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Curious foals are drawn to a waterhole in South Dakota.




Introduction


  Dear reader,


Welcome to the exciting and endangered world of wild horses.

For thousands of generations, wild horses thrived in the earth’s forests, swales, and deserts. They lived in family bands and shared bonds like other mammals. For a short time (in geologic terms), they may have disappeared from North America. Then Spanish explorers reintroduced horses to their native land, and once again horses flourished.

For centuries, wild horses ran like rivers, beautiful, free—and useful, when humans domesticated them. As civilization spread, most wild horses retreated to a wilderness some called the Big Empty.

As parts of the wilderness were named Nevada, Utah, Idaho, California, Oregon, and Wyoming, some people decided horses didn’t deserve to roam free. They caught and killed them for money. But others disagreed, so laws were passed that made horse slaughter illegal. Even so, wild horses remained in danger.

Since 1971, more than 300,000 mustangs have been rounded up and removed from the West. During capture, many died of injuries and exhaustion. Others were sold for slaughter. More than half of America’s living mustangs have been branded and neutered for a life in government corrals. Charges of neglect, cruelty, and trafficking in illegal horsemeat abound.

Now, though mustangs have the legal protection of the federal government, people blame wild horses for troubles from drought and ruined rangelands to climate change. These people have brought lawsuits against the horses to have them removed from the land. Usually, the mustangs lose.

America’s mustangs are disappearing. The last wild horse may already have been born.

Government secrecy and disorganization make mustang statistics hard to find, but here’s what records show: laws were passed to keep mustangs’ homelands in trust; livestock outnumber horses fifty to one on those homelands; over 22.2 million acres of wild horse habitat have been assigned other uses. During the twenty-two months I spent writing this book, at least five thousand wild horses lost their freedom or lives.

I wish you’d had this book sooner. As the author of the Phantom Stallion, a fiction series about wild horses which has sold millions of copies, I hear from people worldwide who are eager to help keep mustangs free and their homelands wild.

The Bureau of Land Management chose not to answer even one question on the record for this book. That disheartening fact slowed my research, but I’m elated that my research was also slowed by good news. Mustangs’ defenders are battling in print, online, on the range, and in court to save their wild horses.

Velma Johnston started the fight in 1950; young people continue the battle today.

Information about wild horses comes from many sources. Fossils millions of years old, observations transcribed into cave paintings, and the oral tradition of First Nations are the earliest voices. These ancient stories are being retold with new details from scientists who use modern technology to analyze treasures hidden in permafrost and museum storerooms.

Eyewitnesses share observations from different viewpoints. Some people see wild horses as a part of the natural world to be admired from a distance. Others see a mustang as a beautiful animal to be tamed or a fascinating mammal to be studied. A few people see wild horses as an inconvenient barrier to commerce.

So that you can hear all of these voices, Wild at Heart is written as narrative nonfiction, a genre that tells stories that happen to be true.

Wild at Heart starts with Velma Johnston and her success, and then steps back to prehistoric times to show the truth of where horses come from. Next, we observe wild horse family life and see the disruptions damaging it. Finally, a group of young people tell how wild horses touched their lives and why they want to protect them.

Through stories, pictures, and facts, you can enter the world of wild horses, a world of beauty, tragedy, courage, strength, and wonder. With a little luck and a lot of fight, it’s a world that will live on so that you and your children’s great-grandchildren will see it for yourselves.

 

The air of heaven

is that which blows between

a horse’s ears.

—ancient proverb

 

Terri Farley
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Wild Horse Annie
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Running under a full moon in South Dakota.



 



  Dusk sneaks over the Bronn ranch. Shadows darken the Nevada hilltops, spill down their sides, and press against the bedroom window where ten-year-old Velma stands watching for mustangs.



  It’s almost dark. Velma knows that wild horses feel safest in the half-light. She sees them in the cool mornings when she gets up. They graze on the range that stretches flat and brown-green outside the gates of her family’s ranch. When she feeds the chickens as the sun comes up, she glimpses wild horses drinking from the nearby Truckee River. The river chuckles against its banks, and red-winged blackbirds sing as if they are happy to share sunrise with the mustangs.




  Velma rarely sees wild horses during the long summer days. The tang of sun-warmed sagebrush doesn’t tempt mustangs as it tempts her. That scent works on her like locoweed, telling her to gallop into the wind, to run, loosening the muscles in her long, chore-hardened legs as if she were a wild horse.



  Instead, when it’s hot, mustangs seek cool, sheltered canyons or stand in the shadows of boulders until sunset.



  Until now.



  Velma hopes she hasn’t missed them.



  Her parents had called her inside to set the table for dinner. Then she had to help wash up. She’d just finished herding her three younger siblings to baths and bed. Mama and Daddy say she is just the most responsible girl. The little ones call her bossy. Except for Ruth. She says her big sister is a perfectionist.



  Velma mentally arranges her clothes, books, and pencil case so she’ll be ready for school in the morning, but she can’t leave the window. Not yet. She leans her forehead against the window glass, and—there they are!



  Black smudges take the shape of wild horses. They drift down from the hills to the river. Moonlight glimmers on their coats. Velma can see no charging, kicking, or tossing of long manes, but she feels the mustangs’ magnificence in her bones.



  Why do her eyes sting with tears? Mama blames such silliness on “the blues,” and Daddy says she has “growing pains,” but neither of them is right. It’s the mustangs. Something about wild horses touches her life of sunburn, sweat, and dirty hands with magic.
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A ghostly gray horse appears out of the darkness under a full moon. His ears indicate curiosity.



 


  If she slid the window open, it would screech and the horses would bolt. Even though they have nothing to fear from her, they’d turn back from the river, intent on buying another day of freedom with their swift legs.



  Velma sighs. If she could live with wild horses, chores and homework wouldn’t exist. In their secret canyon, the horses would teach her more important things, such as how to be one with the wilderness.



  Her eyes sting from staring, and night has hidden the mustangs in darkness by the time Velma turns from the window. All the little ones snuggle, sound asleep under their covers. It is time for her to do the same.
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Velma Bronn was a typical Nevada ranch girl. Each morning, she and the other Bronn children rode the school bus from the family ranch into the town of Reno. But one day she couldn’t climb the steps onto the bus. Her legs went weak. They wobbled and wouldn’t hold her.

Her parents rushed her to the doctor’s office. There, she was diagnosed with polio.

“Polio?” Her mother whispered the word, but Velma knew what it meant.

Polio was a disease that killed and crippled children. A boy in her class wore metal braces strapped to his legs with leather. He couldn’t run. He certainly couldn’t mount a horse. That was polio.

Her teacher said that scientists were working to find a vaccine that could wipe out polio, but so far the disease was stronger than any medicine.

Velma’s parents told her they’d fight the polio. They would save her life. She stared out the car’s back window as they left the ranch and drove across Nevada to a hospital in San Francisco, California.


To Velma, fighting meant punching a bully, not being wrapped up like a mummy in bandages that hardened into a cast. But that’s exactly what it meant to fight polio. For six months, she could barely move. She was scared in a way she’d never been scared before. At home, if she heard a strange sound in the night, she had called Mama. When a bear’s paw print showed up in the ranch yard, she’d told Dad. But the hospital was far from the ranch, and her parents couldn’t be with her all the time. Even when they were at her bedside, they couldn’t set her free. “Everything will be all right,” they told her, but it wasn’t.

On the day Velma was freed from the cast, she held on to the edge of the hospital bed. She watched her feet take careful steps. Polio hadn’t crippled her. She could walk!

She stopped walking when she heard Mama gasp and saw Daddy’s hands grip into fists.

Velma looked into a mirror. What had happened to her face? Although the cast probably saved her life, it had twisted Velma into such unnatural positions, her face and body were permanently misshapen.

Back at school, kids didn’t even try to understand. No one protected her from bullies. Even her former friends made fun of her. The more her heart hurt, the harder Velma studied. She wrote poetry, too, and spent hours with the ranch animals. They didn’t care how she looked. They just loved her kind voice and soft hands.

Smart, strong, and determined not to let her appearance dominate her life, Velma grew up and married a man named Charlie Johnston. By then, people were used to her appearance. If folks talked about her at all, they remarked on how much she could do.

Velma drove into town every day to work as a secretary. She also rode, helped Charlie run the Double Lazy Heart Ranch, and opened a day camp for children who loved horses. One morning in 1950, as she drove to work, she realized that things had turned out fine, just as her parents had promised. She rolled down her car window and let a breeze blow through her hair.
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Horses come to a waterhole at the Wild Horse Sanctuary in Shingletown, California. Hundreds of horses were saved and now wander freely on this five-thousand-acre refuge.



 

Just ahead, a truck and trailer poked along. They were in her way. Velma glanced at her wristwatch. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be late for work.

She might have driven around the truck and trailer if she hadn’t seen the blood. It dripped from the trailer onto the road. Velma hit the accelerator and pulled up so close to the trailer that she could make out three wounded horses crammed into its small space. Who would move horses in such terrible conditions? And why?

She followed the truck and trailer into Reno. It stopped at the livestock yards, where animals were sold for meat. They were wild horses, the driver—a stranger—told her. They were not only free for the taking off the range, but they were worth a pretty penny to the factories that made them into dog and chicken food.

That day, Velma couldn’t concentrate on work. When her boss asked what was wrong, she told him: “One yearling was driven into the trap so hard his chest was just wide open.” Saying the words made her feel sick.

She kept seeing the red blood and the wild mustang eyes, dull with surrender. By the time she got home, Velma was kicking herself for being so ignorant of what was happening to the wild horses she loved.

“I’d heard that airplanes were being used to capture mustangs, but it didn’t touch our lives directly,” she told Charlie that night, “and I pretended it didn’t concern me.”

Velma wasn’t the sort of young woman to weep and forget. The sense of responsibility that had made her such a good big sister spurred her to find out what exactly was happening to Nevada’s wild horses.

It turned out that men in small planes chased wild horses until they slowed to an exhausted trot. Then the ground crew took over. Driving pickup trucks, they chased the mustangs until a roper in the truck bed could lasso a running horse. Sometimes broken necks or legs killed the mustangs. If a horse survived, the men ganged up on the mustang, pushing it to the ground. There, all four of its legs were tied together so it couldn’t escape while they went after the next horse.

Sometimes the horses were left overnight without food or water, but eventually a truck and trailer came back for them.

The “nags” were too tough to die, people told Velma. When she heard the hardy little horses called nags, jugheads, cayuses, crow bait, and words a lady shouldn’t hear, she remembered the schoolyard bullies who’d called her names.

Velma hardened her heart and asked, “Then what?”

These horses still had spirit, she learned. Even as they were tugged up wooden ramps into trailers, they fought back. Once the trailer was full, the mustangs were taken to the stockyard.

Velma used her perfect shorthand to write everything down in her stenographer’s pad. She had more than enough evidence to prove the cruelty against wild horses, but she didn’t want to throw herself into a world of strangers who’d stare at her face and wonder what was wrong with her.


“Then don’t,” Charlie said, when she’d told him all she’d discovered. He didn’t think there was much chance she’d listen.

“I know how the horses feel,” Velma said.

She’d been taken away from her family, confined and suffering in a strange place. And she’d been bullied. The ugly difference was that the mustangs were being bullied to death.

Velma didn’t stay quiet. She told her friends and neighbors what the far-off buzz of airplanes meant: greed could kill off every mustang on the range.

At first the horse hunters laughed at her. “Aw, she’s just jealous,” they would say, and then joke with Velma’s husband. “Always room for one more mustanger, Charlie. Sure beats workin’ for a living.”

Charlie valued the sacredness of life. Velma knew he’d never kill for a living.

In the 1950s, most women didn’t venture into business and politics. When Velma did both, the mustangers tried to drive her away with criticism. Charlie Johnston’s wife was making a dang fool of him, some said. They rolled their eyes and dismissed Mrs. Johnston as a typical boo-hooing female.

Velma wasn’t surprised. “A woman fighting a man’s battle in a man’s world . . . has three strikes against her to begin with,” she said.

But the ranchers underestimated her. She didn’t fight with emotion. Her weapons were facts, and folks were beginning to listen to her.

That’s when opponents began to play dirty. Since she had a face like a horse, they called her Wild Horse Annie. Velma didn’t back down. She saw her face in the mirror every morning, and she’d been bullied before. She let her enemies know that she thought Wild Horse Annie was a fine nickname.
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Velma Johnston dedicated her life to saving wild horses.



 


Dressed in a businesslike suit and white gloves, Wild Horse Annie spoke out until she got results. “No other animal in the history of our country has been so brutally exploited,” she told the Nevada state legislature in 1955. She had the
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EYEWITNESS:

Terri Farley
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