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America’s native horses are trapped between 
commercial industries that see them as vermin, 

and vast government bureaucracy. The Cana 
Foundation is fighting to set them free.

By: Deborah L. Martin 
Photography: Laura Leigh, Wild Horse Education

RUN WILD Run Free

WILD HORSES are a treasure on America’s 
public lands, and are symbols of human 

development in the new world, as well as 
stewards of the natural world.
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“Although it had the misfortune to disappear 
from the New World 10,000 years ago, the 

horse is a North American native species by 
any reasonable biological standard.”

—Dr. Ross MacPhee, Ph.D, American Museum of Natural History

IF YOU ASK THE AVERAGE PERSON on the street to name an 
animal that symbolizes our most American ideas of freedom 
and democracy, it’s a good bet that many will name the horse. 
Images of Equus caballus thundering across the Great Plains, 
pulling the wagon trains that allowed our European forefathers 
to settle the West, and leading us into battle are all ingrained 
into the national psyche. Romantic, albeit colonialist, images 
of buckskin-clad Indians astride spotted Appaloosas are the 
subject of countless early American paintings, poems, and stories. 
Hollywood westerns were so reliant on the symbolism of the 
horse that they were called “horse operas.” Some of the most 
famous paintings of George Washington depict him with Blueskin, 
a large grey stallion. He is said to have preferred to ride his other 
horse, Nelson, a chestnut gelding, into battle because Nelson was 
calm even while surrounded by cannon fire. Both horses were 
retired to Mount Vernon after the war and lived out their lives as 
celebrities. General Robert E. Lee’s horse, Traveller, was so loved 
that he is entombed in the family plot in Lee Chapel on the campus 
of Washington and Lee University. We don’t just like horses in 
this country, we revere them. Our entire American mythology 
is built on the glorification of the earliest settlers who struck out 
across the vast frontier of a new continent. The horse is featured so 
prominently in this mythology because none of it would have been 
possible without its broad back, long legs, and flowing mane. The 
horse is as American as, well, America itself. 

In 1971 the Nixon administration believed so strongly that 
wild horses should be protected that they passed the Wild Free-
Roaming Horses and Burros Act, which reads, in part, “Congress 
finds and declares that wild free-roaming horses and burros are 
living symbols of the historic and pioneer spirit of the West; that 
they contribute to the diversity of life forms within the Nation and 
enrich the lives of the American people; and that these horses 
and burros are fast disappearing from the American scene. It is 
the policy of Congress that wild free-roaming horses and burros 

WILD HORSES thunder 
down a mountain during a 

winter round-up in Nevada.  
Opposite: In Onaqui, Utah, a mare 

and colt enjoy a warm autumn day 
with their family band.
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TOP AND BOTTOM: 
THE KITCHEN’S clean-lined appeal is 

enhanced by pops of geometric forms, most 
notably in the eye-catching kitchen island. 

Everything in the home has a connection to 
the outdoors—in the master bath, a spa-

like Duravit bath with views towards the 
backyard and dock inspires relaxation. 

Right: The architectural nature of the 
staircase and the enticing simplicity of the 

entryway vignette form a captivating scene.

shall be protected from capture, branding, 
harassment, or death; and to accomplish this 
they are to be considered in the area where 
presently found, as an integral part of the 
natural system of the public lands.”

In spite of this, approximately $110 million 
American tax dollars are spent per year to 
round up wild horses and sterilize or euthanize 
them. Though the 1971 act protects these 
animals, there are serious loopholes in the law.

Manda Kalimian created the Cana 
Foundation to save American wild horses from 
harm. “Horses and humans have a natural 
affinity. They represent the best of us, and their 
cultural and natural importance cannot be 
overstated.” Kalimian believes in the spirit of 
“rewilding,” a concept that started in Europe 
about 75 years ago. “We have forgotten our 
connection to the natural world. Rewilding 
is about rediscovering our inner wild places 
as well as preserving the wild places here in 
America and in the world.”

The Cana Foundation is working with 
scientific and political leaders to bring this 
message to a larger audience. Former New York 
Congressman Steve Israel is now the Director 
of the Institute of Politics and Global Affairs at 
Cornell University, and he was instrumental 

get the horses out of the pens and adopted as 
quickly as possible.”

Kalimian also works closely with Dr. 
Ross MacPhee, curator of the department 
of mammalogy at the American Museum of 
Natural History in New York. Today, North 
American horses, both wild and domesticated, 
are labelled non-native, allowing the argument 
to be made that they should not be protected. 
Much of this argument is being made by those 
in service to the cattle and oil industries, who 
would prefer not to have to worry about a 
protected species in their pursuit of land for 
herds of cattle or pipelines.  

To understand this we have to travel back 
to the end of the last ice age, 10,000 years ago. 
Says Dr. MacPhee, “Equus caballus is merely 
the domesticated version of a species that has 
been around for the better part of 2 million 
years. Ancient DNA shows that populations of 
this species on either side of Beringia were still 
exchanging genes as recently as the end of the 
last ice age. Although it had the misfortune to 
disappear from the New World 10,000 years 
ago, the horse is a North American native 
species by any reasonable biological standard.” 

In other words, though there is a relatively 
short period of time where the ancestors of 

in getting language added to the 2020 House 
appropriations budget. 

“Manda came to me as a constituent and 
educated me on an issue that most members of 
Congress are completely unaware of, and that 
is rewilding. I didn’t know, and I would venture 
to guess that a majority of my colleagues didn’t 
know that millions of tax payer dollars are 
used to round up wild horses and put them in 
horribly inhumane holding pens. She educated 
us on a very sensible and cost-effective 
alternative, which is to simply allow for the 
release of these wild horses from the holding 
pens and return them to their native land.” 

While the bill doesn’t appropriate any 
funds towards rewilding, it is the first time 
the term appears in legislation. Says Israel, 
“The first step was to get this language into 
the bill because the first part of the problem 
is that people don’t understand the concept of 
rewilding or its importance as it relates to the 
horse. The second problem was while people 
may not object to releasing the horses, they 
don’t know where the horses will go. There are 
property owners who would love to take them 
but don’t know how to get them. This language 
gets all the stakeholders to the table to come up 
with a solution. Our immediate imperative is to 

our modern horse disappeared from the continent for 
unknown reasons, today’s horse is very definitely related 
to the horse species that evolved on this continent, 
millions of years ago. Says MacPhee, “Up until the most 
recent geological epoch there were always horses of 
one sort or another in North America. When the Bering 
Land Bridge was completed the ancient horse traveled 
into Asia and back, and eventually, when the Isthmus 
of Panama was completed, they got down into South 
America.” MacPhee says that the animals that came here 
with the Spanish explorers in the 1400’s bear the same 
DNA as their wild ancestors, with some variations for size 
and breed.

“You can compare this to the domestic dog, as an 
example,” says MacPhee. “Dogs have been selectively 
bred by humans for as long as 30,000 years. Domestic 
breeds were invented through selective breeding but 
even today, wolves, dogs, and coyotes can interbreed. 
So scientists no longer consider dogs and wolves to be 
separate species, because the differences are so trivial. 
They are all Canis Lupus. Similarly with horses, the 
domestic version is not different from the ancient, wild 
version of the species. They are all related and therefore 
native to this continent where they originally developed.”

In addition to its cultural importance in the Americas, 
the horse is a keystone species, and is critical to 
maintaining the health of our wild grasslands. One 
argument against wild horses is that they destroy the 
environment, but Dr. MacPhee says that the evidence 
does not support this. “These grasslands existed for 
millions of years prior to the arrival of people. And it 
was because of the large herding ungulates, primarily 
horses, chomping away on the grasses, defecating 
everywhere, that other species were able to persist 
through good years and bad. They are landscape artists 
just like elephants are in Africa. They create habitat for 
other species.” He continues, “We have to fight the idea, 
promoted by the people who are running cattle on BLM 
land, that cows are not distructive, but horses are.” 

The difference between the way horses and cows 
graze is an important distinction. Cows lack incisors so 
in order to graze they twist their tongues around clumps 
of grass and rip up the plants. Horses have sharp incisors 
that effectively clip grass, leaving the root of the plant 
intact. Their grazing and roaming habits preserve grass 
cover, prevent soil erosion, and maintain biodiversity. 
Horses also have less aggressive digestive systems. The 
plant matter they consume isn’t broken down as much as 
in cattle stomachs, therefore their manure contains seeds 
that will be dispersed, and has a higher nitrogen content 
which aids in fertilizing the soil.

What’s next? Cana’s mission is to come up with 
a solution of creating wild places for the horses to 
thrive. To that end, they have created a Land Bank 
for donated land. Donors will receive a tax credit, 
and the organization will use the land for rewilding 
initiatives. Says Kalimian, “Our ask of the public is this: 
to donate and conserve lands; to vote for representatives 
that will support environmental initiatives and wild 
horses; to write to elected officials to tell them that 
rewilding native, wild horses is an environmental 
opportunity to save our lands; and to consider that every 
day everything that we do matters. If we all change at 
least one thing that matters environmentally we have a 
chance to save tomorrow.” canafoundation.org  DT

MANDA KALIMIAN created the Cana Foundation 
to save America’s wild horses for the health of 
the planet and for future generations to 
appreciate. At her Rewilding Center in Syosset, 
New York, she cares for abandoned horses and 
fights to help this most American of species. 
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