeen would let loose a blast of mighty brays. Robyne, now nearing 40, still cringes when she recalls the other kids hooting and howling, “Your sister is calling you, Robyne!” Such is life with asses.


Maudeen was special in many ways. Her song began with a low-pitched creeeeak like a rusty iron cemetery gate being forced open. It gained volume with each quick inhalation until it reached maximum pitch, at which time she emitted a mighty ii-aa, ii-aa and passed gas at the very same time. The neighborhood kids in our small town adored Maudeen; they loved to bring her apples to make her bray.


Christian folklore claims that donkeys once neighed. After hiding in Egypt for several years, storytellers explain, Joseph and Mary decided to move back to Nazareth. They traveled by day, but at night they camped near the side of the road. One night while they slept, their donkey heard soldiers’ horses approaching in the distance. Fearing the soldiers would kill young Jesus, the donkey neighed to alert the Holy Family. He whinnied and whinnied, again and again, but his voice was too soft to wake Joseph and Mary. Finally, as the soldiers drew near, the donkey prayed for a very loud voice to rouse his sleeping family. When he neighed again, he was rewarded with the loud, strident bray that donkeys have to this very day.


Key Differences


Though few of us will chance to work with wild asses or zebras, many horse owners branch out into donkeys or mules (and vice versa). Because they do, it’s important to understand the physical and behavioral differences among donkeys, horses, and their hybrid offspring, the mule and the hinny, both of which inherit characteristics from each parent. (See Comparing Equine Characteristics on page 6.) The wide range of differences makes things tough for donkey newbies who think their existing horse tack and their horse-handling savvy are all they’ll need to make the switch.


Consider saddles. Most saddles are constructed on saddle trees designed to accommodate a horse’s comparatively prominent withers — a feature that asses and most mules are sorely lacking. Furthermore, today’s horses tend toward roundness of back and wide spring of ribs, so that’s the type most saddles are crafted to fit; try fitting a lean Mammoth riding gelding with a saddle built on Quarter Horse bars. It’s a disaster!
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A horse wearing a one-ear style bridle—not suitable for donkeys.


The same can be said for fitting donkeys with bridles designed to fit their short-eared kin. While a horse and an ass may have heads of the same length, the horse’s browband will be way too narrow to fit Mr. Longears. Nor are “ear bridles,” made for horses’ short, slender ears, correct for donkey wear. Few donkeys tolerate having their delicate ears crammed through ear loops, and once in there, the base of the donkey’s ear is likely to be painfully chafed.
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Mule bridles made with snap-crown browbands are ideal for riding donkeys, too.
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DONKEY
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HORSE
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MULE
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HINNY


Did You ’Ear?
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Until recently (about 1850) in Britain, the word “donkey” rhymed with “monkey.” It still does in parts of Ireland and in several English dialects.
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BRAY SAY: When asses bray more than ordinary, particularly if they shake their ears as if uneasy, it is said they predict rain, and particularly showers. We have noticed that, in showery weather, a donkey, confined in a yard near the house, has brayed before every shower, and generally some minutes before the rain has fallen, as if some electrical influence, produced by the concentrating power of the approaching rain-cloud, caused a tickling in the windpipe of the animal, just before the shower came up.


— Robert Merry’s Museum (British children’s magazine), November 1844
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Edward, the author’s riding donkey, expresses himself.


Still, these differences can be easily circumvented if you’re willing to problem solve. Replace a bridle’s standard browband with a longer one. Have one custom made or buy a longer browband from a tack shop or catalog dealing in dressage or hunt seat gear (English-style browbands designed for European warmbloods often fit bigger donkeys), or choose a bridle specially made for donkeys and mules. Browband-style “mule bridles” feature a snap-end browband that allows you to fasten it after the bridle is already on your ass or mule, so you needn’t stuff his delicate ears through a standard opening. We’ll talk more about riding and driving gear for donkeys in chapters 13 and 14.


Out of Africa


All domestic donkeys are descendants of the African Wild Ass, according to Albano Beja-Pereira and his associates from Université Joseph Fourier in France. They have gathered and extracted DNA from skin samples collected from donkeys in 52 European countries, Asia, and Africa, as well as fresh dung from wild asses in Sudan, China, and Mongolia. Altogether this represents a total of 427 asses. The skin samples, says Dr. Beja-Pereira, were “collected only from small and remote countryside taking great care to sample unrelated individuals,” and the dung came from several representative herds.
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This vintage photo from Cairo and Luxor, titled “Groupe de baudets” (group of donkeys) features the white riding donkeys that were so well regarded in Egypt.


Dr. Beja-Pereira and his associates extracted mitochondrial DNA from these samples, a process that allows scientists to track an animal’s female descendants back through history. Based on their findings, Dr. Beja-Pereira’s team concludes that today’s domestic donkeys descend from two wild populations living more than 10,000 years ago and that two wild females, living far apart geographically, were the ancestors of virtually all of the donkeys living today.


Donkeys in Ancient Egypt


African Wild Asses were domesticated about six thousand years ago, most likely in Egypt. This event singularly altered the course of history. Horses didn’t come to the Nile River Valley until about 1750 BC; water buffalo arrived around 600 BC; camels made the scene about 400 BC. The ass was the only riding, pack, and draft animal available in Egypt’s Old Kingdom.


Asses in the ancient world excelled as beasts of burden for the same reasons that they shine in arid and semiarid developing countries today:


[image: image] Donkeys tolerate up to 30 percent dehydration and keep on working.


[image: image] They efficiently utilize low-quality, cellulose-rich food that would cause a horse or ox to starve.


[image: image] In most cases they can be turned out to scrounge for themselves on common land, where they not only survive but flourish.


Donkeys provided ancient families with transport (they could travel farther and faster than ever before), draft power to work their fields, tasty milk, and a ready supply of nourishing meat. Donkey caravans facilitated increased trade with distant tribes. Donkeys drew up water from deep desert wells, provided light tillage of crops, and trod farmers’ valuable cache of seeds into the waiting furrows. Jennies provided nutritious milk to save the lives of orphaned infants and babies whose hungry mothers couldn’t feed them. And in times of want, donkeys were eaten and their hides fashioned into sturdy leather.




AN ASS BY ANY OTHER NAME
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Asses were once highly regarded in ancient Egypt. Sir E. A. Wallis-Budge recorded this passage in his 1909 translation of the Egyptian Book of the Dead: “Heart which is Righteous and Sinless say … come in peace, come in peace … for I have heard the word which was spoken by the Ass with the Cat.”


However, from the New Kingdom period (1550–1070 BC) onward, ancient Egyptians looked upon asses with disfavor, because of the animals’ association with the evil god Set, so much so that the war trumpet fell into disuse because its blast was said to resemble the braying of an ass.




Donkey Deities and Remedies


Set, the red-haired, ass-eared god of chaos, confusion, storms, wind, the desert, and foreign lands, was one of ancient Egypt’s earliest deities. In later times, the worshippers of Horus overthrew the cult of Set, defaced his statues, and restructured the ancient myths. Set had the head of an animal; sometimes it was very asslike and sometimes that of a composite creature with a long snout, squared-off upright ears, slim body, and long legs — definitely something unknown to science!


The Egyptians also concocted several remedies using donkey parts. Don’t try this at home!


• For hair loss, apply a mixture of five fats (horse, hippopotamus, crocodile, cat, and ibex) with the tooth of a donkey crushed in honey.


• To darken gray hair, apply the liquid from a putrid donkey liver steeped in oil. (The recipe as given in the Hearst Papyrus: “Donkey liver, leave in a pot until it is rotten. Cooked, put in lard. Rub in.”)


• Worm blood was mixed with donkey dung and dabbed on a splinter.


• Donkey dung alone was rubbed into a wound to stop bleeding.





Brayers on the Move


From Africa, domestic donkeys spread throughout the ancient world. The Israelites maintained huge herds of asses; hundreds of references in the Old Testament bear witness to their presence in Hebrew life. A tattoo on a mummified corpse dating to 430 BC depicts a stylized ibex, tiger, and ass, indicating that donkeys had reached Siberia by that early age.


Donkeys, and later mules, carried trade goods over the vast distance of the 2,500-mile Silk Road, stretching from Alexandria, Egypt, to the Pacific coast of China. Donkeys traveled north throughout the Roman Empire along with Caesar’s legions as far away as parts of Britain, Gaul (France), and Lower Germany. During the Middle Ages, donkeys spread through the rest of Great Britain. Columbus carried asses aboard ship on his second voyage to the New World; burros (Spanish donkeys) swiftly spread throughout Spanish-held lands along with Spanish colonists and padres. Meanwhile, George Washington imported the forerunners of today’s Mammoth Jackstock, the better to breed fine mules.


The history of our donkey friends is a rich dish worth savoring, so instead of serving it up as one fast-food meal, we’ve peppered the following chapters with trivia tidbits and snippets of long-ear historical lore.


Donkeys in Myth


The mythology and folklore of people the world over refer frequently to donkeys. Here are some typical references.


Epona. This Celtic goddess was protectress of horses, asses, and mules, as well as their human caretakers (she was also associated with dogs and birds, and she was a goddess of rebirth and fertility). Later, the Romans embraced Epona as protectress of the Roman cavalry. Her feast day fell on December 18. The worship of Epona is described in The Golden Ass, or Metamorphoses by Marcus Apuleius. He tells us that shrines to Epona were often erected in Roman stables, presumably to protect their equine inhabitants from harm.


Hephaistos (Roman: Vulcanus). This Olympian god of fire, metalworking, stonemasonry, and sculpture created the first woman, Pandora, at the command of Zeus, and also crafted Achilles’ war armor. Because he was lame, Hephaistos is usually portrayed as a bearded man with a clubfoot, riding on a donkey.


DONKEY TAILS




Legend of the Donkey’s Cross


[image: image]


A poor farmer near Jerusalem owned a donkey far too small to do much work at all. He felt that he couldn’t afford to feed a worthless animal like this, one that could do him no good whatsoever, so at the supper table he told his family that he was going to kill the donkey.


His children, who loved the little donkey, begged him to sell it rather than harm it. But the farmer said, “It’s wrong to sell an animal that can’t do a good day’s work.”


Then his oldest daughter suggested, “Father, tie the donkey to a tree on the road to town, and say whoever wants it may take it for nothing.” And the next morning, that’s what the farmer did.


Soon, two men approached and asked if they could have the donkey. “It can carry almost nothing,” the farmer warned them.


“Jesus of Nazareth has need of it,” replied one of the men. The farmer couldn’t imagine what a great teacher would want with such a useless donkey, but he handed it over.


The men took the animal to Jesus, who stroked the grateful donkey’s face and then mounted it and rode away. So it was that on the day we call Palm Sunday, Jesus led his followers into the city of Jerusalem riding on the back of a small, common donkey.


The donkey so loved his gentle master that he later followed him to Calvary. Grief-stricken by the sight of Jesus on the cross, the donkey turned away but couldn’t leave. It was then that the shadow of the cross fell upon the shoulders and back of the donkey, and there it stayed. All donkeys have borne the sign of the cross on their backs since that very day.
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Most (but not all) donkeys have a dorsal stripe and shoulder cross.





During the 2nd century AD, Hyginus (Astronomica 2.23) wrote this passage about Hephaistos: “According to Eratosthenes, another story is told about the Asses. After Jupiter [Zeus] had declared war on the Gigantes, he summoned all the gods to combat them, and Father Liber [Dionysos], Vulcanus [Hephaistos], the Satyri, and the Sileni came riding on asses. Since they were not far from the enemy, the asses were terrified, and individually let out a braying such as the Gigantes had never heard. At the noise the enemy took hastily to flight, and thus were defeated.”


Silenus (sometimes spelled Seilenos). The name of this Greek god of dancing and the wine press was derived from the words seiô, “to move to and fro,” and lênos, “the wine-trough.” Silenus invented the flute and was fond of playing one. He was also a god of drunkenness and was usually portrayed as a drunken man mounted on his constant companion, a stalwart donkey.


Did You ’Ear?
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In 260 BC, there was a Roman consul named Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio Asina (asina in this case means “donkey”), who was so called because of his huge ears.





Vesta (Greek: Hestia). The Roman goddess of fire (both sacred and domestic) and the hearth was one of the most widely worshipped of all the Roman deities. Daughter of Saturn and Ops, her sacred animal was the ass. Coronation of an ass was part of her festival, the Vestalia, held on June 7. Roman mythology holds that by braying a warning, an ass prevented Vesta from being raped.
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CHAPTER 2

BORN TO BE WILD


An ass may bray a good while before he shakes the stars down.


— George Eliot, nineteenth-century author


There are two types of wild asses and they’re worlds apart, both physically and geographically. One group is composed of true Wild Asses, and the others are feral donkeys, which are descended from domestic donkeys gone wild. (See chapter 4 for more on feral donkeys, called “burros” by the United States Bureau of Land Management.)


In ancient times, herds of graceful, slim wild asses once inhabited parts of northern Africa. Somewhat stockier wild ones ranged from the Middle East as far east and north as India and Tibet. All of these subspecies are imperiled today; some have already gone extinct, and others are sure to follow. Fortunately, most of the countries with surviving remnant herds have taken steps to preserve their remaining wild asses — nevertheless, they are critically endangered. This chapter contains some facts and figures on members of the ass family.


[image: image]


The wild ass is superbly adapted for his environment.
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THE EQUINE FAMILY TREE


ORDER: Perissodactylous
FAMILY: Equidae 
GENUS: Equus


[image: image] = extinct species



THE AFRICAN WILD ASS



Somali Wild Asses (called kiswahili or punda in their native land) weigh about 440 to 510 pounds. They inhabit hilly, rock-strewn deserts and arid to semi-arid bush and grasslands in regions with a four- to eight-inch annual rainfall, where ground temperatures exceed 120 degrees. The Somali Wild Ass avoids sandy areas, so it has never populated the sandy dunes of the Sahara. Along with hunting, interbreeding with domestic donkeys is pushing the Somali Wild Ass to the brink of extinction. Some authorities believe that the remaining Somali “Wild Asses” in Africa are in fact feral animals descended in part from domestic donkeys. Nubian Wild Asses are now believed to be extinct in the wild.


SPECIES: The African Wild Ass, Equus africanus


SUBSPECIES: Nubian Wild Ass (Equus africanus africanus) and Somali Wild Ass (Equus africanus somalicus)
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RANGE OF SOMALI WILD ASS


BRAY SAY: Who is born a donkey won’t die as a horse.


— Italian proverb
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SOMALI WILD ASS
(Equus africanus somalicus)


COLORATION: Light gray to grayish fawn shading to white on the underbody, legs, muzzle, and eye areas; their ears are rimmed with black. Both species have a slender dark dorsal stripe along their spines. The Nubian Wild Ass (like the domestic donkey) has a shoulder stripe; the Somali Wild Ass has striped legs. Both species have stiff, upright mane hair tipped with black, and black tail swishes. African Wild Asses can be easily differentiated from their Asiatic counterparts by coat color (Asiatic Wild Asses’ coats lean toward reddish brown) and their longer ears.


Did You ’Ear?
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The first written record of the domestic horse is inscribed on a Sumerian cuneiform tablet incised around 2000 BC. It refers to the horse as the anshe.kur (mountain ass) or anshe.zi.zi (speedy ass).
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The French caption on this card refers to the couple as Moors, so the photograph was likely taken someplace in North Africa.


HISTORICAL RANGE: From the Moroccan Atlas across Saharan and possibly Sahelian Africa to the Sudanese and Somalian arid zones (and possibly the Arabian Peninsula).


CURRENT RANGE: Small numbers of Somali Wild Asses are still found in parts of Chad, Djibouti, Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Eritrea; numbers are sharply declining in Ethiopia and Somalia, while Eritrea has a small but stable population.


STATUS: Critically endangered. In 2002, the world population was fewer than 570 Somali Wild Asses. The World Association of Zoos and Aquariums reports that an additional 192 African Wild Asses are housed in zoos throughout the world.





CHROMOSOME COUNT





All members of the equine clan interbreed and produce viable offspring. However, unless both parents share the same diploid chromosome number, the resulting offspring are sterile. When domestic donkeys interbreed with African Wild Asses it contributes to the dilution of the wild species: their offspring are fertile and breed within the Wild Ass bands. That’s not the case in Asia where the crossbred offspring of domestic donkeys and Asian Wild Asses are infertile.
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THE ASIATIC WILD ASS



Onager means “half-ass.” Onagers are true asses, but they’re decidedly more horselike in appearance than their African cousins. Forty thousand years ago during the Late Pleistocene era, Equus hemionus ranged as far north as western Germany, where it lived alongside woolly mammoths, bison, aurochs, and wild horses.


SPECIES: Asiatic Wild Ass or Onager (Equus hemionus)


SUBSPECIES: Persian Onager (Equus hemionus onager), Khulan or Mongolian Wild Ass (Equus hemionus hemionus), Gobi Kulan or Dziggetai (Equus hemionus luteus), Turkmenian Kulan (Equus hemionus kulan), and Khur or Indian Wild Ass (Equus hemionus khur). These subspecies are very closely related; however, having adapted to different climates and terrain, they differ slightly in size and outward appearance. All are frequently lumped under the catchall name of onager.


COLORATION: All Asiatic Wild Asses are a shade of reddish brown during the summer and yellowish brown in the winter, shading to a white or buff undercarriage and white shadings on the face and legs. All have dorsal stripes running the length of their backs. The dorsal stripes of Turkmenian Kulan, Persian Onagers, and Khur are bordered with white; the Gobi Kulan’s dorsal stripe isn’t.


Did You ’Ear?




[image: image]


Onagers gallop at incredibly high speeds (they’ve been clocked running 43 miles per hour). This is alluded to in the Qur’an (Sura 74:50) when the narrator describes the retreat of unbelievers “as if they were asses fleeing before a lion.”





HISTORICAL RANGE: One or another subspecies of Asiatic Wild Ass has at one time inhabited most of the steppe and desert areas between the Black Sea and Yellow River of China.


CURRENT RANGE: Over half of the total population of Equus hemionus dwells in southern Mongolia.
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THE ANCIENT ONAGER


The onager was the wild ass of the Old Testament. It was found in Palestine and the surrounding countries for about two thousand years after the events of the Old Testament but was almost extinct in the area by the 1850s. A few lived on in Iraq and Jordan until well into the twentieth century, but those are now thought to be gone as well.


Faisal A. Dean’s paper, “Lost Forever: The Onager of Arabia” (see Resources), offers readers a fascinating glimpse of this magnificent animal as it was written about in numerous Muslim texts; these are a few of the highlights:


• The word onager comes from the Greek onagros, meaning “wild ass.” In Arabic the onager is called al-himar, al-wahshi, al fara’, and al-’ir (al-’ir is used for domestic asses as well).


• From earliest times onagers were considered game animals. Bas-reliefs excavated at ancient Ninevah depict members of one of Assyrian King Ashurnanipal’s hunting parties (circa 650 BC) lassoing an onager. Peasants were more practical in their approach to onager hunting; they captured onager foals for the stewpot.


• The poet Al-Shammakh, born around AD 600, specialized in poetry describing the onager. About 43 percent (172 verses) of his life’s work dealt with onagers and the hunters who stalked them. His poems describe the wild ones’ anxiety, fear, jealousy, and anger, as well as their joy in the safety of their highland refuge.


• Several early authors described the onager’s longevity. Al-Jahiz, writing in the ninth century, asserted that onagers lived considerably longer than domestic donkeys. A fourteenth-century author, Kamil al-Din al-Damari, postulated that in the mountainous Jabal al-Mudakhan wilderness area onagers lived for more than 800 years.


• The same writer, al-Damari, wrote of al-Akhdar, a male ass (perhaps an onager) that once belonged to the Persian shah Kisr Ardashir. This ass reverted to the wild and mated with the wild onagers, founding a strain considered to be the most beautiful and long-lived of wild asses.


• Writing during the same time period, Abu Yahya Zakariyya al-Qazwini wrote (in The Wonders of Creation) that male onagers are inclined to rip off a young foal’s testicles to prevent him from competing for the old ones’ jennies when they mature. To avoid this confrontation, an onager jenny going into labor will seek a secluded place to have her foal in case it’s a male. Once the foal’s hooves harden and he’s able to run, she’ll take him back to the herd.


“By 1850,” writes Dean, “the Syrian onager (the Syrian Wild Ass) had nearly disappeared from the Syrian desert and in Palestine but was still common in Mesopotamia. It could be seen traveling in vast herds as far away as the Armenian mountains. … The last Syrian Wild Ass was shot in 1927. … Zoologist Otto Antonius wrote of the onager’s passing, ‘It could not resist the power of modern guns in the hands of nomads, and its speed, great as it might have been, was not always sufficient to escape from the velocity of the modern motor car.’”
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PERSIAN ONAGER
(Equus hemionus onager)


Persian Onager (Gur, Goor)


Controversy surrounds ancient bas-reliefs and paintings (circa 2600–2000 BC) of onager-like equids hitched to chariots. Some authorities believe that these works of art prove that the ancient Sumerians domesticated the Onager; others think that the works depict domestic asses. The most plausible explanation might be that these are Persian Onager hybrids produced by exposing domestic jennies or mares to wild or captive Onager stallions, but no one knows for certain that this or either of the other theories is true.


CURRENT RANGE: Northern Iran


STATUS: Critically endangered. According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources Red List, in 2002 there were an estimated 144 mature Persian Onagers in two protected groups in northern Iran, while in 2000 the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums estimated a wild population numbering 500 head (plus an additional 147 housed in zoos).


Khulan (Mongolian Wild Ass) and Gobi Kulan (Dziggetai)


Although these animals have different Latin names and some authorities consider them separate species, both the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums and the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources suspect that the Khulan and the Gobi Kulan are essentially the same animal.


CURRENT RANGE: Khulan dwell in semidesert and grasslands in the border region between northern China and Mongolia; Khulan were previously found in Kazakhstan but have been extinct in that area since about 1930.


STATUS: Vulnerable. According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources Red List, in 2002 there were between 5,766 and 11,866 mature individuals in the wild. According to a study conducted in 2005, due to massive livestock losses throughout the Khulan’s range and a subsequent lack of affordable domestic meat, poachers kill as many as 4,500 Khulan every year.
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MONGOLIAN WILD ASS
(Equus hemionus hemionus)


DZIGGETAI OR GOBI KULAN
(Equus hemionus luteus)



Turkmenian Kulan



A number of zoos throughout the world are working hard to establish captive breeding populations of Kulan. The World Association of Zoos and Aquariums reports that there are 1,022 Kulan registered in the International Studbook. A good place to see Kulan living under natural conditions is Canyon Colorado (see Resources), a United States–based wild equid conservation group that currently maintains 121 Kulan, 9 Persian Onagers, 3 Kiang, and 7 Somali Wild Asses along with Hartmann’s Mountain and Grevy’s zebras and Przewalski’s horses.


CURRENT RANGE: According to various sources, between 600 and 6,000 Kulan range wild and protected within two wildlife preserves: Badkhys Nature Park in Turkmenistan, a semidesert preserve established in 1941, and Barsa Kelmes, a small island at the north end of the Aral Sea.


STATUS: Critically endangered. The International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources Red List estimates that in 2000 the world’s wild Kulan population numbered roughly 650 head.
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TURKMENIAN KULAN
(Equus hemionus kulan)
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KHUR OR INDIAN WILD ASS
(Equus hemionus khur)


Khur
(Indian Wild Ass, Chor-khar)


The Rann of Kutch, 10,000 square miles of low-lying salt marsh in northwestern India and the Sind province of Pakistan, is the last remaining home of the Indian Wild Ass or Khur, most of which are found within the Indian Wild Ass Sanctuary in the Little Rann of Kutch (rann in Hindi means “salt marsh”). During monsoon, the entire Rann is flooded for about one month, during which time the asses congregate on grassy plateaus called “bets” until the waters recede. They forage enough salt grasses to survive.


CURRENT RANGE: Khur inhabit semidesert salt plains on the India-Pakistan border.


STATUS: Endangered. The World Association of Zoos and Aquariums reports that, according to a 1999 census, 2,840 Khur occupied Wild Ass Wildlife Sanctuary near Gujarat, India, in the saline desert of the Little Rann of Kutch; Indian figures set the current population at about 2,100 animals.



THE KIANG



There is little variation of color, size, and type between the Kiang’s three subspecies. In fact, the Kiang is genetically and physically very similar to the Asiatic Wild Ass (the mitochondrial DNA divergence between the two species is only 1 percent, and the divergence probably occurred less than 500,000 years ago). Kiangs are the largest of the Wild Asses, often standing as tall as 14 hands and weighing up to 950 pounds. These are robust asses with thick, Roman-nosed heads and massive bones. Compared to other Wild Ass species, Kiangs have relatively short ears.


SPECIES: Kiang (Tibetan Wild Ass, Gorkhar), Equus kiang


SUBSPECIES: Western Kiang, Equus kiang kiang; Eastern Kiang, Equus kiang holdereri; Southern Kiang, Equus kiang polyodon
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KIANG
(Equus kiang)


COLORATION: Kiangs are reddish colored in their slick summer coats, darkening to brown with much longer coats during the winter months, always with white underparts and a gray muzzle edged with white. A thin stripe of brown extends down the front of the legs, which are otherwise white; along the spine runs a dark dorsal stripe. Kiangs have short, dark brown, erect manes, and tails with a dark brown tuft and long hairs growing up the side of the tailbone.




WILD ASSES IN THE OLD TESTAMENT


[image: image]


The first five chapters of the Old Testament are revered by Christians, Jews (as the Torah), and Muslims (as the Tawrat) alike. Later chapters are held in high esteem as well. These are a few of the Old Testament’s many references to wild asses.


• Psalms 104:10–11 —He sendeth the springs into the valleys, which run among the hills. They give drink to every beast of the field: the wild asses quench their thirst.


• Job 6:5 —Doth the wild ass bray when he hath grass?


• Job 39:5–8 — Who hath sent out the wild ass free? or who hath loosed the bands of the wild ass? Whose house I have made the wilderness, and the barren land his dwellings. He scorneth the multitude of the city, neither regardeth he the crying of the driver. The range of the mountains is his pasture, and he searcheth after every green thing.


• Isaiah 32:14 — Because the palaces shall be forsaken; the multitude of the city shall be left; the forts and towers shall be for dens for ever, a joy of wild asses, a pasture of flocks.


• Jeremiah 14:6 — And the wild asses did stand in the high places, they snuffed up the wind like dragons; their eyes did fail, because there was no grass.


• Jeremiah 2:24 — A wild ass used to the wilderness, that snuffeth up the wind at her pleasure; in her occasion who can turn her away?





HISTORICAL AND CURRENT RANGE: Kiangs inhabit high plateaus and steppes in Tibet, the Tsinghai and Szechwan regions of China, Nepal, and India.


STATUS: Although Kiangs aren’t currently endangered (they’re classified “Lower Risk” on the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources Red List), ongoing hunting for meat and skins is having a negative impact on Kiang numbers. There are currently an estimated 67,000 Kiangs in the wild, and, as of 2005, 116 individuals in zoos.




The Jawbone of an Ass


The most famous donkey jawbone in history was probably the wild ass jawbone that Biblical strongman Sampson used to slay a horde of enemy warriors. As the Living Bible tells us in Judges 15:15–17:


Then he [Sampson] picked up a donkey’s jawbone that was lying on the ground and he killed one thousand Philistines with it. Tossing away the jawbone he remarked,


Heaps upon heaps,


All with a donkey’s jaw!


I’ve killed one thousand men,


All with a donkey’s jaw!


This location in Palestine has been called “Jawbone Hill” ever since.





BRAY SAY: “Khyang” is the name given by the Tibetans to the wild horse of their northern steppes. More accurately it is a species of ass, quite as large in size as a large Japanese horse. … To all appearance it is an ordinary horse, except for its tufted tail. It is a powerful animal, and it is extraordinarily fleet. … It has a curious habit of turning round and round, when it comes within seeing distance of a man. Even a mile and a quarter away, it will commence this turning round at every short stage of its approach, and after each turn it will stop for a while, to look at the man over its own back, like a fox. … When one thinks it has run far away, it will be found that it has circled back quite near, to take, as it were, a silent survey of the stranger from behind. Altogether it is an animal of very queer habits.


— Ekai Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, 1909


DONKEY TAILS




Donkeys and the Evil Eye
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Boccaccio speaks of “the skull of an ass set up on a pole in a cornfield as a potent amulet against blight.” As a modern parallel to this we are told that at Mourzak, in Central Africa, the people set up the head of an ass in their garden to avert the evil eye from their crops.


— The Evil Eye, Frederick Thomas Elworthy (1895)


In many cultures the evil eye is the name for misfortune transmitted, usually without intention, by someone who is envious or jealous. The old British and Scottish word for it is “overlooking,” which implies merely that the gaze has remained too long upon the coveted object, person, or animal, and not that the look is evil in and of itself. Overtly praising someone (or something) can also inflict the dreaded evil eye. In a few parts of the world, particularly Southern Italy and Sicily, it is believed that some people can deliberately cast the evil eye. Here are some things done at times to avert or cure it:


• Nineteenth-century Bedouins would hang a blue bead and the tooth of a dead donkey around an animal’s neck or on its bridle to avert the dreaded evil eye. Sometimes this amulet was hung between the animal’s ears over its forehead, where it could be seen by anyone seeking to do injury to the animal.


• In Portugal, donkey skulls were once placed in prominent places to divert the evil eye.


• Ancient Greek peasants wore amulets made of pierced peridot strung on thongs made of plaited donkey hair.


• An amulet in the Arabic Folk Medicine and Magic archives at the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology in Ann Arbor, Michigan, is made of a crow’s head and a bit of skin from a dead donkey’s nose wrapped with seven different colored strands of silk. Seven pins are stuck inside the roll of skin. This amulet once was worn by an infant to protect the child against the evil eye, as well as to prolong his life.


• In old Hungary, a child who caught whooping cough (szamár köhögés in Hungarian literally means “donkey cough”) was said to be cursed by the evil eye. As an antidote, the child was slipped around and under a donkey three times.


• In the Middle East, turquoise blue faïence beads (donkey beads) are still used to protect livestock from the evil eye.
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CHAPTER 3

THE BREED YOU NEED


Concerning the difference between man and the jackass: some observers hold that there isn’t any. But this wrongs the jackass.


— Mark Twain


There are scores of breeds of horses, cattle, sheep, and dogs to choose from, but that’s not true of our long-eared friends. While there are hundreds of donkey breeds around the world (China has 18 all her own), we have only four in North America to select from, and only two of those are true American breeds.




What Is a Breed?


Wikipedia defines breed as “a domesticated subspecies or infrasubspecies of an animal.” For a type to be recognized as a breed, there should be a viable true-breeding population. In the case of equine breeds, a registry or other governing body maintains a studbook containing pedigrees and other information about each individual of each given breed. In the United States, registries and studbooks are sometimes created for types of equines that aren’t yet fully true-breeding; the American Council of Spotted Asses is a typical example.





The four breeds of ass commonly found in North America are the American Mammoth, the Spotted Ass, the Poitou Ass, and the Mediterranean Miniature Donkey. Of those four, the first two are true American breeds, while the latter two are fascinating and historic breeds from France and Italy.


As you look at the following photographs of various donkey breeds and read their histories, think carefully about your own individual needs and circumstances. Consider which breeds and types are most likely to fit your situation. If you long for a riding donkey and you’re six feet tall, a Standard donkey won’t do the trick. If girth, rather than height, is an issue, however, wide-set Large Standard donkeys are better weight-carriers than the narrower, lankier type of Mammoth. If driving is your forte, any breed or type will do, but if you want to haul multiple passengers along on your ramblings you’ll need to drive a multiple hitch of Miniatures or choose a bigger type or breed. If you want to make donkey milk soap, bigger jennies tend to give more milk. If visiting shut-ins or doing living nativities is your venue, you can haul several Miniatures in the back of a van; they’re easy to manage in close quarters and not as intimidating to the folks you plan to visit.



DONKEY BREEDS
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SOMALI WILD ASS.
Today’s domestic donkeys descend solely from African Wild Asses. While Nubian Wild Asses are extinct in the wild, small groups of critically endangered Somali Wild Asses still roam parts of Chad, Djibouti, Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Eritrea.
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ONAGER. (above and left) Now critically endangered, Persian Onagers were the wild asses of the Old Testament. In 2000, the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums estimated their population at around 500 head, plus an additional 147 housed in zoos.


KULAN. (below) In 2000, the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources Red List estimated the world’s wild Turkmenian Kulan population at 650 head. Kulan range is protected in two wildlife preserves: Badkhys Nature Park in Turkmenistan and on Barsa Kelmes, a small island at the north end of the Aral Sea.
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KIANG. Also called Tibetan Wild Asses or Gorkhar, Kiang inhabit high plateaus and steppes in Tibet, the Tsinghai and Szechwan regions of China, Nepal, and India. There are currently an estimated 67,000 Kiang in the wild.
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MAMMOTH DONKEY. (top left) A rangy Mammoth ass shares grass and companionship with a smaller, Standard donkey.
(top right) Many Mammoth asses are tall and strong enough for the biggest men to ride.


POITOU ASS. (center and bottom row) Huge and hairy, Poitou asses hail from the French province of Poitou. They are critically endangered worldwide. If you look closely at the picture at lower left, you’ll spy a cute Miniature Donkey peering out from under his massive, long-haired Poitou ass friend.
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MINIATURE DONKEY. Miniatures are arguably the world’s cutest donkeys, especially when they’re young and fluffy like the winsome foals on this page.
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SPOTTED ASS. (above and left) Though spotted individuals occur in domestic donkey populations worldwide, the registered Spotted Ass is an all-American breed.
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WILD BURRO. (below) Wild burros are feral donkeys descended from asses brought to our American Southwest by intrepid Spanish explorers and settlers.
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STANDARD DONKEY. (top left and below) Standards are the midsize animals most people picture when they hear the word “donkey.”
(top right) Large Standard donkeys are bigger than Standards but smaller than Mammoths. They’re a perfect size for riding and driving.
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SARDINIAN ASS. The Sardinian ass was an ancestor of the Miniature Mediterranean Donkey. This breed originated — and still lives — in Sardinia, a large island off the coast of Italy.



Which Breed?



Before deciding which breed you need, take some time to answer the following questions, to help you address your own particular needs and preferences. Don’t settle for less than you really want. Figure out your needs and buy the type of donkeys that meets those needs so you needn’t switch breeds or upgrade later on.


Q Should I buy registered animals or grade (unregistered) donkeys?


A If you plan to breed, pay a little more and buy registered stock; registered foals fetch higher prices than unregistered youngsters, and with pedigreed stock you have records of your animals’ ancestry to help you to formulate important breeding decisions. If you simply want donkeys to ride, drive, or love, but not to breed, then pedigrees aren’t a major consideration.


Q Am I willing to seek out (and spend more) for an unusual or rare breed or type of donkey?


A No matter where you live, Mammoths are relatively scarce; Miniatures and Large Standards are more common than Mammoths, and Standards are the most common of all. Poitou Asses are very rare and expensive. Miniature prices vary tremendously, from $100 for an unregistered jack to many thousands of dollars for a top-flight show and breeding donkey. Large Standards, especially those toward the high end of the height limit, generally cost more than smaller Standard donkeys.


Q If I’m looking for something unique, would I like to help to preserve and promote an endangered breed?


A The American Rare Breeds Conservancy (ARBC) (see Resources) is a nonprofit organization that protects and promotes more than 150 breeds of rare and heritage breeds of livestock. The organization lists three breeds of asses in its Conservation Priority List:


[image: image] The Miniature Donkey is listed as Recovering: “Breeds that were once listed in another category and have exceeded Watch category numbers but are still in need of monitoring.”


[image: image] The Poitou Ass is listed as Critical: “Fewer than 200 annual registrations in the United States and estimated global population of less than 2000.”


[image: image] American Mammoth Jackstock is considered Threatened: “Fewer than 1000 annual registrations in the United States and estimated global population of less than 5000.”


The Poitou Ass and the Mammoth definitely need additional dedicated breeders if they’re to survive.




How Tall Is a Donkey?


The following information is provided by the American Donkey and Mule Society (ADMS).


Miniature Mediterranean: 36″ and under


Standard: 36.1 to 48″


Large Standard: 48.1 to 54″ (jennets); 36.1 to 56″ (jacks and geldings)


Mammoth: 54.1″ and above (jennets); 56.1″ and above (jacks and geldings)
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MAMMOTH
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LARGE STANDARD
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STANDARD
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MINIATURE



Closing In



Let’s assume you’ve narrowed your search to two or three breeds or types. What next? Seek out equine expos where breeders gather to showcase their animals. Talk with breed representatives, pick up handouts and price lists, and compare your favorite breeds and types.


Call or write the registries involved. Request their promotional literature and breeder directories, subscribe to their magazines and newsletters, and read everything cover to cover. Carefully examine each registry’s materials and periodicals to determine their policies and procedures. Then ask yourself these questions:




Donkeys in the New World


• On April 9, 1495, King Ferdinand II of Spain (Isabella’s husband) sent livestock to Christopher Columbus, then on his second voyage to the New World. The livestock included horses, cattle, hogs, sheep, and goats, as well as four jacks and two jennies.


• The first donkeys and mules to set hoof on what is now United States soil came with the party led by Spanish colonist Juan de Oñate as it crossed the Rio Grande from Mexico in 1598. Indications are that more than 30 donkeys and mules made the trip. Oñate’s group eventually settled at San Gabriel, near present-day Española, New Mexico. By 1609, trains of donkeys regularly packed goods between missions and settlements in New Mexico’s Rio Grande Valley and supply sources in Chihuahua, Mexico.


• Colonel W. H. Emory, writing about life in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in the mid-1800s, stated, “Generally, the burros when ridden were mounted from behind, after the fashion of leap-frog.”


• The 1769–1770 expedition to Upper California, headed by Caspar de Portola, Spanish governor of Baja California, included numerous mules, many of which were eaten by the hungry explorers during the long journey.





[image: image] Are the claims made about this breed realistic? Everyone thinks his breed is the best on earth, but if things sound too good to be true, they probably are. Equines are individuals, no matter their genetic background; expect to encounter variations in conformation, temperament, trainability, and everything else. Don’t accept claims verbatim.


[image: image] Does this group’s materials, including any periodicals, reflect a degree of professionalism you’re comfortable with? Some folks are perfectly happy with photocopied newsletters and speed-printed handouts; maybe you’re not.


[image: image] Does this registry actively promote the breed it represents? How? When? Where? Are cooperative advertising groups promoting this breed? Can I join them? If you plan to show these animals, you’ll want folks to know what they are. If you breed them, there should be a market for their offspring.


[image: image] Does this group sanction activities of the sort I want to participate in? Saddle log and driving projects? Showing, breed, or open? Incentive programs? Futurities? Conventions? Photo contests? If they’re important to you, find out.


[image: image] Are there fees, policies, or procedures I couldn’t live with? Every year folks abandon breeds over dissatisfaction with their registry or its ways and means. Be informed before you commit.


Satisfied? Then ask the registry for the names of owners and breeders, if any, in your locale. Visit these folks, admire their animals, and ask lots of questions. If you’re offered a chance to ride or drive a typical donkey, do it and ask for breed-specific pointers. Ask why they chose this breed, and listen carefully to their answers. Ask if they’re satisfied with the registry representing it. Ask about prices and availability: theirs and other breeders’.


BRAY SAY: There are in India certain wild asses which are as large as horses, and larger. Their bodies are white, their heads are dark red, and their eyes dark blue. They have a horn on the forehead which is about eighteen inches in length. The dust filed from this horn is administered in a potion as a protection against deadly drugs.


— Ctesias, physician to King Darius of Persia, Indica, 416


Finally, weigh all these factors and decide: which breed? After selecting a favorite, expect to search widely within that body for a donkey whose conformation, trainability, disposition, and other attributes meet your needs. Animals are individuals, never cookie-cutter creations. Individuals should be evaluated accordingly.


Popular North American Breeds


There aren’t a lot of recognized donkey breeds to choose from (at least in North America), but the ones we have cover the spectrum from wee, cobby Miniature Donkeys at 30 inches tall to brawny Mammoth Jackstock in the 17-hand range. No matter what you want, there’s a breed (or type) of ass just right for you!


THE MAMMOTH


Before the tractor, farm power equated with oxen, horses, and mules. Once established as working stock in the United States — by George Washington, no less (see Donkey Tails on page 49) — mules quickly became America’s draft animal of choice. Heavy mules were also needed during wartime to draw the army’s heavy artillery. Tall, heavy-boned jacks were used to sire these big, strong mules, and to that end our forefathers developed Mammoth jacks.




Mammoth Jackstock Fact Sheet


Height


AMJR: Jennets are 56” and taller; jacks and geldings are 58″ and taller


ADMS: Jennets are 54.1″ and taller; jacks and geldings are 56.1″ and taller


Color


Any color, although black was traditional and sorrel is currently in vogue


Country of Origin


United States


Registries


The American Mammoth Jackstock Registry (AMJR)


The American Donkey and Mule Society (ADMS)





Charles Sumner Plumb, professor of Animal Husbandry at Ohio State University, wrote the following in his 1906 book, Types and Breeds of Farm Animals:


The introduction of the ass to America is said to date back to colonial times, when, soon after the Revolutionary War, the King of Spain sent as a gift to General George Washington, a Spanish jack and jennet. In Washington’s time some early interest was shown in breeding mules, as a result of this gift. Henry Clay is said to have imported some very fine Spanish jacks to Kentucky. From the Clay stock Kentucky obtained the start, which has resulted in such fame for that state in mule breeding. One of the first jacks taken to Tennessee was imported about 1840 … and many importations from Spain, France, and the Balearic and Malta islands have been brought to America since 1884.


High prices for jacks prevail to an extent not generally supposed. In France the Poitou ass brings a large figure, common ones selling close to $1000 and the better class from $1500 to $2000. At a recent Paris exposition one is reported selling at $3200. Paragon 63, imported from Catalonia in 1886, was sold for $2000. …


BRAY SAY: A book is a mirror: If an ass peers into it, you can’t expect an apostle to look out.


— Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, eighteenth-century German scientist
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This photo, enlarged from its tiny size, shows a man seated sideways on a donkey — probably a Mammoth or at least a Large Standard. The donkey is wearing the man’s hat.


The Mammoth Breeds Arrive


Between 1830 and 1890, American mule breeders imported several thousand Mammoth-type asses of a number of breeds — primarily Andalusian, Maltese, Catalonian, Majorcan, and Poitou Asses — from Spain and other parts of Europe. Some distinctions between these breeds are summarized below.


Andalusian. The Andalusian Ass is an ancient breed native to Andalusia in southern Spain. Most Andalusians were (and are) gray, often with attractive reverse dapples. Individuals imported to North America in the nineteenth century ranged in height from 14.2 to 15.2 hands. Read about today’s endangered Andalusian Asses on page 39.


Maltese. Maltese Asses originated on the island of Malta in the Mediterranean Sea. They were spirited, free moving, and invariably black or brown in color. Because these asses were smaller (they rarely exceeded 14.2 hands) and more refined than other imported breeds, they were never as popular as their larger, draftier peers.


Catalonian. Catalonian jacks of the day were enormous, 14.2- to 16-hand, black or brown asses with lighter points; they hailed from Catalonia in the extreme northeastern corner of Spain. These lively, fast-maturing jacks became very popular with mule breeders in Missouri, Kansas, and the eastern United States. They’re now endangered; read about today’s Catalonian Asses on page 39.




What Is a Hand?


Some breed associations compute heights in inches, and some in hands. A hand in equine-speak is equal to 4 inches. If a donkey is 12.2 hands high, he is 12 hands (48 inches) plus 2 inches, or 50 inches. Measurements are always taken from the ground to the point of the withers.





[image: image]


This undated postcard features a Majorcan ass with an elderly couple in native dress.


Majorcan. Majorcan jacks came to America from Majorca, one of the Balearic Islands in the Mediterranean off the coast of Spain. They were drafty, with huge bone, and averaged 15.2 hands in height. Though heavily used in Spain for producing artillery mules, with numerous fine specimens imported to both North and South America, this breed never became a favorite of American mule-men.


Poitou. During the nineteenth century, a handful of Poitou jacks were imported to America from the French province of Poitou, a rich agricultural region bordering on the Sea of Biscay. Though these large jacks with their huge heads and massive bone never became wildly popular in North America, those who imported Poitou jacks swore by the massive mules that they sired. For information about this ancient, long-haired breed in today’s world, see The Poitou Ass on page 38.


American Mammoths Today


Most of the breeds described by Professor Plumb are now extinct, or nearly so. At last count 120 purebred Catalonian asses were all that remained; a group of Spanish conservators are working to save the endangered Andalusian ass, and the Poitou breed is staging a slow but steady comeback.


The American Mammoth Jackstock Registry dates back to 1888, when it was incorporated as the American Breeders Association of Jacks and Jennets. Later, a second registry, the Standard Jack and Jennet Registry of America, was formed, and in 1923 the two registries merged. In 1988 the name of the organization was changed from the Standard Jack and Jennet Registry of America (SJJR) to the American Mammoth Jackstock Registry (AMJR), and thus it remains today.


Mammoths can be registered with the American Mammoth Jackstock Registry in two ways: by pedigree (when both parents are duly registered in the studbooks) or by measurement. According to the registry’s Rule of Entry, to qualify for registration by measurement:


’Ear’s a Tip




[image: image]


Don’t Call Them Donkeys! Mammoths should never be referred to as donkeys; they are Jackstock, Mammoths, Mammoth Jackstock, or Mammoth Asses. That said, some riders (such as the nice people at the Mammoth Donkeys list at YahooGroups) do call their big steeds donkeys. If you do it, you won’t be alone.





[image: image] Jacks must measure no less than 14.2 hands, standard measure, in height, at least 61 inches around heart girth, and at least 8 inches at cannon bone (measured around cannon bone midway between the knee and fetlock).


[image: image] Jennets and geldings must measure no less than 14 hands, standard measure, in height, at least 61 inches around heart girth, and at least 7½ inches at cannon bone (measured around cannon bone midway between the knee and fetlock).


[image: image] When applying for registry by measurements, submit three (3) photos with the application showing the entire animal clearly, front, rear, and side view.


In either case, the registry reserves the right to inspect the animal visually at any time prior to registration, to require an affidavit from a veterinarian certifying correct height and age, and to require DNA testing to verify parentage. Asses with dorsal stripes and shoulder crosses are not eligible for registration in the AMJR studbook.


The American Donkey and Mule Society accepts Mammoths in the American Donkey Registry stud-book. Its height limits are slightly different from those of the AMJR, reflecting the lower height limits formerly endorsed by the Standard Jack and Jennet Registry of America, and asses with dorsal stripes and shoulder crosses are eligible for registration.


BRAY SAY: Of all the extraordinary animals in this exhibition [the Paris Agricultural Show] was an indigenous ass of Poitou, a colossal donkey, shaggy with long, black, fluffy hair, and a head like a hairy fiddlecase, forming a grotesque caricature of a huge wild ass, and so singular as to have been bought for a fabulously large sum.


— The Dublin University Magazine, 1860


American Mammoth Jackstock are found mainly in the United States, with small populations in Canada and Australia. According to the American Livestock Breeds Conservancy (ALBC) there are between three and four thousand of these asses alive today, although only a few hundred historic-type black Mammoth Jacks remain, making conservation of those strains a priority for the ALBC conservators.


THE POITOU ASS


Poitou Asses were developed for a single purpose: to sire outstanding mules when bred to mares of a massive breed of draft horse called the Mulassier (jennets were kept to produce more breeding jacks). For more than two centuries Poitou mules were considered the best in Europe, often commanding astoundingly high prices.


The Poitou Ass is an ancient breed that was well established in its modern form by 1717 when one of King Louis XV’s advisors wrote, “There is found, in northern Poitou, donkeys which are as tall as large mules. They are almost completely covered in hair a half-foot long with legs and joints as large as those of a carriage horse.”




Poitou Ass Fact Sheet


HEIGHT


13.2 to 15 hands (54–60”) — see box, page 36


COLOR


Rusty black or dark brown


COUNTRY OF ORIGIN


Poitou-Charentes, France


REGISTRIES


Association de Sauvegarde du Baudet du Poitou (SABAUD)


The American Donkey and Mule Society (ADMS)







SPAIN’S ENDANGERED ASSES


CATALONIAN


In comparison with other specimens of the ass, the Catalonian is an aristocrat, with beauty, style and action. The head is trim and neat, and the ears well carried. The bone, while not especially large, is very hard and fine of texture and free of fleshiness. It is a very tough, hardy breed and has found more favor in America, in mule-producing districts, such as Missouri, Tennessee, and Kentucky, than any other breed.


— Liberty Hyde Bailey, Cyclopedia of American Agriculture, 1908


There were once an estimated 50,000 Catalonian asses in Catalonia, but with the mechanization of farm work the breed declined. Today, there are only 120 purebreds left. Half of them live on a ranch in Olvan (Bergueda), where the Gassó family, who began with only 30 asses, has labored to conserve the breed for three decades. They have donated several purebred asses to the l’Empordà Wetlands Natural Park and established an association to protect and guarantee the survival of the Catalonian ass.


One of the foundation breeds used in the development of American Mammoth Jackstock, the Catalonian ass is known for his endurance and ability to travel long distances without losing condition. Conservators say that the Catalonian can go three days without drinking, and he is strong enough to easily pack 220 pounds. Adult animals reach heights of 65 inches or 16.1 hands and weigh 1,100 pounds.


Catalonian asses’ ears are typically long and stand upright and their coat is dark brown except for their bellies, lower legs and eyes, noses, and the area around their eyes; these are white.


Catalonian asses are endangered in their Spanish homeland; perhaps American conservators could give this worthy breed a hand. For information, see Resources for the Web site of the Local Domestic Breeds of Catalonia.


ANDALUSIAN


Like the Catalonian ass, imported Andalusian asses were used to develop America’s Mammoth Jackstock, the first of which was Washington’s Royal Gift.


A conservation group, the Asociación Nacional de Criadores de la Raza Asnal Andaluza (ANCRAA), has formed in an effort to snatch back this elegant breed from the brink of extinction.


• They range in size from about 13.2 hands to 15.2 hands and larger for a jack. (Note: Equines are never measured in feet. The standard measure for large animals is hands; a hand is four inches with the decimal denoting extra inches, thus 13.2 is 54 inches.)


• Their color is silver gray; some are dappled.


• They must conform to certain measurements.


• Normally they do not have a cross, but it’s permissible.


• Andalusian asses are intelligent, gentle, and biddable.


Just as the Poitou Ass is recovering, thanks in part to international breeders who have embraced the breed, endangered Andaluz asses need assistance to survive. For more information about them, contact ANCRAA (see Resources).





The September 1901 issue of The English Illustrated Magazine has this to say about the Poitou Ass:


Some of the finest donkeys in the world are those of the Poitou district in France, where mule breeding has been a thriving industry for many generations; and here again we find proof of the animal’s extraordinary hardiness. The donkey mares … are kept in the lowest possible condition under the curious idea that this treatment results in the male offspring, which are most desired. The poor wretches are mere skin and bone, and are supplied with nothing but hay and straw in just sufficient quantity to keep them alive. Such treatment of the mother, one would imagine, would do anything but promote the stamina of the breed, but it appears to produce no bad effect.


The Poitou Ass is a big and powerful beast, standing from 13 to 15 hands high. One very curious practice is in vogue among the Poitou mule breeders: from the day the male ass is foaled his coat is left severely alone; he does no work, and is kept practically a close prisoner all his life, and being thus prevented from casting his hair, as he would do under normal conditions, the result is an accumulation of coats all tangled and matted together till they nearly trail on the ground. He then becomes an object of great pride to his owner, who apparently sees no drawback in the circumstance that this extraordinary mat of hair which envelopes his ass is a fruitful source of the worst skin diseases. Fortunately for the breed, this power of retaining an accumulation of coats is not universal among the Poitou asses; if it were, we could hardly expect them to attain the splendid development for which they are famed.


In 1867 there were 94 asineries (breeding establishments) housing 465 baudets (jacks), 294 jennets, and 50,000 Mulassier mares in the Department of Deux Sevres alone. A studbook was established in 1884.


However, after World War II, mules were replaced by tractors and automobiles, which quickly rendered the Poitou Ass obsolete. By 1950 only 50 asineries were operating in the entire Poitou-Charentes area, housing 300 baudets and 6,000 mares. In 1977 a breed census was taken, showing that only 44 purebreds (20 jacks and 24 jennets) remained in all of France. Conservation efforts began and by 2001, 71 jacks and 152 purebred jennets were recorded in the registry studbook. Though still critically endangered, the breed is making a comeback in France and abroad, including small populations in Britain, Australia, and North America.


Did You ’Ear?




[image: image]


Many of the Acadians who settled Nova Scotia (and later, New Brunswick) came from Poitou province in France. In 1755, a large percentage migrated south to Louisiana, where they became known as Cajuns.





MEDITERRANEAN MINIATURES


Without a doubt, America’s favorite breed of ass is the Miniature Mediterranean Donkey. America’s wee asses, also referred to as Miniature Donkeys, Miniatures, and mini-donks, were originally bred as working donkeys on Sicily and Sardinia, islands located in the Mediterranean Sea off the southeastern and eastern coasts of Italy.


Miniature Donkeys first set foot on American soil in 1929 when New York stockbroker Robert Green received six jennies and a jack that he purchased sight unseen during a trip to Europe. A year later marauding dogs attacked the herd, killing three jennies; the jack and the three remaining jennies comprised the first breeding herd of Miniature Donkeys in the United States. Green soon imported more Lilliputian donkeys from the Mediterranean area, and by 1935 he’d amassed a herd of 52 donkeys. Wealthy buyers like Henry T. Morgan and August Busch Jr. also imported new blood from the Mediterranean after beginning with Green-bred stock.




Miniature Fact Sheet


HEIGHT


The Miniature Donkey Registry (administered by ADMS): 36” and under


International Miniature Donkey Registry: 38” and under


COLOR


All


COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN


Sicily, Sardinia


REGISTRIES


The Miniature Donkey Registry (MDR)


International Miniature Donkey Registry (IMDR)





Then, in the early 1950s, Daniel and Bea Langfeld of Danby Farm (already breeders of world-class Shetland ponies) purchased a Miniature Mediterranean Donkey for their daughter, who had cerebral palsy. Soon they were major breeders with as many as 225 donkeys in their herd. The Langfelds widely promoted their donkeys, charming the readers of several national horse magazines with ads documenting the ongoing adventures of Parader’s Seventy-Six Trombones (a Shetland colt) and Ricardo (his Miniature Donkey buddy). In 1958, Bea Langfeld established the Miniature Donkey Registry, which she turned over to the American Donkey and Mule Society in 1987. Today there are more than 50,000 donkeys registered in the Miniature Donkey Registry studbook, some of which have up to 500 recorded ancestors tracing all the way back to the first Miniature Donkeys in America.


A second Miniature Donkey registry, the International Miniature Donkey Registry, was incorporated in 1992. It differs in that it registers donkeys in two divisions (Class A is 36” and under; Class B is 36.1” to 38” tall), and it offers two-, three-, and four-star ratings based on each donkey’s conformation.


A third group, the National Miniature Donkey Association, was established in 1989, not as a registry but to promote Miniature Donkeys through the establishment of show rules and a comprehensive breed standard, as well as to sponsor an array of programs for owners of Miniature Donkey Registry registered donkeys.


There is a lot to like about Miniature Donkeys. They’re large enough for tiny tots to ride and to pull a cart carrying an adult and one or two children; they’re easygoing and gentle to a fault; they’re economical to keep and feed; and they’re arguably the cutest creatures on God’s green earth. These diminutive donkeys are readily available throughout North America, and there are also fair-sized populations in Britain, Australia, and parts of Europe. In addition, they’re the perfect choice for knowledgeable breeders who want to show a profit by breeding asses.


Miniatures can be purchased for next to nothing (unregistered geldings and jacks bring $100–$200 in some locales) or for hefty five-figure prices. There is a strong market for high-end Miniature Donkeys, especially of the color du jour (at the moment, solid black with dark points). For example, at the 2007 North American Miniature Donkey Sale, 68 head averaged a tickle over $1,600 each, with a jack bringing $8,000 and 14 jennies selling for $3,000 or more each.


[image: image]


This postcard, sent from Santa Barbara in 1905, is titled, “I am Stuart. Who are you?”


BRAY SAY: 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 capacity only slightly inferior to man’s.


— Robert Green, America’s first breeder of Miniature Donkeys


Though Miniatures range in height from 26 to 36 inches (and 38 inches for International Miniature Donkey Registry stock), judges and breeders tend to prefer donkeys in the 32- to 34-inch range. Very small Miniatures sometimes carry a dwarfing gene, so beware of large heads set on short necks and hefty bodies with very short legs. You don’t want this gene in your herd.


THE SPOTTED ASS


Spotted Asses may be any height and of any breeding, but they must be spotted. According to registry literature, an “Ass or Half-Ass [the group registers mules and hinnies too] must have at least two spots visible on a photograph, behind the throatlatch and above the legs.”


Montana native Dave Parker began raising donkeys in 1962, but it wasn’t until 1967 that he bought his first spotted animals. Two years later, Parker and his friend John Conter (also of Billings, Montana) incorporated The American Council of Spotted Asses. The two maintained a registry that they actively promoted through a line of clever Spotted Ass products such as baseball caps, t-shirts, and mugs bearing the distinctive ACOSA logo. They also formed the SAPs Club for “people who loved asses — Spotted or spotless — and either owned one or patted one on the back” for which the partners issued members wallet-size, engraved bronze cards that quickly became collector’s items.




Spotted Ass Fact Sheet


HEIGHT


Any height from Miniature to Mammoth


COUNTRY OF ORIGIN


United States


REGISTRY


The American Council of Spotted Asses (ACOSA)





[image: image]


Bluestone Mordecai, the author’s Spotted Ass jack.


In 1974, Parker sold his Spotted Ass herd due to health problems and passed the reins to his partner, John Conter, and John’s wife, Claire, who have managed the organization since then. Though clearly a fun-loving organization, ACOSA is an established breed registry, and the Spotted Ass is a recognized breed.



OTHER BREEDS



Standard and Large Standard Donkeys. The American Donkey and Mule Association registers Miniature Donkeys in the Miniature Donkey Registry and Standard, Large Standard, and Mammoths of all types and colors in the American Donkey Registry (established in 1967 by ADMS founders Paul and Betsy Hutchins).


Wild Burros. The United States Bureau of Land Management (BLM) removes thousands of free-ranging feral horses and burros from BLM-managed public lands each year. Feral burros come in all sizes and colors, though average height is 44 inches (11 hands) — a good size for driving, packing, or for children to ride. Though technically “wild,” these burros are easily tamed by compassionate adopters just like you. We’ll talk about adopting one (or more) in chapter 4.


Evaluating Donkeys


No matter which breed you choose, it pays to learn to recognize the good and not-so-good physical characteristics of all members of the donkey tribe. The following is roughly adapted from the National Miniature Donkey Association’s breed standard for Miniature Donkeys so that it applies to asses of every type and size.


BRAY SAY: Known commonly as the jackass, this long-eared little creature is respected throughout the southwest — roundly cursed yet respected — and here he is usually referred to by his Spanish name, burro. Because of his extraordinary bray, he is sometimes ironically called the “Arizona Nightingale.”


— Arizona state administration, U.S. public relief program (1935–1943)


GENERAL APPEARANCE. Donkeys should be attractive, sound, strong, and sturdy. All parts should blend together in a nicely coupled, compact picture. Jennets should look feminine and slightly more refined than jacks and geldings. Bone should be strong and in proportion to the size of the donkey and his muscle development.


[image: image]


A WELL-PROPORTIONED ASS



DETAILS OF DONKEY CONFORMATION





DONKEY PROFILES


[image: image]


Roman-nosed
(Poitou)


[image: image]


Slightly dished
(Miniature)
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Slightly Roman-nosed
(Mammoth)


[image: image]


Straight
(all types)


HEAD. The head should be in proportion to the donkey. Donkeys should have broad foreheads with plenty of width between the eyes. The muzzle should taper with firm, even lips and large, open nostrils. Depending on breed, the profile can be Roman-nosed (Poitou), slightly Roman-nosed (Mammoth jacks), straight (all breeds and types), or slightly dished (Miniature Donkeys). Eyes should be large, prominent, dark, and clear, with symmetry and a kind expression. Ears should be long, parallel, upright (Poitou ears are allowed a little leeway), and carried alertly. The head should be well balanced and carried in an upright position.



TEETH AND BITE
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Even
(correct)
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Overshot
(parrot-mouthed)
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Undershot
(monkey-mouthed)


NECK PROPORTIONS


[image: image]


Miniature neck


[image: image]


Mammoth neck


TEETH. At maturity (after the third-year teeth have erupted) the teeth of the upper jaw should meet evenly with the teeth of the lower jaw — not overshot (“parrot-mouthed”) or undershot (“monkey-mouthed” or “sow-mouthed”). Up to a ¼” variation from an even bite is acceptable for most registries.


NECK. The neck should be strong, straight, and in proportion to the head and body. It should not be too short and thick or too long and thin, or weak in appearance.


[image: image]


DONKEY


BODY. The body should have balance and symmetry. Each part should blend together in a well-proportioned, pleasing picture.


SHOULDERS. A donkey’s shoulders are more upright than those of a horse but should not be excessively straight. An ideal shoulder angulation is approximately 45–50°.


HEART GIRTH AND RIBS. There should be a deep, generous girth. The ribs should be nicely rounded (well sprung). Watch for this especially when judging larger donkeys, as Mammoths, in particular, can be quite shallow and slab-sided.


BACK. The back should be of moderate length, strong, and level with a slight curve at the withers. The back should not dip or sway. The topline should be gently sloped from the withers to a level back and loin and then to a moderately long and sloping croup and well-placed tail. Avoid donkeys with long, weak backs.


[image: image]


HORSE


Even the best donkeys aren’t constructed like horses.


• Shoulders more upright than a horse’s


• Lacks the withers of a horse


• Sharper, steeper croup and narrower rump


• Hooves narrower and more upright


• Broader forehead


• Longer ears


• Bony eye orbits


LOINS. The loins, which are formed by the lumbar vertebrae, should be short-coupled, wide, and well covered. Loins should lead into a moderately long and gently sloping rump.
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