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The Australian Brumby
    A National Treasure

Australia’s heritage horse
In Australia’s early years a man’s best friend 
was not his dog, but rather his (or her) 
horse. 

The early pioneers were reliant upon their 
horses for farming, transport and industry. 
To perform these tasks, horses needed to be 
versatile, to have strength and endurance, 
and be able to survive Australia’s climate 
and nutrient poor grass.

Consequently the settlers interbred horses 
from available stock which in the early 
years was limited to Cape and Barb horses, 
Thoroughbreds and Arabs. 

The Cape and Barb horses were brought to 
Australia as the fleets from England stopped 
in South Africa to obtain supplies for the 
long voyage across the oceans to Australia. 
The Barb horse derives from the Barbary 
Coast of North Africa and while it is as well 
known for its great hardiness and stamina 
as the Arab horse, it is of a different type. 

The Cape horses who are known for their 
endurance and intelligence, derive from 
the Cape of Good Hope, originally taken to 
South Africa from Java by European settlers 
and bred with Persian Arabs to prevent 
inbreeding.  

As the years passed other breeds were 
introduced to Australia such as the 
Clydesdale and Timor Pony. 

by Anne Wilson on behalf of the Australian Brumby Alliance

Although horses were a valuable 
commodity and carefully looked after 
by their owners, over the years horses 
escaped or were deliberately released for 
different reasons including lack of feed 
during periods of drought, poor fencing, 
and at times to breed. Consequently 
horse herds began to spread across 
Australia’s vast, wild, open spaces. 

The name ‘Brumby’ is likely to have 
originated from Sargeant James Brumby, 
an early settler who released his horses 
in the bush near the Victoria and New 
South Wales border when he was 
transferred to Tasmania in the early 
1800’s. From then on, horses living in 
the wild became known as “Brumby’s 
horses”. 

The number of brumbies increased 
dramatically during the 1840’s and 
1940’s, when thousands upon thousands 
of horses were bred for the Australian 
Army and Indian remount trade. Many 
horses were bred on large stations in 
the Northern Territory, North-Western 
Australia, South Australia and far North 
Queensland and others were bred in 
Australia’s vast unfenced open spaces. 

Horses from the Guy Fawkes National 
Park area in New South Wales were 
drafted into the Light Horse Regiment 
in Armidale and Tamworth during both 
world wars and were still being caught 
and removed from the Guy Fawkes for 
this purpose well into the 1940’s. 

As the years passed and the working 
horse began to be replaced by machinery, 
many horses were released and left 
to survive alone in the wild, further 
contributing to Australia’s Brumby 
population. 

Brumbies in Australia 
today
It is estimated there are between 600,000 
and 1 million brumbies in Australia today. 

They can be found in remote, difficult to 
access locations such as the vast deserts 
of the Northern Territory, Carnarvon 
Gorge National Parks in central 
Queensland, the Guy Fawkes National 
Park in New South Wales and the 
Kosciuszko National Park in Eastern NSW 
& North East Victoria. 

There are also brumby populations in 
easy to access areas such as between 
Gympie and Tin Can Bay, only a 3 hour 
drive north of Brisbane.

Brumbies in each part of Australia have developed local 
characteristics, colour and size, depending on the mix of 
other breeds released into their area. Examples are the Timor 
Pony to Coffin Bay, buckskins and palominos to Guy Fawkes 
National Park and heavier horses in Kosciusko National Park. 

Pest or Treasure? 
Because horses are not a native animal to Australia, under the 
National Parks Act of 1975, exotic fauna (including horses) 
are to be exterminated or controlled to preserve and protect 
the parks’ natural and native values. Consequently hundreds 
and sometimes thousands of brumbies are culled by the 
government every year in every state. 

Despite being considered a pest by government departments, 
brumbies that have been saved, rehomed and trained 
continue to live up to their reputation as being a hardy and 
versatile horse with a calm even temperament and good 
endurance. 

Brumby horses are used for a range of disciplines including 
endurance racing, show jumping, stock work, competitive 
trail riding, dressage, polocrosse, and pony club.

Endurance Racing: “Quigley” was rehomed after being 
captured and removed from Victoria’s Alpine country. In 
2009 “Quigley” competed in the gruelling world class 160km 
Tom Quilty Gold Cup endurance race in Victoria. Quigley 
competed against more than 250 horses and won his owner, 
Steve Blackhurst, a Silver Buckle. Quigley has since been sold 
and is now living it up in a world class stable in the United 
Arab Emirates.

Show Jumping: Some brumbies can really jump! In 
the 1970’s a brumby named Mickey Mouse, ridden and 
owned by Dave Berman, competed in the Galloway Junior 
Showjumping at the Sydney Royal Show. Mickey was only 
13.2hh yet could clear jumps as big as 1.75m high and 1.8m 
wide. ‘Mickey’ accumulated enough points to reach the A 
grade show jumping level of the Equestrian Federation of 
Australia. Dave says: “Mickey was smart on his feet, very fast 
and very few could beat him on the clock.” He lived until he 
was 38 years old.  

Dave’s second brumby ‘Hawkeye’ was captured and sent 
to the Alice Springs sale yards where he tried to jump out 
and almost succeeded! Dave won many competitions riding 

‘Hawkeye’ including Grand Prix and a World Cup Qualifier 
at the Brisbane Royal Show. Dave was known to jump the 
beautiful solid grey with no saddle or bridle. 

Brumbies in each part of Australia have developed local charac-
teristics, colour and size. In these images,Top: brumby herd near 

Gympie, Queensland. Middle: Bogong (Victoria) brumbies in trap 
yards. Below: Bogon brumbies.

Courtesy of Michael Ramsden
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The Australian Brumby Alliance Inc
The Australian Brumby Alliance (ABA) is a not-for-profit organisation 
and was formed in 2008.

The ABA provides a collective voice regarding the humane 
management, welfare, preservation and promotion of what they 
consider to be a National Treasure - The Australian Brumby.

 The ABA is an umbrella orginisation for member groups which 
include seven active brumby associations within Australia, and 
encourages the sharing of information and expertise. 

For the purpose of the ABA, a “Brumby” is defined as:

 An Australian wild horse that survives in an unrestrained, 
untamed state in a natural herd structure whereby natural 
selection decrees the type that survives in that environment.

At times these wild horses may be moved to alternative 
environments and managed to preserve their Australian 
Brumby Heritage. 

The ABA and associated members such as SEQ Brumby 
Association aim to save and rehome as many brumbies 
as they can. Unlilke the majority of other people who 
specialise in specific breeds, those who deal with 
brumbies are all volunteers and all work is undertaken 
on a not-for-profit basis. 

Brumby Associations in Australia:
• South Australia – Coffin Bay Brumby Preservation 
Society Inc (www.coffinbaybrumby.org.au) 

• New South Wales - Hunter Valley Brumby 
Association (www.hvba.com.au); 

• Oxley Heritage Horse Association (www.
oxleyheritagehorses.com.au); 

• Save The Brumbies Inc (www.savethebrumbies.
org)

• Queensland - South East Queensland Brumby 
Association Inc (www.seqbrumby.com)

• Western Australia – The Outback Heritage Horse 
Association of WA (www.wildhorses-wa.com)

• Victoria - Victorian Brumby Association Inc (www.
victorianbrumbyassociation.org)

The Australian Brumby Horse Register
The Australian Brumby Horse Register was established 
in 2005 to record and preserve the Brumby bloodlines 
and heritage.

A horse may be entered into the Australian Brumby 
Horse Register (ABHR) if it can be proven that it is a wild 

horse that has run, without supervision, in a substantially 
unfenced area for five generations (approximately 20 
years). 

The Australian Brumby Horse Register advises that the 
authenticity of Brumbies is undertaken in various ways:

If captured by National Parks, the horse is accompanied by a 
certificate. 

If rescued from sale yards, abattoirs or stations, two stat 
decs are needed from people stating that to the best of their 
knowledge the horse originated from the wild. 

Any born on sanctuaries will be readily authenticated by the 
welfare group.  

A foal from authentic Brumby parents is a Brumby no matter 
where it is born.   

Left to their own devices brumbies breed at a rate of 15 to 
20% per annum so the population increases steadily if left 
unmanaged.

In March 2012 there were 271 purebred brumbies registered.

The Brumby Horse Characteristics
Terry Wilson, president of SEQ Brumby Association has trained 
over 30 brumbies has this to say about them: 

“Brumbies are enjoyable to train. They learn in the wild from 
close knit family groups, an environment that domestic horses 
miss out on. This heightens their communication skills making 

them sensitive to any cue given. When they come to us, straight 
from the wild, they are insecure, looking for leadership and are 
willing learners. We have found the brumbies bond very closely 
with their trainers and it is important new owners allow the time 
needed to create an equally strong bond. As with any breed of 

horse each Brumby has its own personality.”

Colleen O’Brian, President of the Victorian Brumby Association, 
says: “Brumbies range from 13.2 to as tall as 17hh, depending on 
where they come from and the breeds that contributed to them. 
Bred in Australia’s toughest stud - the forgotten corners of our huge 
country - only the best have survived and as a result, they are 
strong, sturdy, solid, sound and sane.”

Brumby classes are now starting to appear at a number of shows 
throughout Australia. They include the Bellingen show (NSW) 
where up to 17 brumbies have competed in the led event, 
Geelong Show (Vic), Ballarat Show (Vic) and Sunshine Coast Show 
(Qld) to name a few.

Show Standard: 
In the brumby led classes judges look for the following elements: 

• Wither: well set back, not too high or too low.

• Back: short and strongly coupled

• Quarters: long, broad and sloped between 10-15 degree 
angle

• Head: well balanced, straight, not concave or convex, larger 
(to accommodate teeth rather than too small

• Neck: well balanced, not too long or too short, not bulky

• Front: legs straight from side and front. Long forearm, short 
cannons, flat knees, fetlock small, pastern at 45 degrees, not 
too long or too short and upright

• From behind: standing square. Hind toe turned slightly out

• Chest: deep but not too wide between the front legs. Oval 
shaped rather than round.

• Feet: solid, well-shaped thick walled healthy. No cracks or 
brittle feet. Brumbies may have feathers with no penalty

• Hind legs: well hooked above the hock, straight from hock to 
ground

• Bone: Solid. Well-muscled

• Weight: Medium

• Temperament: quiet. Exhibitions of bad temper, vices or highly 
strung nature will be strongly penalised.

• Mane and tail: may be left long or shown in plaits or clipped 
as preferred.

• Movement: must be smooth and straight. Any tendency to 
dish or plait severely penalised. 

The Brumby is a truly remarkable horse with owners loving their 
agility, responsiveness and the magic bond they develop with their 
Brumby.As the Brumby helped create Australia, and was involved 
in fighting for Australia, it is up to us, the Australian’s of today, to 
provide them with the opportunity to live and to be the best they 
can.

If you are interested in providing a home for a Brumby please 
contact one of the rehoming groups. Or for further information 
contact the Australian Brumby Alliance: 

info@australianbrumbyalliance.org.au or phone the president 
Jill Pickering on (03) 9428-4709.

Photo by Rod Scott

Left: The beautifu solid grey 
Brumby ‘Hawkeye’ ridden 
by Dave Berman jumped to 
Grand Prix and World Cup 
Qualifier level, seen here at 
the EKKA.  

Right: At only 13.2hh, 
‘Mickey Mouse’ was an 

A grade jumper. Very few 
horses ever beat him in the 

speed classes.

Above and below: A quiet temperament is an essential Brumby characteristic. 
Judges are encouraged to strongly penalise any exhibition of bad behaviour 

or a highly strung nature in the show ring.
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Rex, a light bay brumby from Toolara State forest, and Liberty a 
buckskin brumby from Guy Fawkes National Park out trekking with 

their owners. (The dark bay is a stockhorse).


