
Stephen Spielberg’s ‘War Horse’ has won critical acclaim this awards season for its sensitive portrayal of the immense 
emotional bond between humans and horses. Native Americans have always referred to horses as ‘man’s big dogs’ - and 
American icon, Ralph Lauren, has creatively built his designing edifice on the beautiful and majestic elements of America’s 
wide open spaces with its magnificent herds of wild horses. However, as man continues to encroach on the horses’ natural 
habitats in the American west, their numbers have dwindled, despite a law passed to protect them. In fact, the federal 

agency charged with managing America’s wild horses, seeks to drive their numbers down to the levels that existed in 1971, 
when Congress determined that the Mustangs were fast disappearing and in need of protection. Diminishing grazing 
grounds and urbanization, along with range politics, have forced the free-roaming herds off rangelands, thereby decreasing 
their chances for continued, natural evolution. The aerial roundups of the horses don’t have happy endings, as many 
horses are injured or die, or are shipped off to government holding facilities where they are maintained for life at tax-payer 
expense. Nobody is more determined to preserve the little land they have left than Neda DeMayo, Founder of the non-
profit Return to Freedom - American Wild Horse Sanctuary, a protectorate for wild herds throughout the U.S.
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RetuRn to FReeDom
An AmeRicAn WiLDhoRse sAnctuARy •  By DiAnA LyLe

Hart Mountain Bands: Photo by Elissa Kline



 Neda’s life-long work as an advocate for wild horses took on 
a significantly positive turn when she established the Return to 
Freedom wild horse sanctuary in 1997 on 300 acres near Lompoc, 
California, to service a model for minimally intrusive wild horse 
management solutions. RTF ( Return to Freedom) will be opening a 
national wild horse preserve this spring - located strategically in the 
west. The non-profit’s mission is to preserve, conserve and educate 
the public about wild horses and to address viable solutions for the 
challenges they face today in a changing world. Among the 500 
horses for whom RTF provides sanctuary, there are a number of rare 
breeds.  Neda says passionately, “Some strains of our wild horses 
have almost disappeared entirely, such as descendents of the original 
Colonial Spanish horses that were the foundation of what we later 

called the Spanish Mustang in America. These horses include the 
Choctaw ponies, the Sulphur Springs, Wilbur-Cruce Mission horses 
and others who, as they dispersed, interbred with larger European 
breeds who arrived in the Americas later. Many of the larger breeds 
we know today were created and enhanced with infusions of these 
hardy horses. We provide a place for these rare strains to range free 
and choose their own social groups. In order to protect the herds 
from any catastrophic loss that would reduce the population to 
below 80, we hope to maintain herds with at least 130-150 of these 
geographic types to preserve healthy herd groups. To those who value 
the wild horse as a unique species, it is essential that they continue 
their natural evolution uninterrupted.” 
 Despite the passing in 1971 of the historic Wild Free Roaming 
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Horse and Burro Act, which is supposed to offer protection and 
preserve these living symbols of the pioneer West, a small group 
of politically-protected, profit-driven naysayers are a vocal and 
powerful opposition. Cattle ranchers and big game hunters are the 
opposition - and they have done their best to overturn the tenants of 
the Act.  However, Dr. Jay F. Kirkpatrick, Director of the Science and 
Conservation Center in Billings, Montana, attests that wild horses 
are, in fact, a re-introduced native wildlife species. He explains his 
in-depth research: “The genus Equus, which includes modern horses, 
zebras and asses, is the only surviving genus in a once diverse family 
of horses that included 27 genres. Equus was native to North America 
1.4 to 1.6 million years ago and migrated to Asia where it survived 
and flourished. It was reintroduced to the North American continent 

in 1519 by Hernando Cortez, and it continued to be imported 
northward by the Spaniards from Mexico. Recent genetic research 
has proven that the modern horse is the true genetic equivalent to E 
Lambei, the last horse to occupy North America prior to extinction.” 
To maintain the herd population at the Return to Freedom facility, 
Dr. Kirkpatrick oversees a reversible, non-hormonal birth control 
program, allowing the herd’s social behavior and the natural herd 
dynamics to continue, while reproduction is controlled.
 The horse is as much a part of our American landscape as 
the grizzly or the moose, or any other free-roaming species that 
has survived the millennia. The fact that man has caught and 
domesticated horses does not cancel out their natural instinct to revert 
and adapt to wildness readily  - which reveals the shallow roots of their 
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domestication. 
Tragically, the Burns 
Amendment Act, 
which was passed 
in 2005, sealed the 
fate on many wild 
horses that have been 
rounded up. Th e Act 
allows for any wild 
horse over 10 years of 
age or any horse that has been 
put out for adoption 3 times - 
and who has not been adopted - to be sold for as little as $10 
for slaughter. Th e hotly debated and recently overturned 
language in the Agricultural Appropriations Bill which 
prevented federal funding for horse meat inspections, and 
kept US slaughter-houses closed, was a double-edged sword. 
Th e eff ect of shutting down US slaughter-houses has been that our 
horses are shipped, instead, to Canada and Mexico, enduring extreme 
suff ering during transport, and facing horrifi c and inhumane deaths at 
foreign slaughter plants. Until legislation is passed to ban the sale and 
transport of horses for slaughter - our horses will continue to suff er. It’s 
the fi nal insult to a national icon.
 Neda concludes: “Only through education can the American 
public enjoy the value, beauty and inspiration of wild horses and 
burros, not only as a unique wildlife species but also as a cultural 
and historic resource. Even then, it will only work if America’s 
wild horses are protected as Congress intended - living free on the 
western range in viable genetically-healthy groups.” Despite the 
extensive strides made at the Return to Freedom Sanctuary, Neda 
estimates that it will take the duplication of her sanctuary’s eff orts to 

be successful in the long run. “Th e grand irony”, she says, “is 
that it’s cheaper to support the horses on their natural ranges 
than it is to round them up, remove them, and ship them 

off  to government holding facilities - but few 
understand that.”
     Meanwhile, 
at the sanctuary, 
school children and 
anyone interested, 
can enjoy a learning 
opportunity equal to 
none. Th e public are 
invited to visit nature’s 
classroom and partake 
in living history 
tours, clinics, special 
youth programs and 
retreats. Photographers 

are invited in for special Photo Safaris. An onsite celebrity at 
the Sanctuary is Spirit - the beautiful dun stallion who was the 
inspiration and model for the 2002 DreamWorks fi lm, Spirit - 
Stallion of the Cimarron.
 Th e horse originated in North America and became one of the 
greatest gift s to cultures all over the world. Th ese highly-adaptable 
animals have evolved to the point where they can survive in harsh, 
remote environments...and even there, they’re not safe. “Each one of 
us can make a diff erence,” says Neda, “and we owe it to our voiceless 
equine companions to do so.”
Tours at ‘Return to Freedom’ can be booked by calling 
805.737.9246 or go to www.returntofreedom.org. Your interest 
and support would be much appreciated.
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