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Summary 
 

From kaikan to konik 
Facts and conceptualization on the European wild horse  

and the Polish konik 
 
Chapter 1: ‘Introduction’. 
 The subject of this research is the history of and the conceptualization on the Holocene 
European wild horse and the horse breed (Polish) konik created in the 20th century. The 
subject has to do with the fields of archaeology, cultural history, nature management and 
animal ecology and –morphology.  
 
When the last ice age ended, the wild horse, formerly much occurring in the Pleistocene 
Eurasian steppes, managed to survive in the subsequent predominantly forested landscape of 
Europe. In Europe, the very last wild horses were kept at a zoo in SE Poland. There, this horse 
species came finally to an end. During the 20th century, both in Germany (by Lutz and Heinz 
Heck) and in Poland (by Tadeusz Vetulani) attempts were made to breed back the European 
wild horse. The Polish attempt, from which the horse breed ‘Polish konik’ arose, became 
widely known.  
 During the 70s and 80s of the 20th century, in the Netherlands nature management 
underwent a major change. For certain reasons, in this management domestic animals were 
increasingly used for grazing and browsing. To execute nature management in a more natural 
way, konik horses were introduced from Poland in 1981. 
 At first, doubt arose about the claim resting on the konik, as regards the origin and 
status of this horse. Secondly, there was commotion about the management of koniks in the 
Oostvaardersplassen nature reserve. For the mentioned reasons, the author of the present work 
started an inquiry to research these aspects.  
 For this research, the phrasing of the question was as follows: 
1. What is known about the European wild horse and its disappearance? Are there any sources 
that provide data on this, and do they possibly cast more light on the life and the eventual 
disappearance of this animal? This question will be treated in the Chapters 2 and 3. 
2 a.  Has the konik to be regarded as the most recent and most resembling descendant of the 
European wild horse? In other words, do Vetulani's assertions tally in this regard? This 
question will be treated in Chapter 4.  
2 b.  How did the conceptualization on the European wild horse and the konik develop and 
which was and is the iconic role of the konik in it? In the various chapters, attention will be 
paid to these and other cultural-historical aspects of the man-horse relation. 
3. What is the relevance of the obtained results for nature management and the role of the 
konik in it? Based on the research, possibly an opinion can be given about the current use of 
the konik. This question will be treated in the Chapters 5 and 6. 
 
The first research step implied to do research on the physical appearance of the lost European 
wild horse, on the basis of literature and sources. After having found that the mentioned doubt 
on the konik was valid, the research could be broadened and deepened. Subsequently, the 
breeding-back experiment by Vetulani had to be analysed more closely. As a result of this, the 
conceptualization on the konik and the iconic role this horse played and still plays were to be 
examined. Also, the introduction and use of the konik in nature management in the 
Netherlands and other countries were to be investigated. 
 



Chapter 2: ‘The history of the European wild horse, from the last ice age onwards’.  
  During the last ice age, the wild horse lived on the grassy ‘mammoth steppe’, along 
with mammoths, steppe bison, giant deer, etc. Due to climate change, around 10,000 to 9,000 
BCE, the mammoth steppe largely disappeared, and Europe became almost entirely covered 
with extensive forests. Until the early part of the Bronze Age (± 3000 BCE), in Europe the 
presence of the wild horse can be ascertained well on the basis of bone finds. Afterwards, the 
presence of bones of domesticated horses, introduced from the Eurasian steppes, caused 
uncertainty as regards determination.  
 There are many mentions and descriptions, in secondary literature and sources, on 
wild and feral horses in both Europe and Asia. On the basis of these descriptions, from 
ancient times until well into the 19th century, it is worked out who wrote what in this regard. 
Based on certain criteria (as regards coat colour, mane, body size and tameability), the 
mentions on these horses, both wild-living and in captivity, have been assessed. In this way, it 
can be made clear in which cases it concerned wild horses, and where it concerned feral ones. 
Besides, there are many mentions that are too vague to draw conclusions from. 
 A special area in Europe, as for the existence of the wild horse, was former East 
Prussia. In the course of the 13th century, the original pagan population of this area was 
attacked, subjected and christianized by the knights of the Teutonic Order. Between East 
Prussia on one side and Poland and Lithuania on other side, much hostility existed. As a result 
of this, from the end of the 13th till the beginning of the 16th century, a very large, cross-border 
wilderness existed, as a buffer zone between these countries: the ‘Great Wilderness’. This 
wilderness was almost completely forested. The political situation, that lead to the origin of 
the Great Wilderness, the nature of that wilderness and that of the local population, are 
analysed in this chapter. 
 By the reduction of the Great Wilderness, and the ongoing colonization during the 16th 
century, the population of wild horses gradually decreased. This, despite protective measures 
on German, Polish and Lithuanian side. After being probably eradicated in the wild, at the end 
of that century a number of wild horses were still exclusively kept in zoos and wildlife parks. 
An important person in this regard was the Polish Count Jan Zamoyski, large landowner and 
influential politician. On his estate, he had build the new city of Zamość (SE Poland), and at 
Zwierzyniec he had laid out a luxurious palace with accompanying gardens. This all included 
a very large zoo and wildlife park. In the 17th century and the first half of the 18th century, the 
wild horses in the zoo at Zwierzyniec seem to have fallen into oblivion. From the second half 
of the 18th century a few mentions of them have still been passed down. 
 In an explanation on the conceptualization on the wild horse, it was examined how 
was the relationship of man compared to this horse and its living area, and how the opinions 
on the physical appearance and the value of this animal varied. Also, various aspects of the 
relationship between man and the domesticated horse have been analysed.  
 
Conclusions:  
 Based on the aforementioned criteria, it can be concluded that until the late 16th century, in 
Europe, wild horses still occurred in the wild only in East Prussia and the adjacent areas. First, they 
could hold out so long there, because the local people professed a nature religion and, inherent to that, 
had instituted sacred taboo areas. Various animal species (e.g. aurochs, wisent, elk, wolverine), 
occurring hardly elsewhere in Europe, could find a refuge here. Secondly, this was possible because 
during its existence only a few people lived in the Great Wilderness, and there was little human 
influence. Therefore, wild animals could live there nearly undisturbed, under natural circumstances.   
 Of many “wild horses”, described on the Eurasian steppes during the 18th and 19th centuries, it 
can not be ascertained whether it concerned originally wild horses. In these descriptions, it rather 
concerned feral domestic horses or hybrids between farm horses and wild horses. On the basis of the 



descriptions of the Tauric and Cherson tarpans, found in Russia, it may be concluded, that also in these 
‘tarpans’ it did not concern wild horses. 
 The species name ‘Equus ferus Boddaert, 1785’, as proposed in 2003 by the International 
Commission on Zoological Nomenclature, can not be valid anymore, because it is based on Gmelins 
description of horses, whose wild status has not been proven.  For the same reason, the species name 
‘Equus gmelini Anthonius, 1912’ can not be valid anymore.  In fact, this latter species name could 
already not be used any longer, because of the Rule of Priority, since Boddaert described these horses 
earlier than Antonius. .  
  At the end of the 16th century, some of the last wild horses were caught in the Great 
Wilderness by order of Count Jan Zamoyski, or were made him a present, from that area by others. 
From there, they were then transported to his zoo at Zwierzyniec. Despite the presence of the Polish 
king, Jan Zamoyski was in fact the most powerful man in Poland, in that period. To emphasize his 
power and status, he aimed for making his zoo the most precious and beautiful one. In that zoo, he 
kept, among others, wisents, aurochs and elk. Because after the end of the 16th century there have been 
no mentions on the European wild horse anymore, in the wild, we assume that this animal became 
extinct in the wild at the end of that century.  
 For thousands of years, the wild horse was hunted by man for its meat and hides. As the 
European wild horse, especially in the 16th century, became increasingly rare, it became ever more 
apparent that the opinions on this animal could vary greatly. Some thought this animal 'useless' and 
'ugly'. Others, particularly among the nobility, saw it as a means to derive status from displaying such 
a rare wild animal in their zoos. 
 After the domestication of the horse, not only the material interest of this animal was extended 
(draught- and riding animal), but also an important spiritual component was added to it. The horse was 
going to play a great part in mysticism and mythology. In addition to being an animal with practical 
value, the horse was going to function as a status symbol and as a means of social distinction 
furthermore.  

 
Chapter 3: ‘The emergence of a myth’. 
 In 1826, Julius Brincken, in the pay of the Russian tsar, wrote a book on, among other 
things, the flora and fauna of the Białowieża Forest. This forest is located on the Polish / 
Belorussian border. In his book, he also described the appearance and occurrence of the 
European wild horse, based on secondary literature and sources. In his report on this horse, he 
suggested the transport of the last wild horses from the mentioned forest to the zoo at 
Zwierzyniec, around 1786. Around 1806, the very last wild horses would have been 
distributed among local farmers. Brinckens way of working and the coming about of his book 
are described against the background of the 18th century political and social developments in 
Poland-Lithuania. Next in this chapter, it is gone into the criticism that can be passed on the 
work by Brincken. The criticism on Brinckens nature descriptions, in general, is mainly 
performed using data from contemporary critics (e.g. E. de Ronca and F. Jarocki), and is 
supplemented by own new arguments.  
 In addition, Brinckens description of the wild horse and his version of the final phase 
in the existence of this species are analysed. On the basis of political, textual, social, 
economic and breeding-technical arguments, the different aspects of Brinckens claims are 
scrutinized.  
 In the build-up to the next chapter, here finally the physical appearance of the 
European wild horse is described. This is done on the basis of data on coat colour, mane, tail 
and beard, shoulder height and hooves, Also the way of life of this horse (habitat type, 
ecology, population density) is discussed. Eventually, on the basis of these data a comparison 
is made of the appearances of the European wild horse and the current Polish konik. 
 In the last paragraph, the conceptualization on the European wild horse, during the 
period from ± 1600 to the beginning of the 19th century, is especially worked out on the basis 



of the report, which Brincken wrote about this horse, and on the basis of the reception of that 
report by the public. 
 
Conclusions:  
 In the book on the Białowieża Forest, published by Brincken in 1826, a series of errors and 
fabrications can be pointed out. They concern the description of the region and references about flora 
and fauna. In his observations, Brincken trifled with checking the supporting literature data and 
sources. In his reply, Brincken waved aside all the criticism, uttered by De Ronca and Jarocki. These 
critics were typified by him as ‘incompetent’. 
  Brinckens report on the wild horse too needs to be regarded as untrustworthy, because of 
many errors and misinterpretations. Around 1786, no wild horses were transferred from the 
Białowieża Forest to Zwierzyniec. That the very last wild horses, according to Brincken, would have 
been distributed among local farmers, by the Zamoyski family about 1806, should be regarded as very 
unlikely. About the possible former existence of the European wild horse in the Białowieża Forest 
there are further no reliable data available.  
 As one of the correct descriptions by Brincken however, also according to the mentioned 
critics, concerns the description of the appearance of the Forest of Białowieża. As still nowadays, this 
forest area then was an unbroken forest massif. 
 The analysis of the physical appearance of the wild horse shows, among other things, that the 
coat colour of the European wild horse was dun to dark brown. An alleged white winter coat was out 
of the question. The dorsal stripe, the tail and the short (erect) mane had a very dark, possibly black 
colour. The shoulder height was about 120 - 130 cm. Probably, the hooves were relatively broad. 
Between this wild horse and the current Polish konik, several differences in physical appearance are 
apparent. 
 The small size of the European wild horse, and its probably relatively broad hooves likely 
have been adaptations to a life in highly scattered, low-lying, flat, marshy living areas in the largely 
forested Europe. Given the low percentage share such marshes occupied at the time, and the great 
scarcity of recovered bones of these horses, this animal must have been relatively rare since the Early 
Holocene.  
 The renewed interest in this wild horse, in the early 19th century, had both scientific (geology, 
paleontology) and cultural (Romanticism) aspects. Actually, with his report Brincken did not 
contribute anything to our knowledge of the wild horse. On the contrary, his description was going to 
form the source of a historical myth. Because several (authoritative) authors have always referred to 
him as a reliable source, his report would become an important reference point for the subsequent 
breeding-back experiment by Vetulani.  
 
Chapter 4: ‘The breeding-back experiments and the origin of the Polish konik’.  
 During the 20th century, several attempts were done to breed back the European wild 
horse. Already in 1906, J.C. Ewart as the first one did a brief attempt for that,  by crossing 
some English pony breeds with each other. In the 30s, in Germany the brothers Lutz and 
Heinz Heck followed, and Zygmunt Vetulani in Poland. Their theories and experiments are 
described in this chapter and discussed in the light of political developments in both countries. 
Both the Heck brothers and Vetulani got all support from the Nazi regime (1933-1945) and 
the Polish state respectively. The Heck brothers crossed several European horse breeds, 
including konik horses, and their end result is called ‘Heck horse’. This horse further became 
not widely known. Vetulani mainly confined to konik horses from the region around Biłgoraj 
(near Zamość, SE Poland) which, according to him, looked most like the extinct ancestor. 
These koniks would be the most recent descendants of the wild horses, that still lived in the 
Forest of Białowieża during the 18th century. During World War II, Vetulani was forced to 
cease his experiment. After the war, he resumed his experiment and continued it until his 
death in 1952. In this chapter, especially the work by Vetulani and the criticism on it, by 
among others E. Skorkowski and W. Herre, are analysed. The criticism especially concerns 



Vetulani's sticking to the description by Brincken, his selection criteria and his way of 
measuring and comparing skulls. 
 During the breeding experiments by Vetulani, the nationalistic aspect of it played an 
important role. By emphasizing this aspect and an economic aspect, Vetulani could obtain 
much support from the Polish State. At that time, the konik was the icon of Poland, risen 
again in 1921, and its illustrious past.  
 After Vetulani’s death, the Polish State took over the breeding of konik horses, and 
established its centre at Popielno (NE-Poland), from 1955 on. Initially, the breeding focused 
on both breeding back the wild horse (the ‘forest tarpan’) and on breeding an improved farm 
horse. Between the two, in principle separate branches, sometimes exchange of konik horses 
took place, nevertheless. Around 1970, it was recognized that breeding back the forest tarpan 
was not realistic. It also turned out that breeding farm horses was no longer economically 
desirable. Henceforth, the breeding of konik horses was seen as the ‘preservation-keeping of a 
primitive horse breed’. Today, konik horses in Poland are not only used for grazing purposes 
in nature reserves, but also in all sorts of equestrian sports. Through DNA research it is 
attempted to determine the relationship of the konik, compared to other present horse breeds. 
 As regards the conceptualization on the European wild horse and the konik, it is 
examined how this developed from the publication by Brincken until the 70s of the 20th 
century, under the influence of Vetulani’s theory.. 
 
Conclusions:  
 The breeding-back experiment, carried out by the Heck brothers, should be considered as 
unsuccessful. In several aspects, as regards physical appearance, the Heck horse does not look like the 
European wild horse. 
 The theory behind the breeding-back experiment by Vetulani should be considered as 
incorrect, and therefore as untenable. In carrying out his experiment, Vetulani operated prejudiced, and 
the research results were worked out statistically badly. The experiment did not meet the set objective, 
i.e. getting a horse with the physical appearance of the European wild horse. The choice by Vetulani, 
to use exactly the Biłgoraj konik for his experiment, did not have a sound scientific basis. The idea of 
Vetulani that the wild horse, to be bred back, would be multifunctional, was unrealistic. 
 The way in which the Polish State has bred and is breeding konik horses, and the breeding 
purpose to be strived for thereby, differ significantly from those employed and set respectively by 
Vetulani at the time. The breeding-back of the wild horse, aimed for by the Polish State after 
Vetulani's death, has not come into being eventually as well.  
 So far, DNA research did not provide a (development) family tree of horse breeds. As for the 
konik, like in many other horse breeds, only a certain relationship with other present horse breeds 
might be ascertained. 
 Breeding back extinct animal species is for many people an attractive enterprise. Here, the 
appearance of the animal, personal status, the desire for an idealized former (primeval) situation or the 
independence as a nation may play an important role. An (indigenous) animal species, initially 
disappeared from a country but returned again, may play an important iconic role for that country as 
well. With that, there is also talk of nationalist feelings and pride. While breeding a striking and 
appealing animal as the konik, in Poland it concerned and concerns having something of their own, the 
pride of their own capacity, a memory of former nature, and the restoration of the Polish state and 
identity. Outside Poland, it mainly involves the recovery of a particular type of landscape, with in it a 
substitute of the extinct European wild horse. 
 
Chapter 5: ‘The Polish konik and nature management’. 
 In a discussion on the developments in Dutch nature conservation, it is made clear that 
the konik was assigned a new role, in the 80s of the 20th century. This horse breed was going 
to be used as a tool for nature conservation. During the 70s and 80s, especially in the 
Netherlands, ideas in the field of ecology and nature management, combined with social 



changes, led to a new form of management in some nature reserves. It was advocated for the 
realization of more natural processes in the field of grazing and predation in nature reserves, 
and for reducing there the influence of man. As part of this line of thought, the reintroduction 
was proposed of animal species, vanished from the Netherlands but still extant (e.g. wolf and 
wisent). Besides, also the introduction of substitutes of extinct animal species was propagated. 
Regarding the latter, Heck cattle were applied as substitutes of the aurochs, and the Polish 
konik as the substitute of the European wild horse. In 1981, konik horses were set out on the 
Ennemaborgh Estate (Province of Groningen), and in 1984 in the Oostvaardersplassen nature 
reserve. It is explained which the motives then were to choose exactly the konik, and not an 
other horse breed, and how these motives are consistent with the data about the konik, 
provided in previous chapters.  
 In discussing the developments in Dutch nature management, after the introduction of 
the konik, it is gone more deeply into the backgrounds of the opinion within the current nature 
management. Since the 70s, the ideological differences of opinion, in the field of nature 
management in the Netherlands, have become manifest. Especially due to recent 
developments in the Oostvaardersplassen, again a discussion started about how real nature 
actually should look like in the Netherlands, and whether and how, especially in the 
Oostvaardersplassen, this should be managed. Themes in this ideological debate are the role 
and influence of large herbivores and their predators, just like the differences within the 
various fields of science concerning the appearance of the 'primeval landscape’. 
 In the last paragraph, the development in the conceptualization on the konik, since 
1981, and the iconic role of this horse are analysed. It was also worked out what the 
usefulness of icons is for nature conservation and nature management. Being inextricably 
related with this, the conceptualization on the Oostvaardersplassen nature reserve was 
examined as well. 
 It was also examined, within the relationship of man with the domesticated horse, how 
the treatment of horses by man was, since the late Middle Ages, and how and why the 
movement for the protection of (domestic) animals originated. This latter aspect was also 
connected with the regular large-scale starvation of large herbivores in the 
Oostvaardersplassen. 
 
Conclusions: 
 On the Ennemaborgh and in the Oostvaardersplassen, the konik, as 'ecological substitute' of its 
wild ancestor, came up with the expectations. Under the circumstances prevailing there, this horse 
breed was able to maintain itself well, and it turned out to be a good and cheap management 
instrument, for a particular nature goal.  
 On behalf of nature management in the Netherlands, the konik was then also chosen, because 
it was considered the best ‘morphological substitute’ of the wild ancestor. Based on the findings in the 
Chapters 3 and 4, it can be concluded that such a characterization does not apply to the konik. In 
Poland, the konik was bred as a farm horse for centuries, and might still be considered as such, 
actually. The research and the decision-making, which then resulted in the choice of the konik in the 
Netherlands, in fact lacked time and profundity, to reach a carefully considered judgment. 
 Regarding the influence of large herbivores on forest growth and the appearance of the 
European 'primeval landscape’, there are significant ideological differences in the Netherlands. These 
are in a stalemate. The opinion of some biologists (‘the primeval landscape was a half-open 
landscape') is at odds with that of the fields of forestry and archaeology (‘the primeval landscape was 
mainly formed by continuous forests’). 
 Apart from the small-scale operating beaver, in a natural situation large herbivores actually 
practice no influence on forest development. They cause no (major) changes in forest vegetation, but 
are the followers of them, from necessity. The West- and Central European primeval landscape, during 
the Mesolithic, was mainly one of vast continuous forests. Where were marshes, forest growth was 
largely impossible, due to a too high water level.  



 Temperature and precipitation are actually the most important factors for the presence or 
absence of forests on earth. African savannas can not form a reference for the European primeval 
landscape, due to their different climate. 
 Wolves are an important predator for certain animal species, particularly red deer. It is to be 
expected that wolves, in the Oostvaardersplassen, can induce a sharp reduction in the number of red 
deer. A series of side-effects will appear with that as well. These may consist of an increase of the 
(initially suppressed) afforestation, and the promotion of animal species, that profit from that, for their 
part..  
 By using the konik in the management of certain nature reserves, this horse has become an 
icon of the new nature management, in the Netherlands but also elsewhere in Europe. Icons may be of 
great benefit to create familiarity with and public support for a particular nature management. The 
conceptualization on the Oostvaardersplassen has to do with the framing of this area as ‘natural and 
original’. 
 In the Oostvaardersplassen area, the public commotion on the mass animal starvation is part of 
the controversy between nature management and animal welfare. In the 19th century, maltreatment of 
horses and other (domestic) animals led to legislation and the establishment of associations for the 
protection of animals. The initiatives for this came from the upper middle class in the cities. 
Underlying the controversy mentioned is the actual incompatibility of the empathy of man with the 
way animal populations are usually regulated in nature. The commotion on the animal starvation in the 
Oostvaardersplassen has also to do with the incompleteness of the ecosystem there. 
 
Chapter 6: ‘Recap and perspective’. 
 In concluding remarks, briefly the answers are formulated to the questions asked in 
Chapter 1, and it is indicated what the novelties are in the obtained research results. 
Furthermore, inferences were made in view of the future. In this, it especially concerns the 
functioning of the konik in (Dutch) nature management. Moreover, it was examined whether 
there is another substitute for the European wild horse available. In this respect, the Exmoor 
pony is discussed in particular. Also, developments in the field of research on (fossil) DNA 
are discussed, especially with a view to the re-creation of extinct animal species.  
 
 
 
 


