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  DEDICATION

  In the early 1900s, hundreds of thousands of mules were purchased all over the southern United States, assembled in the Guyton and Harrington stockyards in Missouri and shipped to foreign countries on chartered steamships. Great Britain alone purchased 180,000 mules from this exporter.

  Adventurous young men were “engaged as caretakers of the mules at very modest wages.”* These stewards were assigned about fifty mules each to feed, water and care for on the twenty-four-day trip “across the pond” to Spain and other countries. “Some were city boys, some were college students and some didn’t know which end ate the hay.” When they arrived in Spain, the young men were given fifteen days to tour Europe on their own and then got free passage back to the United States on a returning mule boat.

  This book is dedicated to one of those young men who did know which end ate the hay, a farm boy and college student from Speed, Missouri: Charles Eugene Hauer, my dad.

  *Quotes are from The Missouri Mule: His Origin and Times, Volume I, by Melvin Bradley.
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  PURPOSE

  The purpose of this book is to enhance the image of the mule and to provide a source of information for people who are interested in learning about mules. It is also intended to honor mules for the contributions they have made to civilization, and to make mule owners better informed and even more proud of their long-eared companions.

  The book is a compilation of articles, essays and stories by a full spectrum of mule lovers, from leading experts in the mule industry to beginning mule aficionados. Readers may notice differences of opinion among authors. In some cases, differing opinions will be true for a given mule in different circumstances. After all, no two mules are alike, and no mule acts the same all the time. There is also some repetition in the book, since authors often agree on the traits that make mules special.
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    I began riding a mule almost forty years ago and purchased Mules and More magazine in 1990. Both riding a mule and having the privilege of helping educate others about their wonderful attributes has been a wonderful experience for me. I remember the first thing I did when I purchased my first mule was get an encyclopedia to learn about what I actually bought. Back then, there wasn’t a lot of information published about mules.

    Today, my family is very involved in the mule industry. My granddaughter, Cori, has taken over the reins of Mules and More, bringing the magazine to a new level in design, quality, and information. She, along with her daughter, Camri, find time to trail ride and show their mules at a few events throughout the year. Loren’s son, Cole, has joined his dad training mules for clients all across the country. They both enjoy trail riding and hunting wild hogs while riding mules. Loren’s wife takes photos and writes articles for the magazine during the summer months.

    I still have my palomino mule, Star, who we purchased twenty-eight years ago. She is thirty-seven years old as I write this and is in good health. I can’t imagine my life without a mule or two around. –Sue Cole

  

  Foreword

  Through mules, I was able to meet John Hauer at a mule show in Pueblo, Colorado in 1997. I have had the opportunity to watch John’s knowledge and love of mules grow throughout the years.
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  I was thrilled in 2001 when John contacted me to let me know he was planning on writing a mule book. At that time, he asked for help from my family, knowing they were involved with mules in several aspects. My son, Loren Basham of Pair A Dice Mules, was training mules full time, and he was traveling across the country with his wife, Lenice, and children, Cori and Cole. Loren was into gymkhana competition and roping with his mule, Jessie; Cori was just moving on from gymkhana into Western and English events; and Cole was beginning to take an interest in gaming events. John asked Loren and Lenice to write a chapter for the book on eventing and provide photos for his book.

  John was instrumental in helping Loren get started with his training business by inviting him to bring a load of good mules to his ranch in South Dakota. John placed an ad in a local newspaper and provided the clients, while Loren provided the mules. At one point Loren and his family traveled to the Hauer home in Moab, Utah, to ride with John.

  It seemed like years before John finally called to let me know his dream of a mule book was finally becoming a reality in 2005. When his book arrived, I was amazed at the quality. Not only does this book contain a wealth of knowledge, but it is also one you would want to leave out on your coffee table or office desk for others to thumb through and enjoy.

  John’s second edition is still the same high quality and contains new information and photos of what’s taking place in the wonderful world of mules today.

  The versatility of the mule provides people in many walks of life an opportunity to own and use them for their personal needs and activities. When handled and trained properly, the mule is almost dog-like in its devotion and affection to humans. Mules are very intelligent and cautious, sometimes called stubborn, when they are only handling the situation in what they consider to be a safe manner.

  – Sue Cole

  Senior Editor, Mules and More
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  Sharon Northrup is a lifelong horsewoman. Her career as a college administrator has taken her riding in Montana, Colorado, Texas, and Utah. She currently lives on a ranch in western Colorado, using her mules for ranch work and trail riding in the nearby mountains.

  Introduction

  I have ridden horses all my life—from Arabians to Standardbreds retired from the track, to Quarter Horses that were better trained mounts than I was a rider—and I love them all. But when I moved to a new town and looked for a place to board my Arabian, I phoned John Hauer, and he asked me if I’d ever ridden a mule. “No,” I replied, hoping he couldn’t hear my snooty tone over the phone.

  “We’re riding into Angel Arch next Thursday. Would you like to ride a mule?” Okay, if that is what it would take. Angel Arch is an immense formation of red rock poised far back in Canyonlands National Park, a place inaccessible to vehicles and too far for me to hike. Twenty-six miles round trip, in one day, through a deep sand creek bed and thigh-high water. Fine, I’d ride a mule.

  That day I learned a few lessons about mules. It was a very good day indeed, and Angel Arch was truly spectacular. The mule’s gait didn’t leave me aching the next day. She didn’t spook at anything. She was sweet and responsive, and I found I didn’t mind those big ears a bit. They swung happily back and forth with the rhythm of her gait. She cantered easily when I asked. I’d thought mules just plodded along.

  I was also curious about the mules’ condition the day after such a hard ride, but when I checked their legs, they were sound and cool, not filled with fluid from pulling through the sand. I silently wished my endurance horse were this sound, but I had not yet become a Mule Rider.

  My tutelage continued as I rode more with Hauer. I ventured from Sassy to Raven, and then to other mules of Hauer’s. Those mules carried me with unwavering sure-footedness into the highest reaches of the twelve thousand-foot La Sal Mountains, through Nevada’s burning desert, and up Colorado canyons. They did not get sick. They did not go lame. They never missed a step, nor did they slip on rock. Their ground-covering walk left horses far behind, but they would stay patiently behind if asked. Ultimately, I even bought my own mule to take her place in the group.

  After three years of riding mules, I realized that I had become a Mule Rider. On that occasion, two friends, both riding horses, and I were on a precipitous trail high in the mountains. I was enjoying the scenery, and my heart was not pounding in the least as my mule navigated the trail. Actually, I wasn’t paying any attention to her—the trail was her job. My job was to sit squarely and lightly balanced so she could do her job. Ahead, I saw my two friends dismount and begin to lead their horses, and I momentarily wondered why. Then I remembered what they were doing—exactly what I would do, if I were still riding horses. The trail was too rugged, and they were getting off. Without thought, I gave my mule more rein so that she would have greater freedom to handle the jump-downs ahead. It didn’t occur to me to get off. I knew she could handle the trail better than I could.

  When I first became interested in mules, I devoured every book and article I could find, and wished I had the definitive work on mules. The books and articles were helpful, and Hauer was more helpful, sharing everything he had with me. The mules were the ones who taught me the most, but I still wished for the definitive volume.

  What Hauer did for me was give me his broad knowledge of mules, gleaned not only from personal experience, but also from reading every volume about mules that he could get his hands on. He is indefatigable in finding information, talking to old timers, searching out those with experience with mules. The result is this book, a compendium of mule knowledge, the book I wished I’d had when I first became acquainted with mules, the book I am glad to have now. The information ranges from the serious exploration of mule hybrid vigor to wry comments about people too asinine to appreciate the value of mules. Whether you are newly curious about mules or have enjoyed mules for years, Hauer’s book is one that must grace your bookshelf. It is the ultimate mule book. And if I could give you a benediction, it would be this: I hope you have the opportunity to become a Mule Rider. This book will help you.

  – Sharon Northrup


  A Note From Sena Hauer

  For as long as I can remember, I’ve been crazy about horses. When I was five and had just started kindergarten, I became best friends with a girl whose family lived out on the desert about 30 miles from where I was raised in Moab, Utah. I spent as many weekends with her family as I did with my own, largely because I could get my fill of riding. They had a herd of quarter horses and appaloosas and one funny donkey named Sister Sarah. I learned to ride on those critters on that desert—and begged and begged my parents to get me a horse of my own.
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  Little Sena.

  One of my favorite childhood books was Brighty of the Grand Canyon by Marguerite Henry. When I turned ten in June of 1973, my parents gave me an old palomino gelding and I chose to name him Brighty. The Brighty of Grand Canyon fame was of course a donkey, but it didn’t matter to me. He was an equine, and I loved anything that resembled a horse.

  Of all the characters in Walt Disney’s cast, my fondest has always been Eeyore the Donkey, simply because he is the most horse-like of all. Although Eeyore was actually the brainchild of A.A. Milne, who created Winnie-the-Pooh and all of his friends, he rose to fame with the help of Disney.

  I watched old Westerns on TV with my dad when I was a little girl only because I could watch the horses and dream which one would be mine if I had my pick. I didn’t understand the plots, but it didn’t matter. I just enjoyed watching those horses run around. Pa Cartwright of the old television serial Bonanza and Matt Dillon of Gunsmoke fame both rode buckskin horses, so that has always been my favorite color of horse. But I also loved the orange cartoon character Pokey, and I even named a horse after him. I’m a horse freak.

  Mules have not been an exception to my love of equines. As a college-aged teen, I had a volunteer summer job on the La Sal Mountains near Moab wherein I could ride the century-old trails, marking old aspen trees with new Forest Service blazes and building up rock cairns to help travelers find their way. In exchange for my work, the local district ranger hauled my two horses up to the mountain where there was an old guard station and spring-fed corral. The horses and I stayed there off and on all summer, and I scouted trails and had a grand old time.

  One day while riding the rough alpine routes, I came upon a man on a mule. I didn’t know anyone in Moab who had mules—donkeys yes, but I’d never seen nor learned about mules close up. That man turned out to be the local government trapper, and he proceeded to tell me why he rode a mule as opposed to a horse for his solitary and rugged line of work. I was intrigued and sold on the mule’s virtues in riding the country I loved so much.
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  Years passed, but I didn’t cross paths with another mule man for more than twenty years. During that time, I raised and rode a couple of quarter-appaloosas that were descendants of my friend’s desert herd. I’d moved away from Moab with those horses, then come back, and I was itching to ride those old mountain trails. I soon met a new friend who shared my passion for riding, and he introduced me to mules.

  The first time I met John Hauer, he asked if I liked to fish, hunt, or ride equines. Replying yes to the latter, he invited me to go riding, as he so frequently invited others, and I took him up on the offer. That began a roundabout way of having John, and mules, in my life.

  Fast-forward fifteen years to 2013. John and I have been married a decade and now share a herd of horses and mules which we use in our little dude string based on the Colorado River. I’ve learned a lot about mules, first by spending many hours in the saddle with them, and also by helping John finish the first edition of The Natural Superiority of Mules.

  That first book endeavor was spawned by John’s passion and appreciation for mules, and his belief that the intelligent hybrids have been much too maligned for too long. John, at the encouragement of his late and dear wife Nancy, started gathering information twenty years ago for that first edition. Book projects are huge, and although Nancy had wanted to see the book in print before her passing in 2002, it wasn’t to be.

  After Nancy’s death, I took a closer step into John’s world, and the mule book, as we call it, became one of our many joint ventures. While John had single-handedly assembled most of the book’s content in the years leading up to its publication in 2005, my experience in the newspaper business gave the project a nudge toward final edits and layout. And off to the printer it went, with Lyons Press printing and reprinting the book several times before retiring their rights to it in 2012.

  When it comes to mules and stories, though, there are always more tales to be told. My personal gratification about having mules in my life is as much for the animals as those who love and own them. I have followed John to Bishop Mule Days in California, Jake Clark Mule Days in Wyoming, and smaller mule events in Colorado and Arizona. People from all over the United States and farther reaches of the globe have come to our ranch to meet us and the mules. And I can testify that mule people are a special breed! My most near and dear friends today are those whom I have met due to our association with mules. Several of these dear friends appear in this second edition of the mule book. They are mule experts and advocates, and most of all, they are mule lovers and salt-of-the-earth people.

  The mules in our dude string anchor the safety and satisfaction of our ride program. Many trail ride outfits have age limits on who can ride, but we have yet to turn away even the smallest smiling face that wants to climb up on the Grand Dames of our stables—Honeybee and Jeanne—who at thirty-plus years are still framing a view of the desert through their long ears for visitors from around the world.

  The mules in our dude string also have the most charisma in our herd. Johnny Reb the jumping mule is particularly fond of eating Tootsie Pops, including the stick and the wrapper! That antic never ceases to get a chuckle out of our visitors and me.

  These colorful characters have certainly made my life more interesting and more blessed. I consider some of our dude string horses members of our family. All of our mules are members of our family. My relationship with mules and horses brings to mind a quote from the aforementioned A.A. Milne, who in Winnie-the-Pooh’s voice wrote, “Some people talk to animals. Not many listen though. That’s the problem.”
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  This is Sena today, almost grown up. The photograph at left is of John and Sena Hauer riding in the Flat Tops Wilderness of Colorado.
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  Photo provided by Charlie Leonard.

  RAVENSWOOD FARM MULE BARN

  When I was growing up, Ravenswood Farm in Missouri was owned and operated by my dad’s sister, Mary Ellen, and her husband Charles Leonard. The farm had been in the Leonard family for several decades.

  I rode a horse for the first time at Ravenswood. My cousins who lived on the farm taught me that you don’t need a saddle to ride a horse. Although there were no mules on the farm at that time, the mule barn was still there in all its splendor.

  In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the Leonard family was very active and well known in the mule business. In 1870, Charles E. Leonard was elected president of a newly formed mule owners association, which was organized to enhance the reputation and value of mules.

  In the early 1900s, an architect in Kansas City was hired to design the mule barn. It was built, burned down a few years later, and then rebuilt. In that era, there was no shortage of beautiful mule barns. It was often said that if a farmer’s barn was nicer than his house, it was a sure sign that he was successful. It was sometimes true that the mules were better fed and cared for than the family, because they were the ones that fed the family.

  Unfortunately, the barn in the photograph burned down about twelve years ago. The fire was caused by modern equipment in the form of an electric branding iron that was accidentally left on.

  

  The Natural Superiority of the Mule
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  Ms. Penny, as photographed by Tony Leonard of Lexington, Kentucky. Leonard is recognized as being one of the greatest Thoroughbred horse photographers in the world. Among his achievements are capturing the last living portrait of the great racehorse, Secretariat. Ms. Penny is owned by J. Mack Bohn.

  Let’s start at the beginning. A mule is the progeny of a male donkey (a jack) and a female horse (a mare). In contrast, the union of a male horse (a stallion) and a female donkey (a jenny) produces, if anything, a hinny. Because conception is difficult for the female donkey bred to a male horse, there are very few hinnies. Hinnies are slightly more horse-like in appearance than mules, but it is difficult to tell them apart. Like most hybrids, both mules and hinnies are sterile. Since it takes about a month longer to make a donkey than a horse, one might expect a certain degree of superiority on the part of the mule.
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  BY JOHN HAUER

  John Hauer is the owner and operator of two ranches, a 1,400-acre ranch in the Black Hills of South Dakota, and a ranch located on the banks of the Colorado River north of Moab, Utah. In the past, his ranching operations have used Quarter Horses, Appaloosas, Morgans, and Peruvian Pasos, but since his “conversion,” the focus is exclusively on mules. John and his wife, Sena, buy, sell, raise and ride mules on their “Back Country Mules” ranch north of Moab. John has co-authored college textbooks on travel and tourism, and has had articles about mules published in The Saturday Evening Post and in Mules and More, a monthly publication for the mule aficionado.

  . . . It all starts at birth: Baby mules are just a bit more precocious than other equine creatures. Of course the most obvious physical advantage of the mule is those magnificent ears! It is true that when shown a mule, a donkey and a horse, an artist, poet, or engineer will recognize that the mule’s ears are in better proportion to the head than either the donkey’s or the horse’s. Many horses display a very hostile attitude toward mules. Their hostility may be attributed to “ear-envy.”

  Both the mule’s hearing and ability to express emotions are enhanced by those graceful and flexible appendages. Some old-time mountain men believed that the mules’ ears also account for their great sense of balance on narrow mountain trails, and that the long ears serve the same function as the balance pole carried by high-wire acrobats.

  A rider who watches his mule’s ears will have otherwise unnoticed wildlife, people and other things of interest pointed out to him. It is said that mules can “see” as much with their ears as with their eyes. And, when a mule’s ears are flopping in rhythm with her gait, it is a sign that the mule feels that all is right in the world. (I have a slight preference for female mules [mollies] and use feminine pronouns when referring to mules.)

  Going to the underside of the mule, you will find small, slightly constricted but very hard and durable hooves. One veterinarian compared the composition of mule hooves to ivory, noting that they rarely crack or split. It is often not necessary to put shoes on a mule, and those “bare feet” have great traction.

  Speaking of veterinarians, unless you have a crush on yours, this is good news: Mules are much less likely than horses to injure themselves, colic, or contract laminitis, navicular syndrome or ringbone. They have a hefty sense of self-preservation, and rarely go over backward with a rider, run through fences or injure one another by kicking. If a mule gets a leg caught in a barbed-wire fence, she will either figure out how to free herself without injury or will wait stoically and patiently for help. The mule rarely overeats to the point of detriment or drinks too much when overheated. A horse veterinarian once told me that if everyone rode mules she would soon be out of business.

  People who do not know much about mules usually ask, “Aren’t they stubborn?” The answer is, “Depends on your definition of stubborn.” If you mean, “Do they have minds of their own and do they think for themselves?” then the answer is yes. If you mean, “Are they unreasonably obstinate?” then the answer for most mules is no.

  How then did mules get such a universal reputation for being stubborn? In the days when mules were used primarily as working animals, the people who used them were often ignorant and inexperienced, thinking that if brute force and mistreatment did not get results, more force and mistreatment were called for. In other words the “two-by-four mentality” prevailed. Those “mule skinners” didn’t realize that “you have to treat a mule like you should treat a horse.”

  Loren Basham, a professional mule trainer in Bland, Missouri, says, “When I train a mule, I try to make the mule think that everything I ask her to do is her idea. A horse can usually be intimidated and forced to do things that he perceives to be either senseless or potentially harmful to herself. However, a mule may ‘balk’ or become ‘stubborn’ when asked to exceed her capacity to perform or to do something unnecessarily dangerous. For example, mules have rarely been used as war animals that are expected to charge headlong into enemy fire, because the mule will very likely decide that such activity could endanger her well-being.” (Remember that strong sense of self-preservation?)
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  John Hauer continues the imprinting process with a two-day-old paint molly mule.

  Here are some other examples of so-called stubbornness: Most mules cannot be “ridden to death” as horses can. When a mule is ridden to the point that she feels her health is in danger, she will stop, perhaps lie down and refuse to go on until sufficiently rested. It takes a tremendously long ride to get a well-conditioned mule that tired.

  If a pack mule is loaded with more weight than she can safely carry, she may lie down or just refuse to move. When the load is reduced to within her self-preservation limits, she will carry it willingly.

  When asked to cross a stream or ditch, the mule may notice a safer or easier crossing and try to convince the rider that there is a better place to cross. Most mule riders eventually learn to heed the advice of the mountain men: “Trust your mule.”
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  Fording the Colorado River where John Wayne crossed in the movie Rio Grande.

  People who have had little or no contact with mules often have interesting misconceptions about them. Some will look at an average-sized mule and say, “I didn’t know mules were that big.” Others have said, “I didn’t know mules were that small” in reference to the same mule. Still others have said, “I thought mules were ugly” or “I didn’t know mules could trot–I thought they could just walk really slowly.”

  I took two mules to a trail ride in Wyoming where most of the other riders were from Jackson Hole and owned very fancy horses. None of them had ever seen a saddle mule before. They were surprised that the mules were not as “ugly as sin.” To their dismay, there was not a horse on the ride that could keep up with the mules.

  The next week, a friend who had ridden one of my mules was told by a horseman from the Wyoming ride that he was surprised to see the mules there and said, “It must take a lot of self-esteem to ride a mule.” This is probably true, because of all the “cute” and deprecating comments a mule rider hears about his or her mount from the uninformed. Most mule riders do seem to have a fair amount of self-esteem, a good sense of humor, and more joie de vivre than the average person.

  The attitude of old-time cowboys toward mules is illustrated by the following story, told by Max Harsha of Cliff, New Mexico: “An old boy told me he always liked to ride mules but they were kind of like your girlfriends: It was nice to have ’em around, but it was embarrassing to get caught on one.” Max says that attitude has changed, and today it is fashionable to be seen on a nice mule.

  One old-time cowboy is reported to have told people he rode a mule because he was too poor to ride a horse and too proud to ride a cow.

  What superior traits does the mule inherit from her sire, the donkey?

  Intelligence. Padre Antonio Vieira, a Brazilian priest, wrote a volume described as the most complete book ever written about the donkey. Vieira said the donkey “has this extraordinary ability to absorb instructions within a very short period of time.”

  The fact that mules get bored easily may be another sign of intelligence. Jerry Villines, a well-known mule trainer in Coffeyville, Kansas, said, “Nearly all trainers use the method of repetition for training mules. There is a fine line that you have to be careful not to cross, when repetitive training ceases to be learning and starts to become boredom. One should have a variety of activities in order for the mule to maintain a good attitude toward the training process.”

  Sure-footedness. Mules are safer and more sure-footed in steep and rugged terrain than horses. This trait and their hard hooves are derived from the donkey.

  Toughness. Mules can go longer and farther without food and water than either horses or oxen. In the 1800s, the Oregon Trail was littered with the bodies of dead horses and oxen, but only rarely did a mule die on the trail. Extreme heat doesn’t affect mules as much as horses. Because mules do not sweat much, they do not require as much water as horses. Their ability to survive and work under adverse conditions was one reason American Indians thought so highly of the mule. In a trade, a Navajo would get two horses for a mule.

  Endurance. Arabian horses excel in relatively short races (thirty to one hundred miles), but in a really long contest the mule may have an advantage. The Great American Horse Race was held in 1976 to commemorate the nation’s bicentennial and the role played by equines in the settlement and development of the United States. The event started in New York and ended in California. Several Arabians competed in the race, but the winner was a mule.

  General George Custer (riding a horse) and Buffalo Bill Cody (on a mule) had a long, friendly and informal race across some very rough country. They finished the duel together, but when Cody went to see Custer the next day, he learned that the General’s horse had died during the night. It had literally been ridden to death. Cody’s mule was fine.

  “Endearance.” There is no such word, but there should be. It is descriptive of the way in which many people react to mules: they often want to hug and even kiss them. It is partly that “doleful, soulful countenance” that they inherit from the donkey and partly the fact that many mules are very affectionate and seem to really like people. They especially like people who brush, scratch and feed them. Explaining why he preferred mules, one old timer said, “They can do anything a horse can do; they can do some things better; and they’ll love you like a dog.” Some mule lovers tell equestrians who are acquiring their first mule that they should treat the mule more like they treat their dog than the way they treat a horse, which means spending a lot of time with the mule when you are not riding or schooling it. “Brush ‘em, pet ‘em, talk to ‘em and let ‘em know you love ‘em.”
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  In January 2002, the author wrote a letter to Ann Landers in defense of mules. The letter and Landers’ apology prompted a cute follow-up story from Illinois.
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    Honeybee

    FROM THE MULE’S POINT OF VIEW

    Some time ago I read an article that explained that equines do not see things the same way humans do. This is not only true in the physical sense of seeing, but psychologically as well. The mule’s eyes are much farther apart than ours, so she has a wider angle of vision. Because of the distance between the eyes, objects directly in front and close to the mule are in her peripheral vision and are not seen clearly. There are undoubtedly other physiological differences in the structure of eyes that cause objects to appear different to various species. For example, color vision is very likely not the same in mules as in people, and mules have much better night vision than we do.

    Psychologically, the mule sees the world from the perspective of an animal whose ancestors have been chased or bushwhacked, attacked and eaten by flesh-eating animals for thousands of years. On the other hand, humans have done much more attacking than being attacked. Flight was never a practical defense for humans, since almost all of their animal enemies were much swifter than our ancestors. In other words, mules see their environment as being filled with things that might harm or eat them (the attitude of a prey animal), and humans see the world almost exclusively as full of things to be dominated and eaten (the predator attitude).

    An example of an object that the mule and her rider will often see from different points of view is a blacktop highway. When approaching the road and preparing to cross, the rider sees a black, solid, smooth, flat surface that will be easy and safe to cross as long as there is no traffic. The mule may see a long, narrow, unending, black, bottomless pit that is impossible to cross without the ability to fly. The rider who does not appreciate another point of view will often try to prove to the mule that his judgment cannot be trusted; the rider will urge the mule to cross before she has figured it out through careful study.

    Two other senses that create differences in viewpoints are smell and hearing. Those big, beautiful ears aren’t just for decoration. I know for a fact that my mules can hear much better than I can. Quite often my favorite molly, Honeybee, will obviously hear a truck or car approaching from the far side of a hill long before I do. I haven’t been able to find scientific information about the mule’s sense of smell, but it is almost certainly much more highly developed than ours.

    Now, apply the senses of hearing and smell to the problem of getting your mule to cross that long, narrow, unending, black, bottomless pit that you know as a highway. The mule may refuse to cross because she can hear a truck coming that you will be unable to hear or see for a minute or more. She may also perceive that the terrible stench coming from the asphalt (even humans can smell asphalt) is caused by the rotting carcasses of all the mules that were foolish enough to have attempted to cross this mule-eating pit in the past.

    A similar difference that I have often noticed between what I see and what my mule sees is our reaction to shadows. I ride in an area where there are rocks of all different sizes. It is not unusual for Honeybee to suddenly show concern about a rock she has walked by dozens of times in the past with no concern at all. Before I learned to appreciate the mule’s point of view, I thought she was being silly or stupid by shying away from a rock that didn’t worry her at all the day before. After studying the situation, I realized that because the time of day was different, the rock was casting a shadow that had not been there the day before. Like the highway, the shadow may have appeared to be a black hole that could house a wolf, a lion or some other creature that could be hazardous to the health of a molly.

    In addition to their keen senses of hearing and sight, mules have an uncanny knack for avoiding injury. An example is an incident involving a rider, a wooden bridge crossing a small stream, a mule and a horse. The rider frequently crossed the bridge when riding his mule and his horse. On one occasion, his mule absolutely refused to walk across the bridge, and the rider allowed her to pick a different place to cross the stream. A few days later the rider’s horse willingly started across the bridge only to have a front leg injured when a rotten board gave way. By being considerate of his mule’s point of view, the rider avoided a confrontation and probably earned the respect of his mule.

    Perhaps there is a message here for humans regarding interpersonal relationships. If we were all more tolerant and understanding of the other person’s point of view, we might not have to worry about terrorism, war or simple assault.

    It might also be a good idea for anyone choosing a mate to give each prospect a mule and watch how he or she handles the relationship with the mule before taking a walk down the aisle.

  

  There have been several reports of mollies giving birth to baby mules, and nearly all have actually been “adoptions.” Apparently some mollies have such a strong desire to be mothers that they will steal a newborn mule baby from its real mom. In many well-documented cases the mule foster-mother has produced normal, wholesome milk for her adopted foal. The American Donkey and Mule Society has a photo of a molly suckling a calf–that molly had a super strong desire to be a mother!

  Disposition. The mule isn’t as philosophical and laid back as the donkey, nor is it as “full of prance and fart” as the horse. Mules have a businesslike attitude and seem to possess something like a sense of humor. They notice everything, but an object or event rarely bothers them more than once, if at all. Most mollies do not have a heat cycle, so they do not have periodic bouts of the crazies like mares. Many people prefer mollies to johns. Mollies that are strangers can be corralled together and will usually not injure one another. They do a lot of bluffing, but seldom do any real damage to their pasture mates. Virtually all johns are gelded at an early age.

  Natural Cautiousness. When a donkey sees, smells or hears something that it doesn’t recognize it usually stands its ground while cautiously evaluating the situation and determining whether the unknown presents any danger. If there is danger, the donkey may freeze, flee or attack. Donkeys are very brave and can be quite ferocious when they decide that attack is their best method of self-defense.

  From the donkey, mules gain the wisdom required to evaluate strange situations without a great deal of fear and agitation. If they decide there is danger and that flight is their best defense, it is not blind flight that may cause injury. They very rarely run through fences or off cliffs, but rather choose their retreat with concern for their safety.

  Gait. Mules have, on average, smoother gaits than horses. Many people are surprised to learn that mules go faster than a slow walk or shuffle. Actually, the mule gets her easy, smooth gaits from the donkey. And donkeys can be bred to any of the gaited horse breeds (Missouri Fox Trotters, Tennessee Walkers, Peruvian Pasos, Paso Finos, etc.) with a good chance that the mule will have a gait similar to that of her dam. Yes, mules can trot, canter and gallop. The mule’s gait makes her a superior pack animal, because the eggs and other items in the pack get a very smooth ride.

  What superior traits does the mule get from her dam, the horse?

  Speed. Mules are faster than their sires, and the fastest mules can outrun most horses. Of course if you want to run on a quarter-mile track or in the Kentucky Derby, there are horses that excel. Very few riders need (or want) to go faster than a mule will carry them. Mules can outrun cows, and many ranchers and cowboys in the West prefer to ride mules for their ranch work, including roping calves and even pasture-roping cows that need to be doctored in the field.

  Conformation. The mule’s dam gives her a more refined body and head than the donkey’s has. It is said that Quarter Horses are built like weightlifters, and mules like long-distance swimmers. Padre Vieira said of the donkey, “its physical build is anatomically perfect.”

  Agility. This trait is enhanced by the mother horse, and balance and careful sure-footedness by daddy donkey. This combination results in an incredibly safe ride. Many people underestimate the ability of their mules to negotiate rough terrain without hesitation or panic.

  [image: image]

  HYBRID VIGOR Mule traits of superiority due to hybrid vigor (the tendency for hybrid animals and plants to be stronger, healthier and hardier than either parent, and to inherit many of the good traits of both parents) include the following:

  Longevity. On average, mules live (and work) seven to nine years longer than horses.

  Teeth. Mules generally have healthier teeth than horses. Since mules live longer, it makes sense that nature equips them with harder and better teeth. A veterinarian told me that when you look at a mule’s teeth to determine its age, she will appear to be a year younger than a horse the same age.

  [image: image]

  This little molly can jump as high as her back. Here she is competing in the coon jumping event at Bishop Mule Days.

  LEFT: Mules at their best . . . on the trail in the scenic West.

  Jumping ability. No one I have talked to knows the source of the mule’s exceptional jumping ability, so I chalk it up to hybrid vigor. Whatever the source, mules can jump! In the southern states, coon hunters ride mules because of the animal’s ability and willingness to jump fences. When the mounted hunter comes to a fence, he doesn’t need to look for a gate. He dismounts, climbs over the fence, cues the mule to jump the fence, and they are on their way to the next fence that has to be crossed. The world’s equine jumping record of over eight feet was set by a United States Army mule.

  Mules do not need a running start in order to jump. They jump “flat-footed” and gracefully, like a deer. Many mules can jump a six-foot-high fence, and some of them love to jump out of their corral or pasture and go visiting. I watched one of my john mules jump over a five-foot corral fence and six pasture fences in order to fraternize with a neighbor’s donkeys. Mules can also jump with riders on them, and when permitted to compete with horses in steeplechase and other jumping competitions, they hold their own.

  THE MULE AS KING MAKER When David was the King of Israel, he promised Bathsheba, one of his wives, that her son, Solomon, would be king when he, David, became too old to rule. The Bible reports that when King David was “old and well advanced in years, he could not keep warm even when they put covers over him.” Luckily the King had some loyal servants who recruited a lovely young virgin, Abishag, to “lie beside him so the king may be kept warm.”

  While King David was distracted by his efforts to keep warm, one of his ambitious sons, Adonijah, said, “I will be King.” “So he got chariots and horses ready,” planned a big party to declare himself King of Israel and invited almost everyone but David and Solomon. When Bathsheba learned of Adonijah’s plans, she went to King David and reminded him of his pledge that her son, Solomon, would be the next King.
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