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Foreword

The donkey, also known as an ass, is genetically different from a horse and is a species that includes many distinctive breeds. At one time or another in their history, these sturdy, adaptable creatures have played many roles in almost every corner of the world. Whether they pulled farmers’ plows, carried equipment for wars, were ridden or driven as a mode of transport, or were simply kept for their milk, it is difficult to imagine where we might have been without them. Burro, the Spanish word for donkey, is mainly used in the United States.

Sadly, the steady mechanization of farming from the late 19th century reduced the need for working donkeys. Today, several traditional breeds are on the verge of extinction, although breeders and governments are setting up schemes to reverse this trend. Ever versatile, the donkey has found a new vocation in the tourist industry and as valuable support in animal-assisted therapies.



[image: Images]A packed mule on its way up to the refuge Spilios Agapitos on Mount Olympus, Greece.



What Is a Mule?

It is a common saying that mules can do anything a horse can do and they usually do it better and with a sense of humour.

A mule is a cross between a male donkey (a jack) and a female horse (a mare). Mules come in all shapes and sizes from a miniature 9 hands (92 cm) to a large 17 hands (173 cm), and are available from local dealers in most horse colours, except pinto.

Mules are neither stubborn nor stupid, but are highly intelligent, rugged, and sure-footed animals. It is because of these attributes that the mule is such a prized working animal. It has the ability to work in climatic extremes well beyond any that a horse can withstand. Treated well, a mule will work hard for its owner. And those foolish enough to abuse or ill-treat a mule beware: These animals have long memories. In a recreation environment, the mule is used as a pack animal for trail riding, for driving, and dressage.

Both mules and donkeys are highly intelligent animals with a great sense of self-preservation that may feel like stubbornness: if a donkey is unsure what it is being asked to do, it just won’t do it.




1 Abyssinian

Characteristics

Size: 12 hands (122 cm).
Colour: Tan to grey with a grey/white underbelly, inner thighs, and muzzle; the ear surround is dark, as are the tips of the mane; a dorsal stripe and cross (a darker stripe that runs along the spine and across the shoulders).
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Found throughout Ethiopia and bred in captivity worldwide, the Abyssinian donkey lives mainly in desert areas that vary from below sea level to 2,300 ft (700 m) above, where the rainfall seldom exceeds 7¾ in (200 mm) a year. The breed has developed the ability to survive on poor-quality grasses and forage plants. It tends to live in small groups of up to five animals, the number depending on available food and water. In some areas the Abyssinian is used for food and its milk is drunk for its health-giving properties. The donkeys often have to compete with domestic livestock for food and water.

The Abyssinian is currently a critically endangered breed. In conservation areas, it is used for transporting all manner of goods, from food and water to fuel and heavy building materials. It is not an easy life. The Donkey Sanctuary and other international organizations do whatever they can to help these animals and advise their owners on better health care.




2 American Mammoth

Characteristics

Size: Males 14 hands (142 cm); females 13.2 hands (137 cm).
Colour: Black, chestnut, spotted, dun, white, dapple-grey, palomino.
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In colonial America, the wild burro often provided the power behind transport and agriculture—the larger and stronger, the better. The Europeans introduced a number of breeds to bolster the size and strength of native donkeys, which included the Catalonian, the Andalusian, the Majorcan, and the Maltese. In 1785, King Charles II of Spain presented George Washington with an Andalusian jack (male) and two jennets (females), and it is George Washington who is given the credit of establishing and developing the American Mammoth.

The mechanization of transport and agricultural processes lessened the need for this sturdy, reliable giant, and as a result many thousands were slaughtered. Nevertheless, a few breeders were able to hold on to their stock and, though rare, the breed is safe from extinction today. It is found on all major continents.




3 American Spotted

Characteristics

Size: 9–16 hands (91–162 cm).
Colour: Any, patched with white.
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It is important to clarify the coat colour of the American Spotted donkey. It is widely believed that this breed originated when the American donkey crossbred with the Mexican burro. Prior to this, the American donkey was dark brown, black, and/or roan. The Mexican burro had a much larger range of colours that included grey-dun and spotted. Today, the American Spotted can be any donkey colour as long as the main body colour is broken with white patches that cover anywhere from 5–99 percent of its body.

This animal has been grazing fields in America since the 1700s. In those early days it was used exclusively as a work animal as it was considered unsuitable for any other purpose. While its use as a working animal continues today, the American Spotted is also used in harness, under saddle, and to sire colourful mules. The American Spotted has an aversion to intruders and can be put to good use guarding sheep and cattle.




4 American Wild Burro

Characteristics

Size: 11 hands (122 cm).
Colour: Mainly grey but also black and brown; many have pale underbellies and most have the dun factor, the dorsal stripe and cross, leg stripes, and a dark outline to the ears.
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The Spanish introduced the burro to the southwestern deserts of America in the 16th century. As a pack animal it was in great demand—in such arid countryside it has the ability to endure low-quality forage and little water and can survive a water loss of up to 30 percent of its body weight, replenishing it with a five-minute drink. Humans, by comparison, would struggle with a 10 percent loss and take a full day to recover. The old prospectors who crisscrossed the desert searching for gold and silver relied on the sturdy burro to carry all their supplies. In many cases a burro would outlive a prospector in the harsh desert conditions. The life was not glamorous.

In 1971 Congress unanimously passed the Wild and Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFRHBA), giving federal protection to the wild burro and mustang population. The act made it illegal to harass, brand, capture, or cause death to these animals.




5 Amiata

Size 12.3–13.75 hands (129–142 cm).
Colour: Mouse grey with a grey/white underbelly and muzzle; can have white spectacles and white on the inner legs and throat; a well-defined dorsal stripe and cross; dark stripes occasionally found on the legs.
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Maritime traders had introduced the donkey to the Amiata mountains in Italy by about 2000 bc. Until the latter part of the 19th century, the breed was a common site in the Tuscany landscape. The strong wiry donkey was, and still is (though to a lesser extent) used as a pack animal on farms—a beast of burden to carry everything from supplies to produce and the local farmer, although not all at once. This sure-footed agile animal is an ideal working companion in such mountainous regions.

At the start of the 20th century, there were around 2,500 Amiata donkeys. These numbers have since declined for various reasons, primarily due to the increase in mechanization in all areas of Tuscan life. Numbers reached an all-time low between 1970 and 1980, when the Amiata was on the brink of extinction; in 2003 one report suggested only 200 breeding Amiata were in existence. Today, there is an extensive breeding scheme in place and matters are improving.

The Amiata works in inaccessible forest areas, carrying packs for walkers and its milk is used in various beauty products. Although originally from Italy, it is now found in small numbers throughout Europe.




6 Andalusian

Characteristics

Size: 13.2–15.75 hands (132–160 cm).
Colour: Grey-spotted, light, dark grey, and strawberry roan; rarely has the dorsal stripe and cross.

[image: Images]
Thought by many to be the oldest European breed of donkey, having arrived in Spain more than 3,000 ago, the Andalusian is a descendant of a now extinct breed of large Egyptian donkeys known as the Pharaoh. Originally, the Andalusian was used predominantly on farms in the Guadalquivir region. The farmers required strong, willing, docile animals to work in the cork forests and citrus groves and to produce mules.

The Andalusian has good resistance to disease and adapts well to arid conditions. It has boundless energy and is long lived. Despite all these excellent qualities, by the 1980s the breed was extinct in all but name—mechanization being the main cause of the decline. The breed numbers were estimated at 120–150 worldwide. A number of organizations are at present working to save this handsome and gentle animal from extinction. While originally native to Spain the breed now lives in small numbers throughout Europe.
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