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ABSTRACT

The population &mamdies and age characteristies of feral horzes in Montans
were sludled over a four-year period {1974-1978). The herd elze ranged from
9% to 168 horses. Fifty=two horzes wers removed through Adegt-A-Horse and
approximataly 71 dled from patural couses. The sge profile of the herd indi-
sstes Shaz mlmost 50% of the horses wers thres years old or less, and the female:
male ratio was tworone. Over the four years the average age of the horses
ranged betwesn 6.26 and 6.7 yeers ead did not aiffer slgndfieancly. Demirnant
harem stalllons averaged 12.8 yesrs, and non-domdnent herer stalllons aversged
1.7 yeara of sge., Hachelor stallions aversged 6.1 yeard of age and lead maTes
averaged 12,2 years, One fmmdred and shree foals ware born end survivel through
their first vear Teangsd Crom 8% to 1005, The reproducilve age of muras ranged
from three to 21 years. MNineteen of 21 two-yesr 0ld meles axardned hed wiklescenced
testes end were permitied to remain with thely respeetive harems. Two two=yaaT
o1d meled had partislly descended testes but no signe of apermatogenesls.  Both
af thasze harses had been ejocted fram thelr harers. Hormaelly, Froumg stalliona
are permitted e remain with thelr harems untll age thres. A gex matio of 2:]
ferele:male appears to stablise socisl structure of the herd.

INTROBGCTION

flthough there are pressntly an estlmstiec 70,000 feral horges inhabiting
publie lards in fen western setates, very little 1= known shout the populstion
dynemics and age distributfons of these horses. The studiss of Fefat (1371},

Pallaprirdi {1971), and H=1l (1972) were the firsi gvstematic attemtia Lo



gather data on populstlon characierisiies and gpnfal structurs of America’s
Feral Equidse. Wnlle the results of these lhres sindies provided & foundation
for our early understanding of feral hosses In Horth Amerios, there werae Llimit-
ing faotors imposed upon the investigations, Two of the three studies wers of
a short-term nature (one year or less) wuad only Hell's work provided any sging
data.

For a variety of reasons, the precis¢ age profiles for the vartous herds
are not well unéergiood, umgally because fleeal restralnts prohibli the aegiuisition
of sge data fron large nuchers of animsle. 1o the Pryor Mountaine of souib-
central Montens, on the 45,000 acre Metional Wild Horse Renge, & hexd af farsl
horces has been shudied over a four-year perdod, from 1974 te 19¥8. The purpese
af this siudy wss to provide a more moocurate plolure of age profilss as they
relsts to herd socisl strusture snd reproduction. Since the feral horse herds
of the westarm Unfled States do not represent a homegenous group of enissla, 11
ghould hs noted that <hese dats and the aceompanying conelusions are appilosbis
anly to the Pryor Mountain horses.

WVETEODS- AND MATZRTALS

During the four yssrs encompsssed in this study { Septesber, 1974 thraough
July, 19743, 73 feral horses were captursd and aged. Ancther 124 hirses ware
aged prior to 1974, Mosi often, She horsss were driven o lured with water into
holdlng pene and porrels, Oncée in the corrals, esch anitel was roped by She
head and hind leps amd gently stretchod out until i1 went down | "heading and
heeling" ), Andmels were 1Ip tastood, and aging was accomplizhod by avaluabing
tooth replseemenl and wesr, In adalidan, euch animsl was ldentified by undgque
carxings and harem band affiliatio-n. The enfmaly were ralsased alfter Loey were
azad., Tt is imporlant to moie hers thai age data derived from tostl replscemernt
and wear maat be carelfully svaluated. Accurele aging of horses ay thig: method

{5 no= giffieuly shroaph aight yesrs of age, Beyond that sge rangs, the difficulty



ineTeases (lasminger, 1951}, 0One sechoical proples involves horees 1iving on
pritty, sandy solls where tooth wesr will gugur very f=st {Bone, 1964). The
Pryor Mountalns possess such a soll type. In this study, howevar, over B
af the horses were sged befors they reached eighl years, providing aseurate
datn. Owar 650 hours of direct ckservation of Lhe horses wes garried out
betpesn Sensember, 1974 and July, 1978, In almost all cases, cbssryation
waa ageorplizhed with the mid of spoiting scopes without digturbling the
ohsarvad snimels. Az anlmals were obasrved, unigue merkings perodtiec the
gathering of age data. Where possible, data are presented a8 maand = standard
daviation, Student's T-teet was used to evaluate diffsrences for statistical
gignifimance.

FESVTLTS

Ower the Pour-yesr pericd the herd sfize ranged hetween 9% to 160 snimals.
Winety-five percent of this population was aged ms described, Table I indicates
the totel population profile for fthe study peried, Table IT indicazes Line
aps olzzy and sex of horses removed througn the Adopt-f-Horse progref during
thiz study. Flpurs I indicotes the =sge distribution of the hatd im August, 1977,
M this time, the horge herd wos a% maximum sige and haed sulfered few losges,
either through Adopt-fi-Horse or throungh nsboral causes for WO jrears.

The horses wore Tound in herem groups, esch consisting af a meture
gtallion [ three yoars or oldar) and o numher of mares, sll-stailfon bachelor
groups, or in the sase of very old stallicns, alone. Thesze soofal groups hawve
previously been described by Hall (1972) and Felst £1971). The nucber of
harem groups ranged between 19 and 27 over the four-year pericd. All whamnges
in ike nugber of harem growps Crom year to year were cauged by the removal
of excess horses as part of the Adops-A-Forse progrem or by naturel atiriiion
during the winter arnd spring months. Herem ZTCURS rangid 1n aize fromw two to

ten animals with a mean of 4.9 2 2.0, The msan number of stallilons par karem



wag 1.7 mnd 1n only two ceses did e harem have more than one mature siallion.
In both thogse cases, the herem consisted of ten horses. Also, in both cases,
ane of the two sgtallicme remained behaviorally sucbordinate Lo the other. In

both #azes. 1t wes the ‘older atalllon which wea dominant. Ho observations

wara made of gubordinsts stalllons aitempting to male harem mares. The ages
ol all harem stallions renged Trom eight to twenty-yesTs wiih & mean of
12.8 £ 4.0, The apes of immature harem meles ranged from new fosls to three
years with & mean of 1.7 2 0.4,

The day-io=dey metivity of the harem fs norma’ly directed by a lead mare.
Twenty-one lesd mares were identified during the study and the mean aga of
thieg proup wae 12.2 % 3.1 yeers. The sex ratio of the herd was almost exactly
2:1 female:mals, however, thisz was primsvily the result of removal of larger
nmmbers of malas from the renee pricr to 1974.

2ix different bachelor groups were fdsntifisd during the eoursa of thls
study =nd sll were composed of elther t®s or three stulllong. Thelr ages
ranged from three to eight years wilth a mean of 6.1 I 1.7 yedars. & total of
aly lofie stellions were observed during the atudy. 0OF these; four wers of
¥nown age. The mesn was lo,.l i 3,1 7esTa.

During five consecubive fosling sessons, 103 live fosls ware born. A
mirth, the sex ratio was 2:1.88 femele:mals. Foal survival through thelr
firat year ranged fram a high of 1008 in 197Y6/Y7 to & Iow of ZHE an 1974/ T3
The meen fosl sgurvival to age one Cor the four years was 75%. The ages of
Teproductive mmres ranged frov three to tweaty-one years, wlthi a mean of B4 =
3.9 weaTH,

Twenty one bwo-year old malss were giamdned. 411 but two possessed undescenced
testes end were popmitted by their respective haram stallions to remsin In

their harecs. The two two-gyear olds with partially descended Sestes wara



Hath driven fron thelr respeetlve harems durlng their second spring.
DISCUGSTON

The rember and gfge of the harem groups remafned remarksbly stanle avar
s four-yesr period aud were quite similar o the data of Hall {1972) and
Feist (197L) from Lhe Pryor Mountaing and of Pellegrind (1971) in Heveda.

The mean sge of the horses in the Pryor Mounlalns aleo remaginad stabla-and
did not d4iffer slificently (p<.05) over the four-year period, During ihe
atudy period, there were two years when foal survivel wed 1008 (= total of
48 fosls resched one yesr succassfully), snd 26 cne-yesr olds wers excessed
through Ldopi-i-Horss, These factors served Lo offsss one arother and to
stenllzé the average age.

The mesn age of harem stallions was reported by Hall (1972) to be 7.8 years.
Our data indieated the mean ape of harem stelllons ta he 12,8 = 4.0 years:
Thisz ls alge soneidépably older than the mean age of all males in the herc
fR.a t g wvesra). This upwerd trend In fhe uge of harem stalliome iz possibly
=he Tesult of fewer males In the herd and less compelilicn for the mares.

The lead mere of the harem has besn descrived previously by both Feist
(1671 and Hell (1972, The mean age of lesd mares (12.1 2 3.1 yesrs; was
el prificantly older {p<.05) than the mean ege of all mares fR3 TN T
éifferercs, cnoe agaln, suggests s behevioral dominsnce iaparted hy ineressed
BFE.

Thare 15 wery little data availsble regarding bachelor gtallion groups.

Both Hell {1972) end Felst (1971) zeported the sxistente of thesa groups, but

LA

neither study addressed the subject of age. The sverage age of &1 % 1,3 for
bachalor stalllems must be =wvlewsd with eaution, sinece a large number of
horoes removed in the Adopt-A-Horse progras are juvenile males. Under more

natursl conditlons, it might be sxpected that bachelor stallione wiuld be, au

the pverage, vounger than 6.1 years.



Ths reproductive LIfespan of fersl meres appesrs to bhe grester thazn Hsll
(1972} eevimated, Hell meported a reproductive 1ifespan of five oz 41X years,
beginning at fouwr yesrs and endliig A% about nine years, In contrass, Wi flournd
8 range froip Lhree ¥ears to twenly one yesrs, with a mean age of 8.4 338
vaars. Tyler [1972) reported that Wew Forest pony marves did not foal uniil
age thres or four {the same as in feral mares); however, there wore no dats
from thHat study regardlng reproductive lifegpan,

seyvions studies provide very 1itile data regardlng survival rates of
fopls through their first yesr. The lsck of sound data on this subjest has
beer the fooal point in several legsl cases invelving fersl horses rensgement
1r the United Btatas. Oup data Indicate & range of 38% to LO0F survival owver
four yesrs erd mokes 1t olear that peneraiizations about survival should b
made with cautlen, Aseording to the B.0.M., range conditilone in tha Pryor
Mountaing have been improving durding the course of thls siudy. The herd size
hes resalned relatively stztic, The major verievle wes wesiher conditlons
during the winter and spring. The winters/springs of 1975/76 and 1976/77 wers
exiremely mild, and those of 1974/75 and 1977778 were sxtremaly harsi.

Az reported sarlier by Faist [ 1971) and Hall {1¥72), there sre few instancaes
af reprodusiively active males, otker than the harem stallion, remalning in
the harem group. We found the mean ape of subordinate hapem malea to be LiF =
0.4 years, loa.; senilly immelure.

Both Hall (1972) snd Fei=zt (1971) noted that feral stalliona redch sexual
meturity iater than their dosestis velatlives (three years ve. elghieen monibs).
The causals) of this dalay fs unknown but mey invelve mutritdon sndfor genstics.
[t iz elear, however, that 'sexual maturlty and descension of the t=ates ceour
al the sare time and trigger, In some way, the expulsion of young stalllens

f'rom the harpan,
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TABLE I

AGE AMD SEX OF EXCESSE

HORSES

it 1975 1977
Tliass [(Yra. ) Male Femala M¥ale Female

1 & & 4 12
= 1 m & 7
3 1 4 i 1
4 1 0
3 2 0
& 1 o
o 1 1

a 3 %

13 1 0

19 1

1% 12 10 13
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Fig, I, Ape distribution of the Prysr Mountain

Feral Horse Heré in August, 1977,
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