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Hey, Horse Lovers!

While we were working on the next book in our animal-lovers series, we caught sight of something amazing: a horse named Big Brown looked like he was about to win the Triple Crown. That hadn’t happened since a gallon of gas cost 63 cents and less than 10 percent of Americans owned microwave ovens. (That was 1978, when Affirmed won it.)

Big Brown ended up not capturing the historic title, but the hoopla and excitement reminded us of how much we love horses. So why not write a book about them?

That was all the folks at the Bathroom Readers’ Institute needed to start researching and writing, tracking down the most magnificent marvels in the equisphere and packing them into these pages. Here are some of the things they found out for you:

•Mr. Ed’s backstage secrets.

•How horses inspired the creation of the ASPCA.

•Why horses are mounted on the left.

•The history of saddles, stirrups, and feed.

•Rowdy tales of rodeo’s rough-and-tumble riders.

•How to work a dude ranch . . . in Australia and Argentina.

•The ins and outs of reining.

•Why velvet hardhats have a bow in the back.

•The short, spectacular story of the pony express.

And of course, we couldn’t leave out horse racing. There’s the mighty Man o’ War, Secretariat the superstar, stories of grooms and jockeys, the number of roses in the Kentucky Derby blanket, and a lot more.

Whether you’re an experienced rider or just learning about horses, you’ll find plenty of facts, stories, and trivia about humans’ most useful animal friend. So settle down in the tack room and get ready for a great ride.

And as always, go with the flow . . .

—Uncle John and the BRI Staff
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The Horse Whisperers’ Secrets

“And I whispered to the horse; ‘Trust no man in whose eye you do not see yourself reflected as an equal.’” —Poet Don Vincenzo Giobbe

When horse power drove the world, there was plenty of work for anyone who could tame a wild mustang or rehabilitate a horse who turned hostile. Most trainers followed traditional, and sometimes painful, methods that used force to “break” a horse and make it submit. But there were always legends about people who understood horses so well that they could gain the animals’ trust and cooperation through mutual respect. These legends went back hundreds of years, and often such horsemen were thought to have magical powers.

The Secret Method

In 350 BC, Greek philosopher Xenophon wrote On Horsemanship. His wasn’t the first text on working with horses—that honor goes to a Mesopotamian horse trainer named Kikkuli, who wrote a book around 1400 BC. But Xenophon’s work was the most comprehensive, and it emphasized training through kindness and reward rather than force. In modern times, a 19th-century Irishman named Daniel Sullivan rehabilitated dangerous horses using his own “secret” method: Sullivan stayed alone in a barn for a few hours with a vicious or terrified horse, and when he led the animal out, it would be calm and well mannered. No one knows Sullivan’s secret for sure, but some people noticed that when he worked with a horse, he faced the animal as if preparing to speak to it. So he earned the nickname “the horse whisperer.”

A “Rarey” Tradition

Sullivan died in 1810, but a few horsemen carried on his work. The most famous was John Solomon Rarey of Grovesport, Ohio. Rarey started taming horses on his father’s farm when he was 12 and worked out his own method without spurs, whips, or force. He became so successful that he gained a reputation as a man who could break the most difficult animals—he even tamed a team of elk. When word of Rarey’s “horse whispering” reached England’s Queen Victoria in 1858, she summoned him to Windsor Castle and asked him to tame her husband’s dangerous charger. Rarey spent some time with the charger in his stall. All was eerily quiet, so after a few minutes, the worried queen and her entourage peeked inside and saw the horse lying side-by-side with Rarey, who was using the animal’s hind legs as a pillow.
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On the Road

With Queen Victoria as a reference, Rarey traveled the world taming horses (and even a zebra). His most famous triumph was the rehabilitation of Cruiser, a stud stallion who had killed two grooms. Cruiser wore an iron muzzle and had to be fed through a funnel so as not to injure the stable boys. But it took Rarey only three hours to make Cruiser docile enough that (the New York Times later reported) he could be “fondled like a kitten.”

Rarey became a celebrity. His book, The Complete Horse Tamer, was a best seller and explained his secret: Rarey painlessly hobbled one of the horse’s legs with a special strap he’d invented himself. Standing on just three legs quickly tired the horse so that Rarey could make it lie down. Then he gently overwhelmed and calmed the animal with strokes and petting and by speaking in low, soothing tones. The result was a horse who trusted and obeyed him.

“Zen Master of the Horse World”

More than a century after Rarey’s death, British author Nicholas Evans wrote The Horse Whisperer, a best-selling novel about a horse named Pilgrim who was horribly injured in an accident. In 1998, the book became a movie starring Robert Redford as Tom Booker, the horse whisperer who rehabilitates Pilgrim.

According to Evans, Tom Booker’s skill with horses was inspired by the accomplishments of real people. One was Rarey—in the movie, Booker uses the Rarey strap technique to gentle Pilgrim. But the primary inspiration for the book was a modern horse whisperer from Wyoming named Dan “Buck” Brannaman.

Like John Rarey, Brannaman started training horses at 12, and his methods don’t include punishment or pain. After watching Buck Brannaman help traumatized horses, Evans had these admiring words: “His skill, understanding, and his gentle, loving heart have parted the clouds for countless troubled creatures. Buck is the Zen master of the horse world.”

What Makes ’Em Kick?

According to Brannaman, part of his knowledge comes from hard-won horse sense. After being bitten, bucked, and run over, he decided he’d do better if he could understand what made horses tick . . . as well as kick. So Brannaman studied “natural horsemanship,” a tradition that takes its cues from a horse’s instincts and innate methods of communication.

Natural horsemanship encourages trainers to “listen to horses” by understanding the animals’ herd instincts and body language and then use that information to communicate in a way the horses understand. A “natural horseman,” for example, will use the horse’s herd instincts to maintain leadership. With the trainer acting as the head of the herd, he gains the animal’s trust and cooperation. Brannaman, who himself was abused as a child, especially likes to work with mistreated animals. He’s sensitive to their psychology and uses “patience, leadership, compassion, and firmness” to help them overcome their traumatic pasts.

Buck Brannaman has also become a motivational speaker teaching others to use horse-whispering techniques to help troubled children and adults. Teaching horse whispering as a philosophy, Brannaman says, “For me, these principles are really about life, about living your life so that you’re not making war with the horse, or with other people.”
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The Ancients

Horses first appeared in cave art about 30,000 years ago. The animals weren’t domesticated then, but they were clearly a part of life for early humans. Even though there’s a lot of disagreement about when horses were domesticated (and very little solid evidence), most archaeologists believe that horses began living with people in Eurasia around 6,000 years ago.
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You Know You’re a Horse Person When . . .

Think you’ve got horse fever? Here are a few warning signs.

•You lean forward when your car goes over speed bumps.

•You yell at the kids, and the horse’s name pops out.

•“Stopping by the stable” takes a minimum of two hours.

•You tell the guy at the service station that you’ve got a leak in the “near hind” tire.

•You feel a sharp spot on your back teeth and wonder if they need to be floated.

•You find hay in your bathrobe.

•You cluck at your car when it goes up hills.

•You know more about your horse’s ancestry than your own.

•You carry a hoof pick in your purse.

•You’ve been banned from the laundromat.

•You refer to your shins as “cannon bones.”

•After it snows, the first thing that gets shoveled is the path to the manure pile.

•You spend hundreds of dollars to compete in a horse show for a 98-cent ribbon.
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Just the Stats

Get to know horses by the numbers.

¼ to ⅜ inch

Length a horse’s hoof grows in a month.

1 hour

On average, the amount of time it takes for a foal to stand up and walk after it’s born.

2

Blind spots for a horse: directly behind, and directly in front.

4 inches

One hand.

9 pounds

Weight of a horse’s heart.

10 gallons

Amount of saliva a horse produces every day. One horse can also drink about 10 gallons of water and eat 15 to 18 pounds of hay each day.
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18 feet

Longest horse mane, grown by a mare named Maude.

20 to 30 years

A horse’s average life span.

36

Number of teeth adult female horses have. Adult male horses have between 40 and 44.

100°F to 101°F

A horse’s normal body temperature.

335 to 340 days

Length of the horse’s gestation period. On average, colts spend a week longer in the womb than fillies.

350 degrees

A horse’s field of vision. Horses have the largest eyes of any land mammal. Their vision is monocular—each eye acts independently. (A human’s field of vision is only about 140 degrees.) Horses have sharper vision than dogs or cats.

58 million

Number of horses living in the world today. At 8 million, China has the largest population. The United States is fourth with about 7 million horses.


[image: ]

The Bandit Queen

Here’s how horse theft became the family business for one of the Wild West’s most notorious female outlaws.

The wanted poster read “Cattle and Horse Thief,” listed her aliases as “unknown,” and identified her crime (among others) as heading a band of rustlers in Oklahoma. So began the legal trouble for Belle Starr, nicknamed the “Bandit Queen.”

The Makings of an Outlaw

Ornery was in her blood. Her father, John, ran an inn, and her mother, Eliza, was related to the infamous Hatfield family—of Hatfields and McCoys fame. Starr was born Myra “Belle” Shirley in Carthage, Missouri, in 1848. Young Belle went to a fancy private school in Carthage where she learned Latin, Greek, math, and even how to play the piano.

The Shirleys were Confederate sympathizers (John Shirley owned several slaves), and one of their sons was killed during the Civil War. Belle aided the Confederacy during the war, too—the teenager spied on and reported back about Union troops. It was during this time that she made her first illicit connections: she met outlaw Cole Younger, his brothers, and Jesse and Frank James.

Becoming the Bandit Queen

Eventually, the Shirley family moved to Texas, where Belle married a farmer named Jim Reed. The couple had two children: Pearl (there are rumors her father was really Cole Younger) and Ed. There wasn’t much money in farming, though, so Jim Reed began working with the Youngers, the James brothers, and a cattle-and horse-thieving Cherokee clan called the Starrs. Over the next three years, Jim Reed robbed stagecoaches, killed at least one person, and went on the run with his family. The police suspected Belle was in on the crimes, too—she started gambling in saloons, wearing a Stetson, and carrying pistols, which added to her outlaw image. But there was never any direct evidence that she helped her husband. Still, when Jim was killed by a sheriff’s deputy, Belle took his place in the Starr clan. (She sent the kids to live with relatives.)

New Husband, Old Problems

Here’s where the story gets murky. In 1880, Belle married Sam Starr, and by some accounts, she became the brains behind the family’s criminal operations—in particular, horse thievery and cattle rustling. Others paint Belle as a victim of circumstance . . . a woman who fell in with the wrong crowd and just wanted to “live out [her] time in peace.”

Either way, both Belle and Sam were soon caught and charged with horse theft, cattle rustling, and various other crimes. Finally, they ended up before Texas’s notorious Isaac “Hanging Judge” Parker, who sentenced them to one year in prison. (They each served nine months.)

Blast From the Saddle

The time in jail didn’t halt Belle’s criminal activities. In fact, she continued to be part of the Starr family business even after Sam was killed in a gunfight in 1886. Her next husband and her teenage son were also both indicted for horse stealing during the 1880s.

Finally, in February 1889, her outlaw life caught up with her. After a shopping trip alone (her husband was at the county courthouse facing yet another horse-stealing charge), Belle rode home. But before she arrived, a mysterious shotgun blast from the woods beside the road threw Belle from her saddle. Her spooked horse raced back to the Starr house, and his arrival alerted Belle’s daughter Pearl, who went looking for her mother. But the Bandit Queen’s story was over. Belle Starr was dead just two days before her 41st birthday. Her killer was never caught.
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Horsey Happy Birthday

January 1 is the universal birthday for all horses registered in North America, no matter when during the year they were actually born.
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The Great Meddler’s Cause

Today, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals is known mostly for its work with dogs and cats. But its origin is tied to one man’s horror at the treatment of New York City’s working horses.

In the 1860s, many city horses lived miserable lives. They worked until they dropped, were underfed and habitually beaten, and rarely had enough water to drink. A working horse’s average life span was just two to four years. And horses who were too old or sick to work were often turned loose in the streets to die.

Enter the Great Meddler

Henry Bergh was the son of a wealthy shipbuilder and mostly led a life of leisure. He went to Columbia University (but didn’t graduate) and then worked for his father’s shipyard. But when his father died in 1843, Bergh sold the business, collected his inheritance, and moved to Europe for a while with his wife. By the 1860s, he was back in New York with little to do.

In 1863, President Abraham Lincoln sent Bergh to Russia as an ambassador to the court of Czar Alexander II. (The Bergh family had long-standing connections in American politics.) It was there that he first noticed the inhumane treatment of animals. In particular, Bergh noticed that the Russian peasants often mistreated the horses pulling their droshkies (carriages), and he became incensed at humans’ cruelty toward animals.

Two years later, on his way back to the United States, Bergh visited London. There, he met with the Earl of Harrowby, president of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Founded in 1824, the society was devoted to animal welfare (initially cattle, but later all animals), and it was from this model that Bergh came up with the idea to start a similar group in the United States.

“A Matter Purely of Conscience”

Initially, Bergh focused his attention on New York City’s working horses. First, he organized a group of supporters: everyone from the minister at his church to local businessmen. They began pressuring the New York legislature to pass a law making it illegal for a person to beat, starve, or otherwise neglect an animal in his care.

In the meantime, Bergh founded the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA). When asked why he was devoting so much of his time to this cause, he replied, “This is a matter purely of conscience; it has no perplexing side issues. It is a moral question in all its aspects.”

The First Rescue

In 1866, Bergh spoke before the New York State Legislature and gave them his proposal. He referred to “these mute servants of mankind” and cited the many ways in which animals were being abused. The lawmakers were so moved by his speech that they passed a law incorporating the ASPCA and banning the mistreatment of animals. They also gave the newly formed society the right to enforce the new anticruelty law.

Three days later, Bergh saved his first animal when he came upon a New York City carriage driver beating his emaciated horse. A crowd gathered as Bergh, wearing a top hat and badge, reprimanded the man, unhitched the horse, and led it away.

Newspapers picked up the story, and debate began. Some people called Bergh “the great meddler”; others considered him an angel. Over time, the ASPCA’s emblem took on the latter incarnation: an avenging angel, armed with a sword, stepping between a man and a mistreated wagon horse. Bergh continued to work with the group for the rest of his life.

[image: ]

ASPCA Innovations

In its first 100 years, the ASPCA introduced many animal-friendly innovations, some of which are still used today:

•In 1867, the society used the first ambulance for injured horses—drawn by a horse.

•In 1875, Bergh invented a sling to lift horses who had difficulty getting up.

•The same year, he invented a mechanical pigeon for sport shooting so live birds no longer had to be used.

•In 1894, the ASPCA opened the first animal shelters and started issuing dog licenses.

•In 1902, ASPCA ambulances became mechanized—two years before human ambulances did.

•In 1912, the ASPCA opened its first veterinary hospital, which treated all animals for free. The hospital focused primarily on treating horses, but it didn’t turn away other animals.

•ASPCA vets also pioneered the use of anesthesia for animals, and in 1961, they performed the first open-heart surgery on a dog.

The ASPCA Today

Henry Bergh died in 1888, but the ASPCA lives on. The organization strives to abolish animal suffering through its many programs: education, adoption, rescue, poison control, and passing humane laws. In 2006, the ASPCA arrested more than 100 people for animal cruelty, found homes for 2,253 dogs and cats, and treated 24,120 animals at its hospitals. A year later, the organization awarded $365,000 in grants to equine organizations, proving that dogs and cats may have become the organization’s mainstay, but Henry Bergh’s ASPCA remains dedicated to the horses who inspired it.
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The Great Crusader

Animals weren’t Henry Bergh’s only cause, and his reputation as a person who saved mistreated creatures put him at the forefront of the United States’ first major child abuse case. Mary Ellen Wilson was a nine-year-old girl who had bounced from home to home until she ended up with Mary and Francis Connolly, a New York City couple who abused her. In 1874, Methodist missionary Etta Wheeler heard about the little girl’s situation and contacted Bergh for help.

Bergh got in touch with the New York Times, which then ran a series of articles outlining Mary Ellen’s plight. Bergh also sent one of the ASPCA’s attorneys to petition for the child’s removal from the Connollys’ home. The judge granted the petition, and Mary Ellen eventually went to live with Etta Wheeler’s family. Mary Connolly was found guilty of felonious assault and sent to prison. And the public outcry over the case led to the formation of the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children.
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The Original Mistys

Just a few hours from the nation’s capital, on an island that straddles the Maryland/Virginia border, a herd of horses roams free.

Off the coast of Maryland and Virginia is Assateague, a barrier island that's been home to a population of wild horses for more than 300 years. The animals are often called ponies, even though they’re actually horses whose size has been stunted because of their diet—salty marsh grass and a lot of water, which also makes them look more bloated than their relatives. But regardless of whether they’re horses or ponies, the black, white, brown, and spotted animals have made the island famous.

Tax Evasion—17th-Century Style

There are several theories about how the horses got to Assateague:

•Local folklore claims that a 16th-century Spanish galleon carrying a cargo of horses sank off the Virginia coast, and the horses who survived the wreck swam to shore.

•Other people think early colonists or pirates brought horses to the island.

•But most historians agree that the horses’ ancestors were probably abandoned on the island in the late 17th century by mainland owners who didn’t want to comply with new fencing laws . . . and were also trying to avoid paying taxes on their livestock.

Today, the approximately 300 wild horses who live on Assateague are divided into two main herds, separated by a fence that cuts the island in half at the border between Maryland and Virginia.

Pony Penning

Every July, the Virginia herd is rounded up in an event called “pony penning,” a practice that dates back hundreds of years.
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Originally, farmers and ranchers penned horses, sheep, and other livestock to claim loose herds. Over the years, it became a social event: the farmers would pen the animals, and then the community would drink, eat, and celebrate together.

In 1924, the Chincoteague Volunteer Fire Department—headquartered just across the bay from Assateague Island in Chincoteague, Virginia—added a pony swim and auction to the penning festival in an effort to attract tourists (and money) to the area. On the day of the festival, volunteers round up the Virginia ponies (the ones on the Maryland side aren’t included) and coax them to swim across the Assateague Channel to nearby Chincoteague. The “wild pony swim,” which was mentioned in Marguerite Henry’s novel Misty of Chincoteague, is a short swim of five to ten minutes and takes place at low tide for the safety of the spring foals.

While they’re in Chincoteague, the horses are corralled for a few days to give visitors and residents a chance to admire them. Some of the horses are also auctioned off, in part to keep the size of the herd manageable. All of the money raised goes to the fire department. Two days after the auction, the remaining horses are herded back across the channel to the Virginia side of Assateague.

Don’t Feed the Animals

Meanwhile, on the Maryland side, Assateague Island is a national seashore, protected and run by the National Park Service. Visitors can see the horses running or grazing along the shoreline, but there are strict no-feeding, no-petting rules. Beautiful as they are, the horses have been known to bite, kick, and charge after park visitors who don’t keep a safe distance. So if you go, it’s best to admire them from afar.

For more wild horses, turn to  pages 116 and 129.
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Lessons Learned

Horses show up in proverbs from around the world.

It is not the horse that draws the cart, but the oats.

—Russia

When you go to a donkey’s house, don’t talk about ears.

—Jamaica

Judge not the horse by his saddle.

—China

It is not enough for a man to know how to ride; he must know how to fall.

—Mexico

The wagon rests in winter, the sleigh in summer, the horse never.

—Yiddish

If three people say you are an ass, put on a bridle.

—Spain

In buying a horse or taking a wife, shut your eyes tight and commend yourself to God.

—Tuscany
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Mighty Mustangs

Few things embody the romanticism of the Wild West better than the mustang.

The word “mustang” comes from the Spanish mesteño, meaning “stray.” Today, these equine strays roam in 10 Western states. Modern mustangs are descended from Spanish stock that escaped during the 17th and 18th centuries, and from horses who were brought west by ranchers. On the Plains, ranchers often released their horses in the winter and then recaptured them (or others) in the spring. Some never came home, and others became the property of the Native American tribes that raided European settlements. By the 1700s, mustangs were a staple among Native Americans in the West.

Catch and Release

In the 1830s, a smallpox epidemic swept through the Plains tribes. Unable to care for all their animals, the Native Americans released many of their mustangs into the wild. About 50 years later, when the U.S. government was trying to turn the tribes into farmers, officials introduced draft horses to some mustang herds to change the horse stock from a wild to a farming breed. As a result, different herds of modern mustangs can vary widely in appearance.

Mustangs can be any color, and they’re strong and fast . . . often faster than domesticated horses. Catching them was tricky, and early ranchers and Native Americans used a process called “mustanging” to do it—lassoing the horses at a full gallop. (Among the Sioux, a lasso even became the symbol for a wild horse.) The fastest mustangs could easily escape a rider, so usually only the oldest and weakest horses were caught. In the early 1900s, though, cowboys started using motor vehicles, which made mustanging easier.

Free Again

Mustanging went on until 1971, when the U.S. Congress passed the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act. The law made it illegal for a private citizen to capture or kill a mustang. (Government agencies do occasionally capture some of the horses to thin herds.) That brought the practice of mustanging to an end, and today, about 41,000 mustangs live in states from Arizona to Oregon, most in Nevada.
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Good to Know

There are no albino horses. Why? Because the albino gene is fatal in horses.
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