
Mules: Intelligent,  

Indomitable, Indispensable 

The Vintage Rabun Quarterly 

Volume 11/No. 3 

No animal has been as important 

in shaping Rabun history as the 

mule, not even close. Rabun’s  

agricultural economy, particularly 

before the era of mechanization, 

would have been quite different 

without mules. The logging indus-

try too, which used oxen at one 

point, would have suffered with-

out the animals. How did mule 

power come to be so important to 

Rabun’s economy? 

There are indications from     

ancient writings that mules have 

been on earth for around thirty 

centuries. For more than two 

hundred years, the mule has 

been a persistent presence in 

American history. There have 

been donkeys and mules in this  

country since the Spanish      

explorers. Pack trains of mules 

were instrumental in opening 

the American West beginning 

with the fur traders and later as 

the flood of settlers began push-

ing west after the American  

Revolution.  

No one can say 

whether mules 

were originally    

deliberately bred 

or if they were cre-

ated by a chance 

natural encounter. 

The mule is a cross    

between a donkey 

stallion and a 

horse mare. Hin-

nies are just the 

opposite—a stal-

lion horse crossed 

to a female donkey 

though these are 

rare and will not be 

discussed here. A 

mule may be a male or a female, 

but they are born sterile, thus not 

able to reproduce themselves. 

Simply put, horses and donkeys 

are different species with differ-

ent numbers of chromosomes. 

The science is this:  A donkey has 

62 chromosomes and a horse 

has 64. The mule is born with 63 

chromosomes which usually    

prevents the chromosomes from 

pairing.  A male mule must be 

gelded because he has the      

instincts of a stallion. A mare 

mule, if bred to a horse or a   

donkey will either fail to conceive 

or will abort. 

 September 2017 

Agriculture relied on mules for 

plowing long before the advent 

of tractors, as seen in this 

field in Wolffork Valley. 

This photo from the 1960s shows sorghum 

grinding in the Warwoman community. The 

mule was hitched to a long pole that turned 

the mill. The cane was fed through and  

pulverized, and the juice was used to make 

sorghum syrup.  
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horse, has fewer     ail-

ments than a horse and 

tolerates less and poorer 

food. Their hooves are 

harder than horses’, and 

farmers with clay soil found 

them superior as plow ani-

mals. A mule is an animal 

that is cheap to maintain, 

but common sense is the 

mule's greatest asset. 

Mules are not really stub-

born. They can seem lazy 

because they will not put 

themselves in danger. A 

horse can be worked until 

it drops, but not so with a 

mule. The “stubborn” 

streak is just the mule’s 

way of telling humans that 

things are not right. Mules 

are very intelligent, and it is 

never a good idea to abuse 

them. They will 

do their best for 

their owner, 

with the utmost 

patience. 

Historically, 

mules have 

been used by 

armies to 

transport sup-

plies, to pull 

heavy field 

guns, and occa-

sionally as     

mobile firing 

platforms. The 

American Army 

In the 1780s George Washington 

had the idea that America’s farm-

ing economy would benefit from 

mules. So he imported breeding 

stock from Spain and set out to 

produce “an excellent race of 

mules.” Washington specifically 

bred saddle mules and draft 

mules. When he died in 1799, 

there were nearly sixty mules at 

Mount Vernon and America had 

the early stages of the world’s 

best race of mules. 

The mule is an example of hybrid 

vigor, often representing better 

traits than both its parents. The 

size and shape of a mule, it’s 

speed and agility, and the work it 

can do depends on the breeding 

of its female parent. Mules can      

resemble huge draft horses, stur-

dy quarter horses, fine-boned rac-

ing horses, 

shaggy ponies 

and more. 

From its sire, 

the mule inher-

its intelligence, 

sure-

footedness, 

toughness,   

endurance,  

disposition, 

and natural        

cautiousness.   

A mule can 

stand heat   

better than a 

horse, is 

stronger than a 

Around 1910, Dock A. King (1896-

1984) carried the mail on his mule, 

“Old Jule,” from the town of Blalock 

near Burton through the Blue Ridge 

Gap to Rabun Gap. Before roads were 

improved, the mail arrived in Rabun 

Claude Green and his mule, “Dammit,” load a wagon with freight at 

the Clayton Depot of the Tallulah Falls Railroad. For decades, Green 

delivered goods shipped by train to Clayton businesses, the UPS 

man and “truck” of their day. Photo circa 1925 
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tractors and trucks, 

but in the United 

States, there are mule 

breeders who contin-

ue the tradition as a   

hobby. By selective 

breeding, they have 

produced a modern 

saddle mule that has 

been accepted for 

competition at the 

most exclusive horse 

shows.  

Mules are still used to 

transport cargo in    

rugged roadless areas 

to supply mountain-

eering base camps, 

and trail building and 

maintenance crews. The mule’s trait of    being 

sure footed is legendary. Since the beginning of the    

twentieth century, mules have been carrying tour-

ists down the steep,  narrow trails into the Grand 

Canyon, a distance of ten 

miles. Amish farmers, who 

reject tractors and most 

modern technology, com-

monly use teams of six or 

eight mules for plowing, 

though they use horses for 

pulling buggies on the road.  

Although mules are seldom 

seen in Rabun now, their his-

torical legacy lives on. Just 

ask anyone who owned a mule thirty, forty or fifty 

years ago. They will still be able to tell you the 

mule’s name. 

References: 

in World War I pro-

cured nearly 160,000 

mules, many thou-

sands of which were 

lost to bullets and 

shellfire in France. 

Tens of thousands of 

mules served Ameri-

can and British forces 

as pack animals in  

Italy during the Sec-

ond World War. The 

mules would take ma-

terials to units in the 

line at night. They 

could go where trucks 

and Jeeps and bull-

dozers could not, up 

in the mountains in 

mud and snow. When 

the     Germans zeroed in on the pack train, the 

mules were helpless, and thousands were     

wounded and killed.  

Another dramatic episode in 

the history of the American 

mule concerns the twenty-

mule teams attached to large 

wagons that hauled borax 

out of Death Valley in the 

1880s. The wagons were 

among the largest ever 

pulled by draft animals. Each 

freight wagon weighed four 

tons and was capable of car-

rying thirty-six tons of cargo. 

The 20 Mule Team Borax brand is still available 

today. 

In the second half of the twentieth century, wide-

spread use of mules in agriculture gave way to 

Mules were used extensively in logging operations in 

Rabun in the early part of the twentieth century. They 

hauled logs out of the woods down steep slopes to 

sawmills. 

Carl Henry and Marvin Kilby hauling logs 

to a sawmill in Persimmon, circa 1950. 
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Around 1900 in Tiger, the William Smith family with Grandmother 

Blalock pose with the family Bible and the family mules. The photo   

summarizes Rabun County culture during this period when agriculture, 

family, religion and music were the overwhelming cultural forces. The 

mules as part of the family group indicates their important status. 


