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INTRODUCTION


Galloping down leafy trails, jumping over fences, and winning ribbons at shows—these are the activities that make owning a horse lots of fun. But if you and your horse aren’t well suited for each other, or if he’s not looked after properly, you might not get to do any of these amazing activities.


The key to having a great time with a horse is to buy one who is right for you in the first place. Keep an open mind when you’re searching. If your horse is too hot for you to handle, you won’t want to spend time with him. You might want a flashy palomino, but the best horse for you might be a quiet bay.


Once you get your new partner home, it’s time to think about his health and happiness. If he isn’t fed properly or has to stand out in the freezing cold with no shelter, he won’t feel like racing around barrels or popping over an oxer. If he’s not vaccinated regularly, he might get sick and then you won’t be able to ride at all.


The way you ride your horse affects his performance, too. If all you do is school in an arena every day, your horse will get bored and may lose interest in his work. If you were a horse, would you like to go around in circles all the time? Why not break up your schooling sessions and go on a trail ride with a pony pal?


Owning a horse or pony is a big responsibility. Your horse relies on you to look after him properly. If you do a good job, you’ll have a super time with him—both in and out of the saddle.
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A slow, steady horse can do great in western pleasure classes.





CHAPTER ONE


FINDING THE RIGHT HORSE


Before you begin searching for a horse, you need to ask yourself a few important questions. The first one is, “Am I experienced enough to look after a horse?” Be honest! Do you know what and how much a horse eats? Do you know what vaccinations a horse needs? Would you be able to tell if your horse was sick?


If you don’t feel sure about these answers, wait a while before buying a horse. Spend as much time as you can at the barn before and after your lessons. Offer to help feed and groom the horses. Ask a pony pal if you can hang out with her and learn all you can about how she cares for her horse. It won’t be long before you’re ready to own a horse.


The second question you must ask yourself is, “What kind of horse do I need?” Young riders often buy unsuitable horses, and then no one wins. The horses end up being ridden by trainers or sold—and who knows what fate awaits them then? Life would be better for many horses if their riders had spent a little more time searching for suitable four-legged partners.


While you can’t guarantee that the horse you buy is going to be perfect—very few horses are—you can take some sensible steps that will increase your chance of finding a good partner, one that will have a happy home with you for a long time.


STARTING YOUR SEARCH


The key to buying a suitable four-legged partner is finding one that can do the activities you want to do. Never force a horse to do a job he can’t do; he’ll end up unhappy and frustrated. If you want to barrel race, there’s no point in buying a dressage star. If you want to compete in pleasure classes, don’t buy a speedy horse. If you want to trail ride, don’t buy a hyperactive horse.
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Offer to groom the pony you ride at riding school.
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Do you want to compete in show jumping classes with your horse?


Before you begin your search, sit down with your parents and make a list of the things you want to do with your horse. Here are some fun equestrian activities:


• Barrel racing


• Competitive or noncompetitive trail riding


• Cutting


• Dressage


• Endurance riding


• Eventing


• Gymkhana events and mounted games


• Jumping


• Reining


When you meet a horse for the first time, tell his owners what activities you’d like to do with him. If they want their horse to go to a good home, they’ll be honest and let you know what he can and can’t do.


WHERE TO LOOK


Start your search by letting your pony pals know that you’re looking for a horse. Call up local Pony Club and 4-H leaders. They might know of a horse who needs a new rider. If you have a trainer, she should be able to line up some horses for you to try. Go to the local tack shop and look at the bulletin board where people post pictures and details about horses they are selling. Some of the best horses don’t get advertised—they sell by word of mouth. It’s great to learn about a local horse who’s for sale because then it’s easier to find out more about him.
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This is one of the fun things you can do at a Gymkhana event.


Also, look in the newspaper and check the “Horses for Sale” section in the classifieds. Hunt for ads that contain phrases such as, “perfect kid’s horse,” “quiet and calm,” and “good to clip and trailer.” Avoid ads with phrases such as, “green horse” or “needs experienced rider.”


Don’t shop for your horse at an auction. Unless it’s a big sale organized by a breed association, buying a horse at an auction is too risky. You can’t try the horse properly and you won’t know anything about his background.


PERSONALITY PLUS


You want a horse who is good-tempered and friendly. It’s almost impossible to change a horse’s personality as he gets older, so don’t think that you’ll be able to make a grouchy horse nicer. He shouldn’t make grumpy faces or fidget when you handle him. Avoid buying a horse who’s stubborn, high-strung, or nervous. Stay away from bullies who push you around in the stable. Even if a horse can jump five-foot fences, you won’t enjoy owning him if he bites or kicks.


YOUNG HORSES AND YOUNG RIDERS


It’s not usually a good idea to buy a young horse—especially if you’re learning how to ride. Most horses need several years of training before they become quiet and reliable. For your first horse, it’s better to buy an older, more experienced mount.


If you fall in love with a horse who is less than three years old, you must have a trainer or knowledgeable adult help you work with him. A young horse can pick up bad habits like bucking or dropping his head to eat grass. Horses are big, unpredictable animals, and they can take advantage of kids.


On the other hand, you can start having fun with an older horse right away. You won’t have to wait several years before competing or jumping. Horses can live into their twenties, so a “teenager” will probably be around for a long time.


WHICH BREED IS BEST?


Keep an open mind about what breed of horse you’d like. You might think quarter horses are just for western riding, but they can do all sorts of activities, including dressage, jumping, and eventing. Arabians are great at endurance riding, but they also can be dressage stars. If you like a particular breed, go to that breed’s Web site and learn more about it.


If you’re looking for a first horse, consider a mixed breed—sometimes called a “grade” horse. Some of the best horses are mixed breeds because they tend to be hardier than purebred horses, have fewer health problems, and are often quieter than their registered cousins.


MARE OR GELDING?


If you find a horse you like, it doesn’t matter if that horse is a gelding (neutered male) or a mare (female). Both sexes can make excellent horses for young riders, although some mares can be moody and sensitive when they are “in season” (ready to mate). But this grouchy behavior lasts only a few days a month in the spring and summer. Stallions are not suitable for young riders because they can be unpredictable in their behavior. Besides, stallions are not allowed at 4-H and Pony Club events.
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