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Nothing stirs the soul as much as when a horse calls for you.









Contents

Introduction	ix

Chapter 1: The Origins of the Horse in the Western 
United States	1

Chapter 2: The Horse and the American Indian, before 1860	15

Chapter 3: The Cavalry, 1861–1900	33

Chapter 4: The Leavenworth and Pike’s Peak Express Company (aka the Pony Express)—A Legend in Its Own Time, 1860–1861	51

Chapter 5: Western Settlement	67

Chapter 6: Daring Western Rides	87

Chapter 7: Heroic Horses of the Battle 
of the Little Bighorn	105

Chapter 8: Horse Thieves and the Larceny of Livestock	121

Chapter 9: Montana’s Horse Thief War, the Law, and the Anti-Horse Thief Associations	137

Chapter 10: Work Horses	147

Chapter 11: Early Rodeos, Famous Horses, and Riding “Slick,” 1882–1920	159

Chapter 12: Western Roots	177

Glossary of Terms	187

Bibliography	189









Introduction

Imagine a herd of wild Mustangs in Wyoming, manes dancing in the wind as storm clouds roll over the mountains. The wind rushes down the slopes, catching in the pines and hastening toward the valley floor. One of the Mustangs, a blood bay, lifts his head and calls. In the space of a few heartbeats, four or five horses begin running, slow at first then faster—manes and tails streaming out behind them like ribbons. Their necks and legs stretching and reaching. Hooves thudding. Soon, all the horses join in the race like a multicolored flowing stream—brown, grullo, black, and buckskin dashing across the distance. Running in the wind for the sheer joy coursing through their blood. Running to race the storm.

The legacy of the horse has been etched upon the western United States in many different ways. Place names—often remote—scattered throughout the western states tell the story: Spotted Horse (Wyoming), Wild Horse (Colorado), Hungry Horse (Montana), Bronco (California), Gray Horse (Oklahoma), Whitehorse (South Dakota), Horse Thief Canyon (in any variety of western states), Dead Horse Point (Utah), Mustang (Oklahoma and California), and the list goes on. Spur (Texas), Roundup (Montana), Corral City (Texas), and Corrales (New Mexico) all attest to the impact the western horse has made upon the land and the inhabitants of the West. The horse is a living historical legacy to be cherished and still valued today. Helpmeet, partner, savior, and occasional enemy, the horse remains an enduring icon of the West unlike any other. As Frank Thomas of Ford Motors Market Research explained, the trademark Mustang rose to the top “because it had the excitement of the wide-open spaces and was American as all hell.”1

From the beginnings of time when the Eohippus or “dawn horse” emerged, to the herds that developed from escaped Spanish settlements, the horse is in many ways the lifeblood of the western region. Nowhere is the impact of the horse more readily seen upon an entire culture as that of the Plains tribes. Previously pedestrian, once the tribes became accustomed to the horse, learned how to ride, and harnessed the horses’ strength, their lifestyles rapidly changed to that of a mounted culture reaching magnificent proportions. No matter the specific tribal affiliation, horse ownership conveyed status and wealth upon their owner and people. Raids were carried out for economic gain, to prove young men’s bravery, and to control desired territory.

Of course, nothing in life is the same for everyone. In the Pueblo cultures, the horse was originally viewed as akin to a pest who ate their carefully cultivated crops. Although the Pueblo peoples never came to be considered as a truly mounted culture, they were shrewd enough to trade the horses to neighboring tribes and used them as a form of currency.

As time progressed, the US Cavalry would establish forts and outposts, patrolling those vast distances in those Indigenous tribe’s territories as gold seekers and settlers hastened westward. If those seekers and settlers had not had access to the horse, the sheer distances of the sprawling landscape would have made significant settlement both exceedingly difficult and excruciatingly slow. It wouldn’t be an overstatement to say that the horse was a driving force in the West, second only to man in his impact. Without the horse, tribes would have remained on foot, and the settlers would have primarily remained near their existing towns. Expansion would have been a much slower process, only allowing for a more gradual settlement as access to essential supplies allowed.

Between the Indigenous tribes and the encroaching settlers and miners (and therefore the US government), hostilities erupted. Again, the horse was pressed into service as an instrument of war on all sides. As horrific clashes were waged, horses were often collateral damage. Still, the settlement of the West progressed. There were the brief, shining moments of the Pony Express, a daring idea that covered over eighteen hundred miles to deliver news in ten days proving, once again, that anything was possible with good old American ingenuity.
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A lone cowboy and his horse look over his horse herd (cavy).
Photo Erwin E. Smith (Library of Congress).

Ranchers, cowboys, saddle makers, stagecoach drivers, teamsters, freighters, and many others came into the West with a clear dependence upon the horse. Crime followed. Horse theft was a serious offense in its day, and still is. Historically referred to as the larceny of livestock, such thefts were at first dealt with by vigilantes. Even as law became established, resorting to “immediate” justice did not prove rare even in the later part of the nineteenth century. The loss or theft of a horse could lead to the death of either the victim or the criminal, and sometimes both.

Of course, their cause of demise differed.

Through all of this riding, settling, fighting, and struggling that comprised life out West, certain rides, horses, and riders became legendary. Other heroic rides and dramatic dashes have been swallowed up and forgotten over time. This account hopes to bring some of those heroic deeds (both human and equine) back to life, and to share some of the legends that arose from true events now faded from memory. Those western long-distance rides might not have held the staying power of Paul Revere’s Midnight Ride, but they meant just as much (if not more) to the people dependent upon those fights-for-survival rides and danger-filled dashes over difficult terrain and circumstances.

Out of this heritage and history, the most American of sports, rodeo, originated. While this book cannot hope to cover all aspects of equines in the West, it seeks to place the spotlight on the horse who deserves prominence at the heart of the westward movement, and rightfully deserves a recognition in the history of the American West.


Note

1. Jake Lingeman, “Pony Magic: The History of the Mustang Logo,”Autoweek, April 27, 2020, https://www.autoweek.com/car-life/classic-cars/a32266716/history-of-the-mustang-logo.










Chapter 1

The Origins of the Horse in the 
Western United States

The existence of the North American horse is one of the greatest comeback stories of all times. The origins of wild horses on the North American continent go back at least fifty million years. Those early horses were not the large, awe-inspiring equines that we know today, but were diminutive in size and measured only about twelve inches tall. Those early horses are known as Eohippus or the “dawn horse,” and they evolved into Epihippus, which evolved into other variants—all of which were native to the North American landmass. There are accounts that detail their evolution in much greater detail, but Epihippus eventually evolved into the Pliohippus, which is the direct predecessor of today’s Equus. The Equus, or horse, evolved between one and four million years ago and stood about thirteen hands high at the withers, which translates into fifty-two inches. Five million years ago, the world had a different climate. The grasslands of the North American mid-continent had more rain than today, providing a lush environment hosting many varieties of vegetation and hoofed mammals. The Equus spread from coast to coast over time, undergoing physical changes and modifications as they evolved to match their environment. The earliest species had a narrow skull with a shorter snout. Soon, those snouts lengthened and became what is known as Equus simplicidens, commonly referred to as the Hagerman horse. These grew to a slightly taller height of approximately fifteen hands at the withers. The remains of those early horses are predominantly found in the state of Idaho, at the site of a massive fossil bed deposit discovered in 1928. However, similar forms are found throughout the grassy parts of North America, including the state of Texas, albeit nothing matches in quantity to Idaho’s fossil beds. 

The next genus of note came in the form of a medium-sized California species called Equus stenosis.1 Some of the Equus stenosis crossed over the Bering Land Bridge into Asia 1.8 million years ago. There they grazed upon the western Eurasian steppes where forage was plentiful and hunters few. The oldest fossils discovered in North America to this point in time, and which could belong to the Equus caballus, were discovered in volcanic ash beds in northeastern Nebraska in 1992. Now known as the Ashfall Fossil Beds near Royal, the remains of two stallions, a mare, and a foal have been unearthed. Dependent upon the skeleton, one- and three-toed horses were caught in an enormous eruption approximately twelve million years ago.2

This migration of the horses over the Bering Straits proved to be a fortunate event in hindsight. Horses became extinct in North America for unknown reasons eleven thousand years ago, toward the end of the last Ice Age. Researchers have expressed theories accounting for their extinction from the North American landmass ranging from the possibility that the Equus were hunted to extinction by early man or that they fell victim to climate change or disease. Any combination thereof might prove accurate as well. What is known is that from Asia, the horse spread into eastern Europe. In time, they became domesticated, used in warfare and agriculture, and were recognized as a valued commodity. Horses would not return to the New World until 1494 when they accompanied the Spanish explorers.


The Explorers

No horses accompanied Christopher Columbus when he set sail on his first voyage in 1492. Asia was Columbus’ intended destination at the time, and he sailed in the hope of establishing a lucrative trade route for the Spanish crown and country. At that time, the location of Asia remained unknown, as did the distance. Whatever waited for the explorer and his men remained uncertain. As everyone knows, Columbus never made it to Asia for his riches. Instead, he found the “New World”—landing somewhere in the Bahamas and upon an island whose exact location has been lost to time. According to accounts from that voyage, the native Lucayan people called their mysterious island Guanahani. The modern location of Guanahani is believed to be the island now known as San Salvador, although the debate may never entirely be put to rest. What is known is that Columbus departed from that island and landed upon Cuba on October 28, mistakenly thinking it Japan. Undeterred, or blissfully unaware, he pressed onward in his search for China. Adverse winds carried his ships to Haiti and then on to Hispaniola, now known as the Dominican Republic. Fortunately, Columbus had a cartographer with him on the journey, so some sense could be made of the landing points and locations far from the sought-after Asian destination.

Why is this important to the return of the horse to North America? Upon Columbus’ return to Spain, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella recognized the potential of colonization in this newly discovered world. The crown decreed from that point onward that all ships sailing under the Spanish flag would carry horses—superior horses. True, land could be explored on foot, a process that offered only a tedious and slow progression. The Spanish Crown had a long-term goal in mind: enrichment and settlement, and probably in that exact order.

Toward that end, horses were shipped with the express purpose of becoming brood stock for subsequent Spanish explorers as the Spaniards sought to establish a toehold on a strange new world.

By royal decree made in Barcelona on May 23, 1493, Ferdinand and Isabella stated:

Among the persons which we order to go in the . . . armada, we have agreed that twenty lancers, jinetes, are to set sail with horses. Therefore, we mandate that from among the persons of the Holy Brotherhood living in this Kingdom of Granada, the above mentioned twenty horsemen shall be selected. They shall be steadfast and loyal men and shall sail eagerly. Five of them shall bring spare horses, and those spare horses shall be mares.3


It is hardly surprising that human greed came into play. Each of those “steadfast and loyal” men had been provided a specific sum of money to outfit himself for the journey and to purchase a stallion. Five men had been provided with additional funds to procure the five sound breeding mares. The soldiers purchased cheaper stock than, no doubt, the monarchs intended, and promptly pocketed the difference.

On Columbus’ second expedition, seventeen ships headed out to the New World with more than one thousand men and twenty-five horses. Those horses were Spanish jennets.

Spanish jennets (sometimes spelled genets) are a type, rather than a breed, of horse. Often descended from Iberian or Barb extraction, they were smaller horses, and they were often gaited. Jennets were considered ideal light horses with good dispositions.

As a point of note, the jennets were carried in stalls and suspended by belly slings for the voyage. Obviously, the long journey to the New World proved terribly hard on the stock, and no doubt deaths occurred en route. The remainder of the initial twenty-five horses disembarked on the island Hispaniola, causing Christopher Columbus to complain in February 1494:

Concerning the shield-bearers on horseback who came from Granada: in the shoe which they put on in Seville they displayed good horses but later upon departure I did not see them because I was ill. However, they embarked such regrettable beasts on the ship that I do not believe the best one exceeds the value of 2,000 maravedises [$300] for they sold the other [horses] and they brought these.4


A subset of these “inferior” jennets were transported to Cuba in April 1494. Columbus’ orders at the time were not only to establish a permanent colony in the New World, but to create rancherias where horses would breed and multiply. On Columbus’ third and final voyage in 1498, he returned with fourteen additional mares for that purpose. Four years afterwards in 1502, Nicolas de Ovando received the appointment as the new governor of the Indies, and he arrived with a fleet of thirty ships carrying twenty-five hundred colonists and approximately sixty additional horses. Other explorers and explorations followed, each carrying yet more breeding stock. In a reversal of his earlier decree, in 1507 King Ferdinand banned the exportation of additional equines to the New World for reasons unstated. It seems likely that horses were more in need to expand the Spanish crown’s colonization efforts in what is now Morrocco. One thing is for certain: The lack of further equine shipments did not truly matter to the colonies by this point. The Spanish jennet horse population had multiplied, and the horses had once again gained their foothold on the North American continent.

By all accounts, they thrived.

The horse population rapidly expanded in the lush island climate. The Spaniards established many stud farms on the islands, but bureaucrats with a bent toward personal enrichment created laws forbidding export of the valuable mares to new locations. These self-serving laws hindered commerce and created complications for the explorers who required horses for their expeditions. Hernando Cortes found himself tangled in the red tape of these local exportation laws. He also had to fight against inflated prices as he prepared to embark upon a voyage to Mexico in 1518. When the Spanish crown addressed the graft and price gouging, the market fell as the true reality of the situation displayed a horse overpopulation that then drove the market prices down.

Regardless of the economics, in the year 1519 Hernando Cortes led an exploration from Santo Domingo into the interior of Mexico. Driven forward in the quest of seizing fabled riches, colonization and conversion came as secondary motives. Cortes set out with eleven ships, five hundred men, and seventeen horses. They all stepped ashore the Yucatan Peninsula on March 4, 1519, the horses becoming the first equines to actually set foot on the North American continent since prehistoric times. Bernal Diaz de Castillo, a known soldier accompanying Cortes, chronicled the expedition with a particular focus upon the mounts. In his account the True History of the Conquest of New Spain, Diaz provided the names, characteristics, and temperaments of individual horses, and to whom the mounts were assigned. The horses, upon reaching solid ground, were allowed to graze for one day before being saddled and armored with breastplates adorned with bells. The purpose of the bells were not intended to locate wandering stock, but instead to terrify the Indigenous inhabitants of the region. In hindsight, it seems doubtful that the bells did much to create terror, but the horses most certainly did.

Thus marks the beginnings of the reintroduction of equines onto the North American landmass. Helpmeets for the Spaniards, the horses had a dual role, acting as weapons of intimidation, conquest, and war.



Horses Return to the North American Landmass

The conquest of Mexico began on the Yucatan Peninsula, where the Spaniards landed on lands inhabited by the Mayan peoples. The local tribes had, understandably, never seen horses before. Terrified by the sight of large beasts carrying armored men, their initial impressions were that man and horse were a type of a centaur—one fantastical being that could decouple at will. While the decoupling part proved accurate, so did the intimidation that ran deep and real for the Mayans. The Spaniards were well aware of the awe their mounted appearance created. In fact, their horses claimed prize of place as a protective asset in warfare. Diaz de Castillo recorded, “the loss of a good horse was more important than that of ten stout men.”5 This sentiment advances the assumption that the Spaniards’ horses were well taken care of, and most certainly were kept carefully under guard.

It is important to consider exactly how the North American landmass came to be repopulated by horses since it is so vast. Many people adhere to the common, and mistaken, belief that today’s wild Mustangs are the direct descendants of the conquistadors’ horses. While that assumption is not entirely that far from the truth, the fact is that with one notable exception, Spaniards as a rule did not ride mares, but only stallions. One characteristic of the Spanish culture of the sixteenth century was that a conquistador would not lower himself to ride a mare—an act that in most contemporaneous views would have proved shameful. The exception to that practice came in the person of Pánfilo de Narváez, who rode a high-spirited and courageous mare despite the prejudice of the time. Regardless, the suggestion that today’s wild horses or Mustangs originate from the Spanish conquistadors’ horses comes with attendant problems. The vast majority of those equines landing on the Yucatan Peninsula were, without a doubt, stallions.

Careful mention is made that when Cortes left Mexico with his plunder the first time in 1528, it is recorded that he returned to Spain with his surviving stallions.

Further conquistadors, religious figures, settlers, and their mounts continued to arrive in the New World. The original foundation stock of North American horses began in Central America probably around the year 1514, when it is believed that during the second half of that year, the first mare foaled in the New World.6 By late 1521, horse breeding at the rancherias took hold and proliferated. The primary aim of those operations was to breed horses  for expeditions and conquest. One cannot help coming away with the opinion that while many of the expeditions were mounted, the Spaniards found themselves unsuited for the hostile climate, territory, and inhabitants, whether they were mounted or not.

On April 14, 1528, Narváez arrived in Florida, marking the first-time explorers and their horses set foot onto what would later become the United States of America. He landed with three hundred men and forty horses. Narvaez made the fundamental expedition mistake of allowing his supply ship to travel ahead, never to be seen again. Disastrously, the expedition was unable to ever locate those ships and where they harbored. In time, the unlocated ships returned to Spain, abandoning the men. It is said that Narváez abandoned his horses when he and his men constructed rafts with sails made from the fabric of their shirts. In their desperate attempt to reach a Spanish settlement, more bad luck followed. A storm came up at sea, causing many more men to lose their lives. Seven years later, only four men from the initial expedition survived . . . and remarkably they walked all the way to Mexico City. Narváez was not among the survivors.7

That fearsome history did not deter conquistador Hernando de Soto. On May 30, 1539, he and his men landed in Florida, hoping for success where Narváez’s expedition had failed. Accompanied by an additional 250 horses (some tally the number at 220, meaning some horses perished en route), de Soto’s expedition began near Tampa Bay. In a bizarre twist, a ragged soldier met them on that unknown land. He claimed to have been a member of Narváez’s expedition—and since he spoke Spanish and was a Spaniard, that must have been true. This soldier had been taken prisoner by native peoples, and in a quirk of history, the man regaled de Soto with alluring reports of gold and pearls. This dubious report spurred de Soto inland, leading his expedition through what would eventually become Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Texas. Traveling over four thousand miles, this expedition did not fare well either. Unremarkably to modern readers, de Soto and his men failed to locate the gold and pearls that the captive soldier promised. What they found, however, was a lot of untamed land and some rather daunting sights: “While out one day to forage and explore along the beach, de Soto’s men came upon an eerie sight: a whole terrain glinting white—not with the sheen of pearls, as they had hoped, but with the bleached bones of Narváez’s horses, spread out in the sun.”8

No further mention is made of the fate of the former captive and his unlikely tale of riches, but one way or another, it must have proved severe.

De Soto rode his favorite stallion Aceituno (“Olive”) on this expedition. The horse was killed on the Florida peninsula in a battle (one of many) against native inhabitants, date unknown.  Luis de Moscoso Alvarado assumed command of the expedition when de Soto fell ill from fever and died on May 21, 1542, near where Ferriday, Louisiana, is now located. Before his death, de Soto had named Moscoso as the head of the expedition. The expedition sank de Soto’s body in the Mississippi River so it would not be disturbed. The remaining men and horses ventured through what is now Texas in the hopes of finding an overland route back to New Spain and civilization. This remnant of de Soto’s expedition is credited with bringing the first horses into what would later become known as Texas.

De Soto’s expedition (now the Moscoso party), as did so many of the early attempts at exploration and plunder, proved brutal and could be considered a failure from a Spanish perspective. They did not locate any riches or gold for themselves or the crown, but encountered struggle, hardship, and fights with the terrain and the native inhabitants of the territories. From an equine perspective, the forays proved even worse. In fact, only forty of the horses remained alive three years later due to being consumed for food or having succumbed to disease or hostilities and warfare. One cannot help but imagine the remaining men and their mounts staggering out of a jungle and onto a shore in a desperate attempt to return to the distant coast of Spain.

[image: ]
A herd of horses in New Mexico or Arizona between 1899 and 1928.
Arnold Genthe photograph collection, Library of Congress.

Of those forty remaining horses belonging to the Moscoso expedition, only twenty-two head remained one year later. Unsurprisingly, the Spaniards decided to abandon their mission. The remaining men and horses set sail for the Gulf of Mexico. To make matters even worse from an equine perspective, along the journey the horses were disembarked for grazing. By this time, word had spread among the Indigenous populations that horses were not immortal, mythical beings. While feeding, the remaining horses were, this time, slaughtered by natives.

Nevertheless, colonization and conquest continued. Exploration also began along the Pacific coastline, near what would become known as Baja Sur, California. European’s first contact along the west coast came in the mid-1530s, when Cortez’s men ventured into Baja; however, it wouldn’t be until late 1770 that the Spaniards pushed north into current Monterey, California, accompanied by horses, livestock, women, and supplies.9



Freedom of Movement

In 1533, a newly issued royal proclamation allowed the public to graze their livestock on communal lands established out of former official parcels. This development permitted greater freedom of equine movement. Under this new decree, the horse populations increased, but more importantly, they formed the basis of free-ranging horses who escaped into the wilds of Mexico.

At the same time, additional rancherias spread into Mexico as well. Antonio de Mendoza, the first viceroy of New Spain (now called Mexico) who arrived in Vera Cruz in late September 1535, is said to have owned at least eleven separate rancherias in Mexico. Horse populations increased throughout the 1530s.

On February 23, 1540, Francisco Vasquez de Coronado began his expedition northward into what is now known as the American Southwest. His route crossed the states of New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Arizona. He acquired hundreds of horses and mules for the journey, expecting to bring back a plethora of gold and treasure. Though that treasure did not exist. Pedro de Casteneda, a chronicler of the expedition, states that they started with one thousand horses and six hundred pack animals, while Coronado himself claimed the number to be fifteen hundred horses and mules. Whatever the tally, it is likely that a few horses managed to escape from poorly or hastily built corrals. Once again assuming most (if not all) were stallions and likely without breeding mares, the horses’ ability to reproduce remained limited.

Even if the escaped horses did not breed, their existence in the wild allowed Indigenious tribes to familiarize themselves with the animals.

As for Coronado’s expedition, that familiarity remained in the future. The Pueblo Indians killed sixty of Coronado’s mounts in present-day New Mexico. In April 1542 disheartened and with both men and horses starving and dying from disease and winter hardships, Coronado’s expedition retreated southward to the comparative safety of Mexico.10

Inland, the Spaniards, chastened by their experiences, did not return to what is now the United States for thirty-nine years, arriving in 1581, when priests Augustin Rodrigues, Francisco Lopez, and Juan de Santa, along with nine soldiers, nineteen Indian servants, six hundred head of stock, and ninety horses made their way north into what is now New Mexico.11 This time, it is believed that mares accompanied the rest of the livestock. This is also a possible event marking the beginning of the Mustang horse north of Mexico.

The Spanish colonization of the New World marched on with the strong likelihood that Juan de Onate and his colonists from New Spain (Mexico) introduced horse breeding into the southwestern United States. Onate brought twenty-five stallions, fifty-five mares, and some foals. On April 30, 1598, he led his party along the middle of the Rio Grande River into what would become New Mexico. In July 1598, Onate met with the leaders of thirty-one pueblos at the Santo Domingo pueblo. According to the Spaniards, all agreed to become subjects of the king of Spain.

Riding on that success, Onate was appointed as the colonial governor of Santa Fe in November of 1598, and his allotment of horses was increased to eight hundred. Those eight hundred head signaled a notable increase in wealth and prestige.

The seeds of discontent and distrust, however, were sowed among the Pueblo peoples.

Any doubts the Puebloes entertained about Spanish rule came to bloody fruition. In 1599, a massacre of approximately eight hundred people occurred at the Acoma Pueblo in retaliation for the killing of twelve Spaniards. The Acoma who survived the clash faced horrific punishments—some twenty-four suffered punitive amputations
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