
Respect and Co-operation or Imposition and Dominance 

I decided to write to Donkey and Mule Dispatch for two reasons.

1. Milly the Mule being ‘broken’, an appropriate term for what must have been a very traumatic 
experience. I’m sure the intentions were good, but what does an animal really learn from that type of 
training? I’d be very interested to know how Milly is doing now.

2. I recently attended an Equine Behaviour Course where the focus was on NO Pain NO Force.

Day after day, year after year I’m saddened by the way people impose themselves on animals. Our 
pets and stock animals have to do what we want, how we want it, when we want it.  The term 
‘breaking them in’ says it all. Why do we feel the need to break and dominate, surely we need to trust 
and teach.
Somehow we seem to have missed the point that animals are intelligent, thinking, feeling creatures; 
especially our equines.
Many years ago, in Scotland, when my daughter was small she learned to ride bare back on our 
donkeys, using only a head collar and lead rope. I had no fear that she or the donkeys would be hurt. 
Later she joined Pony Club. There I saw children being encouraged to inflict pain on their ponies, 
small children with riding crops, spurs and enough metal work in the horse’s mouth to sink a ship. 
Things are pretty much the same in New Zealand from what I can see.

I have owned donkeys and horses for many years, I have always tried to find a way to work together 
safely, so that we might enjoy each other’s company. We choose to own animals, not the other way 
around. 

Recently I attended 6 days training with Donald Newe of www.equinebehaviour.com, These are 
quotes from Donald’s website.

"...And the gods whispered to the animal, trust no man in whose eyes
you do not see yourself reflected as an equal ! "
_____________

"My mission is to create a world where we can live again in harmony
with nature."

During the course we learned a lot about respect and communication. We learned to start small and 
build trust. Horses and donkeys are intelligent sensitive creatures, sharing 70% of the genome with 
us, they understand around 700 words and can carry out 3 part instructions, e.g. bring the red bucket. 
Yes, they can learn to recognise different colours.

We don’t need to beat them or hog-tie them to get the results we want.

Donald taught the class to introduce horses to long lining, leading, and being ridden in only a ‘cordeo’, 
a loose loop of soft rope around the horse’s neck. We learned a little of how to read the horses body 
language. He teaches bit-less riding and has an amazing rapport with horses.

The main points are, you do not have the right to impose yourself on your animal, you must build a 
relationship based on trust and respect. Training takes time, be clear about what you are asking and 
build up to it step by step. 

http://www.equinebehaviour.com/


We worked in a jumping arena with 11 people and 3 horses. At no point during the 6 days was any 
force used. At all times the horse could walk away, a real test of whether or not the human is getting it 
right!  At times we were moved to tears by the sensitivity of the horses and the insights Donald gave 
us to the horses and our own behaviour.

I have both horses and donkeys, but my favourites are the donkeys, Samuel Whiskers, bred by 
Marianne Smith is about 2.5 years old and Pickwick, bred by Diana Humphries is a yearling. They 
have very different characters but are equally adorable. I especially love the curiosity and boldness of 
donkeys. Leave a door open and they are through it!  These two little donkeys have only lived 
together since mid November 09 but have already worked out how to operate as a team!  They 
always share a feed dish, even if two are put down, they eat one first then the other.  My horses are a 
mother, Taz, and daughter, Dorothy. Dorothy is two years old and was weaned with Sam, she has 
learned many good things from him, e.g. investigate don’t spook!  Neither Sam nor Dorothy need to 
be tied up to be groomed or have their feet picked out. Testament to Donald’s training. They both 
lead well and the next step is to work with the long line, which is simply a 3.5m soft rope with a big 
loose knot in one end to weight it. It is hung over the horse’s neck and is held along one side, in the 
handlers other hand is a piece of twig, light enough to break if it were to be used with any force. Using 
the horse’s field of vision and the voice the horse is guided to move in any particular direction, the 
twig is simply used to touch the offside if the horse is going wide.
Please do visit Donald’s website, he is an inspiration.
I was recently asked why I keep horses and donkeys, as I don’t ride. I used to drive my donkeys in 
Scotland. My first donkey family consisted of three rescue donkeys, a mother and two daughters. I 
didn’t know much about them and they didn’t know much about me, with the help of my local farrier 
we learned how to get along together. These donkeys had been used to keep a breeding herd of 
Welsh section A ponies calm, they hadn’t had much in the way of special attention! But they loved it.
They were later joined by a mare – to make two pairs, however, she turned out to be pregnant and 
we were blessed with a white foal. 5 donkeys, 20 hooves, 10 long ears, 10 eyes watching everything 
and thousands of hilarious and wonderful moments. On one occasion all 5 decided to take 
themselves out for a walk along a busy road to visit the neighbours, they were used to the walk, but 
not all together, usually two at a time. They walked single file at the side of the road, went into her 
garden and cleaned up the roses before she knew they were there – or I noticed they were gone. 
They very kindly followed her back along the road home, not a lead rope in sight! One of them, Daisy 
had a fascination for shoe laces and deftly undid the laces on any shoe or boot that stayed still long 
enough.
Mostly they were very good, they were great favourites at a local school for children with disabilities. 
Parting with these donkeys was one of the saddest days of my life, it took me years to recover, but 
that’s another story.
12 years on I’m lucky enough to be in New Zealand and have a new donkey family. Sam has learned 
to come into the kitchen for his apple, Wiki has made it as far as the garden gate, we take things 
slowly round here!
So why do I keep donkeys? I keep donkeys for the joy and privilege of sharing my life with such loyal 
and trustworthy friends.


