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Introduction


My love of horses started at a very early age. I was a typical pony-mad little girl who wanted to spend every possible moment at the stables. My fondest memories are not of riding and competing but of the time I spent caring for my pony. The hours of grooming, washing, trimming and plaiting to prepare for competitions gave me pleasure and satisfaction. It also built very special relationships with my ponies. The enjoyment I derived from this remains with me and I am fortunate enough to have made a career out of what I love doing – grooming and caring for horses.


Throughout my career, I have had the opportunity to share my knowledge and practical experiences with others, some of whom have gone on to be professional grooms. I take great pride in the fact that I have assisted others in achieving their goals.
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(Photo: Shannon Daly)





There are many aspects of grooming other than the obvious reason of improving the appearance of the horse. This book explores other areas which relate to grooming, such as horse health, horse psychology and basic handling, as well as turning out for competition.


It is a book that all horse owners should be able to relate to, from the pony-mad child to those who ride for pleasure, and will be useful for those who want to learn more about the professional care required to produce healthy horses looking their best for competition and the show ring.




1 Qualities of a Good Horse Owner and Professional Groom


There is nothing more rewarding than forming a great partnership with a horse. This could be a person who rides as a hobby and regards his horse as a friend or a top competition rider or groom working with the horse as a professional. At any level, as a horse owner it is important to understand what is required if the partnership is to become successful. Those who want to take this a step further and make horses their career must be prepared for hard work and long hours. Working with or owning any animal is not a nine-to-five job but often a 24-hour a day commitment.




[image: image]


The Pony Club gives children a great start. (Photo: Shannon Daly)





Below is a summary of what is required of a good horse owner.




	There are many aspects of stable management to be considered before buying a horse. The basics include feeding, mucking out, grooming, horse health, farriery, tack, equipment and exercise. It is necessary to have some knowledge on all these subjects. Information can be obtained from reading books, watching DVDs or attending stable management courses. Anyone intending to make a career with horses is advised to look into what exams are available to take, either through the British Horse Society or by attending college full-time. Courses range from basic all the way up to degree level.
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Working pupils often learn ‘on the job’.







	Children who attend the Pony Club are given a fantastic introduction to stable management. The Pony Club exams concentrate on horse care as much as on riding. Those who achieve the higher levels are extremely competent.


	More important than theoretical knowledge is practical experience. Reading about a subject gives an idea of what is expected in caring for a horse but until this is actually practised competence is not achieved. It is a mistake to consider buying a horse if your only previous experience involved turning up for a riding lesson where the horse was tacked up, ready and waiting. If this is the case, try to spend more time on the yard before and after lessons to observe and help with stable duties. The other option is to find a local person with horses and, if possible, help out and gain experience.


	A young person wanting to make a career with horses may choose to become a working pupil rather than go through college. This involves going to work on a yard. The responsibilities should be minimal to begin with, and the working pupil will work with more experienced staff to learn ‘on the job’. Formal training will also be received. This often proves to be a more successful route for competition grooms as it opens doors to further employment in the industry.


	Anyone considering owning or working with horses must be prepared for hard work. Unless lucky enough to have a horse on full livery, an owner must be prepared to care for the horse before and after work and at weekends. A career with horses entails long hours and physical effort. This is especially true in the competition and hunting industry.


	Working with a horse requires a person to gain his respect by acting in a calm, firm manner. Horses are big strong animals that can become dangerous if this is not practised. Patience is also required. There is a great saying: ‘Always have more time than your horse.’ He must learn to trust your leadership without overstepping the line or being afraid of you. This is discussed in more depth in the handling chapter.
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A professional groom.







	Safety is essential. Even the quietest horses can have a scare and revert back to their natural instincts. This book discusses how to work around the horse safely to avoid accidents. This is often forgotten when people become complacent about a horse because they think they know him well.


	Horses thrive on routine and will benefit physically and mentally from it. Therefore it is important to be organized, to plan ahead and have excellent time management skills. This is essential when working with a number of horses and preparing for competition.


	Stress – of the horse or rider – is not conducive to producing good results. A groom’s role is to minimize stress at all times. When things do not go to plan it is important not to panic but to remain calm and work through the problem.


	When turning out for competition, it is essential to pay attention to detail and take pride in the work. For a groom or horse owner, seeing the horse in peak condition, and turned out immaculately, is rewarding and what the hard work is all about.







2 Handling


Grooming should be a pleasurable experience for both horse and groom. Done well, grooming aids bonding, helping to build trust and confidence, which will, it is hoped, contribute to a great partnership. This is especially important for competition horses that will often be stabled away from home in a strange environment and yet still be expected to perform to a high standard. Taking a horse away from everything he is familiar with can often cause stress and anxiety. This can be minimized if he knows and trusts his groom and rider.


A good partnership is equally important for those who ride for pleasure. In the end, someone who buys a horse for a hobby is also expecting to enjoy the time spent with him.


When dealing with an older, more experienced horse, his basic manners are often taken for granted. It is easy to forget that the horse was not born knowing how to react to the everyday things that are part of his daily routine. At some point he had to be introduced to a halter, trained to lead and tie up, have strange equipment used over his body, legs and head. He had to learn to balance on three legs while people did things to his other foot. He had to accept a hosepipe, buckets and sponges being used to wash him. Knowledgeable handling ensures that his good manners remain consistent.


A poor introduction to these things will result in the horse being nervous of the experience, which often leads to bad behaviour. This chapter explores how to introduce handling and grooming, which, it is hoped, will result in a well-mannered, confident horse who enjoys the experience. It will also discuss reasons for bad behaviour and how this can be managed.


HORSE BEHAVIOUR


In order to handle horses well it is important to have some knowledge and understanding of their natural behaviour.


The horse is a prey animal, meaning that in the wild he would be vulnerable to attack from predatory animals. The horse’s reaction to fear or threat is flight, but he may fight if put in a situation or environment where flight is not an option. This behaviour is displayed by biting, kicking, striking out or rearing.


In addition, horses are herd animals. In the wild they live in groups and help protect one another. It is therefore unnatural for a horse to be separated and expected to live and be ridden alone. Often a domesticated horse has to learn to cope with this. A one-horse owner, for example, may have a stable at home rather than keeping the horse at livery on a large yard. Competition horses are often required to leave a working-in area and perform in an arena away from other horses. If the initial separation is not done sympathetically, and the horse allowed time to adjust, it can often cause him distress and negatively shape his behaviour for the rest of his life. Being methodical and building his confidence steadily with correct training will reduce the chances of him being ‘herd bound’.
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Young horses benefit from company when introduced to new situations.





In the wild horses live in small groups that usually consist of a mature male, several females and their offspring. Within the group exists a hierarchy often referred to as the pecking order. This is also seen in domesticated horses living out in a field together. When a horse first interacts with a human, it is important that he quickly learns to respect the person as being higher in the pecking order than him. Failure to do so will result in him displaying difficult or threatening behaviour when he is handled. This often occurs if a person feels threatened by the horse and shows signs of fear, enabling the horse to become dominant. Experienced, confident handling is essential in the early stages to prevent this from happening. Once the horse has accepted the pecking order, he usually retains this throughout his life, provided handling is consistent.
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Good handling gains respect.





Most young horses do not regard people as a threat, and therefore will not become aggressive without reason. A natural reaction in a young horse would be to try to avoid human contact. Correct handling in the right environment will build up trust, but impatient and aggressive handling at any stage may have the opposite effect. A horse put in a situation where he can’t flee from his fear may resort to aggression. Once learnt, such behaviour can often stay with him for the rest of his life.


Good handling comes from a combination of confidence, calmness and patience. The horse must respect the human as dominant without being afraid.


BODY LANGUAGE


The horse communicates mostly through body language, using his ears, eyes, lips, muzzle, legs and tail. Learning to recognize how the horse is feeling and anticipating his likely reaction to certain situations is essential in training the horse, building his trust and developing a partnership. It also helps to ensure the horse is safe to be around and can be taken to places where there will be other horses.


Ears


The ears give several different signs as to how the horse is feeling. As horses have very acute hearing, the ears can often change in a split second.


Pricked ears show that the horse has heard or seen something. He will hold his head high and turn to face the sound, pointing the ears as far forward as they will go. He may become quite tense in his stance until he has worked out what the noise is and is happy there is no threat. Then he will relax again. This ‘pointing’ stance is also a result of the horse’s vision. He uses the lower part of his eyes to view things far away, hence must raise his head to look towards the horizon. When looking at something close, he will often draw the head in and down, using the upper part of his eyes to look at it.


Pinned back ears are a sign of aggression or discomfort. It is a clear warning sign that people and fellow horses should respect and learn to deal with. A horse may feel threatened by another horse coming too close to him, especially when he is eating. He may fear other horses as a result of being kicked or bitten. Mares often dislike others coming too close to them when they are not in season.
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An inquisitive young horse.





If a horse pins back his ears when approached in the stable, it is because he feels threatened in some way and he may revert back to ‘fight or flight’. As it is difficult to flee when surrounded by four walls and a door, he may think his only option is to fight. It is important in this situation to establish the pecking order as the horse’s behaviour will become worse if he remains dominant. The horse should be disciplined in a firm but calm manner. Shouting at him or threatening him will only cause him further anxiety and is likely to result in him becoming more aggressive.


If the horse lays his ears back when being groomed or tacked up, it is often a sign of discomfort or the expectation of pain because it has been painful in the past. It is important to assess why he is reacting in such a way and wherever possible to remove or treat the cause. It may be that such behaviour has simply become habitual and means no harm; he is simply saying he would rather not have the girth done up. In this case a calm approach to build up his confidence is more appropriate than reprimanding him.


Moving his ears shows the horse is semirelaxed. He will do this during exercise or while in the stable or field, especially if he is lying down, as he will feel more vulnerable. Although he is quite happy, he is still alert and listening for sounds around him. When the horse is being ridden, the ears move frequently as the horse not only pays attention to his surroundings but also listens to the rider’s voice and aids.
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The horse holds his head high, ears pricked, and turns to face the sound.
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This horse’s ears show that his concentration is no longer on the handler but on something to the side.





Loppy ears show the horse is totally relaxed. He will drop his head and neck and the ears will fall more to the sides. This is often seen when a horse is dozing in the stable or paddock. It shows he is confident in his surroundings and not at all worried.
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This horse is curious but does not feel threatened.





Eyes


Horses’ eyes vary in size and in their placement on the head. It is often said that a horse with a larger eye has a kind eye, while one with small eyes looks unfriendly. The size and shape of the eye can be an indicator of demeanour. When the horse is relaxed, the eyes tend to look softer, giving him a kinder look. A horse showing signs of fear or aggression will often show the whites of his eyes, giving a more feral look.


Mouth


The mouth is a good indicator of disposition at any given time. When the horse is very relaxed, the bottom lip will often droop and hang down. The horse tightens his lips when he is nervous about a situation. The top lip may also become pointed. When working the horse loose, one of the first signs of submission is relaxation of the jaw and licking the lips.


In the wild horses use their lips and teeth to groom one another. They stand face to face and scratch the neck and body. This is a trait that remains strong in the domesticated horse, and some horses may try to reciprocate when being groomed by a human. Observe the horse’s face when you are using the curry comb. If he enjoys the experience he may stretch his lips and move them about. If allowed, he may turn his head and neck to make contact by nuzzling with his lips on the person’s back or legs. For him this is mutual grooming. This is totally acceptable and a wonderful way of bonding with the horse, although care should be taken as he may also use his teeth. This must not be punished as it is a natural reaction. To avoid it, tie the horse up shorter.
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A horse looking happy and relaxed.
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A horse showing tight lips.





Teeth grinding and biting


Some horses show their anxiety or irritation by grinding their teeth, often with their ears back and tail swishing. It can happen both in hand and during exercise, and a common cause is the horse not being able to tolerate certain aspects of grooming, rugging or tacking up. This may be because he is sensitive and ticklish in certain areas, or because he is in pain or associates pain with what is being done. The latter commonly arises when a horse has had an injury or problem and is expecting a certain action still to cause pain to a particular area. It can often take a long time for the horse to forget something that has previously hurt him and regain his trust.


If teeth grinding is ignored, the horse may go one step further and snap with his teeth. Some do this in a threatening manner but without trying to make contact, but others will bite. This must be taken seriously and will be discussed later.


Tail swishing


The horse swishes his tail as a warning signal or to show he is irritated by something. The most common cause of tail swishing is to discourage flies and should never be reprimanded.


Tail swishing may also occur if another horse comes too close. If the second horse chooses to ignore the warning, he is in danger of being kicked. The same may apply to people. The horse may find grooming, clipping, pulling the mane and tail or tacking up annoying, ticklish or painful. The areas that tend to be most sensitive are around the girth, belly and hind legs. His way of saying ‘I don’t think I can tolerate this’ is to swish his tail. If this is ignored, he may then kick. It is important to assess why he is reacting in such a way before deciding how to deal with it.
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This horse is ticklish around his girth area and his body language shows he is not happy.





High tail carriage


A horse often carries his tail high in the air if something has alerted him. It is a sign of fear or excitement triggered by noise, spooking or other animals. Raising his head and neck, he may stop and freeze or his steps may become very elevated. He may also stop and snort. He should be given time to assess the situation before pressure is applied. Firm but calm handling will reassure and settle him.
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This horse is worried about the situation. His tail carriage is high and he has frozen in his step.
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The handler is calm and gives the horse time to assess the situation.





Tail clamped


The horse will clamp his tail as a reaction to fear or pain. If he suddenly gets a fright from behind, he clamps his tail and shoots forward. He may also clamp his tail when having his dock sponged or a tail bandage applied. This is a warning sign that he is not comfortable with what is being done, and if the warning is not acted on, he may kick out. More time should be taken brushing his tail and gently lifting the dock to give him confidence.
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This horse is clamping his tail as the bandage is applied.





The horse may also clamp his tail if he is cold. This can often be seen at the start of exercise when being ridden in cold weather.


Kicking with the hind legs


The horse may kick with his hind legs in response to fright, aggression or irritation. Horses can kick out behind them or cow kick by bringing the leg forwards. If a horse swings his quarters to the stable door in response to someone entering, it is a sign that he is worried about this invasion into his personal space.


The stable must never be entered with a horse positioned this way. He has attempted to flee, but he can’t as there is no way out so instead he may resort to fight and may strike out with his hind legs. Remaining outside the stable, encourage him to turn to face the door before entering. Reward him when he does so.


If the horse is standing with his quarters to the door, unaware that someone is about to enter, he may get a fright when the door opens and instinctively kick out. This is not a sign of aggression: he is simply protecting himself. Always speak to the horse before entering the stable, so he is not taken by surprise.


When the horse is being groomed or handled, he will usually swish his tail as a warning that he is not happy with a situation. If this signal is ignored, he may lift a hind leg or stamp a foot before actually kicking. As discussed, always assess what may be causing the problem and avoid it if possible. If flies are annoying the horse, he is more likely to cow kick to try to dislodge them. He should not be reprimanded for this. If possible, move him to an area where the flies are not such a problem, and apply fly repellent.


Forelegs


The horse may paw or stamp the ground with a foreleg, either in the stable at feed times or when he is tied up for grooming. This is a sign of impatience or irritation, and should be discouraged as it can become a bad habit. Pawing at feed time can develop into door kicking, which is both annoying and not good for the legs or the door. Pawing when tied up may lead to striking out.


Flies may also cause the horse to stamp.If a horse is seen to be pawing when he is loose in the stable or field it could be a sign of discomfort, and is often associated with colic.


The horse may also strike out with a foreleg if he feels threatened and can’t flee, or if he wants to assert his dominance. This behaviour is often displayed by stallions. It is important to correct it immediately and an experienced and confident person is required to handle the horse using the correct equipment such as a bridle or chiffney. Failure to do so could lead to rearing, putting the handler in danger.


EARLY HANDLING


The earlier a horse is handled and introduced to grooming, the more likely he is to accept it and not worry about the process. It is a great advantage if a foal is handled from birth. At this stage he may be timid, but will be more inquisitive than afraid. A foal learns and gains confidence from his mother, so her attitude towards human contact may influence him. Studies have shown that foals become more trusting of people when they see their mothers being handled well in the first few days after birth, rather than the foals themselves being handled.
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The young horse benefits from frequent handling.
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Calm steady handling reassures the nervous horse. This is shown on his facial expression.







[image: image]


The horse must learn to yield to pressure on the rope.





If a foal is left unhandled until he is weaned, his fight or flight instinct will be much stronger. Not only has he to deal with the trauma of being separated from his mother, he also has to cope with unfamiliar human contact. He may not yet be mature and strong but his quick athletic movements will make him very tricky to handle. Using a forced method will cause fear or panic and can often lead to injury. A bad experience at this time is likely to stay with him for life.


Once weaned, most youngsters are turned away in groups, where they thrive physically and mentally. Racehorses may start their careers as yearlings or two-year-olds but most other horses don’t start until they are at least two or three years old. During this maturing period it is advantageous if regular handling continues. Keeping the horse in his comfort zone will help him to accept being handled and groomed and to tolerate visits from the farrier. He will be much more settled if he remains in the company of other horses. Don’t suddenly take him away from the others and put him into a strange stable as this will probably lead to trouble. The more familiar he becomes with human contact, the more his confidence and respect will develop, making it much easier to separate him from other horses when the time comes.


TYING UP


It is important to teach any horse to tie up and stand patiently and remain relaxed. If this is done badly in the beginning, he may always object to the idea and continue to resist, making handling and working around him frustrating and often unsafe.


A horse that pulls back when he is tied up and ends up in a struggle against the rope can do himself serious harm. His neck and back will suffer from the force of the pull, and he may even end up falling or being flung back when the rope snaps, leading to more serious injury.
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Always tie to string.
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A quick release rope can be used.





Before attempting to tie up a young horse, especially for the first time, it is essential that he is happy wearing a headcollar and has had some introduction to pressure on the rope. He must have learnt to yield to the pressure and not resist it. Choose a suitable, safe location where the horse will be relaxed and unlikely to harm himself. Avoid taking him away from other horses and familiar surroundings. A nonslip surface such as dirt, straw or rubber matting is much safer than concrete.


The tie-up ring should be at a suitable height, which is no lower than the horse’s withers. Once the horse has been trained, and doesn’t pull back, it is common practice to tie a small loop of bale string into the ring. The horse’s rope can then be tied to the string rather than to the ring. In an emergency, if the horse does get a fright and panics, the string will break, freeing him without too much of a struggle. String should not be used when initially training the horse to tie up as all too often youngsters learn that without too much effort they can pull back and free themselves. If this becomes a habit, the horse can not safely be left tied up.
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The rope is placed through the ring and held on to.





To begin with, thread the rope through the ring and hold the free end in one hand. A longer lead rope is useful for this. With the other hand, gently touch the horse’s neck, body and legs until he is standing still and happy with this. If the horse goes to move back, he will feel the pressure on the rope; this is what causes him to panic and pull against it, especially if halter training has not been properly established. He must learn to release the pressure by stepping forward. If possible, stand slightly behind him and encourage this with the voice and hand. Care must be taken not to get kicked. If the horse doesn’t immediately respond in the correct way, release the pressure by giving him more rope. This process must be repeated until he gets the idea. Sometimes a second handler may be required to assist.


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]




The horse feels the pressure and wants to go backwards. The handler releases the pressure, encourages him to step forwards and then rewards.







[image: image]


The young horse shows signs of impatience. This can be caused by the grooming session being too long.
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The horse learns to relax as the handler works around him.
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Eventually the horse can be tied up.







COMMON MISTAKES




	Using an unsuitable area with a slippery surface, resulting in the horse falling over.


	Equipment left lying around, causing the area to be unsafe.


	Taking the horse away from familiar surroundings and other horses.


	Insufficient halter training before attempting to tie up.


	Using the wrong equipment.


	Tying the horse to the string loop too soon so he learns how to pull back and snap it.


	Training the horse on an elastic rope, allowing the horse to swing off it and throw himself around, often resulting in injury.


	If the tie ring is too low, the horse can put his foot over the rope.


	Using an unsuitable rope. If the rope is too long, the horse may get his foot over the rope or the rope may become caught over his head; both may cause him to panic. If the rope is too short, it may cause too much pressure and discomfort, causing him to resist.


	Leaving the horse tied up for too long in the early stages.


	Tying the horse to unsafe structures. Always use a solid post or fixed tie-up ring. Common features around the yard that may look strong but should be avoided include doors, gates, rails and bars on windows.


	Failing to use a quick release knot.
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