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I admit that it wasn’t until approached 
by our Fashion Editor Sarah Griffin 
Berns to do this issue on the Wild 
Mustang, that I had an awareness of 
what is happening to the American 
wild horse.  These spiritual crea-
tures, native to this great land, who 
can be traced back over 50 million 
years when its predecessor moved 
across the Western Plains, are be-
ing rounded up by the Government 
and ripped from their homes and 
families.

During the 1800’s, over 2 million horses in tightly 
bonded herds roamed the West, a symbol of a 
wild and free America, sharing the land with tens 
of millions of bison and other wildlife species.  
Around this time, livestock production became a 
booming business and indigenous grazing animals, 
predator species, and the Native Americans who 
depended on them were either displaced or ex-
terminated to make way for domestic cattle and 
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sheep.  Round ups, as they’re known, involved helicopters going out 
to vast areas and pushing thousands of horses from remote regions, 
20 or 30 miles to a trap site where they were separated by age and 
gender.  These horses never saw their freedom again. 

Round ups continue today, and contribute to the decimation of the 
wild horse population, as of the original 2 million horses, now only 
approximately 32,000 still roam free, with hundreds of thousands 
having been slaughtered to make way for more profitable land use.  
In addition, natural habitat is destroyed to make way for privately 
owned livestock grazing and other commercial purposes, whilst 
captured horses face years in Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
holding pens, malnutrition, illness, and certain death if not already 
destined for the slaughter house.  Sometimes in an effort to remove 
horses from the range, they are made available to almost anyone, 
and with every round up, centuries of natural evolution are erased.

Congress mandated the Bureau of Land Management with the ad-
ministration of wild horses and burros on America’s public lands 
when the Wild Free Roaming Horses and Burro Act was passed in 
1971. However, these public lands are governed under a multiple 
use management policy, so in addition to natural species living there, 
they are also utilized for the sale of hunting, grazing and camping 
permits.  With no commercial value, the wild horses and burros 
are now outnumbered approximately 100 to 1 by grazing animals 
such as cattle and sheep.  When the Act was passed in 1971, they 
identified about 40 million acres of public lands where wild horse 
herds were deemed to exist. Herd and herd management areas 
were created, and the acreage designated to be managed principally, 
although not exclusively for wild horses and burros.  The horses 
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have now lost approximately 20 million of those acres, with only 34 
million acres still remaining where horses still live. 

Whilst America unknowingly loses a native icon, as those breeds not 
already wiped out now face certain extinction, it seems very few are 
speaking up for these creatures that have no voice.  However, one 
woman, is committed to the protection and preservation of these 
great creatures, via her sanctuary, Return to Freedom.  Set on 300 
acres in the idyllic hillsides of Central California, RTF is home to 6 
herds, over 10 genetic strains of wild horse, 5 of which are unique 
bloodlines, and has over 200 permanent residents, including burros.

Neda de Mayo, Founder of Return to Freedom Horse Sanctuary, 
discovered her calling early in life after seeing wild horses being 
chased by helicopters in a round up on TV.  

“I saw a round up happening on television which made a deep 
impression, and later in the 90’s, the issue was being exposed again 
through the Associated Press about horses going to slaughter from 
the adoption program, and I couldn’t believe it.  I was so upset and 
angry, and knew I had to do this now, but didn’t know how to do it.  
I looked around at what was happening, and one of the things that 
struck me was that when the horses were rescued, people were 
just duplicating a program that wasn’t really working, and so I looked 
at what we could offer that would be a little bit different. One of the 
things that hit me the strongest is that they live in herds and have 
family units.”

“I knew this was a political battle and I didn’t feel prepared to handle 
the politics around it. I thought about what I could do, and thought 
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Neda De Mayo, Founder of Return to 
Freedom Horse sanctuary

In the 1800’s over 2 million wild horses 
ranged the American West. Fewer than 

32,000 remain
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education needs to be a very strong compo-
nent, especially with the kids.  These are the peo-
ple who are hopefully going to work in these 
agencies tomorrow and make a change. I also 
wanted to use my voice to reach people that 
have the capacity to create change in the world; 
leadership and other people, so we can get it 
out there.  I thought I might be effective at that 
and find a role for myself there.”

Committed to both the well being of the horses, 
as well as the preservation of the American Wild 
Horse, the de Mayo family invested its life savings 
to establish Return to Freedom, which became 
the first sanctuary to rescue entire family bands 
from the wild, with an emphasis on conservation 
and education.

The herds at the sanctuary are separated by 
geographic origin to preserve their particular 
bloodlines, and although RTF most often res-
cues entire family bands, no individual in need is 
turned away.

“Horses have very sophisticated infrastructure 
within their herds and it’s critical to their survival, 
that they pass down this information. As I got 
going and learned about the different herds out 
there, I started to realize that there was a con-
servation program here.  Some of the horses 
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we have here are no longer even on the range and our goal with some 
of the rare strains is to expand the sanctuary.  The mares choose the 
stallion and all this happens through natural relationship, and we want 
to allow them a place to be where their feet are healthy, they’re free-
ranging, and all of those sorts of dynamics exist.”

“Those were the big components: Conservation and education, and 
creating a more holistic approach to range management. I wondered 
how we could bring the range into a somewhat urban environment 
where people can start to understand what we’re missing out there.  
People feel very disconnected.  The American public doesn’t even know 
we have wild horses, and where these horses exist, not many people go 
there. We have to inspire the people again to care about the American 
Wild Horse, and to care about what’s happening on some of these re-
mote areas of our public lands.”

Each month, RTF opens its doors to the public for education, and hosts 
special programs for at-risk youth.  In addition there are Equine Eco-
Tours, highlighting the history of the wild horse, yet Neda is mindful of 
the effect on both the horses and sanctuary.

“We try to keep it low-key so there’s not a lot of impact, and it’s not 
Disneyland. Instead of marketing horses here, we market the facility as 
the product, and the management of the horses as a product; their his-
tory, their stories.  Then the horse becomes the teacher.”
 
In an effort to run the sanctuary sustainably, RTF uses a non-hormonal 
birth control method that is reversible, yet allows males and females to 
stay together in their herds without over-population.

22,000 horses are currently in 
government holding facilities

L-R:  Tatjana Patitz, Isadora (horse), Neda De Mayo, 
Catherine Oxenberg, and Noah Wyle 



“I looked at a lot of the other sanctuaries and wondered how we 
could avoid the adoption process.  I heard about the birth control 
program and contacted Dr Kirkpatrick and we’ve being working 
with the Science and Conservation Center for over 10 years now.  
It’s non-hormonal and mares can still have all their normal behaviors 
which was key for me. 

“By protecting the well-being and diversity of other species that we 
share this planet with, we are also protecting ourselves.  Horses are 
one of the species that really are a bridge to connecting with the 
natural world.”

Such is the passion of Neda and her loyal team, and the success of 
RTF’s directive, they have attracted a loyal and devoted Hollywood 
following including Noah Wyle, Nicolette Sheridan, Wendie Malick, 
Hilary Duff, and Teri Hatcher, as well as over 30,000 supporters, and 
are affiliated with the HSUS, ASPCA, and American Welfare Insti-
tute.  In addition to founding the American Wild Horse Preservation 
campaign (AWHPC) in 2004, which boasts over 40 member orga-
nizations, representing over 9 million Americans, Return to Freedom 
is also at the forefront of a pilot program, already submitted to Sec-
retary Salazar and the Director Abbey of the BLM.  Their goal is to 
form a partnership with the Bureau of Land Management that will 
create solutions to on-the-range management, ceasing the round up 
and removal of wild horses.

“The wild horse is here to stay.  They will always be an emotional is-
sue for the American public, and internationally, and it is an icon.  We 
can do better.  We’re talking about a very small amount of horses 
compared to all the other animals out there.  Surely we can find a 

way to provide on-the-range management alter-
natives that do not include helicopter round ups 
and gathers, removing horses from the range, 
and fracturing these herd communities.”

Whilst Return To Freedom continues to care 
and fight for the American Horse, I wonder how 
we can inspire a nation to again care about a 
native animal that is not only being abused, but 
is facing extinction? Maybe only with education, 
awareness and compassion, and the commit-
ment of individuals such as Neda de Mayo, will 
these magnificent creatures again have a future, 
and their freedom.**

Return to Freedom is establishing the first Wild Horse Conser-
vancy and Land Trust to preserve wildlife habitat and diverse 
genetic groups of endangered equine species.

RETURN TO FREEDOM
www.returntofreedom.org

WILD PRESERVATION
www.wildpreservation.org

Since the 1971 Wild Free Roaming Horse & Burro act 
was passed by Congress, 200,000 wild horses have 
been removed from the wild and thousands killed.


