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Introduction

THE HORSE IN FLIGHT

[image: ]

The horse, like the dog and the cat, has been an important—if sometimes reluctant—counselor of compassion, kindness, cleverness, courage, and the art of four-footed deliverance since the earliest times with human beings.

But whereas the dog and the cat have been agreeable bedfellows, so to speak, and secret sharers of our soul, the horse—in size alone—has kept her distance from us. Yet apart from humankind, the horse was no less than what she has always been—an independent wonder, an order of being altogether different in shape and psyche from ourselves.

Or was she?

In the horse we can see the sacred history of ourselves, our passage through time as warrior, priest, healer, wrecker of worlds, and builder of dreams. We can see it all in the horse’s eye; in the prism of her pupil is our beginning and, perhaps, our end.

Truly, she contains the cosmos of collective memory.

In her magnitude, there is a vast repository of wisdom.

In the magic whorls of her brain is encoded the course of humankind’s folly, fantasy, determination, failure, and ingenuity.

Canine mythology explains that God, seeing Man so feeble, gave him Dog so that he wouldn’t be so miserable.

Feline mythology suggests that we couldn’t see God—but we could see, and worship, Cat.

Equine mythology says that Man was once Horse. Naturally, that is not the end of the story.

The five-thousand-year cycle of equine myths shows that when a human becomes one with a horse, what transpires is just as Shakespeare remarked,


more than one,

And yet not many.



What is it, then?

For lack of a better word, magic.

The cat and the dog got us safely down the path, but the horse took us through the hedge and out into the gloried and storied magic wood. In going off on her back, we discovered, however, that the thing we sought was already with us: It was Horse herself.

The mythology of the horse is, in fact, this ancient wild ride on the back of that old, familiar mare of the night, Nightmare. A gallop through the centuries of mysticism, alchemy, flight, and fable teaches us that the mount is seldom ennobled by the rider, but it’s almost always the other way around.

As horsemen—whether Don Quixote, Don Juan, or Jeanne d’Arc—the human in us rises to a greater sense of self and is indeed bettered and brightened by virtue of the horse’s dignity and equanimity. In this instance, we have only to remember Comanche, the sole survivor of the Seventh Cavalry, that singular, historic horse that survived the Battle of the Little Bighorn, standing faithfully beside his fallen man days after the last bullet had been fired.

The oral literature of the equine takes us astride into our own dim past and shows us our darker self. Yet it’s also true that on horseback we can see humanity emerge—not always as a self-defeated warrior with a sword, but as an invincible warrior with a dream.

On horseback—so say our myths—we shall live forever.

Equine tales remind us to “let go of the reins, and fly!”

For it is then, in that instant of letting go, that we are finally freed of our burden to enter our destiny, that which is indivisible from that cosmic horse. Long ago, mythology says, we were once joined in bone and sinew, in spirit and flesh to all that is equine.

In the long ago—just a moment ago—we were born in the body of a horse. Big-hooved and bighearted, we trod upon the Milky Way, kicking hot sparks at the cold moon.

Moments ago, we were four-footed gods.



I

AFRICA
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The Horse of Muhammad

ARABIAN
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[image: ]he Arabian horse came out of the great deserts of the East, but equine experts do not know precisely where any more than etymologists know the origin of the word Arab, which remains a mystery to this day. Yet over the centuries the stunning desert horse and the nomadic Bedu have become nearly synonymous.

Indeed, the Arab horse was hot-blooded; so was her master. The horse was the wind, and her master put a bridle to it.

As it says in the Koran, the Bedu horseman was a refined instrument of war, a wielder of death to all infidels; “By the snorting war steeds, which strike fire with their hoofs as they gallop to the raid at dawn and with a trail of dust split apart a massed army; man is ungrateful to his Lord! To this he himself shall bear witness” (“The Chargers” [100:1–7]).

The great horse probably existed on the Arabian Peninsula around 2500 B.C. The mystery of the Arabian’s origin is certified by the extreme aridity of the desert climate; she couldn’t have lived in the interior of the Arabian Peninsula without the aid of people.

Where did she come from?

“In the beginning there was a wild horse, and that horse was man.…” So goes the oldest of Babylonian myths. So the equine didn’t come before man but at the same time. This is to say that the Arab people have not been known longer than the Arabian horse has been known. Actually, the name Arab, a Semitic word, refers not to a race or nationality but to an inhabitant of the desert, one who is either from the valley of the Nile or the steppes of southern Turkey.

In any case, the Arabian horse was bred some 3,500 years ago and raised as “a drinker of the wind, a dancer of fire,” the Arab poets say. According to the Emir Abd-el-Kader, a nineteenth-century Arab king, the lineage of breeders is as celebrated as the horse. And it goes from Adam to Ishmael, from Ishmael to Solomon, and from Solomon to the prophet Muhammad.

Ishmael, the cast-out son of Abraham and maybe the first Bedu tribesman, bred and refined the Arabian stock. An even earlier breeder, though, was Baz, the great-great-grandson of Noah. The archetypal mare Baz was named after him and bred to the stallion Hoshaba.

The Bedu horse breeders were an odd lot of belligerent yet congenial people. They would accept a desert guest as if he were a family member. The unwritten code of honor called for a traveler to be honored and fed in camp, and this included his entourage and his animals, which could number in the hundreds.

All a visitor had to do was touch a Bedu tent pole, and he became a welcome guest. His horse’s bridle was then hung from the highest part of the tent to show the great respect the stranger was going to be given.

Thus did the tribes find themselves in the company of other horsemen like themselves. These were men with whom they shared secrets and passions and for whom they suspended ancient tribal disputes. In this way, the Arabian horse became a healer of nations. Not only did she transport the guest to the host, but she would often become the mother of blooded foals that united everyone. So peace was achieved when a desert wanderer and his horse came into a strange camp and found a haven from the sun.

In time, the pact was sealed by stallion, mare, and foal.

The Bedu raced their best horses, and the winners of these races got the finest stock from the loser’s herd; this diversity made champion racers, horses of myth, well groomed and proud. An unknown Arab poet of long ago wrote, “The nostrils of a racer are like petals of a rose.… The neck is an elongated wave from which floats brilliant ripples of silken mane.… The ears, inward pointing, are lilies in trembling water, and the whole body of the mythical, yet fleshly, horse sways with the supple strength of wind, sun, and sand.”

King Solomon disregarded the Israelite law that forbade the keeping of horses. He encouraged horse breeding by building stables for forty thousand horses of Arabian blood. Some of these were taken by King Solomon’s son Menyelek, who bore the sacred Ark of the Covenant from Judah to his home in Ethiopia.

Menyelek’s caravan traveled, they say, as if upon the wind. The sacred text the Kebra Nagast tells us it was watched over by angels:


Upon his command the king himself rose up and followed the road taken by the men of Ethiopia; and the mounted horsemen who went with him rose hard ahead and, at last, came to the country of Egypt. The soldiers of King Solomon questioned the people there, and the Egyptians said to them, “Some days ago the travelers you seek came by here in wagons which moved swifter than the eagles of the heavens.”



Mythology has woven a tangled web about the feet of Solomon—a snare from which he couldn’t extract himself. He loved horses and wanted a great stallion, but he had to break Moses’ decree—“The king shall not multiply horses to himself”—to get what he wanted. Yet when he broke the command of Moses, he forgot the hour of evening prayer—and this, according to Muhammad, brought on Solomon’s downfall.

However, we also know he had other problems—his wife, for instance. He married the Pharaoh’s daughter. She worshiped idols—golden insects, fish, and horses. In the Koran, Solomon laments, “Truly, I have loved the love of earthly good above the remembrance of my Lord, until the sun hath been hidden by the veil of darkness.…”

Sunlight and horses. The two are expressive of divine grace in Arabic literature and, indeed, the horse of the sun is one of the oldest metaphors of mythology.

Equine sacrifices were done to glorify the sun. Ancient horses figure largely in solar rites. The Greek writer Xenophon said that the Persians and Armenians made horse sacrifices, as did, of course, Solomon.

Horses were put to death and dismembered, and at the same time, live equines were chosen for their beauty and harnessed to white chariots. They were crowned and consecrated. Mares became sun horses by learning solar dance patterns, including one that is, strangely enough, practiced by some Native American tribes to this day.

Muhammad’s influence on horse breeding doesn’t have the complexity of Solomon’s, but it proves the horse’s high status in Arab society. Muhammad was single-handedly responsible for reshaping the Arab nation; he changed his followers from sheep and camel herdsmen to horse warriors who, if they should be slain in battle, would be given eternal bliss in paradise.

Moreover, Allah would indulge sins. All a sinner had to do was give a grain of barley to a horse. Muhammad also proclaimed that the horse’s back was the human seat of honor. Yet how this back was chosen is an allegory all by itself. According to horse expert Stan Steiner (Dark and Dashing Horsemen):


Even after Muhammad had built a stable full of horses, it says in the Koran that he did not entirely trust them. He decided to test their loyalty by depriving one hundred horses of any water for three days, and when they had been maddened with thirst, he let the horses go to find water. As they stampeded he ordered that the horn of battle be blown. Most of the crazed horses ignored it; there were only five, all mares, who answered the Prophet’s call and trotted obediently to his side. These five became the Five Mares of the Prophet, his most loyal mounts, and their foals alone were honored by the name asil, Arabian horses of “pure blood.”



Arabian horses were therefore given the best and most royal respect. They slept in tents with their masters and mistresses, and they ate from their bowls. Owning a horse and caring for it was a sacrament, an Islamic virtue praised in Muhammad’s book of rules, the Hadith. Muhammad was the one therefore who developed the original test of mare fidelity. A breeder of Arabians in the nineteenth century got an unridden filly and rode her across rocks and hot sand at full speed for sixty miles. Afterward—with no rest—she was forced to swim for a period of time, and if after completing this exhausting ordeal she would still eat as if nothing had happened, then her breed was determined to be pure.

Muhammad’s personal horse was named Al Borak, which means “lightning” in Arabic. This mythical white-winged mare was said to have a human head, thus proving the ancient metaphysical belief that horses and men were once joined.

After Muhammad’s death in A.D. 632, his followers said that he was borne to the Seventh Heaven on the back of Al Borak. Following the passing of Muhammad—in the years that succeeded the actual event of his death—mounted Muslim armies conquered half the known world, spreading east and west until they were finally defeated, one hundred years later, by the Frankish knight Charles Martel.

When Islamic rule ended, the Arabian horse began to travel out of Arabia into the world at large. Martel started his own breeding program, and this, in fact, was facilitated by the invention of the firearm. The loss of heavy armor and the horse that carried it made way for the new knight, who rode an Arabian-blooded horse and carried a long gun.

The Crusades brought bloodstock to England and France, and at its culmination, three crucial Arabian stallions—the Darley Arabian, the Byerly Turk, and the Godolphin Arabian—founded the Thoroughbred breed between 1690 and 1728. In the time of Louis XIV, the Arabian was so sought after that a French consul in Arabia had to beg in order to buy one for his king. The Arab owner of the horse sought by the consul had scarcely a rag with which to cover himself. His children were starving and his house was a shambles, yet he held on to his horse. He was offered gold for the animal. Weeping, he spoke these words: “To whom is it I shall yield thee up? To Europeans who will tie thee close—who will beat thee—who will render thee miserable? Return with me, my beauty, my jewel, and rejoice the hearts of my children.”

The European horse soldier was enchanted by Arabian myths, and he subscribed easily to the myth of the sun horse. Christopher Marlowe, echoing the poets of Persia, wrote,


The horses that guide the golden eye of heaven

And blow the morning from their nostrils.



In midsummer, medieval bonfires blazed with the wooden head of a horse carved in effigy. In Russia, a bridle cut from the bark of a linden tree was burned as a sacrament. These pagan bonfires were usually built in front of the town church to please the clergy, and they did, for a time.

Yet all of this pageantry came from the Arabian horse. She gave nobility to battlefield and ballad, bas-relief and personal prayer. No horse cast more holy sparks into the world of Christendom. No horse had more sun in her or more history or more religion than the wild horse of Ishmael, which came out of the desert to serve mankind.

The Characteristics of the Arabian

The Arabian is finely crafted, with a short head that in profile shows a concave or dished face. The forehead is convex, forming a jibbah, or shield shape. The horse’s small muzzle is said to ideally fit into a person’s hand. The eyes, deep and large, are thought to be soulful in the mare and wisely alert in the stallion.

Upper equine beauty is defined by a high-set arched neck. A naturally lofty tail determines perfection in the hindquarters. The Arabian’s chest is muscular and broad, and the legs, although delicate-looking, are strong, ending in small, articulate hooves. Height is between fourteen and fifteen hands. The fine, silky coat is chestnut, bay, and black, often with white markings on face and legs.

Keen intelligence is perhaps the best-known quality of this remarkable equine, but this is also a horse of great swiftness and endurance. On the trail and in the ring, the Arabian excels as a mince-footed dancer with no equal. The sum total of greatness in the Arabian is not just her incredible beauty—it is her ability to bond with humans.

This cardinal feature comes from thousands of years of genetic coding. These horses, like the Great Danes of canine lore, bedded down with their owners and supped with them. Indeed, a visitor to an Arab tent once remarked that the horse lay dozing in the center of the family enclosure with sleeping children sprawling upon its shoulders, flanks, and neck.
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The Horse of Babylon

DOMESTIC ASS

[image: ]

[image: ]he horse of Babylon, the ass, came from Africa, and the Assyrians who made so much of her were barefoot, spur-wearing horsemen who charged into battle bareback, as skillful as any warriors that ever were.

In Africa and the desert regions of the Middle East, the horse was so sacred that some tribes did not ride at all. Stan Steiner (Dark and Dashing Horsemen) says that only the gods had the privilege of riding. Men and horses were seen as brothers, not just men and mounts.

So the presence of the dun-coated donkey, the lowly but not unloved ass, is greatly misunderstood in our time. Steiner underscores this: “Asses and donkeys were not then thought of as animals to be ridiculed as we might think of them today. They possessed the nobility that humans always attribute to creatures upon whom they depend for survival.”

The Book of Abiquar, written in the fifth century, records that “a man said to a wild ass one day, ‘Let me ride you and I will feed you,’ whereupon the ass replied, ‘Keep your fodder and may you never ride me.’ ”

The independence of the ass notwithstanding, the riding got off to such a good start that thousands of donkeys were used to haul the caravans that we read about in the Old Testament. There might be several thousand asses for a single desert caravan. Masters of such caravans depended on what we might call Hebrew cowboys—ropers, breakers, and rounders who really did know the ropes, so to speak.

Indeed, the very word Hebrew comes from apiru, or abiru, which means “donkey driver” or “caravaneer.”

Enkidu, the rough and uncivilized pal of Gilgamesh, was said to be the son of a gazelle mare. His father was a wild ass of the hills. Overall, both biblical and secular literature of Asia Minor shows that for many centuries the ass was more vital than the horse. By the time of Gilgamesh, 2,000 B.C., the equine had, however, evolved into the indispensable mount of the warrior, and—bingo—civilians were ass owners, and the military were horsemen.

Long before this, though, the domestic ass of North Africa had a history longer than its ears. In Egypt and Mesopotamia, asses were standard saddle animals and beasts of burden and, incidentally, women rode them more than men. You have to search the Bible painstakingly for any mention of horses. In the Ten Commandments, for instance, no horse talk. But remember the line—how could you forget it?—about coveting your neighbor’s ass?

In ancient Syria there were four kinds of ass: the light and graceful kind reserved for women; the Arabian breed with saddle for men; the heavy-muscled variety for field- and farmwork; and the large, long-eared Damascus ass for general use.

Of the four, perhaps the most notable is the Arabian. A man who maintained a fine stable of these was indeed a wealthy man. Bridles were ornate and decorated with bells, silken cords, fringe, shells, and small rosettes—the pretty accoutrements we associate with an Arabian horse. Saddles were just as elaborate, with stirrups of costly metal and ornaments of rich design.

The respect given the ass was not only as a beast of burden, but also as a show animal. In John Leo’s Descriptio Africae, a sixteenth-century memoir, the ass is described as a wise fool, a creature of foolery and finery and fun:


The dancing of the ass is diverting enough, for after he has frisked and capered about, his master tells him that the Soldan [sultan] means to build a great palace and intends to employ all the asses in carrying mortar, stones, and other materials; upon which the ass falls down with his heels upwards, closing his eyes and extending his chest, as if he were dead.



After this, the master begs money from his audience to compensate him for the death of his ass. As soon as he has a purse full of coins, he explains that his animal is really alive and well. The clever fellow remains still, however, continuing to trick the audience.

Finally, the master tells the people that by edict of the sultan, all ladies shall ride upon a train of beautiful asses. At this the performing beast jumps to its feet and wiggles its ears to be ridden. No animal, short of a monkey or a bichon frise, has more effectively fleeced a bunch of bystanders than the Arabian ass of ancient times.

William Shakespeare was mindful of this, too, when he scripted the character of Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Bottom is no mere ass, but like the character of old, plays many parts, and at the outset of the play he begs to do them all. He offers to roar like the lion and beard himself as well. Of the beard, he promises bright blooms of a dozen shades—straw, tawny, purple-in-grain, French-crown, etc. Basically, what he says is that he will be whatever is asked of him. He will play all of his parts so well that no other actors shall be necessary. He will even throw the voice of the nightingale, if need be.

This, without a doubt, is the Damascus ass, the clown of the ancient East, who says, “I grant you, friends, if that you should fright the ladies out of their wits, they would have no more discretion but to hang us: but I will aggravate my voice so that I will roar you as gently as any sucking dove; I will roar you an ’twere any nightingale.”

Since the ass has been made the literal butt of so many jokes, we should explain what the expression “half-ass” really means. First, if the poor animal had not been indispensable, the gibes would not have been so funny. Second, if the stable had not been the inn of choice where one lay down with the ass, we might not have had any joke at all. Science, believe it or not, gets into the bargain, too.

Zoologically, the Asian ass is a hybrid; it has the nature of both horse and ass and some of its own distinctive features as well. Its being neither horse nor ass, though, led to its being called half-ass, or what is the equivalent of the saying “neither fish, nor fowl, nor good red herring.”

According to The Encyclopedia of the Horse, one of the hominid breeds, the Kulan of Mongolia, is able to run at speeds of forty miles per hour, faster than their natural predators, the desert wolves, and also faster than a Thoroughbred racehorse. One such stallion averaged a speed of thirty miles an hour for more than sixteen miles. What, we ask, is half-assed about that?

The donkey and the ass have been used and abused over the centuries, and yet in our literature these two trumps are steadfast and enduring not only as beasts of burden but as intelligent creatures with superlative insight. Take, for instance, the well-known tale “The Bremen Town Musicians” by the Brothers Grimm. In this story it is the donkey who is fed up with the way he is treated. And his decision to break away and become his own person is a bitter comment on humankind’s unkind treatment of him and his kin.


A donkey had for years faithfully carried his master’s sacks of wheat to the mill for grinding. But the donkey was losing strength and was able to work less and less. His owner had about decided the animal was no longer worth his keep, when the donkey, realizing that no kind wind was blowing in his direction, ran away. He took the road to Bremen. Once there, he thought, he would become a town musician.



Throughout the fable the donkey is staunchly the idea man, the impetus, the inciting force behind the other animals’ rebellion. He instructs the others—the cock, the dog, and the cat—giving them reason to believe they can succeed, as animals, by themselves. True, they are domesticated versions of what they once were. But, so the donkey tells them, they are free souls with talents of their own. Characteristically, the mindful donkey never lets them down, nor does he allow his vision of becoming a musician fail him or his friends. He is, in fact, the hub of their universal order, their march to Bremen Town.

In exchange for the donkey’s practical wisdom, his furred and feathered friends give him their utmost loyalty. Always, this is rewarded with the donkey’s insight. As the tallest member of their clan, he sees more than they do, and this, we suspect, is more than sight. It is, as the Zen masters say, seeing into things.


The donkey, as the tallest, went to the window and peered inside.

“What do you see, Grayhorse?” asked the cock.

“What I see,” replied the donkey, “is a table loaded with lovely food and drink. And the thieves are sitting around it, enjoying themselves.”

“That would be something for us,” said the cock.

“Yes, indeed. If only we were inside,” said the donkey.



The donkey’s calm certainty and common sense are, to coin a phrase, almost human. In fact, they are the virtues of independent thinking, the exact opposite of what the donkey is supposed to be as a beast of burden. The cock, most appropriately, calls him Grayhorse, which in a sense denies his identity as a lower-than-horse sack-carrier. The name confers dignity, and the donkey in the moral tale certainly deserves his fair share. Moreover, we notice in the story that whenever the scene is viewed from a linear fashion, Grayhorse sees it differently, fully fleshed, as it were, and multidimensional.

Naturally, the donkey, in psychic terms, represents our untroubled self, our patient, virtuous, communal person. He is the pater, the universal spiritual guide, and yet for millennia he has had to haul us around, and mostly without praise for his diligence and patience.

Christ’s triumphal entrance into Jerusalem as King of the Jews was on the back of a donkey, symbolizing his choice of the common lot of man and beast. However, riding on a donkey means more than one thing, and our fables tell us that to sit on the back of one so smart is to be sight-full, as well as in-sight-full, and, oh, so patient and empathic at the same time. So, hail to the little gray horse whose inner wisdom lightens and brightens the darkest path.

The Characteristics of the Domestic Ass

Domestic asses differ from horses most of all in their conformation. The ears are extremely long in proportion to the size of the head, the necks are straighter, and most of them lack a true withers. Because of the lack of withers, their backs are straighter than those of horses. The mane and tail are coarse, and the mane is upright, while the tail is covered with stiff hair and ends in a tasseled switch more like a cow. They do not have a true forelock. Their coats are dun-gray, brown, white, chestnut, bay, black, roan (both red and gray), white, and sometimes a uniquely spotted pattern similar to the Appaloosa.

They have dorsal stripes and dark ear points as well as white muzzles and eye rings; donkeys may have zebra stripes on their legs. The size of the donkey is greatly variable. The miniature Mediterranean is only thirty-six inches, but the mammoth jackstock is fourteen hands and up. The rare French Poitou, with its huge shaggy head and curled black coat, is considered a giant at fifteen hands. The standard size is forty-eight to fifty-four inches, and a large standard would stand fifty-four to fifty-six inches. Donkeys can gait just like horses, although galloping is usually not their favorite form of locomotion. They also make excellent “guard asses” because they have a natural aversion to predators, especially feral and domestic dogs, coyotes, foxes, and wolves.

All asses and donkeys have a distinctive voice, a raspy bray. Jacks especially enjoy sounding off.
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The Hittite Horse

MULE

[image: ]

[image: ]he mule is that anomaly, a cross between a mare and a male donkey that cannot sire his own offspring. The sadness of this may have led us to believe that the mule is sort of a “dead end” of the equine kingdom. Nothing, however, could be further from the truth. Biologically, the mule is a halted thing, but spiritually, he comes from a long, if interrupted, line of ingenious, curious, and almost unaccountably smart fellows. History has marked him otherwise, giving him an archetypal bad rep that goes back to one of our oldest of documents, the African bible known as the Kebra Nagast. The eighth-century Ethiopian text speaks of the mule in its earliest chapter:


And the wickedness of the children of Cain multiplied, until at length in the greatness of their filthiness they introduced the seed of the ass into the mare, and the mule came into being, which God had not commanded even like those who give their children who are believers unto those who deny God, and their offspring become the seed of the filthy Gomorraites, one half of them being good and one half of them being of evil seed.



The condemnation is not really against the mule but rather the idea of the mule. The real culprit is man: human interference with divine intention. Interestingly, the Kebra Nagast refers to the concept of genetic implanting, the creation of a new form of life that cannot reproduce itself. So the mule’s bad rep—and rap—starts here, where it got known as a dumb, stubborn, hardy, foolish friend of man.

And nothing could be further from the truth.

To this day, it is imagined that the Kebra Nagast was revised and editorialized by Arabian scribes, who may very well have been putting down the mule to raise up the horse, which had been sanctified by Muhammad. Actually, the Amhara people of Ethiopia rode mules, as did the kings of Israel. The Hittites, the most powerful horse people of ancient times, valued mules at three times the price of a horse.

Huge draft mules in Europe were bred carefully over the centuries by crossing an ordinary donkey with a Poitevin, a massive mare from the Poitou region of France. The result was the baudet de Poitou, an enormous mule whose value was immediately established in Portugal, Turkey, Greece, Italy, Spain, and the south of France. Today there is a limited revival (with no shortage of buyers for stock), but shortly before World War II, the Poitou region produced thirty thousand mules per year. The price for this horsy-looking, mighty beast was higher than for any other mule on the continent.

In the United States, the Poitou was nicknamed “the Mule That Made America Possible.” In reality, that mule, the so-called American Standard, was the famous forty-acres-and-a-mule variety—in short, any draft mule at all. But, mainly, it was the Poitou.

On all fronts, however, American culture was dependent on this singular labor-intensive animal. Land was only as valuable as the mule that carved it with a plow. In effect, good soil meant good mule. Some historians go so far as to say that the southern delta might never have been reclaimed from the sea without the hard-hoofed, strong-hearted mule. Man and animal, each in his own way, was badgered and beleaguered “by a continuous sawing of heartless dust-and-dew-laden cotton reins,” one southern writer put it. In Pills, Petticoats and Plows, Thomas D. Clark wrote:


Over a hill trailed a man behind a mule drawing a plow. Unexpectedly the plow hit a root, the mule stopped, and the man began to grumble as he fixed the hames; “Bill, you are just a mule, son of a jackass, and I am a man made in the image of God. Yet here we work hitched up together year after year. I often wonder if you work for me or if I work for you. Verily, I think it is a partnership between a mule and a fool, for surely I work as hard as you, if not harder. Plowing or cultivating we cover the same distance, but you do it on four legs and I on two, therefore I do twice as much as you.

Soon we will be preparing for a corn crop. When the corn is harvested I give one third to the landlord for being so kind as to let me use a small speck of God’s earth. One third goes to you, the rest is mine. You consume all your portion, while I divide mine among seven children, six hens, two ducks, and a storekeeper. If we both need shoes, you get ’em. You are getting the best of me and I ask you, is it fair for a mule, the son of a jackass, to swindle a man, the lord of creation, out of his substance?



After World War II, mule production fell off and the breed declined almost to the point of extinction. In 1977, for instance, there were only 44 Poitou mules left in France. However, dedicated breeders brought it back, and though there are now around 180 purebred Poitous, that number needs to be increased to sustain the breed.

Owing to his hardiness on the trail, the mule went out West, carrying prospector, field hand, and farmer alike. Trains of mules hauled wagons of goods, and before the advent of the steam-driven train, the mule was the standard tool for hauling, lifting, lugging, and logging. In short, he was an all-purpose, “handy as a pocket” provider of utilitarian means.

He would go anywhere and do anything: into pitch-dark mine shafts; into canyons and crevices; into water that was shallow or deep, salt or fresh. Basically, the mule took humans where they feared to tread on foot alone.

All during the nineteenth century, this gracious animal was a working angel. He was also a watchdog, as good as a goose and as mean as a dog. In camp and cabin, the mule was brave, and his handsome face contained a greater nobility to the workingman and-woman than the finely engraved head of the blooded Thoroughbred.

Nor was the celebrated mule ignored in our noblest literature. From Mark Twain to Zane Grey, the mule sat on a high throne of praise. However, it was in Francis, the Talking Mule that this animal became a 1950s icon. The popular children’s book series was a succession of popular films, too, and, incidentally, the screen voice of Francis was Chill Wills, the cowboy actor who also did the voice-overs for the Francis television programs.

So what was the basis of Francis and his popularity?

Well, the story featured a humorous mule who could think and talk just like one of us, only he was better at reasoning than most, if not all, of his human pals. And what’s more, they knew it, or learned it the hard way.

The story grew out of combat tales, anecdotes (“meaner than an Army mule”) swapped around by soldiers on the various fronts of the two world wars. Mules were used to transport all manner of military equipment, and they worked side by side with their two-legged counterparts, and they never complained as much as the average Joes, or so the story went.

Underneath these sort of grudging jokes was really an underpinning of deep respect. Mules hunkered down with humans under fire and were often braver—not dumber—than the best of soldiers. Without the mule’s backbone and his ability to maneuver in mud and mire, the typical GI would’ve fought a very different war.

Moreover, there was always the sneaking suspicion that the mule “played stupid to keep from being smart.” This was where the humorous myths popped up—mules that were the butt of many jokes were allegorical figures straight from Aesop. The combat mule revealed the lethargy, weakness, foolishness, and vanity of the human kind. And by serving humanity, the mule showed us the real meaning of inanity. He held up the mirror, and we took a good look, and what we saw made us laugh: We were the ass, as it were.

Then there was Francis, who was one “darn smart mule.” Francis taught us how to think—without presumption—which, most agree, is not a very small order. His role as an ethical, moral mule got him fame and stardom, and in the 1950s, treatment as an icon. There were seven Francis films from 1949 to 1956. Donald O’Connor starred in the first six and Mickey Rooney in the final one. As we have already mentioned, Chill Wills was the voice of Francis, but the great and gentle humorist Will Rogers was his trainer (along with Les Hilton, who later became Mr. Ed’s trainer).

One interesting thing about the surefootedness and uncanny perception of mules is that some experts, J. Frank Dobie among them, believe that horses and mules avoid holes and unfamiliar objects at night by smelling them
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