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Foreword to the Second Edition


Most young people grow up having a hero of some sort. That hero may be an athlete, a coach, a scout leader, a teacher. Drew and I, like so many growing up in ox-rich New England, found our heroes among the accomplished men who drove oxen, the teamsters. They worked cattle on their farms and in the woods, and come spring they began exercising and conditioning their teams in preparation for the pulling and showing competitions held at the country fairs.


As members of the 4-H Working Steer Program, we trained our own teams under their watchful eyes. Sitting on a hay bale in an old barn or at a fair, we listened to the stories they told and the sound advice they gave, and we strove to take our teams to a higher level of training.
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Standing among the teamsters during a competition class, in which teams of steers and oxen pulled many thousands of pounds, we heard detailed discussions of proper yoking, yoke design, draft, and the principles of good teamstering. This vibrant oral tradition, however, while passing knowledge on through generations of teamsters, has never been fully realized in print. This book is an attempt to gather those voices on paper.


Drew has dedicated much of his life to this task. His formal training and subsequent position of Professor of Animal Science, the knowledge he has attained from good ox teamsters, and his many years of hands-on experience using his own teams for practical work — all have qualified him to teach both the basics and the advanced craft of training teams and teamsters. He has written dozens of articles, published two books, and made two training films. He has done research in seven countries on four continents. He has worked with and lectured to 4-H clubs, rare-breed organizations, and historical groups, and has somehow found time to conduct in-depth and intensive workshops.


For good reason, Drew is often referred to as an expert on the subject of oxen. I once heard him say, “I don’t think of myself as an expert; however, I consider myself to be the best student on the subject of training and working oxen.” There is, perhaps, no finer way in which to carry on the work of preserving the integrity of the past while allowing us to touch it in the present. It is his gift to all.


— Tim Huppe


BerryBrook Farm


Farmington, New Hampshire







Foreword to the First Edition


In search of every clue to the better training of oxen, I had carefully studied Drew Conroy’s The Oxen Handbook several years before I was invited to Plimoth Plantation in 1990 to help with a session on training oxen. At that time I had been working oxen for nearly twenty years.


I knew Drew Conroy would be there with a team. I knew he was still a young man, a product of New England’s excellent and much coveted 4-H Working Steer program. I had never met Drew. To spot him I watched each teamster bring his team up the lane.


One team stood out for their sharp responsiveness. The force of the teamster’s confidence in working his animals immediately caught my attention. His oxen reacted quickly to every command, although they did not appear to be frightened. His commands were clear and unwavering. Of course that young man turned out to be Drew. My own ox driving has improved significantly as I have studied him and his methods of working cattle. What makes this guy click so well with teams of cattle?


Drew’s enthusiasm for working oxen has the same irresistible strength as his authority over them. It is not surprising that the students at the University of New Hampshire honored him for excellence in teaching. His excitement is contagious. He frequently comes to Tillers training center in Scotts, Michigan, to help teach classes in ox training and driving. Drew challenges students with one training exercise after another. He uses stories and slides to stretch the brains of students after their legs will not chase after another steer.


The first time Drew came to teach one of our classes in 1992 he must have spent most of his nights reading to satisfy his driving curiosity. Our library of international literature on oxen attracted him like a moth to a night-light. He would be reading quotes to students next morning at breakfast. He was fascinated by the similarities with which people handled ox problems, even though they had never compared notes or seen each other’s work.


But intellectual curiosity alone does not make a great ox driver. Commanding a team of oxen twenty times your weight without lines or leveraged bits is not just an intellectual exercise. An ox driver must be extremely attentive and observant of his/her team. But the teamster must also have will power and determination backing every action and cue to convince the ox that he is following a worthy leader and has no need to question or resist commands. Teachers of draft animal driving, such as Les Barden and Lynn Miller, emphasize this point in their focus on first training the teamster.


Drew, it seems, was born with this requisite determination as part of his personality. Perhaps he has the same self-doubts we all suffer from, but he hides that human frailty. I assure you, no ox sees it in him. I have seen him repeatedly convince problem teams around the United States and in Africa of his superior determination. Verlyn Klinkenborg, after researching oxen at Drew’s side for several days while writing “If It Weren’t for Oxen We Wouldn’t Be Here” for the August 1993 Smithsonian, skillfully described Drew as “purged of uncertainty.”


This determination in Drew’s character is, I am convinced, a key to his success with ox training. While you may not have inherited it from your parents, Drew will teach you its utility. He will urge you to never let a young ox run away from you, even though you have no lead rope or line on him. You will ask, “How do I do that from the side of the team?” You will certainly have moments to wonder as you take on your first team.


If you have the opportunity to watch Drew, you will see him reach out his arm and goad a half-mile to flick a team on the nose to remind them that they just ignored his command to stop. If they are beyond the long arm of his goad, he will project his voice three-quarters of a mile to bring them to a stop. If they should be so foolish as to ignore that, he will pretend that he let them run ahead until they are about to hit the next tree or the side of a barn. Then he will cleverly command them to stop just before the barn or tree slams into their foreheads. Drew urges ox drivers to use every bit of the environment for the education of the ox.


Drew would not be nearly the ox driver he is without his deep appreciation of cattle. He must know the names of half the cattle in New England. He immediately spots each animal’s many traits. He knows the boundaries within which cattle feel comfortable. He provides repeated reinforcement of positive behavior. I suspect that when a nine-year-old Drew was training his first team late into the night through all the lanes in the forest, he got as much satisfaction from an approving lick to his hand after a long venture as his oxen gathered from his approving, “Good boys.”


Mark Twain once quipped, “He who grabs a bull by the horns, learns twice as fast as he who reads a book.” Although Drew draws on his university resources to focus light on aspects of ox care, you can be certain this author has been where he asks you to walk. Drew speaks of oxen from exceptional personal experience. It is our great fortune that he has had the patience to put it down on paper.


— Dick Roosenberg


Tillers International







Preface


On a Cold Night in 1978, my dad drove me 30 miles over snowy New England roads to look at a set of Brown Swiss twins. It was love at first sight. For $50 I bought the calves from Donald Hawes of Milford, New Hampshire. Being young, excited, and impatient to embark on my new adventure with my first pair of steers, I talked my dad into taking them home that night.


We loaded the calves onto the back seat of our two-door Toyota Corolla. Of course the young steers made a mess of the seats, and I scrubbed and cleaned the car before my mother saw it. As I look back on those early days, I can’t believe the things my parents endured for my love of working steers and oxen.


Once the calves were home, I faced what seemed like daunting challenges. The calves came down with scours. They were reluctant to follow me on the lead rope and even more reluctant in the yoke. I broke my leg two months after purchasing the calves. Neither of my parents had raised or trained oxen, so they could offer little advice.


Somehow I managed to train Zeb and Luke. I suppose I was motivated by my father’s insistence that we could always eat them if I couldn’t get them trained. I matured a lot while training those steers. One of the greatest lessons I learned was that there is no substitute for time spent working with animals. I also learned the importance of communicating with people and learning from the experience of others.


I learned how to train oxen from local experts. These were the men who had maintained the cultural tradition of driving oxen in New England, when the rest of the country had largely abandoned these animals nearly a century earlier.


I wrote The Oxen Handbook in 1985 after I realized how difficult it was to find information on raising and training oxen. I was constantly searching for information on oxen as understanding how to work and train my steers became an obsession. Being very shy (my friends today don’t believe that) I would rather have read books than asked strangers questions about training oxen. My quest for information forced me to overcome my shyness.


As a boy I never dreamed my oxen or my ideas would be featured in a number of films, videotapes, and magazines. Nor did I think my advice would ever be sought by people using oxen in competition, in agriculture, and in the forest. To this day I continue to seek the advice of many ox teamsters with more experience than myself. Attending oxen pulls and shows with my own teams subjects me to the criticism of the local experts whose knowledge and experience I value highly.


This book emphasizes New England methods of training and working oxen. Keeping ox teams today is primarily a hobby, and most oxen are used for exhibition and competition. Hobby oxen in this country are certainly less important than oxen used by farmers around the globe who depend on them for food production. Oxen, however, have been used in the forest and fields of New England for centuries, much as they are still used in other areas of the world today.


A team of oxen is the result of human-directed training and thought. For centuries many New England ox teamsters have begun training their animals as calves. Although the practice of training calves is not universal, it creates animals that are easy to work with and eager to please. Starting with calves is recommended for beginning teamsters and children interested in training steers or oxen.


For centuries, New England children have trained oxen. They often command such high levels of performance from their animals that they become the envy of many adult teamsters. Dozens of regional competitions see scores of children compete, mesmerizing crowds with their animal-handling skills.


Ox pulls and shows have always been a mainstay at agricultural fairs in the northeastern United States. These competitions create an environment where ox teamsters are quick to adopt new ideas and hone techniques in training and working cattle in order to gain an edge in competition. Much like other livestock competitors, ox teamsters in the United States strive for perfection in selecting, training, yoking, and working their teams. This opportunity has helped New England ox teamsters maintain a system of yoking, training, and driving oxen that is a unique New England phenomenon.


The ox was an important beast, and his image was recorded in many early photographs. Old yokes may still be found hanging in New England buildings. Were it not for the poor farmers who kept oxen in the yoke, the skills and techniques needed to train and drive them would have likely been lost.


I wrote The Oxen Handbook as an undergraduate documenting the tradition of driving and training oxen in the northeastern United States with little regard to their use or importance in other nations of the world. Since writing that book, I have gained a great deal of respect for other systems of working and training cattle. This respect and admiration come from personal experience with oxen and ox teamsters all over the United States, as well as the countries of Tanzania, Uganda, Kenya, Canada, England, and Cuba. Furthermore, my travels and communications have put me in touch with farmers, prominent researchers, authors, extension agents, and museum personnel from around the globe who promote and use oxen in their work.


As my own children grow and develop their interests in things other than oxen, I have found less time to work with my own teams. Conducting ox training workshops and working with new teamsters inspire me to get my team out of the pasture. I continue to make time for the youth in the New England 4-H Working Steer Program, where I got my own start with oxen. These hands-on educational activities have kept me in touch with the challenges that new ox teamsters face. They also remind me of the constant challenges of keeping a team comfortable in the yoke and willing to do any task demanded of them.


This book still emphasizes my cultural roots of learning to train and work cattle in New England; however, the principles can be applied anywhere. It has been amazing to observe other cultures outside the United States who use the same basic principles I have outlined in this book to train their animals. The challenge for new ox teamsters the world over is that cattle have no instinct to work. If you want them to respond to you in the yoke you have to follow through with a sequence of understanding the animals, then handling, and finally training, as outlined in chapters 5 to 7.


Anyone with patience, a basic understanding of cattle, and a sincere commitment to spend some time and effort can successfully train oxen.







1. Selecting the Ideal Team
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Whether you are selecting your first or your fiftieth team of steers to train as oxen, your preference as to breed and type, as well as your plans for how the animals will be worked, will and should influence your choice. Although your preferences are important, you would be wise if you are a novice to seek the advice of experienced teamsters when choosing one steer over another. You want the time and money you invest in these steers to result in pride, rather than disappointment.




What Is an Ox?


An ox is not a separate species or breed, but simply a castrated bull used for work. While many examples from around the world display or describe both cows and bulls being used as draft animals, castrated male cattle are most often employed as work animals.


The castration of a bull at an early age changes his growth pattern. A growing steer will develop longer legs and a larger frame. Thus the ox grows taller and heavier than the bull of the same breed when he is castrated before he matures. With castration and the loss of the influence of the hormone testosterone, the steer is also more placid and more easily controlled than the bull. Although castration causes a loss of muscle mass, particularly in the neck and shoulders, the greater size, length of leg, and more agreeable attitude of the ox make him a steadier and more desirable work animal. Castration, particularly on a small calf, also influences horn size and head shape, giving the ox a more cow-like appearance.


The two existing species of cattle, both used for work, belong to the genus Bos. They are Bos indicus (the Zebu, or humped breeds) and Bos taurus, representing breeds of European or Asian descent that have no humps. Bos indicus is common in warmer climates, while Bos taurus is more common in temperate and cool climates. For use as oxen, the two species are often crossbred by farmers in some areas to combine traits both species possess.
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The ideal ox is large, strong, straight, and healthy.






A third, now extinct, species was the Bos primigenius or auroch (also called urus), a huge wild ­animal thought to be similar in size to the modern Italian Chianina. The domestication of such an animal represents a great milestone in human history. The auroch is thought to have been a predecessor of, or at least had a great genetic influence on, early domesticated cattle. The auroch became extinct during the early seventeenth century. The last known survivor died in captivity in Eastern Europe.






Pulling Together


Oxen are normally worked in teams of two, with pairs sometimes hitched together for additional power. Multiple pairs form teams used for logging, heavy transport, and plowing dense soils. Teams are hitched together in tandem, one pair after the other. Out of necessity, often where farmers have few resources, oxen have been hitched together with other species, such as the horse or donkey. Even the poorest farmers, however, admit that multiple-species hitches are not a desirable situation.







Selecting a Team


Selecting steers to train as oxen is much like selecting any animals to be used for work or production. Before choosing an animal you must have a standard by which to evaluate the animal. No set standard has been established for conformation of the ideal ox, but most teamsters agree that an ox should be healthy, well muscled, and sound on his feet and legs, and have an agreeable disposition. A well-matched team of carefully selected and trained animals, with good conformation, is a joy to work. Such animals can be expected to live for many years and may be used for a variety of tasks on a farm or in the forest.


Oxen are generally easier to train and work as a pair or team. Selecting a team, however, is more challenging than finding one good animal. Putting together a team involves finding two or more animals that match not only in color but, more importantly, in disposition, agility, and size. Few perfect teams exist. Minor differences between animals are hard to avoid. Teamsters do the best job they can of matching or “mating” (putting together or breeding cows to bear calves that will grow, develop, and act alike) their teams.




The Ideal Ox


An ideal mature ox may never be seen or found, but it is always something to strive for in selecting animals. Understanding conformation and knowing what to evaluate is an important part of the selection process. Great differences exist between breeds and types of cattle. Take these differences into account in evaluating your animals for work. A breed like the N’Dama, a tiny West African animal, will have a different standard size and temperament than the giant Chianina, developed in Italy under much different conditions.


Before trying to put together a team, have a mental picture of what an ideal ox looks like. A good judge of livestock starts with a breed standard or scorecard. As no set standard has been developed for judging or evaluating the ox, you have to learn what to look for. Most experienced teamsters agree that an ox should be able to perform the duties expected of him for many years with a minimal amount of difficulty or hardship. Certain characteristics of the body are therefore essential. (See box, below.)






What to Look For in an Ox


The ideal ox is large for his breed, and he stands on a strong and relatively straight set of front and rear legs when viewed from the front, rear or side. The animal is not too cow-hocked, post-legged, or sickle-hocked. His hooves are dark, short in the toe, high in the heel and wide, but not to the extreme. His feet and legs track forward in a straight line. His neck, shoulders, back, rump, and thighs are heavily muscled. Working cattle transfer most of their energy from their rear legs, which push forward, to the shoulders or neck and head, depending on the type of yoke. To easily transfer this energy, the body, chest, and rump must be wide and strong. Every animal used for work should show the desirable degree of thickness for his breed.




Other essential traits include the following:






	Freedom from disease and conformational defects, such as a weak back, poor teeth, or any other defect of the mouth.


	A clean healthy haircoat.


	Youthfulness in age and appearance.


	Clear bright eyes, free of cloudiness or lesions.


	Alertness and ability to hear without any difficulty.


	A temperament that allows him to respond to normal training.


	When a head yoke will be used, large solid horns.







 Pass over steers that lack any of these essential characteristics. You will spend a great amount of time and energy training your team, and training inferior animals does not often yield desirable oxen. Characteristics such as color, breed, and how well the animals match are much less important than their ability to perform in the yoke.


 While you might argue that animals lacking some of the listed characteristics could make fine work animals, good conformation helps ensure that your animals will not develop problems during their years of hard work. Animals lacking perfect conformation may work successfully, but poor conformation or health problems eventually catch up with them.
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A post-legged ox’s hind legs are too straight, as in the lower drawing. The upper drawing shows good leg conformation.
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This Chianina has desirable feet and legs in both the front and rear.
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This steer toes out in the rear and has hocks that are pointed together slightly — called cow-hocked.
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This Milking Shorthorn has severely sickle-hocked rear legs.









Show, Pulling, or Farm Work?


As an ox teamster, have specific goals in mind for your team. How will you use the animals? Will you use the team for show, pulling, or farm work? Suitability to the type of work will greatly affect your choice of animals.


Pulling oxen and oxen used for farm work alone do not have to match in color or horn shape. The focus is work; therefore, the temperament and the ability of the two animals to work together effectively under a heavy load is more important than matching perfectly as a team.


A show team should be calm and obedient, but also well matched and flashy with an appearance that catches the judge’s eye in competition. Most oxen used for show are well matched in body, head, horns, and bone structure. They often carry more flesh than teams used for pulling or work.


A pulling team used in competition or logging needs to be active in the yoke, free of major conformation problems and, most important, have the mentality and willingness to pull aggressively as a team. They should be well muscled in the legs, neck, back, and chest. Their legs should be relatively straight and their top lines straight and strong. Due to their appearance or character, many of the best ox teams in pulling contests or woodlots would never place high in the show ring. A hard-working ox doesn’t have to be attractive.


A farm team need not look sharp or have the willingness to push their physical limits. However, the basic selection criteria for sound oxen still apply. Although well-matched animals won’t necessarily work any better for you, they will be more valuable if you decide to sell them.
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A farm team need not be flashy like a show team, nor pull aggressively like a competition team, but must be willing to work, and should match in case you sell them.






Selecting Calves


The beginning teamster wishing to work with horses is advised to start with an older, well-trained draft team. By contrast, the beginning ox teamster can easily train his or her first team of calves. Both team and teamster learn as they go. New England 4-Hers as young as eight or nine years old train their own calf teams with tremendous success. A well-trained team that is two or three years old can be just as calm and easy to work as an older team.


Selecting calves allows the teamster to mold the animals’ sizes, shapes, and personalities. While the ability to mold the team is not foolproof, a teamster with control over the team’s feed, handling, and environment will have a greater impact on how the animals mature in the yoke than a teamster who lets his calves run with a herd of cattle.


A team of oxen is made, not born.


A team of oxen is made, not born. It is the result of many hours of handling, training, and careful attention to feed and environment. Some teamsters buy four calves and start two teams, so they can later choose the best two animals for their team, selling the two animals that don’t match or work as well.




Selecting Mature or Trained Animals


Some teamsters prefer to let someone else do the raising, matching, and training, then choose the best available animals to meet their needs. This method is more foolproof than buying calves, because older animals are less likely to change in personality or size. The challenge is that oxen are not as common as they once were. In some countries where draft cattle are more common, the only animals sold are culls. Most good stockmen never sell their best animals.


Oxen live only 10 to 15 years. As an ox teamster once said, “. . . just about the time you get the team broke just right, they up and die on you.” Many teamsters who have good teams and use them daily do not cull their animals. You may therefore have a hard time finding a mature, well-trained team for sale at a reasonable price.


Selecting untrained animals at maturity is a good way to know exactly what kind of animals you are getting. Training them will be more challenging, but you do not have to wait for them to grow up to be put to work, nor must you wait to see what they will look like. I have purchased calves that matched perfectly, only to have the two animals grow up to be different colors with different conformations and dispositions. Eventually I had to buy new mates for each of the already-trained steers.


Choosing a team as mature or older animals is typical in many developing countries, where cattle are not large and they are handled daily while being herded to and from grazing areas. Teams are put together and almost immediately trained and put to work. The system works well because the animals are accustomed to people and are small enough to be muscled around, if necessary. The system is not as effective in the United States and Europe, where cattle can weigh more than a ton and may never have been touched prior to training.




Breeds


Whenever breeds of cattle are discussed for use as oxen, debate and differences of opinion ensue. With so many breeds of cattle to choose from, opinions are endless. It is clear that no one breed is best for all purposes. My own breed of choice has changed several times over the years as my level of experience, age, and needs have changed.


For example, I admire and have trained numerous Devon teams for their speed, stamina, and attitude, but other breeds are calmer and easier to work with. The Devon breed has proved to be too much for my children, who want to work casually with my team. The Devon has also proved to be difficult for other novice teamsters, in ox-training workshops.


An important question to ask early in the selection process is whether or not the breed you desire is available in your region. You might choose a breed fitting all your needs, but the nearest herd or team is 2,000 miles away. Are you willing to spend the money or time necessary to acquire such a team? Is the importation of an exotic breed really the best choice? Often more common breeds or local strains are better adapted to local environments and diseases, an especially important consideration in developing countries.
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Criteria for Selection


When choosing calves, select animals from similar bloodlines. They are more likely to remain matched when mature. Important factors in selecting a team include:




Disposition


Disposition involves an animal’s attitude toward being in a yoke and following commands. Some cattle are easy and placid in the yoke; others are high-strung and need constant attention. In selecting a team, make sure you have animals that work well together. Slight differences in disposition that need to be worked out always exist, but an aggressive or nasty steer yoked with one that is friendly and calm is not a pleasant experience, especially if the steers constantly fight each other in the way they move in the yoke.


 Occasionally a well-trained steer is used effectively in training a wild one. Historically, this practice was common in logging camps and freight companies. Today most oxen in the United States have been trained from an early age.




Agility


Some cattle are more alert and spirited than others. Don’t yoke two animals that are opposite in agility. A fast steer and a slow one won’t make a good team for show, farmwork, or pulling. In both cases one steer is always ahead of the other, limiting the team’s effectiveness. Ox teamsters around the world struggle with two animals that are not matched in their willingness to work as a team.




Size


Two steers that are different in size may work effectively in the yoke, provided they have a similar disposition and agility level. Similar size is important for a show team, as differences may affect the judge’s placing. Keeping two steers exactly the same size by altering their feeding program can prove difficult, especially if they are purchased as calves.


 While modern ox yokes can accommodate a small steer and a large one, a great deal of experience is needed to make and adjust a yoke to deal with animals of different sizes.




Conformation


Many ox shows and judges consider how well a team matches and the animals’ overall conformation. Slight differences in conformation are not usually a problem in a working team, but all other things being equal, an unevenly matched show team will not place as well. A team used for show and exhibition should be matched in body conformation. You can fairly easily put one animal on a diet to maintain his weight, but you will have a harder time changing his frame and overall size.


 The way the team walks, stands, and moves is sometimes a function of conformation. It is not critical that the animals match perfectly in conformation, but vast differences can affect the team’s appearance and sometimes overall value. Many experienced teamsters strive for heavy-boned, lean cattle with large feet and a steep hoof angle (short toes and high heels) because such animals supposedly live longer and have fewer health problems.




Color


Often one of the most sought-after characteristics in selecting cattle, color may give you some indication of the animals’ breed and bloodlines, but it remains one of the least important traits for a working team. A team that is well matched in color is attractive, but if the animals are not similar in disposition, agility, size, and conformation, problems arise as the animals are put to work.







The Effect of Specialization


In developed countries, many breeds of cattle originally selected for size and strength in the yoke have been intensively bred for meat or milk production. Where once the speed, working ability, and adaptability of cattle were valued as desirable characteristics, modern breeds have been selected to fit neatly into categories and systems of intensive modern cattle management.


Beef cattle have been selected for maximum growth and the ability to fatten quickly and easily, while other attributes important to an animal used for work have been neglected. Such characteristics often include sound feet and legs, athletic ability, and tractability. Beef calves are hard to find in the northeastern United States. They may be more expensive to purchase and more difficult to train than dairy breeds, largely because of their lack of human contact and regular handling at a young age. The beef breeds are thick and heavily muscled, and as oxen they may be difficult to keep lean for pulling competitions based on weight. In Nova Scotia, however, beef breeds such as the Hereford and its crosses are commonly used. Many of these fine animals are brought to New England to compete in pulling contests and easily beat leaner dairy-type cattle.


Dairy cattle have experienced a greater degree of specialization than have the beef breeds. Shorthorns, Brown Swiss, and Ayrshires were once bred as triple-purpose animals to provide work, meat, and milk. Many of the historical qualities like hardiness, muscling, and soundness have been forfeited in the name of high milk production. This fault lies not with the breeds or breeders, but with their attempt to survive in a world of specialization and maximum efficiency. As oxen, dairy breeds and their crosses are generally more popular than beef breeds in New England, largely because of tradition. Compared to beef breeds, dairy calves may be purchased younger, trained more easily, and molded into exactly what the teamster wants.


Dual-purpose breeds have retained more of the original characteristics desired by ox teamsters, but in many regions their numbers have fallen rapidly. The American Milking Devon is a classic example. This breed was once one of the most sought-after animals in New England. In 1880 J. Russell Manning, a veterinarian and author, wrote about the great attributes of the Devon: “As workers, milkers, and beef makers combined, for the amount of food taken in they have no superior.”


In the United States and Western Europe the survival of any breed has been based on its ability to adapt to drastically changing markets and methods of management. Many cattle breeds originally began as triple-purpose animals, but the draft characteristics that once were common are now difficult if not impossible to find. A smart, active, and athletic animal does not pay the bills.






Losing the Draft


Today the American Milking Devon is one of the only breeds in the United States in which breeders have actively tried to maintain draft characteristics. Consequently, this breed is now rare. It cannot compete with the Holstein or Jersey in efficient milk production, nor can it compete with its close cousin the Beef Devon or with the Charolais in the feedlot, where the only measurement of success is a larger, faster-growing, and more heavily muscled animal.







Choosing a Breed


More than 50 breeds of cattle are found in the United States and more than 1,000 breeds in the world. While certain breeds may appear similar to one another, their temperament, color, or other characteristics vary. All cattle can be trained to work. All have their own individual personalities, yet breed can greatly influence temperament and speed. Some teams need more work than others in order to maintain their attention and control.


When choosing a breed, consider the type of environment in which the animals will be worked. Some breeds are better suited to certain climates or environments. Choosing a beautiful team that cannot endure the heat, insects, or local diseases will affect the team’s working ability.


Animals used in hot climates, for example, need to be suited to such weather. Zebu or Bos indicus–type cattle are better suited to warm climates. They will work harder and faster than European or Bos taurus–type animals exposed to the same degree of heat and humidity.


The opposite holds true in cold climates. A team used in logging operations in northern areas must be acclimated to such conditions. Many Zebu animals, with their loose skin, short hair, and ability to endure heat will suffer greatly in subzero weather.


In areas where trypanomiasis and other tick- or insect-borne diseases are endemic, certain breeds of cattle are unable to survive. Native breeds with some natural resistance are often preferred in developing countries, even though larger, stronger animals might be available.


Most teamsters have a favorite breed. Others seek out characteristics they claim are just as important as conformation or temperament. Some teamsters never yoke a steer with a black nose or white feet. Although characteristics like skin or hair color may affect an animal’s ability to work in direct sun, some of these “rules” have no bearing on an animal’s ability to work.


Don’t believe everything you hear until you have had the opportunity to see numerous breeds in the yoke. When you find a breed you are interested in, ask the breeder how easily they train to a halter or how well behaved they are when captured. Usually individuals within a breed behave in a similar manner on a halter and in a yoke.


Temperament is a heritable trait passed down the generations. Beware that some lines or families within a breed can be more difficult to work with.






Handled with Care


All animals are easier to work with if they have been frequently handled and acclimated to people. When possible, watch how representatives of the breed behave in the yoke after they have been properly trained. Opinions are sometimes based on the teamster’s ability and not on the animals’ characteristics. While some breeds are more challenging than others to train, many teamsters agree that the breed doesn’t matter as much as the teamster’s experience and time spent working with the animals.







Common Breeds


The most common breeds used as oxen in New England include the Holstein, Milking Shorthorn, Brown Swiss, Chianina, Jersey, and Milking Devon. Also to be found are teams of Ayrshires, Dutch Belted, Charolais, Longhorns, Herefords, and Dexters.


Milking Shorthorns and Holsteins are considered excellent breeds for the beginning teamster because of their even temperament and lower purchase price compared to other breeds. Dairy calves have the additional advantage of being handled often and bottle- or bucket-fed, which makes training easier. Modern dairy breeds tend to be leaner and more angular than those of the past, but the mature ox usually fills out and puts on muscle if given the opportunity. Many experienced teamsters will yoke nothing but a Holstein or Milking Shorthorn.


The unique characteristics of breeds such as Chianina, Dutch Belted, and Milking Devon make them desirable as oxen, but these breeds are hard to find. They are more expensive than more ­common bull calves that can be purchased from a local dairy farm. Many other breeds may catch your eye but may not necessarily suit your needs as a teamster. Just because you are impressed by a pair of giant Chianinas or a pair of snappy Milking Devons, don’t be fooled into believing you will be less satisfied with oxen of a more common breed.


When a certain breed is not available in your area you might convince someone to breed some cows to a bull of that type, if you provide the semen. Shipping semen across country is a lot cheaper than shipping live cattle the same distance. Artificial insemination has produced many crosses without a major financial commitment or risk to the breeder.






Handsome Is as Handsome Does


A teamster in Maine had a pair of Devons that were sharp-looking and fast. They never slowed down. Every time they were hitched they wanted to trot away with the load, and did so more than once without the teamster — all the way back to the barn. This teamster tried a neighbor’s Guernsey team, which were not as fancy or as heavily muscled. After a calm relaxing morning hauling firewood, he decided to invite the neighbor over to help him haul out his firewood with the Guernseys, while the Devons stayed in the barn.







Hybrid Vigor


Many teamsters prefer crossbreeds because they combine the best characteristics desired in a draft animal, including soundness, longevity, and hybrid vigor. These crosses work well since neither milk production nor maximum growth is an important selection factor. Even multiple crosses or “mongrel” cattle make terrific work animals, because they tend to be more like their early predecessors. The challenge in selecting such animals is finding a suitable teammate.


Far too many breeds exist to cover them all here, so I’ll discuss only the breeds most commonly used as oxen. Numerous books are available (some listed in this book’s appendix) that describe the characteristics of cattle breeds around the world. While the following descriptions offer a general guide in choosing a breed appropriate for your needs as a teamster, hundreds of other breeds are used equally successfully as work animals. When the training is done, any team with good conformation is impressive, no matter what the breed.




Breed Comparison


Every team is the result of hundreds of hours of training and work. Any breed of cattle may be trained. Given an equal number of hours in the yoke, some are easier to work with. They would receive a 1 to 3 on the tractability scale. The more challenging breeds (rated 7 and up) may have traits that are desirable for specific purposes, such as pulling competitions. Such breeds are preferred by teamsters who seek their special characteristics and have the skills to handle the animals. A great deal of genetic variability exists among the various breeds. The wide variability in size and temperament means a breed is out there to meet the need of any ox teamster.


See Appendix I for a chart comparing ox breeds.




Ayrshire


















	Origin


	Scotland







	

Color




	

brownish, red, and white









	

Mature Weight




	

2,000 lbs. (900 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

active and alert









	

Tractability




	

7









	

Other



	

attractive long horns
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The Ayrshire has red and white patches and distinctive horns.




Noted for its long horns that grow out, then tilt upward and backward, this medium-sized dairy breed originated in Scotland in the county of Ayr. The mature Ayrshire ox in good working condition matures to nearly 2,000 pounds. Ayrshires are reddish brown and white and can come in any combination of those two colors, including almost all white to brindle.


Like other breeds developed in Scotland, Ayrshire cattle tend to be active and aggressive on pasture, and they are noted for their great ability to thrive on poor pasture. In the yoke they train easily as calves, but they may be challenging if allowed to have their freedom for the first few months of life.






Brown Swiss


















	Origin


	Switzerland







	

Color




	

light to dark brown









	

Mature Weight




	

2,400 lbs. (1,090 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

large









	

Temperament




	

docile and slow moving









	

Tractability




	

2









	

Other




	

grows rapidly
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The Brown Swiss is a large, calm, slower-moving breed.




This large breed grows fast and carries more flesh than other dairy breeds. It was originally bred for size, ruggedness, and sound feet and legs, characteristics that persist today. The Brown Swiss is noted for its docility, slow (sometimes poky) nature, and late maturity.


Teamsters who are accustomed to other breeds may find this breed to be temperamental, sensitive, and difficult to work. Temperament should not be confused, however, with an inability to work. Many Brown Swiss teams are excellent work animals for the field, forest, show ring, or pulling competition. In fact, in many Latin American countries, Brown Swiss cattle are sought after and often crossed with Zebu animals.


The Brown Swiss has unique coloring: solid brown that may vary from light grayish brown to almost black. Bulls are generally dark, and the longer bull calves remain intact, the darker they usually become. They always have a black nose, tongue, tail switch, and hooves, and a unique white ring around the muzzle.


The calves are generally large and grow quickly. Calves are sensitive and may require extra care for the first few weeks, especially if they are bucket-fed and not allowed to nurse from a nipple pail or cow.


In New England, Brown Swiss are used in heavy pulling classes because of their large size. Mature animals weighing up to 2,500 pounds are common. Due to its docile nature and slow pace, this breed is popular among youngsters, although the fast-­growing calves soon tower above their young teamsters.






Charolais


















	Origin


	France







	

Color




	

white









	

Mature Weight




	

2,300 lbs. (1,045 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

large









	

Temperament




	

moderately alert and active









	

Tractability




	

6









	

Other




	

heavily muscled
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The Charolais is a large breed that has been used for centuries as oxen in France.




Mature animals of this large white beef breed are large framed and heavily muscled, making them fine draft animals. The calves are sometimes hard to find. This was once the draft breed of choice in France, but the number of Charolais cattle used as draft animals in New England is low. The Charolais is often crossbred with the Holstein to get a light brown or tan, almost khaki-colored, animal.






Chianina


















	Origin


	Italy







	

Color




	

white









	

Mature Weight




	

3,000 lbs. (1,365 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

huge









	

Temperament




	

alert and excitable, at times to a fault









	

Tractability




	

10









	

Other




	

grows rapidly
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The Chianina is the largest breed of cattle in the United States. The all-white, horned cattle are the original Italian type.




Developed as a large draft animal in the Chiana Valley of central Italy, this is the largest breed of cattle in the world. Mature steers are often 6 feet tall at the withers and weigh up to 3,500 pounds. Beautiful spans of Chianina oxen can still be found in rural Italy today. They are fast growing and especially long legged. Of all the breeds, they have one of the most athletic appearances.


The true Italian Chianina is all white with large horns and a black nose, tail switch, and tongue. The breed is noted for its strong feet and legs and for its longevity.


In the United States, many registered Chianina cattle are black or dark brown and polled. Such animals are American adaptations, largely the result of an open breed herdbook. The goal in crossbreeding was to yield more desirable carcass and feedlot traits. This has created an animal different from the Italian Chianina, originally developed to be one of the world’s largest, most athletic, and powerful breeds.


The Chianina is popular among teamsters in New England interested in entering pulling competitions. These animals tower above their Holstein, Shorthorn, and Brown Swiss counterparts and at maturity usually win pulling competitions because of their sheer size. In weight classes they also have a higher ratio of muscle and bone compared to gut. In fact, their shape has been compared to a greyhound dog, allowing them to be larger animals in the same weight class.


Since they tend to be more high-strung and excitable than the Holstein, Shorthorn, or Brown Swiss, take care to properly train these animals when they are calves. This extra care is especially necessary when training calves that nurse their dam and are given free run of the pasture. Frequent tying and handling of the calves will pay great dividends.


For use as oxen, the Chianina is commonly crossed with the Holstein, Brown Swiss, or Shorthorn. Most often the Chianina is used as the sire, crossed with large dairy cows to get calves with the slower growth pattern and low-key temperament of their dam. Compared to full-blooded Chianinas, such crosses are competitive in pulling contests, with a calmer temperament.






Devon


















	Origin


	England; United States







	

Color




	

red









	

Mature Weight




	

1,700 lbs. (770 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

quick and alert









	

Tractability




	

10









	

Other




	

easy to color match
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The Devon is a fast-moving breed, with a long history as a superior draft animal.




Beef Devons and a small population of Milking Devons both exist in the United States. According to New England ox teamsters, “The breeders of Beef Devon have bred the brains and brawn right out of their animals.” Most Americans who seek Devons for work will not consider the Beef Devon.


The Milking Devon is a rare breed. Only about 500 cows survive in the United States. Supposedly descendants of the original cattle used by early pioneers, they seem to have retained most of their original characteristics. The Milking Devon closely resembles early cattle from North Devonshire in England, where it was one of the fastest, most agile, and adaptable of all the English breeds in the yoke. The Devon is small in size, but what it lacks in size, it makes up in character.


The Devon is all red, varying in shade from a deep rich red to light red. Devons have yellow skin and creamy white horns with black tips, and usually a whitish gray tail switch.






Dexter


















	Origin


	Ireland







	

Color




	

black, dark red, dun









	

Mature Weight




	

1,000 lbs. (455 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

small









	

Temperament




	

quick and alert, at times to a fault









	

Tractability




	

9









	

Other




	

long horns, heavy muscling
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Dexter cattle are one of the smallest breeds of cattle in the United States. They are quite lively.




This small all-black or dun breed, developed in Ireland, has gained popularity in the United States among small-scale farmers. Dexter working steers or oxen can be found at many ox competitions. They are a nice size for people concerned that cattle may get too large for their facilities, transportation options, or children.


Dexters tend to be high-strung, however, often a function of being allowed to nurse instead of being bottle-fed. They are heavily muscled for their size and grow long horns. They are great for teamsters interested in keeping the animals for fun and to do some light work around the farm or woodlot. This is a good breed for experienced younger teamsters interested in a team that won’t outgrow them.






Dutch Belted


















	Origin


	Holland







	

Color




	

white belt around black body









	

Mature Weight




	

1,700 lbs. (900 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

moderately docile









	

Tractability




	

3









	

Other




	

rare breed
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The Dutch Belted is a striking breed, medium size and easy to match together.




Called Lakenvelders or Lakenfeld Cattle in their native Netherlands, this breed was developed as a dairy animal and should not be confused with the polled Belted Galloway.


Although considered rare, Dutch Belted are popular as oxen. They are easily distinguished by their color, which is all black except for a continuous white belt around the barrel that begins at the shoulders and extends almost to the hips.


A dairy breed that is lean and angular like a Holstein, it is of medium size and grows in pace and size similar to the Ayrshire. Mature steers in working condition weigh about 1,600 to 1,800 pounds. In temperament they are similar to the Holstein — generally easy going and calm, but not as docile and poky as the Brown Swiss or Hereford.






Hereford


















	Origin


	England







	

Color




	

dark red with white face









	

Mature Weight




	

2,200 lbs. (1,000 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

moderately docile









	

Tractability




	

3









	

Other




	

rare breed
















[image: ]




The Horned Hereford is not as common a beef animal as it once was, but its calm nature is a trait the breed is known for.




Originally developed as a draft animal in England, the Hereford is reddish brown with a white face and belly, often with a narrow white stripe along the top line. The breed is medium to large, fattens easily, and tends to carry more flesh than it did in the old days. Individuals are easy to match in color, but can vary greatly in size. They are easygoing and calm.


In the United States, Herefords have changed considerably over the past 150 years. Originally used in the eastern United States as multipurpose animals that met all the needs of the small farmer, they were later selected only for beef. Their value as draft animals dropped tremendously when they were bred to be short and fat at the turn of the last century. Modern animals are large, heavily muscled, fast-growing, and efficient beef animals.


The most popular type today is the Polled Hereford, meaning it has no horns. Horned Herefords are still around and occasionally seen in a yoke. In Nova Scotia, the Horned Hereford is a preferred breed to cross with Shorthorns or Ayrshires to produce attractive, heavily muscled animals to use in the head yoke. Hereford-Holstein crosses are also popular among today’s New England ox teamsters.






Holstein


















	Origin


	Netherlands







	

Color




	

black and white or red and white









	

Mature Weight




	

2,500 lbs. (1,135 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

large









	

Temperament




	

docile









	

Tractability




	

3









	

Other




	

grows rapidly
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Easy to find, the Holstein is a popular breed of dairy cattle that make fine work animals.




Dutch settlers first brought the Holstein to North America from the Netherlands in 1621, but the breed was not kept pure. Later importations during the 1850s and 1860s were more successful. These cattle are often referred to as Friesians in other countries, and the Beef Friesian is found as a breed in the United States.


A large breed, the Holstein is noted for its rapid growth with little fat accumulation until maturity. A two-year-old animal may weigh more than 1,400 pounds. Mature animals often weigh well over a ton, with some reaching 3,000 pounds. This breed is not as tall as the Chianina, but some animals reach almost 6 feet at the withers.


The Holstein is one of the more commonly used breeds for oxen in New England. It is popular for beginning teamsters because the calves are easy to find and relatively inexpensive to purchase. While Holsteins are readily trained, however, they often grow too quickly for a small teamster.


Matching a team is challenging because of the great variation in color patterns. Holsteins are normally black and white, but occasionally red and white animals can be found.






Jersey


















	Origin


	England







	

Color




	

any shade of brown









	

Mature Weight




	

1,600 lbs. (725 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

moderately active and excitable









	

Tractability




	

7









	

Other




	

easy to color-match
















[image: ]




The Jersey is a smart and active breed that can make fine work animals for the farm or show ring.




This small breed of dairy cattle was developed on the island of the same name in the English Channel and was first brought to the United States in the early 1800s. Jerseys are fine boned and lack the ruggedness of the heavier breeds. They tend to mature early, which can be an advantage in pulling competitions among lightweight animals. Well-fed mature steers weigh about 1,600 pounds. Jerseys vary from light brown to almost black, with or without white patches.


This active, alert animal tolerates warm climates better than other dairy breeds found in the United States, but its small size and light muscling can be a disadvantage for heavy work. Jerseys are commonly trained by young teamsters and make adequate work animals for the farm.






Lineback


















	Origin


	England







	

Color




	

black with white stripe down back and belly









	

Mature Weight




	

2,000 lbs. (900 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

moderately active and alert









	

Tractability




	

6









	

Other




	

rare breed
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These oxen are Randall-type Linebacks, a medium-sized breed with a striking pattern.


In the United States Linebacks are varied in genetic background, yet black and white animals similar to the Gloucester cattle of England can still be found as oxen. The Randall Lineback, white with blue roan coloring, is also found in the United States.


The Lineback cattle are popular among people who show oxen because of their striking appearance — black or blue roan with a white stripe along the back and belly — and because they are active but agreeable in the yoke. Linebacks are of medium size, with mature steers weighing from 1,600 to 1,800 pounds.






Milking Shorthorn


















	Origin


	England







	

Color




	

red, red and white, roan









	

Mature Weight




	

2,300 lbs. (1,045 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

large









	

Temperament




	

moderately docile









	

Tractability




	

4









	

Other




	

matures slowly
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The Milking Shorthorn is prized for its even temperament, good muscling, and longevity.




One hundred years ago the Milking Shorthorn was the most sought-after breed, due to its versatility, and it has long been the most popular breed of cattle used for work in New England. The cows produced ample amounts of milk for the farm and the steers were trained as oxen and later used for beef.


The breed is hard to beat for its disposition and willingness to work. It is preferred over the Beef Shorthorn because it is more angular and athletic and does not put on excess weight as easily, especially when young.


Milking Shorthorns are medium in size and do not grow as large as Holsteins, but generally carry more flesh and are easier to match in color. Individuals may be red, red and white, all white, or roan (alternating red and white hairs). It should be noted, however, that many breeders of Milking Shorthorns in the United States have been crossbreeding with Red Holsteins to improve milk production in the breed. This has resulted in animals that are larger, as well as being less heavily muscled with finer bones, particularly in the legs.


Milking Shorthorns have historically been called Durham cattle, and many ox teamsters in New England still refer to them by this name. They are popular among young teamsters, as they can still be purchased as calves from dairy farms. In other regions Milking Shorthorns are nearly impossible to find.






Texas Longhorn


















	Origin


	United States







	

Color




	

any color or combination









	

Mature Weight




	

1,800-2,000 lbs. (815–900 kg.) (average)









	

Height




	

medium









	

Temperament




	

active and alert









	

Tractability




	

10









	

Other




	

impressive horns
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Texas Longhorns come in a variety of colors and patterns, but their lean bodies and long horns make them easy to recognize.




The Texas Longhorn originated from Criollo cattle brought as early as 1609 by the Spanish, via Mexico, into the territory that is now Texas. Criollo ­cattle are the same as the Corriente breed used today primarily for roping and steer wrestling in rodeos. Small and nondescript, they were some of the first cattle brought to this continent by the Spanish. The Criollo evolved through decades of natural selection in the harsh environment of the wide-open and arid range.


While early examples of the breed were rangy and varied greatly in size and quality, modern Texas Longhorns have become a true beef breed. They differ from other modern beef cattle in being leaner and having no color standard. Of course, they also grow a tremendous set of horns.


The Texas Longhorn is one of the more common breeds used for oxen outside New England. It is popular for parades, historic reenactments, and movies, especially in the western United States. In New England, Longhorns are seen primarily in pulling competitions. They are medium sized and easy keepers. Their temperament is sometimes considered challenging, probably the result of running free with their dams or of training that would be considered inadequate by New England standards. It should be noted that their large horns can be difficult to manage in the traditionally sized neck yoke or the head yoke.






Other Breeds


Many other purebred cattle are used as oxen in New England, including the Simmental, Gelbvieh, Salers, Scotch Highland, Piedmontese, Pinzgauer, and Guernsey. Any one of these breeds can make fine oxen. Some breeds may be hard to find in the northeastern United States, a predominantly dairy area. Others, like the Guernsey, are sometimes considered too lightly muscled, lack the ruggedness desired in a draft animal. The Scotch Highland, with its long hair, cannot tolerate working in warmer weather.






Popular Breeds around the World


A few breeds are worth noting because of their popularity in nations around the world. Globally the most popular cattle used for draft purposes are probably the Zebu, known in the United States as the Brahma type.


The word Zebu refers to a species of cattle, rather than a breed. Just as hundreds of European breeds belong to the Bos taurus species, hundreds of breeds belong to the Zebu or Bos indicus species. The characteristics of the Zebu include a large hump (composed of fatty tissue that becomes larger when the animal is well fed), greater tolerance to heat and humidity, and the ability to sweat more efficiently than Bos taurus. Finally, the Zebu cattle also have the ability to develop some resistance to internal and external parasites.


 In Asian countries, Zebu breeds are numerous, with many draft characteristics that have been maintained for centuries. In India, for example, breeds like the Mewati are known for their powerful frame and their docility as workers. The Nagori is a famous trotting breed, prized for road work. The Bargur is a fiery, restless, and difficult-to-train draft breed. The Sahiwal, common in Asia, Africa, and Australia, is noted for its milk production and fine beef qualities, making it popular to cross with local breeds.


 In Africa, many breeds are generally referred to as Zebu animals. Imported breeds influenced the Madagascar Zebu, a good-sized triple-purpose breed. The preferred breed for use on the farm is the small East African Short Horned Zebu, with its small and compact but rugged body.


 Other breeds worth noting are the Ankole and Watusi from East Africa, with their giant horns. They are worked by some farmers, but are considered inferior by others because they have no humps, an opinion resulting more from yoking technique than working ability. However, the Ankole and Watusi are smaller-boned than the Zebu and have less muscling in their rump and legs than Zebu of similar size.


 West Africa has the N’Dama, one of the humpless Longhorns. It has a great tolerance to try­panomiasis, an important attribute in areas that are infested with the disease spread by the tsetse fly (and therefore not a problem — or advantage — in North America). The N’Dama is a solid yellow, fawn, dun, or khaki color with long horns that turn upward. It is a tiny animal: adults may weigh only 400 to 600 pounds. Yet this animal is rugged, active, and agile, and anything but docile when range-reared. N’Dama are usually worked in teams as bulls with simple head yokes.


 From western to central Africa another common breed is the Fulani. Noted as a triple-purpose breed, it grows larger than the N’Dama and has better milk production. The Fulani weighs up to 1,000 pounds and is often used for crossbreeding. It is a large breed by African standards, and has the additional benefit of being more trypano-tolerant than other Zebu-type cattle.







Common Crossbreeds


Many teams are not made up of purebred animals. Some teamsters who are eager to combine the qualities of two or more breeds seek crossbred animals. Crossbreeds have an advantage for the teamster who desires characteristics of animals not found in the local region.


One typical characteristic is the ability to meet certain weight requirements of pulling classes. Many crossbreds used for oxen in New England are Holstein crosses, because Holsteins are the most common cows in the area. With the prevalence of artificial breeding, some dairy farmers are persuaded to breed their cows to non-Holstein bulls.




Shorthorn × Holstein


Shorthorns are commonly crossed with Holsteins in New England, where Milking Shorthorns are becoming hard to find. Teamsters persuade local dairy farmers to breed their Holstein heifers to a Milking Shorthorn bull. The teamsters purchase the resulting calves at birth and bottle-feed them. The cross combines the faster-growing characteristics of the Holstein with the more flashy and athletic appearance and heavier muscling of the Milking Shorthorn. The resulting animals are often easier to color-match than pure Holsteins and may be all black, black and white, or blue roan. The crossbreeds are usually more active than pure Holsteins.




Devon × Holstein


Crossing the Holstein with the American Milking Devon combines the larger size and more docile temperament of the Holstein with the more active nature and aggressiveness of the Devon. The result is a black animal that is slower growing than the Holstein with the more athletic and muscular appearance of the Devon. Compared to Holsteins, this crossbreed develops more muscling on the same amount of feed. They are often used successfully in lightweight pulling classes, and are popular among young teamsters not yet ready to train the more challenging purebred Milking Devon.




Chianina × Holstein


The Chianina-Holstein cross is popular in New England. It is usually dark brown to almost black and combines the height, growth, and activity of the Chianina with the deeper body, more solid appearance, and more docile temperament of the Holstein. It is a desirable cross among ox teamsters striving for really large but more easily controlled oxen to be used in pulling competitions.




Jersey × Holstein


Dairy farmers frequently cross Jersey bulls on Holstein cows to create a cow that makes more milk than a Jersey, with higher components of butterfat and protein than the Holstein. The cross reduces calving difficulties for Holstein heifers yet, with more muscling and frame, the calves are faster-growing and larger than a pure Jersey. Their temperament falls between the high-strung and head-strong Jersey and the moderate Holstein. The solid black or blackish brown offspring are easy to match in color. The breed grows to be about 1,600–2,000 pounds (larger than the Jersey) and makes fine medium-sized oxen for show or farm work.




Ox Breeds


Ayrshire. Known for being more high-strung than other dairy breeds, Ayrshires tend to carry more flesh than Jerseys or Guernseys do. They have large sweeping horns and are medium in size.
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Brown Swiss. The most rugged of the dairy breeds, with exceptionally strong feet and legs, Brown Swiss can be quite large, calm, and often slow to a fault as they get older. Although a good choice for a beginner, they often outgrow young teamsters.
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Charolais. This all-white breed was originally bred and used as a draft animal in its native France, where it was worked in a head yoke. Oxen of this breed are less often seen in the United States, but with good training their rugged frame and heavy muscling are desirable characteristics.






[image: ]





Chianina. This is said to be the largest breed of cattle in the world. It is not by coincidence that the all-white Italian variety has gained popularity in the northeastern United States, where this breed usually dominates ox competitions. These are big-boned, tall, and heavily muscled cattle that were bred to work.
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Chianina-Holstein. As the huge Chianina has come to dominate many of the pulling classes in the northeastern United States, some teamsters seek a cross between it and the Holstein to create an ox with a more moderate temperament. The Chianina bull is often bred artificially to Holstein cows to create an animal for the “Free for All” or unlimited weight class in ox pulling competitions.
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American Milking Devon. The triple-purpose “old style” Devon is the most popular Devon breed for use as oxen. Lively, small to medium in size, they are most like the cattle originally bred for draft purposes.
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