
O
ver the years I have brought

my share of new mules to

my place; some stayed for a

long time, some didn’t stay

very long at all. Most of

those that didn’t stay long weren’t neces-

sarily bad mules at all, some I considered

really good mules; most of the time it was

a personality conflict. On a few occasions

when a mule didn’t stay long, it was be-

cause someone wanted the mule way more

than I did. 

I’ve experienced several of those per-

sonality conflicts; personality conflicts

probably deserve an article all their own.

To be fair to all involved (me and the mule)

it probably would require some psychiatric

evaluation on the two of us and to be hon-

est I might be disappointed in the outcome

of such an evaluation … At this point in my

life I ain’t real mad at myself, and I’d kinda

like to keep it that way. So with out a Dr.

Phil intervention and to keep it simple, as

I must to have some understanding, nine

times out of ten any personality conflict

was mostly, “I didn’t like them,” or “the

mule didn’t like me”. 

Over the years I’ve had lots of contact

with folks buying a mule and expressing

they felt they had been duped by the seller,

“This is not the mule I saw when I went

and looked at him,” is sometimes the lan-

guage used. “They must have had him

drugged,” I’ve often heard. I’m sure there

has been the occasion where being duped

occurred, but I feel dishonesty being in-

volved happens far less often than one

thinks. I’m not taking up for dishonest

mule dealers here, they exist, I suspect

there will be one born by the time you fin-

ish reading this article. Dishonest people

will be around far after you and I are dead

and gone.

I don’t run into as many dishonest mule

dealers as I once did. Let me tell you why;

number one, I have gained enough knowl-

edge over the years, with enough observa-

tion to know what a man or women is

saying about a mule that I’m looking at to

be either true or false. Second, I’ve learned

some people that tell you a story about a

mule that isn’t so, are not necessarily

telling it as an untruth, but rather it is being

told out of the lack of knowledge or under-

standing. Meaning, they don’t know

enough themselves about mules to know if

it’s a good mule or bad mule, this same ob-

servation comes with experience and

knowledge. General Motors, Ford Motor

THEM MULES
by Tennison

Bringing Home The New Mule
Revisited



Company, and Dodge believe it’s the truck

owner’s responsibility to obtain enough

knowledge to operate that $60,000 truck

anyone might buy from them, they will not

give you your money back if you don’t

succeed. It is our responsibility as a truck

owner to know, or learn how to keep it be-

tween the ditches. I believe we also have a

responsibility as mule owners to find out,

seek understanding and learn how to han-

dle our mules. That knowledge is available

like never before. 

The new mule you brought home did

likely change. I’ve had lots of new mules

come to my place and I’ve seen some

pretty strange things out of some of them.

Your new mule and those that have come

to my place over the years changed be-

cause we changed the mule’s environment,

we changed his owner, handler, the mule’s

whole world, as he knew it changed. I want

to share with you my version of bringing

home the new mule. 

What I want to do first when I get a new

mule home is keep him off to himself. The

mule is very suspicious of anything new

(what’s new here that might take me down

and eat my guts out? Don’t forget this

statement, it plays big in all things to do

with prey animals…the mule is a prey an-

imal and survival lives big in some mules

and not as big in others). The mule is a

thinker, the mule reasons things out and he

will not make a quick decision on weather

he likes this new place you’ve brought him

to and he’s not sure of what to think about

the NEW YOU. What lots of folks see

when they feel they’ve been duped is a

mule that’s worried. A worried mule looks

and acts much different than a content

mule, and perhaps you were looking at a

content mule at the previous owner’s place.

The new mule is worried about lots of

things at his new place. What you saw at

the previous owner’s place was a mule

comfortable and accepting of his surround-

ings, comfortable and accepting of the one

handling him. The mule was pretty much

assured nothing was going to eat him there,

the mule was not even overly worried

about the NEW YOU standing there in his

familiar surroundings.

Survival is instilled so deeply in the mule

and the survival mode is kicked in big time

when you see the new mule running the

fence, pushing on gates and fences, acting

nervous, not wanting you to catch him,

maybe even turning his butt to you and giv-

ing you the feeling you need not come

closer. He’s really not sure whether you’re

going to eat him or just what it is you want

to do with him. Just because he knew what

his previous owner wanted with him, it

doesn’t mean he knows what you want. 

Some mules take right up with a new

person, lots of them do. Some mules han-

dle new things and new places a lot better

than others do. Even those that don’t show

their nervousness are suspicious of the new

things and suspicious of you. Some mules

just express themselves differently than

others; they just don’t show their cards like

another mule might. That’s why one new

mule can come to your place, no problem,

the next one will go nuts, he’ll likely be

that good mule you saw when you bought

him, given the time to adjust to all the

things that are new to him. 

The best mule I’ve ever owned, and I

still own her today, took a full nine months

to take up with me and I was with her every

day and rode her nearly every day. You

wouldn’t have a clue she was like that if

you saw us together. I’m talking about

“Dolly”, for you that know her. She’s very

suspicious of a stranger and new things,

many can’t see it, but I can. 

The reason I like to keep the new mules

to themselves is because the mule is a herd

animal, that herd instinct is very strong in

the mule. The mule is looking for compan-

ionship (the herd). I want to be that com-

panion. Some want to be the boss as I’ve

mentioned in another article, some don’t

want to be the boss and are tickled you are

and you are watching out for what might

eat them when you’re with them. All mules

want to be with something or somebody. I

want them to want to be with me. Here is

where I establish myself as a part of the

herd and the herd leader, here is where trust

is instilled. Once that is established then

they can go out with the other mules. But

until that is done they can act like they

have gone wild. No, it’s not the mule you

saw in the other man’s pasture, but he will

be again given the time and right handling.

Many people that are selling mules will

tell you, “Don’t ride this mule for a week

or two after getting him home.” Many of

us can’t wait that long and get into trouble.

The mule needs time to adjust to his new

surroundings, needs time to adjust to you.

If the previous owner were handling the

mule in your new environment, things

would go much better because trust has

been established with that person. The

mule has no trust in you. Trust comes with

time and handling him right. The mule will

show you all the signs that he’s not ready,

lots of folks don’t see it.   

As mentioned it can take a long time for

some mules to give it up. Electricity keeps

them off the fences and gates. There may

only be a few tantrum fits or there may be

hundreds of tantrum fits, be assured, they

will get over it. Perhaps not before you

have declared him quite insane.

Mules have one of the strongest wills to

be with other mules, horses, etc., than any

of the equines. I’m always on guard with

any mule because of this strong desire to

be with others of his own kind, on guard

while in my hands that the mule is not pay-

ing more attention to other equines than  to

me. If it’s a colt in his first few rides or an

older mule approaching ride one thousand,

it’s priority one that his mind is on me and

not other animals or on where the gate is.

With me he is in trouble until his mind is

on me. I nip it in the bud. 

Don’t be offended by this guy. I would

hope you could admire these strong de-

sires; it is the very stuff that allows the

mule to out do any other equine. Yes, there

are times you need to be a hand with some

of them under these conditions, you need

to have understanding and if you don’t,

there is information available that will help

you become a hand. Did the previous

owner sell you a bad mule? Likely not. Did

the mule change? You bet, some change

big time, but there is no one to blame but

the mule’s make up. That same desire that

makes him so want to be with a herd and

among familiar things is the same hybrid

vigor that will plow a field from daylight

to dark, cover vast amounts of ground day

in and day out with little to eat or take you

over the tallest mountain and not ask why.

Admire it, not all animals have it.

Mules can be different than horses when

it comes to new things, new places and

new people. This could lead one to think

mules are more trouble than a horse. Not

so, when you know what they are thinking,

you then have better understanding; you

can then make a plan to fix it. Patience,

knowledge, understanding and correct

training techniques; when all this is present

it’s easy training a mule, it’s fun training a

mule, you will enjoy them, they become

good mules, good mules are a pleasure to

be around and I like being around good

mules. I hope your new mule becomes one

of them good mules.   


