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To Ann,
who loves riding the high country as much as I do


Foreword

I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the first truly authentic country song written by the Rolling Stones was titled “Wild Horses,” or that when the Ford Motor Company was looking to launch a sports car it hoped would capture the spirit of a new generation in the mid-1960s, it chose to call the car “Mustang.”

Such is the hold these magnificent animals have on our imagination. And what would the American West be without it?

It wouldn’t.

When we think of disruptive technologies these days, we tend to think about the microchip, the personal computer, or the smartphone. But the horse in its day was just as transformative. By allowing mankind to move faster, carry more, plant more, and yes, make war more efficiently, it changed societies, in the process sweeping away the ways of the old. In this remarkable book, Steve Price chronicles the history of the horse, especially the one Americans know as the Western Mustang. Like many Americans, it has a complicated heritage, with strands from the steppes of the Ukraine, the shores of the Barbary Coast, the rugged terrain of Spain’s Andalusia, and the swirling winds of the Arabian Desert. It’s these strains that give the horse its unique characteristics, especially its intelligence and speed.

Though horses were present in North America early on, they died out, possibly being hunted to extinction by early humans. Only by crossing the frozen Bering Strait into Asia did they survive. The re-introduction of the animals by the Spanish conquistadors during the sixteenth century ultimately transformed the Native American culture of what was then known as the Great American Desert, turning some, particularly the Comanche, into superb horsemen. That strategic advantage was one reason the US government began a horse extermination program during the Indian Wars of the late nineteenth century. And sadly, Steve also chronicles how we nearly lost the remnants of these herds before committed horsemen and women decided to take a stand and alter the practice of wholesale slaughter for dog food.

Akin to the modern issue of multiple use by hunters, trail bikers, and hikers in national forests and parks, the wild horse competes with domestic cattle and sheep for a place to graze. And like modern game management, these wild horses must be managed or they would quickly out-graze the land. It’s a complex issue involving government management and private property rights, a story that is still playing out today in many areas of the West.

As an editor at Field & Stream, I worked with Steve for many years. In those days, he was known mainly as a “bass guy,” meaning he focused on the largemouth bass, often considered America’s most popular gamefish. But as I got to know him, I realized he was a man of many interests. For example, he was also an astute observer of African wildlife, particularly lions and leopards, and after months of filming them, I believe he understood the big cats nearly as well as he understood the habits of the bass, as evidenced by his 2007 book, Valley of the Big Cats.

When he moved to Wyoming, we talked about heading up into the Wind River Mountains, where he lived, by horse to reach alpine trout streams. The trip never happened, but it was then, and later when he resettled to New Mexico, that I learned of his passion for horses. He’d actually received his first saddle as a Christmas gift when he was seven years old. So I guess it should come as no surprise that once he turned his attention to the Mustang, he would eventually turn to writing about them. As he says, “the story of the Spanish Mustang is also the story of the American West.

The curiosity of a writer can lead to many places. Some seek inspiration in foreign capitals, some in the frozen wastes of the ends of the earth, some in the dark places of the human heart. It is our good fortune that Steve seeks his inspiration in the wild places of the world, whether it is a bass lake, the African bush, or the rolling plains of the American West. For it is here, in the form of a horse known as a “Drinker of the Wind,” that we find a living emblem of our yearning to be free.

—Slaton L. White, Deputy Editor, Field & Stream


Introduction

The fire had burned low, allowing the dark, star-filled Wyoming night to edge closer to our campsite. When my friend Dick Spencer pushed another log into the coals and then refilled our coffee cups, I knew it was storytelling time again. The others in our group, including the wranglers, had already turned in after the long horseback ride into the remote backcountry area of Yellowstone known as the Thorofare, so only the two of us were still up talking. We were thirty miles from the nearest road and had ridden in for the trout fishing, but that’s not what Dick wanted to talk about.

Anyone who ever met Dick Spencer knew about his storytelling. In addition to serving as the editor and then publisher of Western Horseman, one of the premier horse and rider magazines in the nation, Dick was also a real-life cowboy who grew up around horses in Texas and then owned a ranch near the famous Colorado mining town of Cripple Creek. He’d taught journalism at his alma mater, the University of Iowa, for several years after WWII, then in 1950 moved to Colorado Springs and joined Western Horseman.

Earlier that day while riding together, I’d nearly fallen out of the saddle laughing as he’d related a story of what had happened when he and some other cowboys had “popped slickers” as a sudden mountain squall had blown in on them. The standard raincoat among cowboys in those days was bright yellow, and when four men rushed to don theirs at the same time, the horses spooked in unison at the flash of moving color and bucked three riders into the mud. Dick, a former bronc rider, managed to stay in the saddle.

This night, however, Dick and I talked about wild mustangs, and he asked me directly if I’d considered writing about them. Like Dick, I’d been around horses since an early age, and had received my first saddle as a Christmas present when I was seven years old. I wasn’t tall enough to lift the saddle up on my horse’s back, so either my father or our farmhand would saddle my horse and have her waiting each afternoon when I got off the school bus.

In the years since, horses had continued to be in my life, sometimes near, other times far, far away, but never completely out of my thoughts. I attended rodeos every chance I could, not only to see the riders and ropers, but also to study their horses. I went on a number of trail rides and pack trips around the country and on one of them I met Dick, striding easily through the Denver airport with a saddle over his shoulder. That’s how our friendship began. The thought of investigating wild mustangs had been a distant one for me, even though at that particular time in the late 1970s, there were still quite a few remaining in the West. That evening around the campfire, Dick talked about the history of these unique animals and planted the seed that has resulted in this book.

Here, I have attempted to describe that history, not only in broad terms as it relates directly to the mustangs themselves, but also in short vignettes some readers may consider trivial and unrelated. I have included them because I feel they are also part of the larger story, not only of the horses but also of those who rode them. Long before Dick Spencer and I talked about this book, I had, by growing up in Texas and then traveling extensively for years throughout the West, already been exposed to wild horse history. What I realized once I began my serious research, is that the story of the Spanish Mustang is also the story of the American West, its good and its bad parts.

Wild horses, more than any other creature, stand as a living symbol of that story. Some surviving mustangs have a direct genetic lineage to the animals brought to America more than five hundred years ago, and as such they represent a link to a time in history we can barely imagine. More importantly, because these horses can be brought under saddle, they can take us back into that history with them, an experience whose value cannot be measured. Knowing Dick Spencer and getting to ride with him before his death from cancer in 1989, and adding countless more hours riding in the West in the years since, I feel certain that was also part of the message he was telling me that night up on the Thorofare.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ORIGIN OF AMERICA’S WILD HORSES
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Horses have been present in North America for millions of years, and as the Pleistocene Epoch began approximately 1.8 million years ago they had acquired the general appearance and body conformation they have today.

Long before there were horsemen, there were horses, and even after the first horsemen started to corral them, beginning about six thousand years ago in what is now the Ukraine, they could not always tame the magnificently maned, long-tailed creatures roaming the rocky ridges and canyons around them. After all, the horses had been ranging free and wild in that part of the world for more than ten thousand years, and in North America for millions of years. Even today, many of the descendants of those same horses, found in the more remote regions of the American West, still cannot be brought under saddle.

The story of these horses is a long one, for their oldest direct lineage has been traced to a small, dog-like creature named Hyracotherium, whose fossil remains, first found near Kent, England and described in 1839 by paleontologist Richard Owen, date back more than fifty million years. Hyracotherium weighed around fifty pounds, had four hoofed toes on its front feet but only three on each hind foot, and probably lived off leaves and plants. It also had the beginnings of ridges on its molars, like today’s horses.

In 1876, American paleontologist O. C. Marsh found a full skeleton of this same creature, and placed it in a new genus, Eohippus, meaning “dawn horse.” Since the classification Hyracotherium was earlier, Eohippus became a synonym of that genus. Skeletal remains of Eohippus have since been unearthed from Wyoming’s Bighorn Basin to the Texas Panhandle. Geographically, the trans-Atlantic distribution of what were essentially the world’s first horses occurred during the Cenozoic era when North America, Greenland, and the British Isles were connected as a single land mass; after the continents split and drifted apart, Hyracotherium-England drifted into extinction.

On the North American continent, however, Eohippus continued not only to survive, but also to evolve. The four toes became three, then two, and finally merged into the single hoof of today’s modern horse. Some of these animals also became larger, developing strength, stamina, and most importantly, a larger brain that allowed them to become smarter and more adaptable to their environment. In that era, they were still browsers, not grazers as they are today, living primarily off leaves and plants that were readily available during that period. All of this took time, perhaps as long as thirty million years, but the few modifications that did occur in Eohippus are precisely what allowed it to survive and thrive as the world began to change about twenty million years ago.

This was the beginning of the Miocene epoch, and the strongest influencing factors in the horse’s survival now were caused by climatic changes as the world became drier. The wet, lush forests that had dominated the terrain were slowly replaced by the vast prairies and grasslands that did not contain the high nutritional value that had allowed the horse to grow stronger, faster, and smarter. Different species thus began to evolve, until more than a dozen different types of horses roamed North America, ranging from the Rocky Mountains to the Great Plains.

Many of the browsing species began to decline, but some of the horses began to adapt even more. They became grazers, developing longer jaws and stronger teeth. They no longer chewed food, but instead, ground it with a side-to-side motion. This allowed them to eat more, and as a result, horses gradually became larger and larger, even though the overall quality of their food had declined.

It is quite probable their digestive systems also became more developed and advanced during this time. Horses today are not ruminants like cows. In place of the four stomach chambers cattle need to break down their food, horses have an organ known as the cecum, which works almost twice as fast as rumination. In ruminants, the poorer the food quality, the more time required for digestion, but horses responded (and still do) to low food quality simply by eating more. Today, the horse, rhinoceros, and tapir are the only surviving animals that have this type of digestive system; they are also the only three that have a single-hoofed toe.
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Throughout their long history, horses have experienced numerous climate changes, and each time, horses adapted and survived when other species became extinct.

Gradually, as the Miocene changed into the Pliocene and then into the Pleistocene, the fossil record of these early ancestors of the horse show they had acquired the basic characteristics of the animal we know today. Even though the climate was changing again and getting colder, horses thrived. Some believe they may even have become more numerous in North America than bison. Many migrated into Eurasia across the Bering Land Bridge, and as they were crossing, they likely passed the first Paleolithic humans migrating from Asia to North America.
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Initially, North American horses were browsers, but as the climate became drier and forests were replaced by grasslands, the animals became grazers. They became larger and stronger, even though the quality of their food declined.

In a strange twist of fate, this westward migration is literally what saved horses from extinction, for between ten thousand and twelve thousand years ago, the animals disappeared entirely in North America. They weren’t alone; wooly mammoths, giant elk, and others that had successfully roamed the continent for more than a million years also vanished. While there is probably no single cause for the disappearance of all these species, many scientists postulate that those same prehistoric humans the horses passed while crossing the Bering Strait hunted them all to extinction in North America.

As the last Ice Age ended in North America, the climate also warmed in Europe, and the world’s fauna and flora changed once more. This time, new forest growth replaced the grasslands horses had adapted to thousands of years earlier. As the grasses disappeared, the horses moved across Europe into Asia in their search for food. They finally settled in what is now Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Mongolia where grasslands were still abundant. There, some six thousand years ago, approximately 4,000 to 3,500 BC, early man did not hunt them to extinction, but rather, domesticated them, as depicted in cave art throughout the region. This was Equus caballus, pretty much the same horse we know today, although slightly smaller and stockier than a modern Quarter Horse.

Scientists study horse domestication from several different types of evidence, including changes in the teeth and skeletal structure of the horse itself; distribution changes, such as evidence of “new” horses in areas where no such evidence of horses previously existed; and archaeological sites that show changes in human behavior associated with horses. Although some believe that the Scythian culture of Iranian-Eurasian nomads who ranged from western Ukraine to Kazakhstan may have been the first to domesticate horses—they certainly were among the first to master mounted warfare—it is equally as easy to believe domestication of these ancient horses may have occurred at roughly the same time in a number of locations all the way down to North Africa. Different cultures likely traded both domesticating techniques as well as some of the animals themselves, because overall, once it started, horse domestication spread very rapidly.

One subspecies of these ancient horses was never domesticated nor slaughtered to extinction. The animal is known as Przewalski’s Horse, E. feros przewalskii, and, remarkably, it survives today as the last of these ancient Asian wild horses. About fifteen hundred of them survive, all descendants of a handful of animals that had been placed in zoos a century ago. Although recorded sightings of the horse date to the fifteenth century, they were rediscovered by Russian explorer and geographer Nikolai Przewalski, who described them in 1881. In 1900, thirteen were captured and placed in zoos where nearly all of them reproduced and kept the population alive. They were classified as extinct in the wild in 1969 after the last individual horse was seen in Mongolia.

Since then, international captive breeding programs have increased the population enough that several reintroductions totaling approximately two hundred fifty horses have been made back into various areas of Mongolia. Reproduction has occurred in the wild, and in 2011 Przewalski’s Horse was reclassified from extinct in the wild to endangered. In Mongolia, the horse is known as takhi, or “spirit.”

Overall, the Przewalski’s Horse is short and muscular, standing on average thirteen to fourteen hands tall (slightly more than four feet), and weighing up to about seven hundred fifty pounds. Normally brown to dun in coloration, it also has both a dorsal stripe down its back as well as striped legs, characteristics found today in other horses of ancient lineage.

The Denver Zoo is one of several American zoos that have Przewalski’s Horses, and one weekend I drove up to see them. The zoo has five of the horses, including one stallion, three mares, and at the time of my visit, a fourteen-week old colt that the staff had named Batu. All five were eating their morning hay when I arrived at their enclosure about 10:30 in the morning. With heads down in the feed troughs, they seemed totally unconcerned about the steady stream of visitors filing past.

Visibly, the differences between these ancient horses and today’s horses is striking, particularly in their necks. The necks of the Przewalski’s Horses are much thicker and when seen from the side don’t look like a neck at all, but rather, like part of the animal’s chest. The long forehead and muzzle we’re accustomed to seeing in Quarter Horses and thoroughbreds isn’t there, either. In its place is a much shorter head, and nearly always with a white muzzle. The manes of the five horses I saw in Denver were all short, stiff, and stood straight up, even in the young colt. Each had a single stripe down its backbone, and all five had the familiar zebra stripes on each leg. From everything I had previously read about Przewalski’s Horses, these were near-perfect specimens, seemingly unchanged from their ancestors thousands of years earlier. Primitive is the best word I can think of to describe them, because they certainly did not look like anything I had ever seen before.

Overall, the Denver horses, which ranged in age from eighteen years to the fourteen-week-old colt, were shorter, and they certainly were nowhere as big as Comanche, my fourteen-year-old Quarter Horse. Comanche weighs pretty close to twelve hundred pounds, and he’s more than fifteen hands (sixty inches) tall at the withers. Even the stallion at the Denver Zoo, the largest of the five horses, probably didn’t weigh more than seven hundred fifty pounds and wasn’t much more than thirteen hands (fifty-two inches) tall.

Through e-mail correspondence with Sean Andersen-Vie, media coordinator for the Denver Zoo, I learned the facility has had Przewalski’s horses on display since 1977, and that they are not difficult to manage, quite possibly because the only life any of them has known has been in a zoo environment. Nonetheless, emphasized Sean, the horses are essentially still wild, and any physical attention to the horses, such as hoof trims and medical injections, is done through an exclusion fence.
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The body language of horses, such as one animal acknowledging another’s leadership, was probably developed more than a million years ago when horses were extremely numerous in North America. Many forms of their behavior appear to be universal throughout the world today.

If there was anything disappointing about seeing the Przewalski’s Horses, it was that few visitors to the zoo that morning appeared to understand their significance in the world of today’s horses. True, the animals were completely engrossed in eating hay rather than even looking up at the crowd, but most zoo-goers I saw that day hardly spent more than a minute studying the horses and reading the information sign on the walkway before moving on to the next exhibit.

Although the Przewalski’s Horse was limited to the Mongolian steppes, once other varieties of the horse were domesticated in the Ukraine and elsewhere, the population spread rapidly, particularly through trade, as different cultures discovered the animal’s worth. As it would do some sixty centuries later after it had become reestablished in North America, the horse quickly transformed entire societies.

The use of horses in warfare hastened this transformation, as armies became more mobile and horses could carry more equipment. This was starting as early as 3,000 BC, if not before, across Eurasia where horseback-riding nomads and outlaws soon evolved into more organized armies. Instead of small towns and villages being overrun, the larger forces attacked opposing armies. King Phillip II, who became king of Macedonia, the region north of Greece, is credited as being the first to employ mounted cavalry to charge an enemy. Phillip’s son, Alexander the Great, who led that cavalry charge for his father in defeating Greece in 338 BC, went on to expand the Macedonian kingdom all the way to India and Egypt through the use of horses.

Alexander rode a stallion named Bucephalos (also spelled Bucephaus) into battle, until the horse was fatally injured at the Battle of Hydaspes in northern India. Reportedly, Alexander was the only person who was ever able to ride the horse, which knelt on its knees to take his master. Alexander founded the city of Bucephala in honor of the animal, the only city of some seventy that he founded that he did not name after himself. Such was the esteem he held for his mount.
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