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Oklahoma has more registered horses (199,191--3 per sq. mi.) per square mile than any other 

state, and if unregistered horses are also estimated (326,000), rivals Kentucky with the most.  That’s 
about 5 horses per square mile.  The horse got loose on the high plains soon after Spain brought 
them and the temperate grasslands were perfect.  Coronado went north in 1540 and lost half the 
thousand horses he brought along.  The Indians loved these newcomers to the prairie, domesticated 
them and began to ride.  In fact, vaquero Indians on the Mexican haciendas (plantations) were 
designated to be slaves, but their skill riding these majestic animals that could transport a human 
several times the speed we can run, made them the first cowboys.  And with their invention of 
braided leather ropes, collecting cows was no longer a deadly safari with lances, but lariats that didn’t 
harm the stock.  Early on, Oklahoma was horse country and the rodeo evolved from round-ups on 
ranches to the modern sport of the stadium, attributed to the Miller Bros. 101 Real Wild West Show 
south of Ponca City, in the 1920s.  In recent times, many ranches have become receivers of mustang 
overpopulations on federal lands in the West via a government program. 
             

The Indians from the east had taken up farming and they and then settlers brought more 
steeds to pull the plows.  The trail drives went straight through Oklahoma.  The mega ranches were 
leased by the Cherokees to the cattlemen. All these enterprises took a horse to operate.  Then came 
the land runs 1889-1893 and more horses were required to break the land.  The budding state had 
no real roads, let alone bridges but mud and rivers are lesser problems with a horse.  As churches 
began to dot the land (The original Lutheran church in the territory was the country church 5 miles 
west of Perry.) there was a shortage of pastors.  The Methodists had pioneered a technique called 
the Circuit-Riding Pastor, who would visit each church on his circuit periodically.  That is also the 
way the first Lutheran churches were started in Kansas (1867) when a pastor started his first parish 
next to Ft. Riley at the Kansas River and extended his mission on a saddle to Alma, Mill Creek and 
Alta Vista.  
             

The thing that keeps Oklahoma horsey is the quarter horse, a short muscular mid-height 
breed that can run exceptionally fast for short distances.  They are called the poor man’s horse, since 
many derived from breeding stock of Arabians imported from Spain and escaped as mustangs on 
the plains. That made them versatile mounts for riding, cattle cutting, farming, kid-riding, and 
surrey’s with the fringe on top. Horses can be kept in barns in winter but they don’t thrive without 
exercise.  Southern Oklahoma and northern Texas is ideal for year-round quarter horse grazing.  
Summer Bermuda grass couples with winter fescue and alfalfa. The American Quarter Horse Assoc. 
is headquartered in Amarillo and most of the Quarter Horses that win are from southern Oklahoma 
and Texas north of Dallas. The top bloodline came from a horse named Peter McCue, 1895-1923, 
who ran the quarter in 21 seconds flat and won every race.  He was retired to stud in Cheyenne,OK 
(located in Black Kettle National Grassland) at 3 years old and his sired bloodlines continue to 
create  winners to this day.   
             

So if a Texan brags about how many horses they have, just look at him and say, “Big hat, no 
ponies.  We’re Number 1, Texas is Number 2.”  

 


