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Introduction


This is a revised edition of Plants, Potions and Oils for Horses, originally published by Compass Equestrian Ltd in 1999. It contains much more information, including a section on behaviour, a lot more oils and a few more herbs. I hope you enjoy it and find it useful.


We live in an age of medical miracles. Multimillion-pound pharmaceutical companies churn out pills, lotions and syrups with unpronounceable, un-spellable names and we expect them to cure not only our own ailments but those of our horses as well! We may wince as we write out the cheque to the doctor or the vet but we remain confident that all our problems will be solved. Quite often they are, and for this we must be grateful. You will find as you read through this book that I believe in both original cures and modern veterinary practice. You must, however, always work in close conjunction with your vet; this book will not give you superpowers, so don’t overlook the other products that are available on the market, or for that matter the experts who are available to you. One should use this book wisely, and by that I mean not being blinkered. Use everything that is available, whether it be a readymade product, your vet or something from this book. The most important thing after all is the horse, so let’s not be self-righteous or close our eyes.


I want to emphasize that the content of this book does not make you a vet, and is not a substitute for veterinary expertise. You still need a vet’s scientific skills of diagnosis, treatment and prognosis, particularly in prevention and prophylaxis and in containing the spread of infection. Vets are highly trained and I have great respect for the profession. There are, however, many disorders which do not need professional attention and some which seem to respond better to age-old remedies.


This book outlines a wide variety of natural remedies, which I have found to be effective time and time again. They range from herbal treatments that come as no surprise, to the most unexpected properties of such bizarre items as cobwebs and chimney soot! There is a section on aromatherapy (the use of essential oils) and a section on behaviour. As well as the original line drawings, this revised edition also includes colour photographs, which should help make the identification of plants easier.


The use of herbs and ‘country cures’ has been passed down through the generations. Long before the advent of modern veterinary science, herbs and potions provided the only available treatments. The near demise of the art of herbalism has been largely due to today’s veterinary advances. Yet nature has found her way to make a comeback!


Resistance to modern drugs is becoming prevalent and whilst there are (and always will be) sceptics, what are now called ‘alternative’ medicines (personally I prefer ‘traditional’) have had to be taken seriously. Ironically, my grandfather looked on modern medicines with the same scepticism and thought of them as the alternatives. My old Guv’nor, a brilliant and proper horseman, sadly long dead, once stood in the yard, waited for the vet to go and turned to me saying, ‘Can’t be doing with that new fangled stuff, hide that in the tack room so the boss doesn’t see it and go and get me some of this.’ He showed me a plant, and lo and behold, after a few days the horse was fine. The boss came out in his suit and told the Guv’nor he should have more faith in science.… The Guv’nor just smiled at me. There is a place for all sides, as I say.


More and more people are becoming interested in the use of herbs and other natural products as remedies. It is the intention of this book to give you a basic knowledge, to enable you to make use of the more common and widely available herbs (a term I shall use for all natural plant remedies). There are many remedies that are very good at alleviating pain, injuries and illness and are also invaluable for the well-being, health and fitness of your horse.


As for country cures, by which I mean those that are not herbs but are, in the main, easily available – such as bicarbonate of soda or cider vinegar, both of which have been used for generations – you will find them not only to be effective but also much cheaper than modern remedies. A substantial part of the book is devoted to aromatherapy, something I have found very useful. Some will disagree with my methods; some will agree, but I would recommend that you should at least give them a try before judging.


I have based all my doses on a 15-hand horse unless otherwise stated. To dose a horse or pony of a different size, simply divide the dose level by fifteen, then multiply it by the size of your own horse. For handfuls and similar measurements, simply add or lessen a little.


IMPORTANT POINTS TO REMEMBER




	This book is an aid, not a substitute for modern veterinary techniques.


	You must be careful to pick plants or to obtain them from a reputable supplier who does not use sprays. Herbs must be natural to be of worthwhile use. To use a natural remedy contaminated by sprays completely defeats the object of the exercise.


	None of the herbs in the book can be overdosed, so never be afraid to increase the dose level a little if the injury or illness is not reducing. Do follow the full course first, however.


	The country cures, unless otherwise stated, must be followed to the letter.







CHAPTER 1


 


Plant Power


AMARANTH (LOVE LIES BLEEDING) (AMARANTHUS HYPOCHONDRIACUS)


However tragic its name, this herb is really useful. It can help to stem bleeding, and can be used to alleviate diarrhoea and to treat sore mouths – a good aid when breaking a young horse should the bit rub on the corner of the mouth.
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Amaranth (Love lies bleeding) (Amaranthus hypochondriacus). (Photo: Karelj, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





Amaranth can be grown in the garden and will grow to around 5 feet, with attractive crimson flower spikes. It can even be used as a vegetable if you run out of greens, and it is delicious! Africans call it ‘dodo’ and it is a staple part of their diet. You can boil it, or alternatively, cook it in a little oil with onions and tomatoes until soft, then add a splash of milk, give it a really good stir and serve.


For bleeding, place a leaf on the affected area, crushing the leaf in your hands before application. If you don’t believe me, when you next cut yourself and are bleeding profusely, try it – you will be stunned. As a mouthwash or to treat digestive disorders you need to make an infusion: take four or five leaves, place in boiling water, leave to cool, strain and the infusion is ready to administer to your horse. You can put the leaves in your horse’s feed bowl, or have them for lunch yourself.


In Africa, the seed of the amaranth is used to make a health-giving porridge (although I haven’t tried it yet): crush or grind up the seeds and use the ‘flour’ to make porridge as you would normally. Apparently it is not only very tasty but also very good for you. Our pishi (Swahili for ‘cook’) came up with another gem: he told me that Africans believe that amaranth ‘renews the blood’ and has seriously good benefits as a vegetable. They believe it cleans the blood and the system and…how can I put this in a delicate manner?… helps you to rise to the occasion, so if you have a lazy stallion this may well be worth a try.


BASIL (OCIMUM BASILICUM)


This plant is tranquility itself. It is a mid-green herb with a wide soft leaf and is readily available and easy to grow. You can even resort to using the dried version from your local supermarket, though it will not be as effective. Use this herb for difficult-to-handle horses: it acts as a very good tranquilizer, and can benefit bad travellers and reduce stress in colicky horses.
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Basil (Ocimum basilicum). (Photo: Mikrolit’, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





Mix half a dozen sprigs in with the feed and the horse should become noticeably calmer. I have found this herb really helpful if breaking a particularly awkward youngster, or a difficult horse that requires physical treatment. It is also very good for relieving stress during bouts of colic. For colicky horses you need to make up an infusion, which is fairly easy. In truth though it is better pre-prepared and put in the tack room so it is readily available, as and when it is needed. Remember it needs to cool and when you have a horse with colic, the last thing you want to be doing is messing around making up infusions. Please note that this particular use of basil (for colic) is not a remedy – it is to relieve the stress associated with this problem; please also read the section on butter in Chapter 2.


Put half a dozen sprigs into a saucepan and bring to the boil, simmer for five minutes, allow to cool, then strain into a dark glass bottle and you have your infusion, ready, sitting on the shelf. For bad travellers put four sprigs into the morning feed, give it at least an hour for it to take effect, and you will find your horse travels much better. A word of warning: competition horses that travel badly should not be given basil (you will not thank me if your horse falls asleep half way through a race or after jumping the first fence at Olympia!). Please refer to sage, hops or the aromatherapy section.


NB: Do not feed basil to pregnant mares as it can trigger oestrus, which can cause an abortion.


BASKET WILLOW (SALIX VIMINALIS)


Horses love basket willow. The Irish actually grow this as feed, I believe, and put it through a chopper… however, you have to be a bit careful with competition horses because it does contain salicylic acid, which is a banned substance. Put your horse in a good meadow and the chances are they will eat meadowsweet: the herb that the discovery of aspirin came from (basically pure salicylic acid). I had a friend who had a race taken away from him because his horse tested positive. He chased his feed company round in circles and they tested vigorously – all their equipment and their feedstuffs – nothing! In desperation he came to me, totally perplexed, as he had fed his horses nothing that could possibly have caused this. I looked in his meadow and there was a whole stand of basket willow next to a small pond, and the horses were chomping away at it like they hadn’t eaten for a week; there was the source of the salicylic acid! They now put cows in that particular field.
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Basket willow (Salix viminalis). (Photo: Willow, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





I have a thing against the use of bute as a painkiller: it does, or can, affect a horse’s temperament, and you can end up with a completely different horse. Basket willow, on the other hand, does not: a stallion of mine nearly demolished a whole tree, with no side effects at all! As a painkiller it is easily fed as the horses like it. Do you think horses get headaches? Watch your horse: when you turn it out and it is looking a little dowdy, watch what it does. I’ll take a bet with you that it goes straight to the hedgerow – it will be looking for what it instinctively knows are painkillers, and probably knows them better than you! I will cover other painkillers later in the book, but basket willow would be my favourite and is probably the easiest to source.


It also has another use: it thins the blood thereby increasing circulation, so helps in the healing process. If you have an old horse with a dicky ticker, it will help him a great deal. For this give four or five 12–18-inch sticks with the leaves on every day. If they do not have leaves (in winter, for example), increase by 50 per cent. You can chop them up and put them in the feed or just let the horse chomp away at them; he won’t leave a lot. (If you have a headache try it yourself, it’s a bit bitter, but chew on a stick and in five minutes you’ll be feeling better.)


As a painkiller, start with six 12–18-inch sticks and if you don’t see your horse becoming more comfortable within 24 hours, up the dose by 50 per cent, if it is winter and there are no leaves then up the normal dose by a further 50 per cent. Remember that it is a prohibited substance – if you are about to compete your horse you will need to find a different painkiller.


BUCKWHEAT (FAGOPYRUM ESCULENTUM)


Buckwheat is of particular interest in competition circles, but should not be ignored by the rest of us. It has very unusual properties in that it strengthens blood vessels, and so is something that the owners of bleeders should be looking at. It is also said to relieve arthritis. Buckwheat can prove extremely useful to the racing fraternity; for horses that have had x-rays carried out and have fragile blood vessels as a result, buckwheat will help to bring back their elasticity and strength. Buckwheat is also a high value feed for the performance horse.
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Buckwheat (Fagopyrum esculentum). (Photo: Alupus, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





CHIVES (ALLIUM SCHOENOPRASUM)


Chives grow in clumps and actually make a nice border plant around the yard, with a very pretty spherical purple flower head and dark green tubular stems. I’m sure you know that they have the distinct smell of onions when crushed between your fingers. Flies dislike them and it will help to reduce the number of flies in the vicinity (as will marigolds); they are also very good as a conditioner and for putting a healthy shine on your horse’s coat.
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Chives (Allium schoenoprasum). (Photo: Karelj, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





Just grab a handful of stems, chop them up and add them to your horse’s feed. Horses do not usually like the taste of them so I normally mix them with barley meal to disguise the taste. You can do this as and when you remember, or every day. You can experiment with chives as they cannot in any way harm your horse.


There is one other way you can use them: take a handful of the stems and rub them hard on your horse’s neck and around the tail, in fact anywhere, and it will keep the flies away a little, and those nasty little culicoides that cause sweet itch will be reduced. And of course they are lovely in a salad or with a bit of cheese!


CLEAVERS OR GOOSE GRASS (GALIUM APARINE)


Cleavers are a really good little plant; it is the one that sticks all over you, hence it is also called in some areas ‘sticky willy’. That said, this is a herb that you can feed to your horse as much as you like. I have never known a horse refuse this: they adore it. Goose grass (this is the colloquial name for the plant where I come from) has tiny little corns on it when it seeds, which are identical in size and shape to black peppercorns. These can be collected and dried for the winter; it’s a little painstaking but quite worth it. If you have an old jumper handy, drag it across the plant and you’ll get loads. When you have collected them, put them in a brown paper bag and store them in a cool, dry place. Crush them and put a half teaspoonful on your horse’s feed in winter; it will help to keep condition on your horse and should ‘warm up’ the muscles. The plant itself, when in season, is a superb conditioner, and is particularly good if your horse has strangles, as it will help to reduce the swelling by increasing the action of the lymphatic system. If your horse is stung by something, make a pulp from the plant and apply it; this will help reduce swelling and relieve the symptoms of the sting. It also makes a very good poultice, and you can even make a tea from it for digestive disorders!
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Cleavers or goose grass (Galium aparine). (Photo: H. Zell, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





Many years ago shepherds used to take their sheep off in the middle of nowhere. They used to live in shepherds’ huts – these were round-topped huts on wheels, which had a pot belly stove inside for keeping warm and cooking on. The old shepherds used to pick the corns and dry them, then roast them and make a warming drink from them. I haven’t tried it, but the old guy who told me about this reckons it’s not bad. I was told you could use this ‘tea/coffee’ for the relief of bloat in sheep, so perhaps this might help colic? If you are left with no alternative it might be worth a try!


COMFREY (KNITBONE) (SYMPHYTUM OFFICINALE)


This is a highly versatile herb and can be used in many different ways. You can dry it, store it, blanch it and freeze it, and you can use the leaf, the flower and the root. You can even make yourself a tea from it, and eat it as a vegetable.
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Comfrey or knitbone (Symphytum officinale). (Photo: H. Zell, https://commons.wikimedia.org)





Comfrey is a large-leafed plant that has tiny hairs on the leaf, so it is quite rough to the touch. There are three types: white-flowering, pink-flowering and purple-flowering. There is also a comfrey with a blue flower, which I am in the process of trying out; it works quite effectively but seems to be the weakest of the colours. The level of potency is all about the colour: each colour takes a different amount of energy for the plant to produce, white being the easiest, so it stands to reason that a white-flowered plant will have greater potency because the plant has made less effort to produce it. The pink will be second and the purple third.


The root is white on the inside but has a dark brown, almost black, rind, which should be removed or cleaned thoroughly. It is quite easy to do, a bit like peeling a potato.


The most common colour (and the most attractive to bees) is purple. It is found in hedge-rows and deciduous woodlands, although I have also seen it on the edge of coniferous forests, and is also common in meadows and boggy areas.


Now I have said it is versatile and that is really a bit of an understatement. White comfrey can, if your horse is highly strung, heat your chap up a bit, but pink and purple will not and is fine to use even on the fizziest of horses. I have noticed that the blue is the same as pink and purple in this respect. You can use the whole of the plant and even the most finicky of horses can be tempted – the only problem you will have is keeping your fingers when feeding it! For those horses that are less keen, bash the leaves on a wall or door to bruise them, and if that fails chop them up and mix them with a bit of barley meal.


As you will realize from its common name, knitbone, it does just that: it speeds the healing process of bones and tendons as well.


Some years ago a paediatrician friend of mine had a patient with had a break that would not heal and I suggested trying some comfrey, which worked a treat. Comfrey is superb for sore shins, chipped knees and arthritis. One small point that must be taken into consideration (by the way this herb is another that you cannot really overdose) is that comfrey contains allantoin, which is on the prohibited substances list, despite being a naturally occurring resource.


Tendon strains


For tendon strains, feed six decent-sized leaves for ten days. If the problem is still acute, continue for a further ten days. Make sure you add some basket willow to increase the circulation and relieve the pain.


Sore shins


Many young horses in the racing industry suffer from this problem; the more we ask of our horses, the more strain we put them under. If you are preparing for competition, please take your horse off the treatment at least two weeks before you compete. I would also suggest that if you have a young horse that you are concerned about, or is under a heavy work- load, you can use comfrey as a preventative. Sore shins can be dealt with by both poultice and feeding. The poulticing is as easy as the feeding: soak three or four leaves of comfrey in hot water for around thirty seconds to a minute until they are starting to soften. Apply to the horse’s shins, bandaging them in the same way as one would use Animalintex. Leave the poultice in place for two to three hours and remove. Do this for at least five days and you should start to see an improvement. Now you should also (at the same time) feed half a dozen leaves twice a day. If the shins are particularly bad then peel the root and feed a piece once a day about half the size of your fist. The root is not always taken readily so you may need to chop it up and add it to the feed. If you have a problem, fall back on the old barley meal trick.
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