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Assateague &  Chincoteague PoniesAssateague &  Chincoteague Ponies    
 

Assateague [‘asə-’ti:g] and Chincoteague [‘shingə-’ti:g] are two sister islands off the coast 
of Maryland and Virginia. They are part of a chain of barrier islands that protect the 
mainland of the U.S. against the waves and wind of the Atlantic Ocean. A fence running 
right  across the islands marks the boundary between two states: Maryland (north) and 
Virginia (south). The fence separates not only states, but also the wild horses that inhabit 
the area. As a result, there are two herds of about 150 animals each. The herd that lives in 
Maryland is managed by the National Park Service. The one that lives in Virginia is owned 
by the Chincoteague Voluntary Fire Company (!). To find out how this happened, read the 
Summer issue of Zoom. 

OriginsOrigins  
 

A legend has it that in the 16th century a Spanish gal-
leon with a cargo of horses on board sank off the As-
sateague coast. Some of the animals survived the 
shipwreck and swam to the shore. They are the an-
cestors of the wild horses that now inhabit the island.  
  
While this makes for a romantic explanation of their 
origins, it is believed that early mainland settlers 
brought domesticated horses with them at the end of 
the 17th century and then turned them loose on the 
island in order to avoid paying taxes. 
  
If this is true, the horses that now live on the islands 
are not wild, but feral, which means that from domesti-
cated animals they reverted to a wild state. 
 

Four centuries later, the true origins of the Chinco-
teague ponies are difficult to tell. 

Wild, but ...  Wild, but ...    
 

The horses are not kept animals. They find grazing 
land for themselves. Their diet is not very nutritional 
as it mainly consists of various kinds of grass, such 
as: greenbrier stems, rose hips, poison ivy, bayberry 
twigs and dune grass. The spare diet, along with the 
harsh environment on the barrier islands, accounts 
for the small, pony-size of the animals. Though feral, 
the Assateague and Chincoteague horses are man-
aged by people.  
 

Twice a year the ponies are vaccinated and their 
hooves are trimmed by veterinarians. Also, in order 
to keep their population to about 150 in each herd - 
an optimal number which preserves the ecological 
balance - some of the ponies from the Chincoteague 
herd are sold at auction and veterinary contraception 
is used with the Maryland herd.  

Pony Penning & Auction Pony Penning & Auction   
 

Each year on the last Wednesday and Thursday of 
July the Pony Penning and Auction are held. This is 
the most spectacular event of the Chincoteague Vol-
unteer Fire Company Carnival. On Wednesday morn-
ing the herd is gathered (or penned) on the As-
sateague Island. Then, when the right moment 
comes, the weather is good, the tide is slack and the 
ponies are ready, the herd enter the Assateague 
Channel at its narrowest point. After a short swim the 
horses mount up the Chincoteague banks and a 
group of Salt Water Cowboys escort them to a corral. 
Though the swim only takes between 5 and 10 min-
utes, it is so spectacular and picturesque that hun-
dreds of spectators are willing to stand in waist-deep 
water and on the muddy banks for hours to be close 
to the swimming animals. 
 

This year the 82nd Carnival will take place on July 25-
26. Some of the visitors arrive in cars with horse trail-
ers and return home with a new “member” of the fam-
ily.  

 

Horses, most of them foals, are sold for $800 to 
$10,500. Some sold and paid for ponies, however, 
will not leave the area. Indeed, they will return to As-
sateague with the rest of the herd on Friday. This is 
possible thanks to the so called “buy back” policy, a 
form of charitable activity on the part of those who 
want to help raise money for the Fire Company or 
want to be horse owners, but do not have the time or 
suitable conditions to keep the animal where they 
live. 

Useful Links:Useful Links:  
 
To read how Chris Detrick, a student of photojournalism, photographed the 79th pony swim from four different sites (at the same 
time) and to watch some of his photos, visit: http://www.sportsshooter.com/news/1269 
 
To read about feral horse management at Assategue Island read the U.S. Department of the Interior National Park Service brochure 
at:  http://www.nps.gov/asis/upload/feralhorsemanag.pdf 
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Misty of ChincoteagueMisty of Chincoteague  
  

In 1947 a book “Misty of Chincoteague” by Marguerite 
Henry earned worldwide popularity. The heroine, a 
mare called Misty, did actually live on the island. In 
1962 a movie based on the book was made. There are 
a few relics of Misty preserved to this day: a com-
memorative plaque, a statue, two horseshoe prints set 
in concrete and … the  stuffed carcass of Misty at the 
Beebe Ranch. 
 

Today, the relics still attract visitors from all around the 
world. The book was especially popular with girls, who 
read “Misty of Chincoteague” in their teenage years.  

Earnings from Horse Auctions Earnings from Horse Auctions 
Buy "Horsepower"Buy "Horsepower"  

  

The Chincoteague Volunteer Fire Company, Inc. 
serves 3550 citizens. To ensure their safety the 
Company has 25 active and 85 life members, 4 
pumper/engines, a 75ft ladder, a rescue truck, 2 
ambulances and 2 paid paramedics at their dis-
posal. 
 

The local inhabitants understood that it was in their 
best interest to have a fire company as well-
equipped as possible as early as the 1920s. Fires 
that had ravaged this mostly rural community 
showed this necessity all too clearly. In order to 
raise funds, the Fire Company was allowed to hold 
a carnival during Pony Penning in 1925. The money 
received from selling 15 colts enriched the Com-
pany’s budget. By 1947 it was already an estab-
lished tradition, and the Company started building 
its own herd. The herd lives and grazes on the terri-
tory of Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge.  
 

Each year the money received from the auction of 
ponies helps pay for part of the costs of the depart-
ment's equipment. The power of the automobile and 
truck engines in the United States are measured in 
"horsepower." A modern fire engine with 100 horse-
power costs about $300,000. In this way, the earn-
ing power of the horse auctions helps buy the fire 
department the "horsepower" it needs. 

Salt Water CowboysSalt Water Cowboys  
  

The profession of the cowboy is far from becoming ex-
tinct. Indeed, a group that is known as the Salt Water 
Cowboys get together each year for the Pony Swim 
and Penning in order to ensure a safe and orderly pas-
sage of ponies from Assateague to Chincoteague and 
back. 
 

It must be remembered that for all their beauty and 
grace, the ponies are wild animals. Coming too close, 
trying to pet them or feed them may have painful con-
sequences both for people and for horses. 

At a Horse AuctionAt a Horse Auction  
 

• Welcome ladies and gentlemen to the annual Chincoteague Pony Penning. Thank you for 
coming out on this fine day. Plenty of sun, plenty of horses. Today we will auction 25 
horses for the benefit of the Chincoteague Fire Company. They are buying a big new en-
gine this year. Horses for horsepower. Our first horse, ladies and gentlemen, is a healthy, hale and hand-
some colt with a dappled brown coat.   

 

• What am I bid for this fine animal? Do I hear $800? 
 

• $800 to the man in the plaid jacket. $800 once. Do I hear $1000? Going once …... 
 

• $1000! $1000 to the lady in the summer bonnet. $1000 for the colt. Look at that pony run! Do I hear 
$1200? $1000 going once, going twice …… 

 

• $1200! $1200 from the stable owner from New York. I hear $1400! $1400.  Going once. Do I hear $1600? 
 

• $1500 from the lady in the bonnet.  We have a bid for $1500.  Surely we can raise that bid to $1600. Call-
ing for $1600. Going once, going twice …... 

 

• $1600 to the New Yorker. $1600 once. $1700 to the lady! $1700 for this fine young colt. $1700 going 
once, going twice …… Final bid, $1700 going twice and …… 

 

• $1800 from the New Yorker! What a bid! That’s $1800 for the colt. Do I hear $2000?  Anyone? $1800 is 
the bid. Do I hear $2000? Do I hear $1900? Will the lady in the bonnet bid $1900? No. $1800 is the bid. 
Going once, going twice …… going twice …... SOLD! Sold for $1800 to the New Yorker. Congratulations! 

 

• And now our next horse, a beautiful, white, pony-size …… great for the kids …… what am I bid for the 
pretty little pony ………………….. 

Click to listen: http://www.usinfo.pl/zoom/audio/audio10.wma 

Click to listen: http://www.usinfo.pl/zoom/audio/audio11.wma 

http://www.usinfo.pl/zoom/audio/audio10.wma
http://www.usinfo.pl/zoom/audio/audio11.wma
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Win a Prize!   
 

There were many 
possible answers to the 

June 2007 Contest 
Question. For example: 

 
Internship is taken to gain 
experience rather than to 

earn a lot of money 
 

The winners are:  
Gosia from Kraków, 

Bogusława 
from Gliwice and Asia  

from Rzeszów 
 

CONGRATULATIONS 

 

About ZOOM 
 

Zoom is online at 
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/ 

 
Subscription issues 
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/

subscribe.htm 
 

Contact us at 
zoom@usinfo.pl  

 
American Information 

Resource Centers 
 

Warsaw 
Ambasada USA 

ul. Piękna 14, 00-540 
Warszawa 

airc_warsaw@state.gov 
 

Krakow 
Konsulat Generalny USA 

ul. Stolarska 9,  
31-043 Krakow 

KrakowAIRC@state.gov 
 

Summer Activity Page 

 

          

Win a Prize!   
 

SUMMER 2007 
CONTEST 

 

Why do people place a 
horseshoe on their 

doors? 
 

Send the answer (with 
your home address) to: 

zoom@usinfo.pl 
Deadline: September 5 

 Glossary -  
(in the order of appearance) 

More words to study on vaca-
tion? No, it's summer, no way! 
The little red boxes, usually 
placed next to that forbidden 
word EXERCISE, have been 
moved to the margin.   
 

Instead, enjoy watching a little 
gallery of Chincoteague ponies. 
What might they be thinking? We 
had some ideas, but they got 
mixed up and are not in the right 
order. Match the ponies’ thoughts 
with the photos. However, there 
is no way to check if we were 
right. So ... there are no answers 
in the key.  
 

■ “Mum has the best food.” 
■ “I hate this cold water first 

thing in the morning.” 
■ “Not so fast, not so fast. My 

legs are shorter than 
yours.” 

■ “Do they realize they’d be 
jobless without us?” 

■ “Strength is in numbers, not 
in height.” 

 

domesticate - tame an animal 
nutritional - nourishing, healthful 
greenbrier - green-stemmed 
vine with blue-black berries 
rose hips - the fruit of a wild rose  
bayberry - shrub with aromatic 
leaves and waxy berries 
spare (diet) - very poor 
harsh - difficult, severe 
(to) pen -  put or keep animals in 
a corral (or a pen) 
slack - neither ebbing or flowing 
corral - an enclosure for horses 
or cattle, a pen  
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