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Introduction

FOR A LONG TIME, the American desert has been my beat and my passion. The reasons are many, but really, there is only one. In the desert, the chatter of city life fades away and my own thoughts vanish; I get quiet and I hear things. The beating of wings. The scratching of lizard. The crack of tortoise egg. The whisper of stories that want to be told.

In 1991, I walked into a bar on Highway 62, the desert two-lane that stretches from Interstate 10 in California eastward into the far Mojave. I had just finished a hike in Joshua Tree National Park. It was twilight. Thunderclouds were rolling in, and the perfume of creosote was in the air. Inside the Josh Lounge, people sat at the bar, guarding their pitchers of beer, talking of sports, the weather, local news. After a while, I heard the first few notes of a dark desert tale. Two girls had been “sliced up” by a Marine, someone said; probably they deserved it. “Who were they?” I asked. “Just some trash” came the reply. I sought more information but people shrugged and then someone punched the jukebox and “Dirty White Boy” came on and the conversation was over. A frequent visitor to the area, I knew something about the girls who took care oflocal members of the military, and I vowed to bear witness to their story. A decade later, it became my book Twentynine Palms: A True Story of Murder, Marines, and the Mojave.


But before I was finished, another terrible tale was unfolding and I couldn’t shake off its call. A few days after Christmas in 1998, I was waiting to meet with a source in another desert bar. I picked up the local paper and read that six wild horses had been gunned down in the mountains outside Reno. The next day, the body count had grown to twenty. By the end of December, thirty-four dead mustangs had been found in the Virginia Range, and the hideous news was announced to the world on the ticker tape at Times Square. A few days later, three men were arrested. Two of them were Marines and one of them was stationed at Twentynine Palms.

I was surprised—and then I wasn’t. I knew that a number of grisly crimes had emanated from the military base hidden away in that remote desert town. Now, the victims were wild horses, and their story also spoke of our history, our heritage, and our land. But what exactly was their story? I wondered as the Reno incident began to take over my life. Why would someone go out and kill the animals that had blazed our trails, fought our wars, served as our most loyal partners? As I began looking into the story, I realized that what had happened to the wild horses in Reno was about much more than that particular event. It went right to the heart of who we are as Americans.

With all due respect to our official icon, the eagle, he of the broad wingspan and the ability to see across great distances, of patience born of the ages and of majestic flight, it is really the wild horse, the four-legged with the flying mane and tail, the beautiful, bighearted steed who loves freedom so much that when captured he dies of a broken heart, the ever-defiant mustang that is our true representative, coursing through our blood as he carries the eternal message of America. Many have read Moby Dick, but few—including me, until I began my wild horse research—remember that in his tribute to that which man should not possess, Melville devoted a passage to the other great white, the one that ranged the Great Plains:

 


Most famous in our Western annals and Indian traditions, is that of the White Steed of the Prairies; a magnificent milk-white charger, large-eyed, small-headed, bluff-chested, and with the dignity of a thousand monarchs in his lofty, over-scorning carriage. He was the elected Xerxes of vast herds of wild horses, whose pastures in those 
days were only fenced by the Rocky Mountains and the Alleghenies . . . The flashing cascade of his mane, the curving comet of his tail, invested him with housings more resplendent than gold- and silverbeaters could have furnished him.



 

As I read this passage in light of the horse killings, I started to wonder about the men who would do such a thing. Were they modern Ahabs? Or were they more prosaic—just a bunch of drunks with guns? Or perhaps they were a strange new iteration of the American psycho, or maybe even some sort of full-on combination platter of all of the above?

To see this killing for what it was, I realized, I needed to learn the story of the wild horse before the Reno massacre—the facts of its life along the trail, at war, at play, in our literature and lore, how it got here and where it came from. This was a large and at times daunting endeavor but one that I felt compelled to undertake. Quite simply, the horse deserved its own account, and no such thing existed—at least not in the way I wanted to tell it, by traveling with the horse across space and time, right through the entire American saga.

Then, also, there was a personal connection. Years ago, when my parents got divorced, my mother, sister, and I moved from an upper-middle-class suburb of Cleveland, Ohio, to a blue-collar community. Suddenly, most of our friends in the old neighborhood—and even some relatives—stopped talking to us, and it didn’t take long to figure out that our new address had made us social pariahs. In addition, my mother had become the breadwinner in an era when there were few jobs for women outside of the secretarial pool. Typing wasn’t an option because she didn’t know how, but she did have another skill that, due to her persistence and desire, was something she could transform into a living. It was riding a horse.

Soon after our move, she got a job as what was then called “exercise boy” at the racetrack. There were few women working in that capacity at the time (we later found out that she may have been the first in the country to do so); among those women who tried out for the job, most didn’t qualify for various reasons or were not given the chance to prove themselves. After all, the job wasn’t called “exercise boy” for nothing. But my mother was an expert equestrienne; she’d 
ridden with the local hunt club and shown her own horses on the competitive circuit, impressing the local gentry and winning many prizes. And so her skills did not go unnoticed at the track and she quickly became the talk of northeastern Ohio.

In fact, early on during her career at Thistledown Racetrack, a reporter from the Cleveland Plain Dealer arrived to profile my mother, the novelty act. As she breezed around a bend on Lord Fleet at six in the morning, a photographer snapped a picture of me and my sister looking on across the guardrail. I’ll never forget the caption that appeared the next day under the photo. “Nice going, Mama,” it quoted me as saying. Now, I should mention that I had been reading newspapers since I was a toddler. As the family story goes, when my sister was born and came home from the hospital, the first thing I did was place a newspaper in her crib. By the time I was nine or ten, when the reporter from the Plain Dealer knocked on the door, I had a pretty good sense of what newspapers were up to, and somehow, I knew that they dressed things up. Yet as proud as I was of the article about my mother, bringing it to school to show my friends, I was also slightly annoyed. I never used the phrase “nice going” and I never called my mother “Mama.”

Actually, the reporter was right. Things were going rather nicely. For the next five years, my mother got up every day at dawn and headed for the track to ride. It wasn’t a high-income gig but it helped her return to college so she could get a master’s degree. It also took us into an enchanting world of misfits and outcasts who, like us, did not have traditional families. They had one another, and their sanctuary was the racetrack, and their best friends and saviors were horses. The horses all seemed to offer a kind of protection; to me, as lots of little girls come to find out, it was by dint of their size and power, even—perhaps especially—when they were in their stalls and being still, whinnying occasionally or nickering when I scratched their flanks. One of my fondest memories is walking through the barns in the morning after it had snowed and being enveloped by great puffs of steam coming from the horses as they breathed the cold air.

There was safety in the vapors, in the sound of the exhales up and down the row, as if they were blowing out the cares of the world, like Melville’s mythical great white creature, I see now, echoing the 
earth’s very rhythm, perhaps huffing its infinitesimal though mighty turns. Sometimes, I would sit on a bale of hay inside the entrance to the barn and listen to the horses, and after a while, my breathing would sync up with theirs and I would forget about my shattered life from which my father had suddenly vanished.

Often, on such mornings, my mother would take me and my sister to the track kitchen for breakfast, where everything was slathered with gravy or cream sauce, and you could get as many helpings as you liked. But more important, the kitchen was where I first met the oddballs of the world. Sitting at our table were poor young jockeys who had trained on nags and fled the hollows of Appalachia hoping for a break, grooms as old as the stars who seemed happy to live in their small quarters next to the horses, toothless track wags who eked out food money at the low-ball betting windows and made their home at motels across the street, lifelong circuit trainers who had finally come into possession of a winner. The community was driven by heart, uplifted by belief in the racetrack version of sunrise (every day is a new chance), and held together by firsthand knowledge that outside the track there was one damn cruel world.

And always, the horse, waiting to carry us all across the finish line, and beyond. For during those years, the horse had become my means of escape in every way. Prior to my parents’ divorce, my father and I would sit in his library, where he would read aloud from his favorite authors—Hemingway, Steinbeck, O’Hara. One of the works my father most liked to recite was Edgar Allan Poe’s “Eldorado,” the sad poem about a wandering knight’s search for the land of gold. Together, my father and I traveled the path of the perpetually questing knight, and I remember the sense that Eldorado was a land far beyond the borders known to either of us, an enchanted place to be found somewhere in the books from which my father loved to read aloud, perhaps in the reading itself.

After my parents parted, Poe’s poem about the questing knight and the pilgrim who urged him to “ride, boldly ride” was my salvation, my ticket away from the wintry shores of Lake Erie. It soon took me to the frontier of Zane Grey and Cochise and Geronimo, and later to many others who became my guides. While everyone else was ice-fishing or partaking in league night at the Kingpin Lanes, I would 
vanish into the red rock and mesquite of Western literature, finding refuge on the path to Eldorado. When not in school, I wore fringe and cowboy boots. I sent away for seeds from Kaktus Jack’s. I read encyclopedia entries about the James gang and Doc Holliday, pioneer diaries of survival and hardship. I wrote my own stories of flight, always disappearing in a swirl of magic dust.

Years later, when I moved to New Mexico to attend college, I began exploring the dusty byways of our history, on foot and on horseback, and I began to realize exactly how lucky I was. Atop a horse, I could ride to those red-rock mesas I had read about and survey the land that had fueled the American dream, and I could gallop across a bajada and, as I did so, enter a warp that was filled with the great characters of our history, from cowboys to Indians to outlaws to hardscrabble pioneers. Their partner was the horse and so was mine, and as I rode with the enduring spirits of the West on the animal that had carried them all, I truly felt free.

Yet it was not until I learned of the Reno massacre that I began to take a really close look at the wild horse. The mustangs that had perished, I learned, were among the last in the country. Once they had roamed our land by the millions. Now the mustang population was dwindling to a number from which it might not rebound. What had happened to our beautiful, steadfast partner? I wondered. To understand the end and perhaps try to stop it, I had to go back to the beginning. My journey took me into deep time and across vast swaths of the western terrain, to far-flung libraries and archives by way of airplanes, cars, and the Internet, to the open range where wild horses still roam, crowded government corrals where they are fenced in and sent down the pipeline, and sanctuaries that have become their final home.

I began my investigation in a place I have been exploring for years, the Mojave Desert. In this case, the destination was Death Valley, where wild horses had flourished millions of years ago, leaving their hoof tracks on a vast stone panel in a remote canyon that you can hike to at certain times of the year. Where did they go from here? I wondered one February afternoon as I traced the outlines of the ancient glyphs. The magic site began to unlock the rest of the story; “Follow the tracks,” I kept hearing along the way, and as I proceeded, they became both moor and marker.


The tracks led to the Ice Age, at which point the horses of this continent vanished, but not before they had headed north across the Bering land bridge and populated the rest of the world. I picked up the tracks thousands of years later, when sixteen horses were loaded onto ships in Cuba, a staging ground for conquistadors, and reintroduced to the mainland of the New World, helping Hernando Cortés bring down the Aztec empire and launching the American entrada. I continued to follow the horses’ return as they carried priests and warriors toward El Norte, heading across the Rio Grande and into the deserts of Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and California. They kept moving and so did I, traveling with them as they made their way onto the Great Plains and into the world of Native Americans, forming a partnership that seemed as old as forever, and then joining up with the U.S. cavalry (or perhaps it was the other way around), and I visited the battlefield of the Little Bighorn, where they served white and red men alike in the bloody moment that changed history.

Of course their work was not done, and I retraced their service on cattle drives, in rodeos, and in the early Westerns, and I traversed the washes and mountains of Nevada, where, of all the states, they still roam in the greatest numbers. Now, I continue to follow the mustangs as they wage their own last stand, battling to save themselves in the remote high desert where they went—like a lot of misfits—to be left alone and flourish and finally to hide from those who want to destroy them, including not just those who killed them in 1998 but a parade of such men who have carried out acts even more horrific, as well as all the others who want the land for livestock, fuels, and themselves.

As I take you through this epic, sad, grand, and still unfolding saga of the wild horse, I’ll introduce you to some of the great equine characters in American history (along with some of their human friends and enemies)—and tell you what they did and how they did it. You’ll meet Comanche, the cavalry horse that survived the Little Bighorn and lived out his years in a strange retirement at an army fort. You’ll meet Fritz, America’s first movie star; Buffalo Bill’s cast of four-legged celebrities; the painted pony that carried Crazy Horse across the Badlands; and, finally, you’ll meet Bugz, silent witness to the massacre of the Virginia Range horses, rescued during a snowstorm by two women who have devoted their lives to taking care of the wild ones at their sanctuary in Carson City.


I’ve spent a lot of time with Bugz, who lost her family but has a new one. In fact, her best friend is a little brown mustang named Mona, who was taken in after she came down from the mountains and was found wandering a well-traveled road near tract homes in Reno. If you didn’t know these horses were once wild, you might not be able to tell just from being around them. While they have the scruffy look of mustangs, they seem tame; they are happy at the approach of those who saved them and sometimes nicker when people they don’t know proffer apples or carrots. But, as scientists have noted, if they were returned to the mountains tomorrow (depending on which range, not permissible, according to Nevada statutes), the veneer of domestication would fade away quickly, and once again they would go wild.

This is the great paradox of the horse. It possesses a wild spirit but serves as the greatest helpmate this country—and all of civilization—has known. Other wild animals have been pressed into service or entertainment, but it is only the horse—the beautiful, mysterious, powerful great white—that consistently moves back and forth between there and here, horizon and corral, range and rodeo, inspiring centuries of song, art, literature, and worship, and stirring passions that have wreaked havoc in everyone from King Solomon to the ancient Greeks to cowboy poets. We see your fire, all have said. We want it. And the horse has responded, let us restrain it with ropes and things that pull on its mouth and all manner of gear—giving up its freedom so that we can have ours, slipping easily, quickly, back into the wild when it can, serving as avatar, martyr, and friend.

How and when did the moment of partnership first occur? No one knows for sure, and there is much speculation on this subject. But however it happened, it’s clear that the horse’s ability to provide flight was universally desired, and nowhere is this desire more pronounced, more extreme, than in America, where escape and the chance to start over is not a pipe dream but a birthright. We may not think of ourselves as part of a horse culture, like the nomads of Mongolia, for instance, but in our own way, we are; we worship cowboys and we’re jacked on freedom and we love moving fast through wide-open space, preferably on a cactus-lined highway in our most iconic car, the Mustang, whose grille features a galloping pony. Yet as we ply the road, many of us do not realize that the real thing is fighting for its 
life on the rocky playas just over yonder, staking out the dream, being wild and free for the rest of us.

In the nineteenth century, some thought that the great dream of unfettered territory had died with the birth of barbed wire and the fencing-off of the range. Yet it endured. As the twentieth century approached, when Native Americans and hundreds of thousands of wild animals had been purged from the land, historian Frederick Jackson Turner made it official. At the Chicago World’s Fair, while exhibits representing the Wild West played on stages around him, Turner announced that the frontier was closed. Across the way, Buffalo Bill and his cast galloped on mustangs, tame but with spirit unbroken, evoking the American promise even as its end was declared. Yet again, the dream endured.

Today the West is constrained by more than barbed wire; it’s dammed up, walled up, paved over, chopped down, dumped on, stripped, mined, and cleared. But still the dream lives on. You can buy a piece of it through the government’s controversial adopt-a-horse program, which markets mustangs culled from the range—“living legends”—at auctions around the country. Yet with too many horses for too few adopters, they often meet a sad fate, shipped to the slaughterhouse or fenced in at federal corrals, where they can gaze out at their dwindling families and what’s left of the range.

As you follow the tracks of the wild horse, perhaps you’ll agree that it deserves a safe haven in the country it helped to build, deserves the protections it once had and were only recently unraveled; perhaps you may have a greater understanding of the forces that are contriving to wipe out our loyal partner, the one in whose hoof sparks this country was born. We may be fighting wars around the world, but in the West, to paraphrase the great environmental writer Bernard DeVoto, we are at war with ourselves. To me, there is no greater snapshot of that war than what we have done and continue to do to the wild horse. As it goes, so goes a piece of America, and one of these days, bereft of heritage, we may all find ourselves moving on down the road.




Part I

New World




1

The Horses Return

THEY MUST HAVE KNOWN they were coming home for nothing else can explain their survival, and perhaps only that knowledge deep in their cells sustained them. Horses are animals of prey and they like the wide open and to be constrained on the decks in the hot sun or between decks without light or means of escape for two or three months would have overloaded their circuits. Threats hung in the air and everything was new and strange. Where once they had smelled land and grass and legumes, they now smelled salt air mixed with the galleon stench; where once they had heard the sounds of their own hooves on the fields of Europe, they now heard the uneasy creak of wood as the giant brigantines hove through walls of water; where once they had been calmed by the nuzzling and grooming of their band and family members in one another’s manes and necks, they now were held in place with slings and hoists, touched and reassured not by their own kind but by the men who were in charge of making sure they had safe passage.

These were the horses that carried Spain to victory in the New World. During the years of the conquest, thousands of them were shipped across the Atlantic. More than half died on the way. Sometimes when rations ran low, they were killed for food. Sometimes 
the ships sank in hurricanes, taking the horses to a howling and watery grave, along with slaves who had been kidnapped from Africa and chained to one another in the ships’ galleys. Often the ships were becalmed midway; between 30 to 35 degrees north and south of the equator, the barometric pressure often increased, and the hot dry breezes called the westerlies stopped blowing. The procession of proud, defiant galleons would come to a halt, mired in the tropics for endless days, their massive sails limp in the blistering sun, and the cargo—man and animal alike—slowly going mad.

At that point, it was time to lighten the load. The horses were removed from their slings and taken above deck. At long last they saw light and could move freely, although they were still hobbled by their weak legs, and they probably faltered as the conquistadors urged them to the gangplank. Perhaps as they faltered they took in the sweep of the peripheries with their big satellite eyes and then gazed across the seas where an albatross was passing, following it all the way to the equator and beyond, and as their eyes swept the horizon, they may have experienced a vestigial sense memory of the wide-open space in the New World where they had once roamed before it had a name. Perhaps they felt that strange tingling of hot, dry no-wind that raises the hack on all living creatures and makes the neurons crackle and the ganglia dance, while sea monsters and dolphin pods and vast armies of seaweed growing from canyons whose rims were the ocean floor encircled the brigantines and waited. Perhaps, as they drank in the air—for the last time—they never felt more alive. And then they were spooked down the plank by thirsty, desperate men who cursed loudly and waved things to scare them, and they skidded down the gangway shrieking in fear, thrown to the seas so the armada could catch the wind.

And as the sea was swallowing them, the ships rose in the water, lighter now, and the sails again furled with the crackling air, and the procession left the region that sailors came to call the horse latitudes. Of course, not all the horses were jettisoned on those terrible crossings. Perhaps the ones that were passed over when the men went below decks to make their grisly selection sensed—in the way that all animals have a homing instinct, and generation after generation make their way back to their ancestral turf—that they would 
soon be home, back on the continent that had spawned them, thirteen thousand years after they had dispersed and mysteriously disappeared from their birthplace. In fact, it must have been more than a sensation or a feeling; it must have been a kind of certainty that ran through their bones, down through their legs and into the ground they would soon churn up as they headed for the range. Yes, they had to know, for how else to explain the ease and speed with which they adapted to the American desert? The thing is, they just needed a little help . . .

Horses have a way of entering dreams and visions, even those of people who do not know exactly what they are dreaming about. Long before the Spanish conquistador Hernando Cortés and his crew began crossing the sea, Montezuma, the ruler of the Aztec empire in the lush inland valley of Mexico, had dreamed of Quetzalcoatl. This was the fair-haired god who was said to have deserted his people; someday he would return, the dream said, riding a fierce animal and breathing fire. And that day would mark the beginning of the end.

As the desire of the Old World was acted out on the stage of the New, Aztec artists drew pictures of the invasion, and two Spaniards wrote the whole thing down. One was the official scribe of the Cortés expedition, Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who penned a detailed and evocative account of the landing and ensuing battles in his book The Conquest of New Spain. The other scribe was Cortés himself, who wrote a series of detailed letters to the man who had dispatched the conquerors, Charles V, the holy Roman emperor who was also known as the Prince of Light Cavalrymen. The letters of Cortés described the terrain, the Indians, their religion, the fighting, the gold. He was not as good a writer as Díaz del Castillo, but no matter; together, the two books are an astonishing chronicle of la conquista. But the bigger surprise is that they paint a portrait of the sixteen horses that began the chain of events that brought the Aztec empire to its knees.

It is rare in historical chronicles—especially those that recount battles and wars—that we learn of the horses who served. Considering the millions of equine warriors who have figured in human history, there are precious few whose stories we know. Of course, there is Pegasus, the mythological winged horse who helped Bellerophon fight the Chimera and who gave Zeus thunderbolts, then returned to 
the sky as a constellation to live forever in the Western psyche as the ultimate symbol of freedom. There is Bucephalus, the mighty wild horse who carried Alexander the Great into ferocious battles from Macedonia to the Indian subcontinent. He was buried in a splendid tomb of gold leaf and alabaster tiles on the banks of the Hydas-pes River, and in his honor Alexander built the city called Bucephala around it. And there is Incitatus, the famous white steed belonging to Caligula, the psychotic Roman emperor who raised appreciation of the horse to its most exquisite level. If there is anything good to be said for Caligula, it’s that he loved horses—except when they belonged to his enemies, in which case he poisoned them. At home, Incitatus was his partner. Often the horse issued invitations for banquets—at least, that’s whose name was at the bottom of requests. If guests declined, they were tortured. The many who came were greeted by Incitatus and a troop of slaves in a marble stall. Draped in a purple blanket of silk and a collar of gems, the equine host would dip into his ivory manger for a dinner of finely milled grain mixed with flakes of gold and drink wine from a golden goblet. Incitatus was also a priest, accompanying Caligula to public assemblies, then later promoted to senator. Just before he was assassinated, Caligula appointed Incitatus as his second in command. It would be a very long time before another figure of power acknowledged the role of Equus. Long after the fall of Rome and the fall of Constantinople and the rise and fall of old and new capitals and towns and kingdoms across all the lands, it was Hernando Cortés, one of the most audacious and bloodthirsty knights in human history, who finally spoke the truth: “We owe it all to God, and the horse.”

While 1492 is the year from which the New World is tracked, we must look to 1519 as the date that horses put hoof to soil on the mainland of their origin, pulling the chariot of Western empire behind them. After some months in Cuba, where he survived infighting and intrigue among other conquistadors who vied for prestigious expeditions, Hernando Cortés defied his nemesis, the Cuban governor Diego Velázquez, and headed across the Atlantic to take Mexico, departing quickly before he could be stopped. Like many of the sixteenth-century adventurers, he had come from Extremadura, Spain, a rural region about 120 miles north of Seville that became known 
as the cradle of the conquistadors. For the ambitious young men in the expanding empire, the call to travel was irresistible. The strange land across the sea was said to hold vast repositories of gold and human treasure. Sometimes, all the men in a particular extended family shipped out, and a few returned with tales of astonishing discoveries that would alter the faces of maps. In fact, Cortés’s second cousin was Francisco Pizarro, who was with Balboa at the first sight of the Pacific Ocean; later, after Cortés had laid waste to the Aztecs in Mexico, Pizarro wiped out the Incan empire in Peru.

In the year 1501, Cortés had made his decision: he would not go off to war in Italy and he would not become a lawyer like his grandfather. He would join the fleet and see the world. He was twenty-two, and he left for Cuba. Thirteen years later, after marrying, raising a family, and acquiring vast holdings of land and many slaves, he wanted more. So he rolled the dice again and prepared to leave for a new adventure. He assembled a fleet of eleven ships, including one that weighed a hundred tons, trailed by smaller brigantines. Among his crew of six hundred, there were thirty crossbowmen and twelve men with harquebuses; he also had over a dozen pieces of small artillery and several portable breech-loading cannons, weaponry unknown to the Aztecs. Many soldiers in his army had come from families of minor nobility in Extremadura; like Cortés, they were hidalgos. A number of men in the expedition were Jews fleeing the Inquisition.

Jews had been an important minority in Spain since the time of Christ. Yet in 613, after centuries of persecution, they were ordered to convert or leave. Those who remained were enslaved. In 711, shortly after the founding of Islam, Muslims invaded and conquered the Iberian Peninsula. They immediately freed all slaves and allied with the Jewish minority, with whom they had much in common; both cultures placed importance on the arts and education and both had originated in the same region. With their desert roots, they shared common stories about hardship and wandering, and some of their most important religious myths were bound up with animals—horses in particular.

It wasn’t just on foot that Jews had fled into the sands from Egypt; it was on the backs of horses and burros. The Old Testament makes much of the beauty and might of horses. “Hast thou given the horse 
strength?” it is written in the Book of Job. “Hast thou clothed his neck with thunder? . . . He paweth in the valley, and rejoiceth in his strength: he goeth on to meet the armed men. He mocketh at fear, and is not affrighted; neither turneth he back from the sword . . . He saith among the trumpets, Ha, ha; and he smelleth the battle afar off, the thunder of the captains, and the shouting.” In Song of Songs, King Solomon’s erotic ode to an Egyptian princess, Solomon compares his beloved to a company of horses in Pharaoh’s chariots. In Kings I, we learn that Solomon himself had a formidable cavalry, consisting of 1,400 chariots and 12,000 horses. “Of all that I have inherited from David,” he once said, “nothing is dearer to my heart than these horses.”

In Muslim culture, we see a kinship with the horse that perhaps ran even deeper than that of its Hebrew forebears. In many ways, the culture itself revolved around the enduring and fleet desert steed. According to an old Bedouin saying, when God created the first mare, he spoke to the South Wind, saying, “I will create from you a being which will be a happiness to the good and a misfortune to the bad. Happiness shall be on its forehead, bounty on its back and joy in the possessor.” Muhammad himself compared the horse to an arrow, and decreed that every Muslim should have one. To that end, the tribes of the Sahara bred the famous Arabian horse, which came from the five mares of Muhammad. As the story goes, the Prophet selected one hundred of his finest mares and locked them in a corral under the blazing sun not far from a pond. Every morning he would blow his horn, and the mares learned to answer his call. Yet they yearned for the water just beyond the fence, and, denied food and shade, they began to falter. Finally, he opened the gate and the thirsty animals ran to the water. But as they were about to drink, Muhammad blew his horn. Five mares of skin and bone turned from the pond and staggered to Muhammad. With tears of gratitude, he gave them water and named them, and they went on to foal the legendary Arabian horse. It was on this “son of the desert” and this “daughter of the wind” that Muslims conquered Spain, following the horse’s arrow to the heart of their desire.

The next four hundred years were a period known as the golden age of Spain, during which an alliance between Jews and Arabs is said to have flourished. Many Jews served as middlemen between the 
Islamic and Christian worlds, even guarding Muslim forts. Others functioned in key cultural roles, including the noted Hebrew scholar and physician Maimonides, who was court physician to the Kurdish warrior Saladin. But recent reappraisals of the golden age have cast it in a different light, with the good news of cooperation now considered along with the fact that, all too often, Jews and Christians were not allowed to ride horses, the most sacred animal in the kingdom. In other words, they were deprived of flight. Even the beloved Maimonides was deemed not worthy of the noble four-legged creature; in the twelfth century, as the Islamic caliphate began to crack down on infidels, Maimonides was ordered to bear the humiliation—and emasculation—of riding a donkey.

By the early fifteenth century, Spain began to cast off Muslim rule, and Jews came under widespread attack from Christian zealots. Most Jews submitted to baptism and came to be known as Conversos. But hundreds were massacred, and in 1480, the Church appointed two Inquisitors to root out the Hebrew population. Guided by medieval texts, they held secret tribunals, unmasking hidden Jews and denouncing them in public at autos-da-fe, where they were burned at the stake. Those who escaped were burned in effigy, and others were marched barefoot through the streets, dressed in sambenitos. Although the sambenito looked like a priest’s garment, with its chasuble and long pointed hat, its purpose was to mock the wearer; its name means “to brand or disgrace,” and it was yellow—a color that is most significant in terms of our story because its use as a slander dates from a medieval superstition about dun, or yellow, horses: they were considered inferior. As Spain was about to lay claim to foreign lands, the fate of Sephardic Jews became linked forever with horses—going way beyond the sambenito, taking them back to their Old Testament roots as they found refuge across the sea.

Within a century, some of these Jews became the first cowboys in the New World—yes, the original high plains drifter of American legend was not Clint Eastwood but a son of Moses who had been kicked out of Spain. In 1492, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella issued the Alhambra decree, a cataclysmic document concocted by the deranged Inquisitor Torquemada. Read by town criers across the land, it asserted that Jews were wreaking evil and that it was time for them to leave. So the tribe fled, descendants of ancient shepherds 
whose communion with oxen and mules and horses was recorded in the Psalms and the more esoteric texts of another age, wandering again after the original desert exile, many heading for the New World, where over time, traveling on the backs of horses, they would find their way to another desert and make the wide-open space their home.

There were others who sailed with Cortés seeking a new life, a strange assortment not unlike those who had colonized Cuba under Columbus. “They ran the scale from governing officials and men of noble birth,” writes Arthur Strawn in Sails and Swords, referring to the first wave of the conquest, “down to jail-birds who had been granted immunity to settle in the colony, and whose missing ears gave eloquent testimony of their former mode of living.” With Cortés there were at least eight women, including a conquistadora; there were carpenters; there was a doctor. And there were also those who were not there by choice—a Mayan-speaking Indian fisherman who had been captured in the Yucatán in a previous expedition, slaves from Cuba, livestock, and war dogs—also unsung participants in the settlement of the New World.

In 1513, when Balboa seized Panama, he credited his dog Leoncico—Little Lion, the first named animal in the conquest histories—who killed so many Indians that he was given his own slaves and piles of gold, making him the Spanish empire’s canine Incitatus. The wolfhounds and mastiffs of the Spanish cavalry may have been formidable warriors, but their primary task was to form a flank around the advancing line and protect the horses.

After Cortés had made all of the preparations for his journey to Mexico—the men recruited and assembled, provisions for a trip of indefinite term gathered—he “then gave orders to all his soldiers to furbish up their arms, and to the blacksmiths in the town to make helmets, and to the crossbowmen to overhaul their stores and make arrows,” recounted Díaz del Castillo. “A town crier moved through the streets and alleys, calling for blacksmiths. Some of the men then boarded ships off the south coast of Cuba in Trinidad; others traveled overland to Havana, picking up additional recruits from farms along the road, and bringing the horses overland for the three-week voyage to Mexico.” On February 18, 1519, the fleet was blessed and the cavalry set sail, flying the flags of the Holy Roman Empire and 
the kingdom of Spain, and ferrying horses back to their land of origin. Thanks to Bernal Díaz, we know not only the names of some of these horses, but also each one’s rider, color, and, in some cases, personality traits—a picture of the very steeds that made the New World possible.

“I wish to put down from memory,” Díaz wrote in his war diary, “all the horses and mares that we embarked.” Cortés had a “vicious dark chestnut” who died in the first port, so he purchased another one from a member of his crew. Pedro de Alvarado and Hernando Lopez de Avila shared a bright bay mare. “She turned out very good,” he noted, “both for tilting and to race.” Alonzo Hernandez took a fast gray mare whom he had won from Cortés in a bet. Juan Velazquez de Leon had a strong gray mare called Bobtail. “She too was fast, and had a splendid mouth,” Díaz wrote, describing her quick responses to the painful chain bit. Cristóbal de Olid brought a dark bay, a very able horse. Francisco de Montejo and Alonso de Avila shared a dark chestnut horse who lacked the temperament for war. “Francisco de Morla had a dark bay,” reported Díaz, “who was very fast and well-bitted.” Juan de Escalante had a skittish light bay with three white feet. Diego de Ordas had a barren gray mare who paced, but not quickly. The first-rate rider Gonzalo Dominguez brought a fast dark brown horse. Pedro Gonzalez de Trujillo had a bay horse that was also very fast. Baena from La Trinidad had a piebald horse, inclining to black in the markings, with white forefeet. “He turned out worthless,” said Díaz. Moron of Bayamo had a piebald with white feet and a very responsive mouth. Another fine horseman, Lares, had a good bay horse who was light and a fine galloper. Ortiz the musician and Bartolome Garcia, who owned gold mines, shared a good black horse called both El Arriero, “the Drover,” probably because he was or looked like a pack mule, and El Morzillo, “the Black One.” Juan Sedeno from the Habana “had a brown mare,” Díaz recorded. He was the richest conquistador in the fleet, a soldier of fortune who had brought his own vessel, a black slave, and plenty of cassava bread and bacon. On the way to the New World, Juan Sedeno’s mare gave birth to a foal.

After sailing west for about fourteen days, the eleven galleons reached the eastern coast of Mexico and headed north along the palm-studded shoreline of Yucatán, stopping for a few days at the 
island of Cozumel. On this tropical outpost, Cortés ordered an inspection—yes, the men were fit, the crossbows and harquebuses worked properly, and the horses were weary but in good health. Perhaps most important, the Spaniards learned that one of their compadres, Jeronimo de Aguilar, had been captured in an earlier, failed expedition and taken as a slave. Cortés made a deal with local Indians, and Aguilar was returned. It was obvious to the conquistadors that he had gone native—dressing and talking and in every way appearing to be indigenous. A huge asset for the invaders, Aguilar now re-joined the cavalry as an interpreter.

The fleet left to continue its storied quest, and it was not long before Montezuma’s vision was fulfilled. On April 21, 1519, the year 1 Reed on the Aztec calendar, Cortés spotted an inlet about forty miles north of their earlier forays, and he headed up the passage to begin the assault. As the galleons closed in, the horses must have sensed that change was in the air. They had already picked up the strange scent from a distant jungle blowing through their nostrils, and their large ears had heard the call of tropical birds from a far-off grove of palms. Now, as they were brought into the sunlight, their wide-ranging eyes perceived a figure, or many, with vibrant feathers, ducking between rocks or hiding in trees. The ship slowed just offshore and the men scurried along the decks, preparing for exactly what, no one knew, and as horse and man alike tasted the perfume of the New World, the conquistadors donned their chain mail and some helpers hauled into a bark the heavy wooden cross that would accompany them through the empire of the Aztecs, and the bark was dropped and the men rowed ashore. It was Good Friday, and the priest said a prayer.

Hernando Alonso, the Hebrew blacksmith who was fleeing the Inquisition as a secret Jew, one of the many Conversos on board, also said a prayer as he checked the shoes of the horses and perhaps fitted some with new ones for the tough days ahead. The Spaniards had a special incantation that was designed for such occasions; the length of time it took to say it permitted the iron to get as hot as necessary before it was shaped and nailed to the horses’ hooves. “For Christo y Santiago,” Alonso said, and then repeated it several times, perhaps adding in a furtive whisper as he hammered, “Shema Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai echad”—and then the horses were saddled, their 
breastplates bedecked with bells, and they were lowered into shallow water, for there were no piers or points of debarkation awaiting the visitors, and they swam ashore. It was difficult for them, as their legs were stiff from the containment during the passage, but instinct prevailed and the little band that would change the world forever scrambled onto the land their masters would call Eldorado.
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Drawing by a Spanish count from an eighteenth-century horsemanship guide titled Manejo Real, or True Handling.



 


Here is how the scribe Díaz described that day’s landing:

 


The river, its banks, and the mangrove swamps were crowded with Indian warriors drawn up for battle. Cortés told Aguilar the interpreter to ask why they were so alarmed, since we had not come to do them any harm, but would give them some of the things we had brought with us, and treat them like brothers . . . The more Aguilar talked, the more defiant they became. As soon as Cortés knew that the Indians intended to attack, thirteen gentlemen were chosen to go on horseback . . . The Indians wore great feather crests, they carried drums and trumpets, their faces were painted black and white, they were armed with large bows and arrows, spears and shields, slings and stones and fire-toughened darts . . . They rushed on us like mad dogs, discharging a rain of arrows, darts, and stones . . . They shouted and whistled and cried, “Alala! Alala!” and were so crazed by their attack that they did not at once see the horsemen approaching behind their backs . . . The horses were very nimble, coming quickly upon them and spearing them as they chose . . . The Indians had never seen a horse before.



 

Within an hour, the Indians fled and the conquistadors planted the cross, thanked God, and founded a new town in honor of their first battle: Santa Maria de la Victoria. More than eight hundred Indians had been killed by sword, cannon, musket, or crossbow. Many lay groaning on the ground. Two Spaniards were dead and several horses wounded. “We sealed the wounds of our horses with fat from the corpse of an Indian we had cut up for the purpose,” Díaz wrote, and then the invaders returned to camp with prisoners and took their supper. Later, an advance party headed by the cavalryman Francisco de Morla on a dapple-gray horse joined the men, leading the triumphant Cortés. Someone had a vision of the apostles James and Peter. Some of the captured Indians were dispatched with trinkets and told to return to their villages and let their chiefs know the Spaniards had arrived—and had come in peace.

The next day, forty chiefs returned with objects of gold and fowls, fruit, and baked fish. Not to be outdone, Cortés arranged for a most ingratiating gift to be sent to Montezuma, offering the Indians an exquisitely carved armchair inlaid with precious gems and packed in 
musk-scented cotton. “Take this to your prince,” he said, “and this too”—adding a crimson cap with a gold medal engraved with a figure of Saint George on horseback, slaying a dragon with his lance. “When I come to talk with Montezuma, perhaps he’ll sit in this chair and wear this hat.”

Among Montezuma’s emissaries were artists, and after the ceremony of the gifts had concluded, they unraveled broad scrolls of fabric and with colorful pigments made full-length portraits of Cortés, his captains and soldiers, the ships, sails, and horses, the Indian mistress Cortés had taken after the first battle and baptized, his interpreter, a pair of greyhounds, and even the cannon and cannonballs.

Lest Montezuma understand the pictures and prepare for the invaders’ next move, Cortés had earlier decided to play a trick. “You know, gentlemen,” Cortés had said to his men before the chiefs came, “I believe it is the horses that the Indians are most frightened of . . . I have a way of confirming their belief. Let us bring Juan Sedeno’s mare, which foaled the other day, and tie her up here, where I am standing. Ortiz the musician’s stallion is very randy, and we can let him get a sniff of her. Then we will have both of them led off in different directions, and make sure that the chiefs who are coming do not hear them neighing, or see them, until they are standing and talking to me.” And so the mare and stallion were brought, and the male caught the female’s scent.

“You should not have attacked my men,” Cortés said after the celebration, as the chiefs prepared to depart. “That was a crime. You should be executed,” he continued, “like this”—and he gave a sign. A loaded cannon was fired, and it thundered, and the ball whistled over the hills. “It was midday,” Díaz reported, “and very still.” The Indians were terrified. Then the stallion was brought to Cortés, who was standing near the chiefs, where the mare had been tethered. Having caught her scent, the excited horse pawed the ground and neighed fiercely. “The caciques thought he was roaring at them,” Díaz continued, “and were terrified once more.” Then Cortés said something to the horse and told two orderlies to take him away. “He then informed the Indians that he had told the beast not to be angry,” Díaz noted, “since they were friendly and had wanted to make peace.”

And so Montezuma’s vision had been satisfied, and the Indians 
sent word of the fire-breathing animals that danced up and down the shoreline and the strange-looking men who were covered in sheets of silver and attached to the animals so that each pairing of man and animal appeared to move as one, all in a unison that they did not understand. The startling news preceded the painted proof—“live coverage” of the cataclysmic meeting of two civilizations—the information finding its way up the streams and rivers and canals, and through the dense thickets of palm trees and ancient rain forest, and soon all the tribes in the land knew that the time had come for alliances. Some tribes chose to fight with Cortés, and others remained loyal to Montezuma, and by the time the dispatch reached the man who expected it, the mighty ruler knew the game was up.

Cortés had learned that Montezuma lived about two hundred miles from the port where he had landed, in a fabulous, golden city called Tenochtitlán. The city was beyond a mountain range, in the middle of a lake, surrounded by vast garrisons, approachable only by a heavily guarded causeway. In his second letter to Charles V, Cortés laid out his plan: march through the interior and bring back the Aztec leader “either dead or in chains” if he refused to submit to the Spanish Crown. Leaving a small party behind in the base camp that was now called Veracruz (“true cross”), the conquistadors began their advance. It took seven months to get to the fabled city; along the way the Spaniards traversed plains and jungle swamps, crossed mighty rivers, climbed through snow-packed mountains, passed under the shadow of smoking volcanoes, and finally came face to face with Montezuma.

When the conquistadors began their advance, they were down to fifteen horses, including the foal that was born along the way. As there is no further mention of the foal in the chronicles of the conquest, we may assume that the foal accompanied the mare, for it needed milk, and the gold seekers would not have left the newborn on a ship because they would not have wanted to lose a precious steed. Perhaps Alonso the Hebrew farrier said a prayer over the foal as the cavalry trekked on, or perhaps as his fellows marched with him he asked the Virgin Mary for protection—after all, Christo, her son, was born in a manger, and was that not a sacred place? Then again, perhaps he furtively (lest he be accused of Judaizing and then executed in a land 
where no one would remember his story) invoked the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, nomads all, shepherds whose very name, Hebrew, derived from apiru—“donkey caravaneer.” And perhaps he even tended the foal as danger lurked, fashioning a coat of chain mail from scrap iron and hoping that the war dogs would scent and nail a jaguar before it sank its teeth into the neck of the young horse.

And what of Montezuma when he received word, the word-pictures, that his vision had been fulfilled? Yes, he was prepared for the end, and yes, he knew it would come in the form of man-animals that breathed fire, but he would meet the enemy on his terms, for he was also a student of fear. Quite possibly he did what he and his priests had done for centuries—carved open the chest of a drugged virgin with a shaft of obsidian, tossed her throbbing heart down his bloody temple steps, and then tore her limb from limb, throwing her head on a massive pile of rotting skulls where eagles and snakes feasted. Eventually Montezuma would administer the “sweet obsidian death” to some of the marauding knights who climbed the temple steps, and he would do the same to the horses, on the same steps; a few years later, when it was all over, a band of Indians formed a cult that worshipped a massive stone effigy of Equus seated on its haunches.

But what of the horses who were not forced to climb the altar? After trekking for three months, the cavalry came out of the mountains and into the sprawling valley of Mexico, an emerald gateway that led to Tenochtitlán. For another two months, the men and their horses moved ahead; they endured sieges along the way, but with the help of their allies, they steadily approached the capital city. Then, on September 1, outside the Aztec stronghold of Tlaxcala, there was intense skirmishing with Montezuma’s army. Juan Sedeno’s mare, the mother of the foal, was carrying the respected horseman Pedro de Moron; why he was not riding his own horse, the piebald with the white feet, we do not know, but Sedeno had been wounded in a previous battle and did not fight that day. Charging through rows of mud houses and plantations of maize, Cortés and his crew battled for hours as hundreds of Indians responded with a relentless fusillade of arrows and darts. That night, the conquistadors slept near a stream and, as was their habit, dressed their wounds “with the fat from a stout Indian whom we had killed and cut open, for we had no oil,” recounted 
Díaz. “We supped very well on some small dogs, which the Indians breed for food. For all the houses were deserted and the provisions had been carried away. They had even taken their dogs with them, but these had returned home at night, and we captured them . . . We kept on alert all night, with sentries, patrols, and scouts on the watch and our horses bitted and saddled, for fear the enemy might attack.”

The next day, the Spaniards said a prayer and marched on. They were met by six thousand warriors, again hurling arrows and darts as a jungle orchestra of drums and trumpets sounded the pagan defense. “Halt!” Cortés ordered his company, and he sent forth three Indian prisoners who had been captured the previous day, commanding them to tell their brothers the invaders meant no harm. But “the Indians became much more savage,” Díaz wrote, “and attacked us so violently that we could not endure it.” “Saint James and at them!” Cortés shouted, and the men from the Old World rushed the men from the New, killing three captains and sending the warriors back into the woods. The Spaniards pursued them—into an ambush of another forty thousand Indians, who cut them off on all sides. “The ground was somewhat broken,” Díaz recalled, “so we could make no use of the horses, though by careful maneuvering we got them over it . . . but the Indians’ shooting was extremely good, and they did us great damage with their spears and broadswords, also with the hail of stones from their slings.”

The cavalry faltered, and a chief decided to capture a horse. The Indians escalated their attack, launching another barrage of stones and darts. Pedro de Moron formed a line with three other horsemen and charged into enemy ranks. The men held their lances short, close to the hilt, and when they broke through the ranks, they aimed at the Indians’ faces and made repeated thrusts to prevent them from grabbing hold of the lances. If an Indian managed to seize a lance, the horseman knew what to do next—dig in with his spurs, so that the leverage of the lance under his arm and the headlong rush of the horse enabled the rider to rip the lance free or drag the Indian with him. But before de Moron could make his defensive move, the Indians grabbed his lance and hacked him with their machetes, then sliced through the mare’s neck until it hung by the skin. She dropped in her tracks, and the Spaniards quickly cut the girth around her belly 
and took the saddle, while others dragged the half-dead rider from the battlefield. Later, the Indians went to work on the fallen horse.

Centuries earlier, the Celts and the Etruscans and the Scythians had found magic in the horseshoe, invoking its power in secret rites. Centuries later, when Custer’s horse fell at the Little Bighorn, his men would seek the same thing, taking not just the shoes but the hooves, chopping them off and turning them into inkwells. Now the Aztecs succumbed to the spell of the mare’s shoes, cutting them away and offering them to their gods, for what purpose we can only guess. Good luck, perhaps? Protection? A magic shield of some sort? When the battered men and wounded horses returned to their camp at the banks of the stream, perhaps the mare’s foal—now six months old—listened for the march of the approaching hooves, her mother’s distinctive neigh, looked for her mother in the bedraggled and tired band; perhaps the stallion who had scented the mare when Cortés played the trick on the Indians also looked expectantly to the returning horses. This is not the stuff of cheap sentiment, for that is what horses do—they have families and companions and they recognize one another by way of their heightened senses. In any case, the horses were now fourteen, and they marched on, their cuts and scrapes dressed with human oil, closing in on their ancestral turf.

The chronicles mention that three more horses were killed in the next battle, which brings the roll to eleven. Still, with the remaining horses and superior arms, the Spaniards subdued town after town. But six months into the siege, the men had grown weary, and finally, by late fall, some of them had lost faith in the mission and threatened to return to Cuba. Ever the gambler, Cortés repelled the mutiny with another astonishing move. He hurried back to Veracruz and ordered his men to scuttle the fleet; the galleons were stripped of rigging, gear, sails, metal, and other things of value, piled ashore, and set on fire. “On this all abandoned any hope of leaving the land,” he wrote in his second letter to Charles V, “and I set out relieved from the suspicion that once my back was turned I should be deserted by the men whom I had left behind in the town.” There would be no more help or assistance except from God, he told his men, and they resumed the next phase of their siege, penetrating deeper into the forests of Mexico and seizing another settlement, although the closer the men 
got to Montezuma, the more it seemed as if they were traversing the labyrinth in Dante’s Inferno—everywhere they went there was a new horror. As Díaz wrote:

 


I remember that in the square [there] were many piles of human skulls, so neatly arranged that we could count them, and I reckoned them at more than a hundred thousand. I repeat that there were more than a hundred thousand. And in another part of the square there were more piles made up of innumerable thigh-bones. There was also a large number of skulls and bones strung between wooden posts, and three papas, whom we understood to have charge of them, were guarding these skulls and bones.
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In a daring move, Cortés scuttles his ships and resumes his march through the jungle.



 

Sights such as these combined with the fact that there was no escape must have given the march new urgency, and as the men became more agitated and frightened, so too did the horses, for horses 
respond to the moods of their riders. Even if the men had withheld their true feelings, the remaining horses would have smelled the fear on their sweat, and perhaps they stepped with nervousness, more anticipation, and perhaps the farrier Alonso again uttered incantations from Testaments Old and New, asking for protection from the Trinity whose auspices the expedition invoked, and from Adonai Eloheinu, the one God, whose name he would whisper, perhaps to the foal. And the Spaniards began to close in on the heart of Mexico, the very chamber where Montezuma waited, ready to see the fire-breathing animals his emissaries had sketched on their scrolls.

 

Of what lineage were these animals? How were they able to survive the rigors of cavalry life in a strange land, taking their riders through charge after charge even while bleeding from wounds and suffering countless hardships? The original horses of the conquest had come with Columbus in 1493, on his second voyage, pressed into service for gold and God. They were traveling under a royal edict that said:

 


The Twenty-third of May, 1493. Archive of the Indies. The King and the Queen: Fernando Zarpa, our Secretary. We command that certain vessels be prepared to send to the Islands and to the mainland which has been newly discovered in the ocean sea in that part of the Indies, and to prepare these vessels for the Admiral Don Christopher Columbus . . . and among the other people we are commanding to go in these vessels there will be sent twenty lancers with horses . . . and five of them shall take two horses each, and these two horses which they take shall be mares.



 

These horses (fifteen stallions and ten mares; in the parlance of the time horses meant “stallions”) became the foundation stock for hundreds of horses that would serve in dozens of waves of a conquest that would effectively attain victory in about twenty years. Spain itself had once been conquered by a horse cavalry, Berbers from North Africa, who rode hot-blooded desert steeds that became known as barbs. Unlike the large Spanish horses that had been bred to carry knights and armor, the horses brought to Spain during the Muslim invasion were smaller and lighter—looking much like many of the mustangs in the American West today. Over the seven-hundredyear period that the Arabs ruled Spain, from 711 to 1400, the barbs 
crossed with the larger European horses. As Robert Moorman Denhardt writes in The Horse of the Americas:

 


These animals no longer showed the large, thick body and coarse, hairy legs which indicate north European and Germanic origin; they were light, clean-legged saddle horses, not the plate-armor type. So many Barb horses had been brought in and crossed on them that they were more like the Barb than any other horse. Although they were light animals, they were broad between the shoulders and across the hips and deep through the heart—characteristics that the Barb often lacked. In other points they were like the Barb, being of small to average height, having on occasion a long, round body, a strong head sometimes Roman-nosed, thick-necked, with full loin, sloping rump, the color often some shade of linebacked buckskin, and a smooth gait ideal for a saddle horse.



 

As Spain absorbed the smaller, faster, and more agile barb, it also appropriated the Berber riding style, known as a la jinete (spelled differently over time), which most likely originated with the Zenetes, a notorious tribe of North African horse warriors. It was the opposite of the traditional chivalric style favored by knights, la brida, in which the rider—loaded down like his horse with heavy armor—sat erect and rode with long stirrup leathers. He had little maneuverability other than to charge. Horsemen who rode jinete had shorter stirrups, and their legs were bent so that they appeared to be almost kneeling. This gave them a greater level of control; in addition to using the reins and bits, they could now use their legs. With saddles that were smaller and less confining, they could more effectively throw lances or fire guns. “My country was won a la gineta,” wrote Garcilaso de la Vega, the half Incan, half Spanish scribe of the Pizarro expedition, in what was one of the first published accounts of Western history.

When it comes to style, all roads lead to Italy, and the conquest of the New World is no exception. The jineta style of riding may have come from North Africa but it was perfected at post-Renaissance cavalry schools in Naples, which was at the time ruled by Spain. During the Dark and Middle Ages, horses were considered vicious animals and were often beaten into submission. As the Renaissance began, an ancient manuscript that would change attitudes toward the 
horse was resurrected by Italian monks, who had begun to assemble libraries of Greek literature. This was The Art of Horsemanship by the great Greek horseman and
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