
A
nyone who enters into any kind of

working agreement with a mule is

in for a wondrous ride into reality,

far beyond their wildest expectations. “I

think I will buy myself a good looking

mule!” I wish to congratulate you on this

great idea, plus advise you that you are

about to take a giant step into the world of

higher education. By the time you die

(Note: I did not say were finished, one is

never finished learning when you are deal-

ing with mules), you will be proficient in all

of the arts and sciences normally only ac-

complished by a Rhodes Scholar and

cheaply, because it all will happen from

your own barnyard or trail and without

going to Oxford England for tutorage.

If you have read any of my ramblings on

mules psyche, you know I learn everything

I write about from watching our mules. If I

run across an interesting concept in relation-

ship to mules, I head out to the mule keep

and ask them what they think? In other

words, I begin to wonder on this idea as I

watch their daily behavior. I do not want

you to get any idea that I can talk mule, I

cannot. On the other hand, my wife Sue

does and does it very well. Because of this,

she spends a lot of her time in their environ-

ment, translating their opinions to me. I

guess they figure I have a learning disabil-

ity.  But they love me just the same. 

In a comparison of the human world, to

the equine world, you could say that we are

looking at a child from a racially mixed

marriage, when you meet a mule. In a

racially mixed human pair, the offspring is

normally set apart by physical appearances

only. Mentally or instinctively, there is no

difference in either race, while different

strengths or weaknesses are related only to

the individual parents of said offspring. The

fly in the ointment for this rule is the mixed

breeding of a donkey to a horse. “Oh, Come

on Ed! They are both part of the equine

family; or are they?”  The donkey (*) as we

know it, has evolved from the African wild

ass (equss asinus) and a horse (equus cabal-

lus). This offspring has many of the physi-

cal features of both the donkey and a horse.

This critter that has the looks of being put

together by a committee is officially known

as a mule (equss mulus). (Note: This is not

just a domestically occurring phenomenon,

it also happens in the wild.)

What all of this means to me, other than

that I have an opportunity to share space on

the planet with a wonderful creature, is that

I get to learn how to work with an animal

that constantly has to sort out, within its

mind, as to which set of chromosomes it

must answer to. A mule is born with 63

chromosomes, while the horse has 64 and

the other parent, the donkey, has 62. This

sets the mule child one chromosome off

from each parent.  
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This one chromosome sticks said mule

directly between two different sets of in-

stinctive mindsets. This conflict comes from

the fact that a horse is an animal of flight,

while a donkey is an animal of fight. When

a horse is threatened, it checks out the situ-

ation from some place other than where it

is standing. Threaten a donkey and you just

declared war. If you take this mental deci-

sion making storm, between a mules long

ears, one step further, consider this. A horse

is a herd animal, thus looks to a herd leader

for protection. In this case, if we establish

ourselves as the herd leader we have the

majority opinion in a horse’s actions. I have

observed in a gang of horses that no one

dares to even move the dynamics of the

pecking order around without paying for it;

the head horse will not allow it. Here is the

other side of the mule’s mental dilemma. A

donkey does not have any ingrained need

for a dominant herd leader. They tend to be

individuals and in some cases in a herd, they

share the leadership role. I have seen this

within my own gang of mules. Ms. Kitty,

the herd leader (kind of) will delegate the

discipline of a younger or newer member to

others, on hers or the herd’s behalf. Then

along came Polly! She has decided that she

leads her life on her orders only and accepts

no mule authority other than hers. This is a

very normal donkey action.  

If you have several animals together and

by using this description of a mule’s thought

process, you can see this playing out before

your eyes. I’ll go along and do what you

wish. They are having a horse moment. You

want me to do what? Hmmmmm! I don’t

think so! That is truly a classic donkey mo-

ment. This is clearer now, why we can have

some tough times with younger mules when

they get scared. We have to keep at it gently

until we can get that horse side of their brain

to kick-in or the donkey side to believe we

have their best interest at heart. I think this

is why mules are so darn smart. They are

constantly exercising their brains, while try-

ing to decide which camp they are going to

put those 63 chromosomes in.

A well loved and well trained mule never

seems to flat line on a learning curve. This

is a lot like old people; the ones who live

the longest and happiest are the ones whose

minds are always working. Mules have no

choice, because of this one chromosome

variation; they instinctually must do mental

exercise. I think it gets easier for them as

they age.  But I’m sure it never goes away,

because they will always be a mule. Re-

member; make every effort to keep them in

the middle, as much as possible. The don-

key side is not necessarily your friend. This

is the side farriers and trainers hate, because

it takes more effort on their part to establish

the proper trust model in their mind. To

avoid this, try to make them believe it is

their own idea, when you ask them to do

something for you.

(*)The old English term for this critter was ass.

Term donkey may have been coined from the

color gray brown (dun). This may have led to

more adaptations to duncan and finally donkey. 
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