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Conserving rare breeds since 1977

Ancient White Park Cattle in North America

By Wes Henthorne

Ancient White Park cattle in North 

America have made some large strides in 

the last 20 years. In 1989, there were fewer 

than 20 purebred females of breeding age 

on the North American continent. In 2010, 

there will be over 600 calves born as the 

population continues to grow. This year 

also marks a milestone for the growth of 

the breed as its status has been changed 

from Critical to Threatened on the ALBC 

Conservation Priority List. The following 

outlines the challenges and successes the 

breed has faced throughout its history.

History

This breed has its past truly rooted in 

the midst of antiquity. Some of the earli-

est historic records from Britain mention 

the breed. While historians have disputed 

whether the cattle are descended from wild 

aurochs or domestic cattle introduced by 

the Romans, it is clear that the wild, white 

cattle herds of medieval times originated 

in the 13th century. There are several an-

cient herds still in existence today that date 

from that time. Familiar herd names in the 

breed that date back hundreds of years in-

clude Dynevor, Chartley, and Cadzow. The 

famous Chillingham herd also dates from 

this time but has been run as a feral closed 

herd for centuries.

The story of how White Park cattle 

came to the United States starts in Britain 

just prior to the outbreak of World War II. 

Anxious to protect centuries of heritage in 

the face of a possible Nazi invasion, a very 

small number of White Park calves were 

shipped to the Toronto Zoo. These animals 

were subsequently shipped to the Bronx 

Zoo for safekeeping. The zoo determined 

that keeping domestic cattle was not one 

of its long-term priorities and contacted 

the King Ranch in Texas to provide a 

home for the cattle. 

The cattle stayed at the King Ranch 

from the early 1940s until the early 1980s 

when the entire herd was sold to the 

Moeckly family in Polk City, Iowa. The 

Moecklys culled the herd for type and 

maintained the ancient horned animals 

separately from their more commercial 

herd of similarly marked but polled cattle. 

In the late 1980s, the Moecklys sold a few 

heifers to Seed Savers Exchange, a single 

heifer to Joywind Rare Breed Conservancy 

in Canada, some cows to Mark Fields in 

Iowa, and the remainder of the herd to the 

B Bar Ranch in Montana. The herds estab-

lished in Iowa and Montana were managed 

throughout the 1990s with two goals in 

mind. The first goal was to maintain the 

genetics of the small population and the 

second goal was to simply increase the 

population numbers.

Joywind Farm, Seed Savers, Mark 

Fields, and the B Bar Ranch worked very 

closely together in the early 1990s. Two 

bulls were exported to Canada to help that 

small program get off the ground. Be-

cause half of the cows purchased by the B 

Bar Ranch lacked a legible Bang’s tattoo 

or sufficient documentation of brucello-

sis vaccination, they were not allowed to 

travel to Montana. This meant that half of 

the herd would remain in Iowa and half 

would be kept on the ranch in Montana. 

The breeders sought help from Dr. Phil 

Sponenberg to develop a strategy for 

maintaining as much genetic breadth in the 

tiny population as possible. Dr. Sponen-

berg recommended keeping a closed 

herd and not engaging in a breeding-up 

The Ancient White Park is an excellent forager known for its high fertility, easy calving, 

extreme adaptability, and hardiness. Photo by Wes Henthorne.


