DOMESTICATION OF THE HORSE
Gail Brownrigg
According to a study published in the journal Nature on 20 October 2021 (Librado et al
2021), modern domestic horses probably originated on the western Eurasian steppes.
Genetic analysis showed that the ancestors of modern horses lived in the steppe region
around the lower Volga and Don rivers (now part of Russia) before spreading across Eurasia
and ultimately replacing all pre-existing horse lineages.

Fig. 1. Map showing the rivers Volga and Don

Palaeogeneticist Dr Ludovic Orlando and his team at the Université Paul Sabatier in
Toulouse analysed the genomes of 273 horses living between 50,000 and 200 years BC from
locations that have previously considered to be possible regions of horse domestication. The
genetic information was then compared to the genomes of modern domestic horses.
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“Previous work had to be built on indirect evidence, such as killing patterns, tooth
damage, traces of consumption of horse milk, symbolic evidence and more,” said Dr Orlando.
The horses at the site of Botai in Kazakhstan, dating to the third millennium BC, had been
considered to be domesticated (Outram et al 2009,) but were then identified as being
Przewalski’s horses (Gaunitz et al 2018) and thus not the ancestors of today’s domestic
horses.
The team found that horses with the modern domestic DNA profile (DOM2) lived in the
Western Eurasian steppes, especially the Volga–Don region (but not in Anatolia), from the
sixth to the third millennia BC. Populations with modern domestic horse ancestry were at
best marginal elsewhere.
By around 2200–2000 BC, horses with the genetic profile already existing in the Pontic
region had appeared outside the Western Eurasian steppes, first reaching Anatolia, the lower
Danube, Bohemia and Central Asia, and then spreading right across Eurasia within a few
centuries. By about 1500 to 1000 BC they had replaced almost all other local horse
populations from the Atlantic to Mongolia. “We found that around 4,200 years ago, the horse
reproductive pool dramatically expanded, indicating that this was when past breeders started
to multiply such horses in large numbers to supply increasing demands for horse-based
mobility,” said Dr Orlando.
The DOM2 genetic profile was ubiquitous among horses buried in Sintashta kurgans in
the Russian Urals radiocarbon dated to around 2000-1800 BC. Their skeletons found in
tombs together with cheekpieces for bits and the remains of vehicles with two spoked wheels
(Kusnetsov 2006; Anthony and Vinadograv 1995) provide the earliest incontrovertible
evidence so far discovered for domestication and the exploitation of horses other than as a
food source.

Fig. 2. Graves from Sintashta and Krivoe Overo, Sourthern Urals, Russia,
early 2nd millennium B.C.
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A typical DOM2 profile was also found in central Anatolia contemporary with twowheeled vehicle iconography from about 1900 BC. Depictions of vehicles with two spoked
wheels drawn by a pair of equids, presumed to be horses, are known from cylinder seals dated
to the early second millennium B.C. from Anatolia and the Near East (Littauer and Crouwel
1979 62-65 figs. 33-39).
In the Near East, the Akkadian term for a horse was “ass of the mountains” which first
appeared in their written records during the Third Dynasty of Ur about 2100-2000 B.C.,
suggesting that the Sumerians were originally familiar with asses (donkeys) but not horses.

Fig. 3. Detail of a Syrian seal, 18th-17th c. B.C. Pair of equids driven with four reins which may
indicate the use of bits. (Paris, Bibliothequèque Nationale). After Littauer and Crouwel 1979, Fig. 34.

The researchers further linked critical adaptations — including endurance, weight-bearing
ability, docility and stress resilience — to the positive selection of two specific genes. This
would result in horses which were especially suited to the demands put on them as such as
draught or riding.
This research confirms the conclusions of Warmuth et al (2012), which combined
evidence then available from archaeology, mitochondrial DNA, and Y-chromosomal DNA.
They proposed that domestication was initiated in the western Eurasian steppe and that the
spread of domestic herds across Eurasia involved extensive reintroduction of mares from the
wild. “Our best-fitting scenario ... suggests that horse domestication originated in the western
part of the Eurasian steppe and that domestic herds were repeatedly restocked with local wild
horses as they spread out of this area.”
The findings reject the theory that the early dispersal of Indo-European languages was
associated with mounted Yamnaya steppe pastoralists riding into Europe around 3000 B.C.,
but indicate that horses and chariots would have been associated with the rapid spread in Asia
of Indo-Iranian languages in the second millennium B.C.
This study pinpointing the western Eurasian steppe region as the original homeland of
the horses of DOM2 lineage which gave rise to today’s populations may have brought to an
end the long-standing debate about the origin and spread of early horse domestication.
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PRESTIGIOUS DONKEY HYBRIDS IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST
Gail Brownrigg
The equids harnessed to four-wheeled battle wagons on the famous “standard of Ur,”
dating to the third millennium BC, were neither onagers nor donkeys – thought to be present
in Sumer from at least the late fourth millennium BC – but a carefully bred cross between a
female domestic donkey (jenny) (Equus africanus asinus), and a Syrian wild ass (Equus africanus
hemippus). It is believed that onagers have never been successfully domesticated, but as a sire
to breed the valuable “kunga” they gave strength and stamina to the hybrid offspring. Used
as a draught animal in ancient Syria and Mesopotamia, the hybrid also served as an economic
and political status symbol (Michel, 2004).

Fig. 1. Detail of the Sumerian “standard of Ur” (2,600 B.C.) in the British Museum which depicts
teams of hybrid kungas pulling battle wagons that predate horse-drawn chariots

In the burial complex at Umm el-Marra, east of modern Aleppo in northern Syria, dating
to the mid-to late 3rd millennium B.C., rich graves included valuable grave goods and animal
remains. Interred separately from other burial chambers, in their own mud-brick structures,
were the complete and partial skeletons of 44 equids, 27 of which were complete. The bones
of horses, donkeys, asses, mules and other equids are very similar and difficult to tell apart.
However, these were identified in 2008 as neither donkeys, nor onagers, nor horses, and thus
likely to be the hybrid referred to in third millennium B.C. cuneiform texts as ANŠE
BAR.AN (Weber, 2008). Their precise zoological classification, however, had never been
conclusively determined.
Genetic analysis has now confirmed these mysterious equids as indeed “kungas.”
Research comparing their genome with those of horses, donkeys and Asiatic wild asses,
including the now extinct hemippe (Equus hemionus hemippus) was published in Science Advances
in January (Bennett et al, 2022). These are thus the earliest known hybrid animals intentionally
bred.
The next oldest hybrid is a mule from 1000 B.C. in Anatolia reported by the same research
group in 2020 (Guimaraes et al., 2020).
Domestic horses were not known in Mesopotamia until the early second millennium B.C.
Ancient DNA shows that they were introduced in the southern Caucasus and Anatolia during
the Bronze Age (Guimaraes et al., 2020) after being domesticated in the western Eurasian
steppes around the lower Volga and Don rivers (now part of Russia) at the end of the third
millennium B.C., spreading rapidly east and west during the following centuries (Librado et
al., 2021).
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Fig. 2. Syrian wild ass in 1915. This animal had been caught in the deserts north of Aleppo
in 1911 and was kept in the Schönbrunn Zoo in Vienna until its death in 1929.

Fig. 3. Assyrians catching a wild ass. Bas-relief from the wall of
the Palace of Assurbanipal, 7th century B.C., now in the British Museum.
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Fig. 4. Genetic analysis has identified these ancient and mysterious equine skeletons as donkey/wild
ass hybrids. They were excavated from the 4,500-year-old burial complex at Umm el-Marra in
northern Syria. Photo credit Glenn Schwartz/Johns Hopkins University

To clarify whether the burials of Tell Umm el-Marra contained the remains of the
mysterious hybrids referred to in numerous cuneiform tablets as kunga and to determine their
toxonomic status, the researchers analysed the DNA from the equid skeletons discovered
there, as well as from the 11,000 year old wild as from the Early Neolithic site of Göbekli
Tepe (Turkey) and from the last survivors of the now extinct Syrian wild ass conserved in the
Natural History Museum of Vienna. These samples were compared to the genomes of horse,
donkey, Mongolian kulan, kiang and one Persian onager.
They concluded that the Umm el-Marra equids carry the maternal lineage of the domestic
donkey and the paternal lineage of the Syrian wild ass. These were probably first cross hybrids,
since equid crosses between species are generally sterile or poorly fertile.
Like the “superior” kunga of the cuneiform texts, the equids at Umm el-Marra were all
male, measuring from 1.19 m to 1.36 m at the shoulder, with an average height of 130 cm.
Their ages at death ranged from ca. 3 years to possibly older than 20 years. All animals
exhibited evidence of early and frequent draught work, such as light to severe arthrosis on
their limbs and strong development of the biceps brachii muscles associated with stresses
from pulling a vehicle or a farm implement.
In ancient Syria and Mesopotamia the larger hybrids were probably selected to draw the
battle-wagons and vehicles dedicated to the gods, while the smaller ones would be harnessed
to ploughs. The best could cost up to six times the price of a donkey.
“They were highly valued, very expensive,” says paleogeneticist Eva-Maria Geigl of the
Institut Jacques Monod in Paris. She thinks kungas were created for warfare, as they could
pull wagons. Coaxing donkeys into dangerous situations is hard, and no Asiatic wild ass can
be tamed. But a hybrid might have had the characteristics people sought.
However, it would not have been easy. The Syrian wild ass was thought to be aggressive
and moved extremely quickly, she said.
The genomic results from the rare equid burials at the elite mortuary complex of Umm
el-Marra confirm earlier hypotheses based on morphological data that these animals are
hybrids and, given their burial in high-status tombs, are most likely identical with the valuable
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kungas frequently mentioned in cuneiform texts and depicted in images and royal seals
throughout Mesopotamia.
DNA analysis of additional equids from comparable contexts may help clarify the scale
of hybrid breeding in third millennium BCE Mesopotamian societies before the introduction
of domestic horses.
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“ICE AGE” HORSE SKELETON FROM UTAH IS NOT SO OLD
Gail Brownrigg

Fig. 1. The horse skeleton discovered in Lehi, Utah. Photo credit Bridger Hill

The skeleton of a mare originally thought to belong to a wild horse from the Pleistocene
Era may prove even more valuable to researchers as a rare example of a domestic horse first
introduced to the Americas by the Spanish and adopted by Indigenous people.
After unearthing its skeleton, researchers initially thought this horse dated to the last Ice
Age about 16,000 years ago. “It was found in the ground in these geologic deposits from the
Pleistocene—the last Ice Age,” said William Taylor, assistant professor of anthropology at
the University of Colorado Boulder and lead author of the study published in American
Antiquity. However, new analyses have shown that it was actually a domestic horse (Equus
caballus), descended from animals brought to the Americas from the sixteenth century
onwards.
New radiocarbon dating of the actual bones together with clues from the horse's skeleton
and DNA now indicate that the mare lived more recently. But because the radiocarbon sample
didn't give an exact result, “we can only say that this horse died sometime after 1680,” most
probably before the European settlers permanently moved into the Salt Lake region during
the mid-nineteenth century, Taylor said.
In addition, the researchers found evidence of damage to the horse's spine that suggest
that it had been regularly ridden, either bareback or with a soft saddle. Such pathologies are a
“kind of feature that is pretty rare in a wild animal,” Taylor commented. “Once we looked
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closer, we found other clues, including severe arthritis — and ultimately, genetic data helped
us to confirm this idea” that the horse was a domestic horse, not an Ice Age wild equid.
DNA analyses by co-authors at the University of Toulouse in France revealed that the
Lehi horse was a female about 12 years old. Despite the animal’s injuries, which would have
probably made her lame, people had continued to care for the mare—possibly because they
were breeding her with stallions in their herd.
Finally, sequentially sampled stable carbon, oxygen, and strontium isotope values from
tooth enamel (δ13C, δ18O, and 87Sr/86Sr) suggest that the horse had been raised locally.
It was probably trained, looked after and ridden by Indigenous people who lived in what
is now Utah, possibly by a member of the Ute or Shoshone communities.
“The Lehi horse shows us that there is an incredible archaeological record out there of
the early relationship between Indigenous people and horses — a record that tells us things
not written in any European histories,” said Taylor, who is also a curator of archaeology at
the University of Colorado Museum of Natural History, and has recently created a digital
museum exhibit about horses in the ancient American West.
These results show the utility of archaeological science as applied to horse remains in
understanding Indigenous horse pastoralism. Consideration of the broader archaeological
record suggests there may have been other cases of misidentification of horse bones from
early historic contexts.
“This study demonstrates a very sophisticated relationship between Indigenous peoples
and horses,” said Taylor. “It also tells us that there might be a lot more important clues to the
human-horse story contained in the horse bones that are out there in libraries and museum
collections.”
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FROM EASTERN SIBERIA TO ST. PETERSBURG
Gail Brownrigg
On 7 November 1889 Dmitri Peshkov, a young Cossack officer, set off to ride alone from
Blagovechtchensk by the Sea of Okhotsk in the far in east of Russia to St Petersburg on the
Baltic, a distance of 8283 versts (5491 miles/8836 km). His mount was his tough little cavalry
horse, The Grey, only 14 hands high (143 cm), which he looked after himself with great care.
He accomplished the journey in 234 days (194 days of travel), spending a total of 1169 hours
in the saddle. According to his notebook, in which he meticulously recorded his concern for
his horse’s welfare as well as the details of each day’s march, the longest stretches were 86.5
versts (57 miles/92 km) in 9 hours 30 minutes and 72 (48 miles/77 km) versts in 8 hours 30
minutes. His horse was an ambler, covering 5 miles (8 km) per hour when the road was good.
On his reception in St Petersburg in May 1890, the Imperial Cossack Cavalry had to keep
breaking into a trot to keep up with him.

Fig. 1. The Cossack officer, Dmitri Peshkov, on “The Grey,”
the 14 hh (143 cm) cavalry horse whose stamina he had set out to prove.
Image in the public domain.

The American journalist, Thomas Stevens, who was about to set out on a journey of his
own riding 930 miles (1,500 km) from Moscow to the Black Sea, met him on the road as he
neared the end of his epic journey. Describing him as somewhat taciturn, he said: “The
Cossack turned out to be a small, wiry man, twenty-seven years old, with a pleasant face of
almost mahogany darkness from the long exposure of the wintry winds of Siberia. His horse
was a big-barreled, stocky gray pony about fourteen hands high. The horse was well chosen
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for his task. He was all barrel, hams, and shoulders. His pace was a fast, ambling walk that
carried him over the ground at five miles an hour and left the big chargers of the Czar's honor
guard far to the rear.” (Through Russia on a Mustang, London/Paris/Melbourne: Cassell, 1891).

Fig. 2. Dmitri Peshkov on “The Grey,” nearing the end of his 5,500 mile journey.
Image in the public domain.

Peshkov had been inspired to better the achievement of a military officer named Mikhail
Aseev, who in 1889 rode to Paris from Lubny (about 200 km from Kiev in Ukraine), covering
some 2200 miles (2,500 km) in 33 days with two horses which he rode in turn.
French author Jean Louis Gouraud, who rode from Paris to Moscow in 1990, was aware
of Peshkov’s hazardous undertaking in winter conditions over difficult terrain. He wrote the
screenplay for a film ‘Serko’ (Russian for “Little Grey”) based on Peshkov’s journey, which
was acclaimed for its beautiful landscapes. Eventually able to locate a copy of Peshkov’s
journal as well as anonymous out-of-print book about his exploits, Gouraud edited a French
edition, combining it in one volume with a translation of Stevens’s book, published as La
Russie à Cheval. Récits croisés d’un cosaque et d’un reporter (1889-1890).
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On Jean Louis Gouraud, see: www.thelongridersguild.com/founders.htm#gouraud.
On the film Serko, see: www.thelongridersguild.com/serko-film.htm and Error! Hyperlink
reference not valid..
La Russie à Cheval. Récits croisés d’un cosaque et d’un reporter (1889-1890).
Stories of other travellers on horseback in Russia can be found here: Error! Hyperlink
reference not valid..

THE LAST GREAT JOURNEY – FROM THE PACIFIC TO THE
ATLANTIC
A modern-day adventurer is now undertaking a 9,000 mile (14,000 km) ride across Eurasia
which has been dubbed “the Last Great Journey.”

Fig. 1. Nikita’s planned journey from the Pacific go the Atlantic.

Nikita Gretsi left his job as restaurant manager in Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire to
embark on a challenging journey from the Pacific to the Atlantic, using his life savings to chase
this wild dream.
Born in Estonia of Russian, Ukrainian, Estonian and Uzbek origin, Nikita speaks both
Russian and English fluently, having lived in Great Britain from the age of 7.
He said: “I want to continue once we get to London and trek across North America, making
me the first person to travel around the world on horseback.”
In preparation for his journey, he first travelled to Siberia, going to Yakutia, a huge region
of Russia, populated mainly by ethnic Sakha or Yakuts, where the elders taught him how to
travel and survive in its extreme climate. He learned to ride the half-wild horses which have
evolved to survive the freezing winter temperatures. Ridden only for a few months throughout
the year, these horses spend most of their lives roaming mountains, bogs and thick forests,
searching for food in the vast wilderness.
Returning to England just before the borders shut at the start of the pandemic lockdowns
in March 2020, he was then forced to wait for over a year before his adventure could really start.
On October 2nd 2021 Nikita was at last able set out from the port of Magadanon on the
Sea of Okhotsk (the north-western arm of the Pacific Ocean) with two hardy Yakut horses,
Artyk (“Mountain Pass”), aged 17, described as a strong and powerful road horse, and Urun
(“White”), aged 14, as pack horse.
He originally intended to complete the journey alone, but has been joined by friends from
Yakutia who helped him learn how to survive the harsh Siberian conditions he will face. He
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has also decided to enable the journey to be filmed for a project exploring the many cultures
and peoples who share this world, their ways of life and traditions. One of its goals is the
international promotion of the Yakut horse breed, as well as promoting the recognition of
Yakutia and acquaintance with its culture at Russian and international level. There is already
considerable international interest in the project, which is being monitored by TASS, Russia
Today, and National Geographic. Nikita hopes his film will provide a unique insight into
places most people have never seen.

Fig. 2. Nikita with Artyk and White. Image credit: Nikita Gretsi and Egor Makarov.

Fig. 3. Nikita and his companions with their tough Yakut horses.
Image credit: Nikita Gretsi and Egor Makarov.

The travellers have now completed the first leg of their journey, covering 652 miles
(1049 km) in a month, sometimes walking over 40 miles (70 kilometres) a day. Daylight was
short so they frequently had to ride in pure darkness. They have reached the village of
Tomtor (Oymyakonsky district), where Artyk and White had to spend 30 days in quarantine
after receiving the annual vaccinations they must have in order to travel between different
regions of Russia. They have had a chance to rest while Nikita returned to England to renew
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his Russian visa which, unfortunately, allows him to stay in Russia for only three months
at a time. He will probably not complete the full ride until spring 2023 but has no firm deadline
as to when exactly he reaches London.
The most frightening part of his trek was along an uninhabited 155 mile stretch of the
precarious “Road of Bones,” built by prisoners from Soviet dictator Stalin's infamous gulags,
starting on October 27, accompanied on horseback by Egor and Stepan and followed on
snowmobile by cameraman Yury Berezhnev. With all these potential dangers, Nikita was
strongly advised against travelling along the unpopulated 155 mile stretch. But he was so
determined to do it that his friends and the cameraman insisted on joining him. “It took us a
week and we ran out of food a day away from the camp, so had to survive on tea and sugar.”
Temperatures dropped to -40C. Nevertheless, it was not the cold that presented the
greatest risk. The biggest threat to date has come from inconsiderate drivers. He had a really
close call when a lorry sped towards him at 50 mph (80 km/h), passing with less than 50 cm
(20 inches) between his lorry and the horses. Nikita has also learned that is it unsafe to ride
alongside the road because of broken bottles and strands of old barbed wire hidden under the
snow.
At night the horses were let loose to graze, digging under the snow with their hooves.
Whenever possible they were fed additional hay. Nikita said: “We hobbled them at night so that
they would not go very far. But even then, they sometimes went 11 kilometres from the camp
site in search of tasty grass. And then in the morning you get up, you go to look for them,
[following their tracks for 11 kilometres in one direction. Then with them the same amount
back - this is already 22 kilometres. But you still have to go on the road.”
The tough little horses are unshod. Nikita said “Even before the trip, I thought about
whether to shoe my horses or not. On the one hand, the horse shoes protect the hooves.
But if suddenly a horse, for example falls on stones, the horseshoe can come off and injure
its leg. Then we will not be able to continue our journey. So I decided not to shoe the
horses. There were too many risks associated with horse shoes over which I had no control.
But on the other hand, every day I checked their hooves to see if they were worn out or if
they were damaged. The condition of the horses is very important to me. They are equal
participants in the journey and their well-being is equal to mine. This is not only our
journey. The Yakut horses must complete this journey safe and sound with us.”
Nikita planned to return to Yakutia in 2022, and we are still awaiting news of his progress.
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BRITAIN’S ENDANGERED NATIVE PONIES COULD HELP HABITATS
RECOVER – AND BREXIT OFFERS AN OPPORTUNITY1
Mariecia Fraser2
The UK’s semi-wild ponies are for the most part small, hairy characters whose physique
and behaviour have been shaped by the windswept highlands they live in. Two breeds that
have been roaming free since the Bronze Age are the Dartmoor Hill Pony, which is found on
the hills and commons of Dartmoor in south-west England, and the Carneddau Mountain
Pony, native to the Carneddau Mountains in Snowdonia, Wales.
But after thousands of years of surviving in some of Britain’s most remote areas, what
happens to the ponies next will be decided in offices and meeting rooms hundreds of miles
away. As it stands, these ponies are not classed as domesticated breeds, nor agricultural
animals, nor even wildlife.
This ambiguity is a problem because these primitive ponies need urgent help. Census data
indicate that the Dartmoor Hill Pony herd has declined from a high of 12,250 in the 1960s to
1,200 today. Meanwhile, there are only around 300 Carneddau Ponies left in Snowdonia.
The situation for wild horse populations is reversed in other countries. On American
ranges, the current population of mustangs is estimated to be twice the “appropriate
management level” as set by the Bureau of Land Management, while feral horse numbers
have more than doubled since 2014 in Australia’s Kosciusko National Park.

Fig. 1. Feral horses are so numerous in Kosciuszko National Park, Australia, that motorists
are warned to drive slowly to avoid collisions. EPA-EFE/PERRY DUFFIN

The article was originally published on The Conservation: https://theconversation.com/britainsendangered-native-ponies-could-help-habitats-recover-and-brexit-offers-an-opportunity-122888/
(accessed January 21, 2022). It is republished with permission and according to the original publisher’s
guidelines.
2 Aberystwyth University, UK.
1
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In both cases, extreme measures such as culling have been proposed to control numbers,
leading to public protests.
But the feral populations in these high-profile cases are not “native”. They are instead
descended from animals that escaped from, or were released by, European settlers in the 16th
century. This means that they are, in ecological terms, alien species, and there is mounting
scientific evidence that they are putting the ecosystems they now call home at risk through
trampling vegetation and changing plant communities.
In sharp contrast, the numbers of native horses and ponies in the countries where many of
these feral populations originated are dwindling.

Conservation grazing
In the UK, conservationists trying to safeguard the future of native ponies are hindered by
the government’s own criteria for defining these animals. Because they live and reproduce
outside of human control, Britain’s semi-wild ponies aren’t protected by breed societies or
registers. So although they’re both “native” and “rare”, they don’t qualify as a “native breed
at risk”, and so aren’t eligible for government support.
But indigenous ponies within their native ecosystems can have major benefits. Since
Brexit is expected to lead to substantial changes in land use, the government should consider
how useful these breeds might be, particularly in hilly and mountainous areas.
The new Agriculture Bill promises to pay farmers not for how much farmland they
manage, but their ability to deliver public goods, like clean air and water. This is an
opportunity to acknowledge and reward the grazing outcomes of livestock types other than
sheep and cattle before it’s too late.
Many upland areas of the UK and Europe have become dominated by plant species that
grazing sheep and cattle don’t like to eat, such as purple moorgrass, bracken and rushes. As
these plants tend to overrun the ecosystem, they drastically reduce biodiversity and increase
the risk of destructive wildfires. This deterioration of grassland ecosystems has led to an
increasing interest in conservation grazing, that is, the targeted use of domesticated or semiferal grazers to improve biodiversity.

Fig. 2. Flames engulf heathland in the North York Moors. Daniel J. Rao/Shutterstock

19

News section

Semi-wild ponies have been largely neglected in research, but there is evidence that they
prefer to graze many of the highly competitive plants that threaten grassland biodiversity.
They also have rare genetics3 that have been shaped by natural and not artificial selection.
This could mean they possess physical or behavioural adaptations that are no longer present
in domesticated horses and ponies, which might make them more effective at managing native
grasslands.
Britain’s struggling semi-wild ponies need help, but they also offer a unique opportunity
to help restore habitats and allow a diverse range of species to flourish. As the UK
government shifts its priorities for managing land after Brexit, it should seize the chance to
protect their rare genetics and unleash the potential of upland ecosystems at the same time.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3631405/ Winton et al, Genetic diversity and
phylogenetic analysis of native mountain ponies of Britain and Ireland reveals a novel rare population
2013.
3
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THE MYSTERY OF CHERNOBYL’S WILD HORSES4
Germán Orizaola5
Since the accident at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in Ukraine, 34 years have passed.
This accident, the largest ever in a nuclear facility, led to the creation of a 4,700 km² exclusion
zone between Ukraine and Belarus. A total of 350,000 people were evacuated from the area.
Initial predictions said that, due to radioactive contamination, the area would be
uninhabitable for more than 20,000 years. Chernobyl was thought to become a nuclear
wasteland, a desert for life.
Three decades later, studies have shown Chernobyl holds a diverse and abundant animal
community. A large number of species that are threatened in Ukraine and in wider Europe
reside in the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone.
A revealing example of the situation of wildlife in Chernobyl is that of Przewalski’s horses.

Fig. 1. A Przewalski's horse in the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone. By IAEA Imagebank https://www.flickr.com/photos/iaea_imagebank/5395328538/, CC BY-SA 2.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=56375668.

The last truly wild horse?
The existence of wild horses in the steppes of Asia has been known in Europe since the 15th
century. But it was not until 1881 when the species was formally described to science from a
skull and skin collected by Russian colonel Nikolai Przewalski. This is how the horses known
as takhi (“holy”) in Mongolia were renamed Przewalski’s horses (Equus ferus przewalski).
The article was originally published on The Conservation: https://theconversation.com/the-mysteryof-chernobyls-wild-horses-137270 (published on April 28, 2020accessed January 21, 2022). It is
republished with permission and according to the original publisher’s guidelines.
5 Universidad da Oviedo. Germán Orizaola receives funding from the Ministry of Science and
Innovation (Spain) through the "Ramón y Cajal Program" (RyC-2016-20656), Principado de Asturias
through the "Excellence Research Groups Program" (IDI/2018/000151), and the Swedish Radiation
Safety Authority (SSM-Strålsäkerhetsmyndighetens, SSM2018-2038).
4
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For many decades they were considered the last truly wild horse in the world.
However, recent studies (Gaunitz et al 2018) have indicated they are actually feral forms
descended from the first horses domesticated by the Botai people in northern Kazakhstan
5,500 years ago.6
In Colonel Przewalski’s time these wild horses were already rare in the steppes of
Mongolia and China. Overgrazing and hunting for consumption by human populations
caused its final decline. The last wild individual was spotted in the Gobi Desert in 1969.
The situation was not great for the captive population either. In the 1950s, only 12
survived in European zoos. However, they were the foundation for a captive breeding
program that has managed to rescue the species from extinction.
Today the world population is around 2,000. Several hundred live in the wild in the
steppes of Asia and different areas of Europe. Among them, to the surprise of many, in
Chernobyl.

The Chernobyl Horses
At the time of the accident at the nuclear power plant there were no Przewalski horses in
Chernobyl. It was not until 1998 when the first 31 arrived in the Exclusion Zone. They were
ten males and 18 females from the Askania Nova nature reserve in southern Ukraine, and
three males from a local zoo.
After high mortality associated with the process of transfer and release, the high birth rate
brought the population to 65 in just five years. The intense poaching between 2004 and 2006
decimated the population. Only 50 survived in 2007.
Intense protection measures have allowed that just 20 years after their arrival in Chernobyl
their number has multiplied by five. The most recent census, carried out by local scientists in
2018, revealed that about 150 individuals live in the Ukrainian part of the Exclusion Zone.
Horses are grouped into 13 harem herds with foals, six stallion groups, and some solitary
individuals. In 2018 at least 22 foals were born in the Exclusion Zone. Some have moved
further north and have already settled in Belarus.
The camera traps installed throughout the Exclusion Zone have revealed that, despite
being a species associated with steppes (large unforested areas), in Chernobyl these horses
use the forest quite frequently. This includes the famous “red forest”, one of the most
radioactive areas on the planet.
Recent fires in Chernobyl have severely affected some of the locations used by horses in
the Exclusion Zone. It will now be necessary to evaluate the effect these fires will have on
the conservation of the species in the area.

The lessons of the Chernobyl horses
The introduction of Przewalski’s horses to Chernobyl has been a success. Several lessons can
be drawn from this success.
The case of Przewalski’s horses reflects that in the absence of humans, the large
Chernobyl area has become a refuge for wildlife. This should lead us to reflect on the impact
of human presence on natural ecosystems. With no human activity around, even with
radioactive contamination, the great fauna seems to thrive.
Other areas affected by radioactive contamination, such as that derived from the accident
at the Fukushima-Daiichi plant (Japan), or from the tests of atomic bombs on the Pacific
atolls, also maintain high diversity of wildlife. Perhaps we should reevaluate our predictions
for the medium and long-term impact of radioactivity on the environment.
6

The theory of domestication at Botai is not universally accepted –Gail Brownrigg.
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In any case, we need to better understand the mechanisms that allow wildlife to live in
areas with radioactive contamination. Many questions remain to be answered. Are organisms
living in Chernobyl exposed to less radiation than expected? Does this exposure cause less
damage? Do organisms have more effective than expected mechanisms for repairing cellular
damage caused by radiation?
To answer these questions, we need more research. In the autumn, we hope to start
working with Przewalski’s horses in Chernobyl, trying to unravel the mysteries that allow this
species and many others to feel at home in the Exclusion Zone.

Further references:
Gaunitz et al. “Ancient genomes revisit the ancestry of domestic and Przewalski’s horses.”
Science 360, Issue 6384 (2018): 111-114. https://theconversation.com/chernobyl-hasbecome-a-refuge-for-wildlife-33-years-after-the-nuclear-accident-116303
www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/how-chernobyl-has-become-unexpected-havenwildlife
https://theconversation.com/chernobyl-has-become-a-refuge-for-wildlife-33-years-afterthe-nuclear-accident-116303
http://terioshkola.org.ua/library/pts18-2019/pts1812-gaschak-tarpan.pdf
www.esa.int/Applications/Observing_the_Earth/Copernicus/Sentinel-2/Mappin
g_Chernobyl_fires_from_space
www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/15/quite-odd-coral-and-fish-thrive-on-bikini-atoll70-years-after-nuclear-tests
This article was originally published in Spanish [https://theconversation.com/el-misterio-delos-caballos-salvajes-de-chernobil-132638].
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EQUESTRIAN SPORTS AND MODERN PENTATHLON:
A FAREWELL?
Anastasija Ropa
One of the most notorious legacies of Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games is the scandal that
took place during the women’s modern pentathlon competition, and which led to a drastic
change in the make-up of this sport, specifically created for the Olympics by one of the
founding fathers of the modern games, Pierre de Coubertin. However, the events that took
place last summer would have hardly received Coubertin’s approval – a perversion not only
of the modern pentathlon, but of the Olympic spirit as he had conceived it. Back in 2013,
Michael Brick quoted Coubertinš words, which are perfectly applicable to the development
trajectory modern pentathlon took in 2021: “The day when a sportsman stops thinking above
all else of the happiness in his own effort and the intoxication of the power and physical
balance he derives from it, the day when he lets considerations of vanity or interest take over,
on this day his ideal will die.”
Modern pentathlon was never considered an equestrian event: show jumping was just one
of five disciplines, alongside fencing, swimming, running and shooting. However, a good
standard of riding skills was pre-requisite, along with considerable horsemanship, with
pentathletes having only 20 minutes to warm up on an unfamiliar, randomly allocated horse
prior to competing on it.
Horsemanship is what seemed to have been missing on the day when the German female
pentathlete Annika Schleu entered the competition arena on the back of ironically named
Saint Boy. Saint Boy acted in a very unsaintly way, refusing to take a fence, while his rider
desperately thrashed the horse with her whip, following her coach’s instructions to hit the
horse even harder. The German pentathlete had been leading prior to this moment, which
may partially explain her and her coach’s emotion, but the drama reached its apogee as the
coach punched Saint Boy on the hip. The coach was banned from the remainder of the
Games, and Annika Schleu scored zero points for show-jumping, undoing her hopes – if she
had any left – at receiving an Olympic medal.
This was not the first time when pentathletes had trouble making the best of their horses,
but Tokyo 2020 had far-reaching consequences. The concept of modern pentathlon came
under question, as the animal rights activists sued not only Annika Schleu and her coach, but
also the Union Internationale de Pentathlon Moderne (UIPM) for cruelty to animals. The
Federation took a crucial step – rather than modifying the rules of the event, by, for instance,
allowing pentathletes more time to get to know their horses or encouraging pentathletes to
raise the standards of their equestrianism, it removed the event altogether. No show jumping,
no problem. Cycling was proposed instead to keep modern pentathlon on the Olympic
programme for Paris 2024.
The British champion, Joe Choong, who won at Tokyo 2020 was far from impressed by
the fact he has won in a sport that has ceased to exist. Another British pentathlete, Kate
Allenby, who won bronze in the Sydney Olympic Games, claimed the change would have
disastrous effect for the sport: “it’s not modern pentathlon if it hasn’t got riding in it.”
Indeed, there is proof that pentathletes are – or could have been – able to get over any
setbacks in the show jumping trial by concentrating more on their equestrian skills and
keeping their emotions under control. One of the students of the Latvian Academy of Sport
Education, a third-year foreign student from the Czech Republic Katerina Krejči found
herself in exactly the same situation as Annika Schleu did this summer, albeit at lower-level
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competitions. Katerina fell from her horse and did not score any points for show jumping.
However, she and her coach made a point of working on her riding, and their work paid. In
December 2021, Katerina scored the maximum number of points, 300, for show jumping,
winning the third place in the European U24 championship, a considerable success for the
Latvian-trained Czech pentathlete. Remarkably, on this occasion she was accompanied by
both her coach Mihails Jefremenkovs and the international-level riding instructor Aleksandrs
Šakurovs (the son of Latvian show-jumper Sergejs Šakurovs, who competed in 1988 Olympic
Games). Her example – and the example of other pentathletes who performed well in show
jumping despite possible additional setbacks – show that pentathletes can be good
equestrians, given time, desire and application. During the virtual round table on horse and
rider relationship that took place on March 24, 2022, Katerina explained why many
pentathletes had difficulty in performing in the equestrian event, but emphasized that she
believed show-jumping should remain a part of modern pentathlon.
While modern pentathlon will still take place in the next Olympic Games in Paris in 2024,
the sport is so far excluded from the 2028 Olympic Games in Los Angeles (together with
weightlifting and boxing), though it may eventually be readmitted to the programme.

Fig. 1. Katerina Krejči participates in the show jumping event.
From personal archive, printed with permission.

References
Brick, Michael. “The Real Problem in DC: Sportsmanship.” Esquire (Oct 11, 2013),
https://www.esquire.com/news-politics/news/a25216/sportsmanship-washington/.
Article about the Czech pentathlete studying at the Latvian Academy of Sport Education (the
article is in Latvian, based on an article printed in Sporta Avīze (Dec 2021):
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About the exclusion of modern pentathlon from the 2028 Olympic Games in Los Angelos:
www.lsm.lv/raksts/sports/olimpiska-kustiba/moderna-pieccina-svarcelsana-un-boksspagaidam-netiek-ieklauts-2028gada-olimpisko-spelu-programma.a441891/ (in Latvian).
“Modern pentathlon will no longer include horse riding following horse-punching incident at
Tokyo Games.” https://www.cbssports.com/olympics/news/modern-pentathlon-willno-longer-include-horse-riding-following-horse-punching-incident-at-tokyo-games/.
“Modern pentathlon votes to ditch horse riding after Tokyo Olympic Turmoil.”
www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/nov/02/modern-pentathlon-votes-to-ditch-horseriding-after-tokyo-olympic-turmoil.
Horse and Rider Relationship. A round table discussion hosted by the Latvian Academy of Sport Education,
March 24, 2022. https://youtu.be/-aBUVwJC3HE.
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RECENT EVENTS RELATED TO HORSE HISTORY, EQUINES AND
EQUESTRIANISM
Anastasija Ropa

I. Virtual Seminar “Horses and Horse Tack in Scandinavian Iron Age
Archaeology” on 20 January 2022
The fourth virtual meeting in the 2021/22 series of equestrian history events hosted by
the Latvian Academy of Sport Education, entitled “Horses and horse tack in Scandinavian
Iron Age archaeology,” included four speakers approaching the archaeology of the Iron Age
equestrianism in Scandinavia. The seminar was convened by Anneli Sundkvist, a Swedish
archeologist, whose publication on riders in the Bayeux tapestry is forthcoming in a volume
Historical Practices in Horsemanship and Equestrian Sports, ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy
Dawson, in the Rewriting Equestrian History series. In her own paper delivered at the
seminar, Anneli spoke about a provoking and controversial issue of female burials with horses
in Scandinavia.
The first paper, “Across borders – decorative horse furnishings from the eleventh century
in Scandinavia,” delivered by Anne Pedersen (National Museum of Denmark), presented an
overview of the rich and spectacular equestrian material surviving from the Viking Age:
stirrups, bits, ornaments from tack pieces, etc. Starting with the tenth-century trends in bits
with cheeks, stirrups and spurs, she continued with what was the focus of her presentation,
decorated tack pieces from the eleventh century. The findings presented come from
Denmark, Iceland, Sweden and England, manufactured from iron, copper alloy or both, e.g.,
bits with copper alloy fittings and iron mouthpieces, as the bit from Bøgebjerg in Jutland
(Denmark). Pedersen highlighted that cheekpieces are often broken, and therefore sometimes
hard to identify as belonging to cheekpieces, which resulted in some misidentifications as was
the case in another find from Jutland, where ornamental cheekpieces were mistaken for
female figurines. Another case of misidentification is that of stirrup terminals, which can be
easily broken off the stirrups, and have been previously identified as candlesticks. Anne
Pedersen highlighted the need for new analyses of eleventh-century horse furnishings in the
context of Cnut the Great’s conquests. For more about Anne Pedersen’s research, read her
thesis Dead Warriors in Living Memory – A study of weapon burial in Viking-Age Denmark,
AD 800-1000. PNM Publications from the National Museum. Studies in Archaeology &
History vol. 20.1: 1-2. Jelling Series. Odense Universitetsforlag, 2014, which includes the
equestrian burials from the old Danish area (Schleswig, Denmark, Scania) of the period also,
and the volume Horse and Rider in the Late Viking Age, co-edited Anne Pedersen and Merethe
Schifter Bagge (Pedersen, A & M. Schifter Bagge, eds. (2021): ‘Horse and Rider in the late
Viking Age. Equestrian burial in perspective. Papers from a conference’. Skanderborg 2728th of June 2019. Aarhus University Press).
The second paper, by Erika Rosengren (Department of Archaeology and Ancient History
of the Lund University), “To the bone of the Scandinavian Iron Age horse,”, approached the
issue of Iron Age equestrianism in Scandinavia from a zooarchaeological perspective.
Building on earlier studies about horse domestication, including the latest findings made by
Librado et al. (2021 [see News section above]), which pinpointed the domestication centre to
the Volga-Don area, Erika presented the existing data for the arrival and use of horses in
Scandinavia. The research Erika showcased confirms that Iron Age horses were rather smaller
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than their modern counterparts, about 130 cm, of approximately the same size as warhorses
were later in the Middle Ages, which is consistent with the findings of the Exeter warhorse
team (Ameen, C., Benkert, H., Fraser, T., Gordon, R., Holmes, M., Johnson, W., ... & Outram,
A. K. (2021). In search of the ‘great horse’: A zooarchaeological assessment of horses from
England (AD 300–1650). International Journal of Osteoarchaeology, 31(6), 247-1257) and
the research done earlier by individual medievalists (the archaeological studies on individual
horses found in Europe have been used by Jurg Gassmann in his contribution to The Horse in
Premodern European Culture, ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy Dawson, 2020, “Mounted
Combat in Transition: The Transformation of the Eleventh Century”). To compare, it has
been found that Celtic horses were slightly smaller (about 126 cm), whereas the Romans bred
somewhat larger horses, standing over 140 cm at withers. However, as only a small sample of
horse bones from the Iron Age Scandinavia was analysed, it may not be representative of the
entire equine population of the period. Concerning the colour scheme, there seems to have
been bay, black and chestnut horses present (identified by Svensson et al., 2012). Interestingly,
Erika Rosengren pointed to a genetic similarity between northern European and Central
Asian horses, though it is unclear at what point the two strands of horses interbred. For more
about Erika Rosengren’s research, see her article “The Iron Age horse,” available at:
www.researchgate.net/publication/319184116_The_Iron_Age_horse.

Fig. 1. Reconstructed snaffle bitfrom Fregerslev. Photographs
reproduced with the kind permission of Skanderborg Museum

Speaking next, Merethe Schifter Bagge (Skanderborg Museum) in her paper “Viking-age
horse tack from the equestrian grave in Fregerslev, Denmark” presented what, in her own
words, was a “haunting” find. A highly degraded grave with the remains of a richly decorated
bridle and saddle, with 700-800 fittings, and presumably a horse, were discovered. The bridle
has been reconstructed in its entirety, including a rather severe snaffle bit, and tried on a
Welsh cob for the Skanderborg museum exhibition. See also www.vikingfregerslev.dk; the
Horse and Rider volume (full reference above); and Bagge, Merethe Schifter (2020): ‘The
Extraordinary Chamber Grave from Fregerslev, Denmark: The Find, Excavation and Future’.
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In Anne Pedersen & Søren M. Sindbæk, (eds): Viking Encounters. Proceedings of the
Eighteenth Viking Congress. s.505-516.
Finally, Anneli Sundkvist (Societas Archaeologica Upsaliensis) in her provocative
contribution, “Women and horses in Viking Age Scandinavia: two case studies” examined
several cases of women buried with horses. Anneli Sundkvist examined both written and
archaeological sources to argue for a stronger connection between women and horses in
Scandinavian society than was previously thought. In the case from Ire, Gotland, a horse and
wagon were found in a female burial: in this case, the horse would have served as the
psychopomp, taking the deceased to the afterlife. The second case was that of the famous
Birka warrior in Sweden - a burial which had been originally identified as that of a male
warrior. However, the warrior was later identified as a female, and she was buried with
weapons, stirrups and two horses. Anneli Sundkvist suggests that the Birka warrior might
have been sitting in a saddle, which later disintegrated, based on the fact two stirrups were
found next to her feet.

II. "Hippos: The Horse in Ancient Athens" Lecture Series
There is a growing awareness among scholars working in all disciplines and time periods
of the important role horses played in our history. The recent lecture series "Hippos: The
Horse in Ancient Athens," organized by the American School of Classical Studies in Athens
testifies to this particular aspect of the “animal turn” in the humanities. The exhibition
devoted to ancient horses was opened on January 20, with Mario Iozzo, the director of the
National Archaeological Museum of Florence delivering the opening lecture, “The Medici
Riccardi Horse Head in the National Archaeological Museum of Florence.” All in all, six
lectures were delivered between January 20 and March 10, covering the themes of cavalry,
equestrianism, the link between the aristocracy and horses and the dedication to horses in the
Athenian Acropolis. The lectures were delivered in hybrid format and recorded, and can be
accessed here: https://www.ascsa.edu.gr/news-and-events/live-stream-and-video-archive/
livestream. The exhibition stayed open from January 20 until April 30, 2022.

III. The Equine History Collective Annual Conference, “All Creatures Great
and Small”
The annual conference of the Equine History Collective, hosted by Purdue University,
was an entirely virtual event, running on April 22-24. The conference is devoted to the
interaction and relationship between equids and other species, ranging from humans to
microbes. The plenary lecture, on mules in the coalmine, is delivered by Dr. Susan Nance.
Apart from a series of paper sessions, the conference featured behind-the-scenes video tours
of famous equine facilities, an online equine art boutique and publishers’ corner. More
information
about
the
event
is
available
on
the
EHC
website:
https://equinehistory.wpcomstaging.com/.

VI. Rood & Riddle Equine Podiatry Conference
Not all events are virtual, though. The second International Rood & Riddle Equine
Podiatry Conference podiatry held on April 15-16, 2022 is an event that, due to its hands-on
nature, is more easily arranged in person than online. The conference took place at Spy Coat
Farm Equine Education Center, Lexington, Kentucky, at a leading sport horse centre. Dr.
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Scott Morrison, the founding podiatrist at the Rood & Riddle Equine Hospital, anchored the
conference as host. Other speakers include Renate Weller, Dean at the University of Calgary
veterinary school in Canada, who has previously worked at the Royal Veterinary College, UK,
Thilo Phau, Prof. in the Faculties of Kinesiology and Veterinary Medicine at the University
of Calgary and Yogi Sharp, a British farrier who delivered a three-part lecture over the two
days of the conference. For more information, see the conference announcement at:
https://hoofcare.blogspot.com/2022/04/preview-rood-riddle-equine-podiatry-conference.html.
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