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How Eurasian wild horses from the last glacial period, their living and
extinct relatives, and 20th century back-breeds all ended up being called
the same thing—and what is really behind that name

We don't know how many species or subspecies of wild horses lived in
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Europe and Asia when early domestication attempts began, but we do
know that only one of them escaped or resisted domestication, survived
captivity, and is still living in the wild today. This enduring species are
Przewalski horses (Equus przewalskii), also known as Mongolian wild
horses or, in local language, takhi.

We also don't know how many species or subspecies were domesticated.
The variety of domestic breeds we see today may have one or several
ancestors, but many authors do not believe that Przewalski horses were
among them, pointing instead to an extinct species of European wild
horses (Equus ferus) of which the horses known as tarpans may have
been the last surviving population. This explains why the word "tarpan"
is widely used today as a synonym for wild horse, but where did the
tarpans really come from?

There seem to be two different views on this. According to the first, the
horses known as tarpans were the direct descendants of a wild population
from Pleistocene times, regardless of how much they later mixed, or
were mixed by humans, with domestic or feral horses, while the second
holds that they were nothing more than feral horses, no matter how
ancient. From the pages of Mammal Species of the World, Grubb (2005)
reminds us that material evidence that the tarpan was a wild horse,
distinct from Przewalski horses, "is limited to osteological material of
two specimens and it has not been reliably identified with Pleistocene or
Holocene local populations," so it is not surprising that "its status as a
wild rather than a feral form is disputed."

This is how Kowalski (1967) summed up what we know about the wild
horses of Europe and Asia:

In the open areas of the late Pleistocene, the wild horse was very
common and was a principal prey of Paleolithic hunters. In the
postglacial, the range of the wild horse contracted, beginning with
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western Europe, and . . . now lives only in the semideserts of Central
Asia . . . . Historical data prove the existence of wild horses in the
Ukrainian steppes as late as the middle of the nineteenth century. These
horses were described as a separate species . . . but they were more
probably feral . . . . The postglacial development of forests made the
existence of the wild horse in western and central Europe impossible,
and the final limitation of its area to the semideserts of central Asia was
the result of predation by man. (p. 359)

The historical data referred to by the Polish paleontologist are a series of
written accounts from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These
early sources describe the tarpan as "a small animal, having a mouse-dun
coat with a light underbelly, sooty to black limbs from the knees and
hocks down, a short, frizzled mane, and a tail with short dock hair." This
summary was given by Olsen (2006) who then remarked:

In fact, in most features the tarpan was very similar in appearance to the
Przewalski horse, except that the coat was grayer and apparently turned
very light in the winter. (p. 246)

The similarity evoked by this remark can be taken as evidence that the
tarpan was indeed a wild horse, sharing primitive characters with
Przewalski horses, but may also suggest a third possible answer to the
question of where the tarpans came from. Though only rarely mentioned
in the literature (Groves, pers. comm.), the coat of Przewalski horses can
also turn lighter in winter, which would leave us only with the summer
coat color difference between dun and mouse dun. What if what was
recorded in the early eyewitness accounts were in facts sightings of
Przewalski horses in wintertime? Yet another possibility is that, at the
western end of their range, Przewalski horses had mixed with domestic
or feral horses. For example, genetic studies suggest that interbreeding
may have occurred in the past between Przewalski horses and domestic
mares (Lau et al., 2009), a pattern that may have never been lost if the
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same behavior is the reason why tarpans were ultimately hunted to
extinction (Bököny 1974).

Regardless of their status, as many as three attempts to bring back the
tarpans through selective breeding took place after their disappearance.
In Poland, between 1936 and 1939, Vetulani used local horses among
which may have lived the descendants of the last free-living forest
tarpans—as distinct from steppe tarpans—although by then this lineage
had already gone through captivity and domestication. The resulting
breed is known as Konik—Polish for small horse—but often referred to
as tarpans. In Germany, at around the same time, the Heck brothers used
Przewalski horses, Koniks, and two domestic breeds for a similar
program (Bunzel-Drüke 2001). The contribution from Koniks, however
significant, is not nearly enough to make Heck horses the same as the
vanished tarpans, and yet this is how they have since been known in
Europe—and in North America, where six of them were imported
beginning in the mid 1950s to become the founders of a new line. A
stallion and two mares went to the Chicago Zoo, a pair at Catskill Game
Farm, NY, and another mare to the Forth Worth Zoo (Blakely, 1981).

In the 1960s, in central Oregon, Harry Hegardt began a new back-
breeding program using wild mustangs from the American west.
Mustangs are believed to descend from the horses that crossed the
Atlantic with the Spanish conquistadores, which in turn may have been
closely related to the tarpans, but this connection would hardly make
Hegardt horses, however fascinating their story, the same as tarpans, as
they were described in the press.

Whether they were truly wild, a mix of wild and domestic horses, or
nothing more than feral, the horses that lived in the forests and steppes
of central and eastern Europe as late as the 19th century are the only
ones we should call tarpans, without assuming that they had been living
in the same place, as free and wild animals, since the end of the last 
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glacial period.
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