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dedication



To my horse buddies all over the world —


human and equine! Have fun. Be safe.
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a special note to my readers



I am so excited for you! I think that horses are the most wonderful interest you could possibly have. Horses have given me so much enjoyment that I have spent my whole life learning about them. Now I’d like to help teach you how to care for your pony or your horse. Books are great sources of information about horses, but in order to become a really accomplished equestrian, you also need two special mentors.


What is a mentor? A mentor is a wise and dedicated teacher. One of your mentors should be a person who has had a lot of positive experiences with horses and loves and respects them, someone who works safely with horses and can describe to you how and why you should do things a certain way. This person could be old or fairly young. He or she could be a professional horse trainer or riding instructor, your aunt or grandfather, your next-door neighbor, the man who works at the feed store, or your 4-H or Pony Club leader.


If you find a mentor who is willing to share knowledge with you and teach you about horses, you are very lucky. Do everything you can do to show your mentor that you are serious and want to learn. Pay attention when he or she is explaining something. Never arrive late or miss a scheduled meeting or lesson with your mentor. Be respectful and polite. A mentor is a great treasure for you to find. Think of things you can do to show your appreciation. Offer to do something that will be helpful, like cleaning a few stalls or soaping and oiling some bridles.


The second mentor you need is a well-trained, trustworthy horse. In Chapter 2, I’ll give you some specific advice on how to choose the right horse — one that will be safe and fun for you to handle and ride. Look for a patient, well-trained, experienced horse that has already taught other young people how to ride. Usually such a horse will be old and wise but might not be a beauty contest winner. I’ve found that no matter what a horse looks like, if he is kind and safe and willing to teach you how to ride, you will love him dearly.


Even though riding is probably the main reason you have your horse, don’t forget that your horse depends on you for proper feeding, health care, and exercise. I like to think of riding as my reward for a job well done. There is nothing quite like tacking up a healthy, happy, squeaky-clean horse and going for a ride on a trail or in a show. But to “get there” you have to do your horsekeeping homework first. And that’s why I wrote this book especially for you — to help you learn how to take the very best care of your horse buddy.





a note to parents



There is something about a horse that is good for the heart of a child. I can remember that as a preschooler when I had the opportunity to groom and ride a horse, I did not want to wash my hands for fear of losing that wonderful smell. I encourage you to support your child’s interest in horses.


The rest of my comments to you are going to sound like a bunch of dos and don’ts. They are! I hope you take my advice to heart so your child’s experience will be safe and will add to the development of his or her character.


Most children who are six to seven years old have the motor skills, confidence, and attention to learn to ride a horse safely. If you start your child too young, you could risk frightening him or her. Don’t push your child into the show ring. Emphasize wholesome, safe fun before competition and show your child that conscientious horse care and good sportsmanship are the signs of a real winner.


Avoid the green horse/green rider syndrome. Parents often think it would be nice to acquire a foal and let the child and young horse grow up together. However, this arrangement results in a greater chance for mistakes and mishaps. A child needs an older, well-trained, patient, and tolerant horse.


Most suitable children’s horses and ponies are between the ages eight and twenty or even older. Geldings are usually preferred because of their stable dispositions. It doesn’t matter if a horse or pony is slightly arthritic as long as he is sound and has an exemplary temperament, very solid training, and good manners.
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Horses are not people and should not be treated as people. They need to be treated as horses for their own well-being as well as for your child’s safety. Your child should be taught a sensitive but realistic approach to horses. The best way for a child to develop the proper attitude about horses is to focus first on responsible care for horses.


Your child will need to learn many step-by-step routines for handling a pony or horse. If you are planning to teach your own child how to care for horses and ride, think it over again. Even if you are an experienced horse person yourself, it is often better for the child to learn horse care, handling, and riding in a structured program.


Look for a high-quality instructor to coach your child regularly. The 4-H or Pony Club in your area may provide such instruction. You can participate and support your child by organizing meetings, fund-raisers, clinics, and shows and let your child benefit from the group’s instructors.


If there are no groups in your area, you might find a professional horse trainer or instructor who can guide your child. To begin your search, ask your county Extension agent for several suggestions and a recommendation. If you know other children who are taking lessons, ask their parents how satisfied they are with their child’s instruction program. Call several of the instructors that have been recommended to you and ask how long the instructor has been teaching, if he or she is certified, what style of riding is taught, the cost, and the length of the lesson. If everything sounds acceptable, ask the instructor to provide you with two references. After you’ve checked the references, you should visit the instructor’s facilities and view some lessons in progress. Do this before you entrust your child’s safety to a particular instructor.
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The more time you spend selecting the best instructor for your child, the better your child’s experience will be, and the fewer problems you will have. Become familiar with the various activities available for your child and with the sources of information listed in Chapter 8.


It is essential that you become very familiar with horse behavior. I’ve seen several instances where a parent contributed to an accident between a child and a horse because the parent panicked, did not know what to do, and therefore either froze and did nothing or did the wrong thing. Also, stay current on your first-aid knowledge and skills. They will come in handy for your child and friends as well as for their horses.


Through all phases of your child’s equestrian development, he or she needs safe clothing and tack. You will need to invest in proper footwear and headgear as well as other riding accessories. In addition, your child’s horse or pony will require safe, suitable equipment for riding.


You might have heard the phrase “backyard horseman,” but that doesn’t mean you can keep a horse in your backyard. A small pony will need a minimum of an acre and carefully planned, safe facilities to live in.


Realize that it will probably cost at least $2,000 per year to keep a horse. This figure represents routine costs such as feed, bedding, routine vet care, and farrier care.


Being involved with horses requires an investment of time, money, and hard work. Be sure your child knows that he or she must make trade-offs in order to see that a horse or pony has good care. Sometimes it will be necessary to miss a favorite TV program or a party to take care of a horse’s needs.


Depending on the age of your child, you may have to do a portion of the horsekeeping work yourself. I look on this as a bonus for you rather than a burden because caring for horses has given me so much enjoyment. You might find, as other parents have, that after you have cared for your child’s horse for a while, you will want to acquire one of your own.


You should know at least as much as your child does about horse care and handling. Refer to the recommended reading list on page 112 for other books that will provide more detailed information on various subjects: training, riding, health care, hoof care, facilities, management, safety, showing, and much more.


I am so grateful to my parents for encouraging me to pursue my interest in horses. Although I didn’t own my first horse until I was nineteen, throughout my early childhood my parents created many opportunities for me to learn about horses and ride them. There are many ways you can help your child have a positive and very rewarding horse experience. I hope this book helps you and your young horse-keeper on the way.





chapter one
Understanding Horses
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Horses are some of the most interesting and beautiful creatures on earth. If you learn as much about them as you can, the more you will think like a horse and the better horsekeeper you will be.


Horses behave the way they do partly because of how they evolved. For thousands of years before they were domesticated, horses roamed grazing and browsing. They were prey animals who banded together in herds for protection from predators.




Horse Talk







aids


Signals from a rider or handler that tell a horse what to do.


herd-bound


When a horse is too dependent on being near other horses.


pecking order


The order of dominance among horses in a herd.


withers


The part of the horse’s spine where the neck joins the back.





Horses are horses. They are not people. Although you may want to kiss your horse to show him how much you like him, he might think you are acting odd and pull away suddenly. Or worse yet, he might nibble your lips to see if there is anything in them to eat, and you could be hurt. Your horse will be most comfortable when you do things that he understands. While he is learning more about you, you will learn more about what it’s like to be a horse. For example, you will find that your horse will appreciate a good scratch on the withers or neck more than a pat on the nose.


You and your horse can be good buddies, but don’t be careless. You must always pay attention, because, just when you least expect it, your horse might suddenly jump sideways and smash your toes. Never fool around when you are handling a horse, no matter how much you trust him.


Horses like to be near other horses. Horses that live in herds may become herd-bound. When you try to remove one horse from the herd, all of the horses may become nervous and try to stay near the horse you are taking away. Or, the horse you are trying to take away might stop and refuse to leave the herd. To prevent this, you should not let horses get too attached to each other. A horse that is kept in his own pen or paddock and is handled regularly by you will think of you as his “herd-mate” and will look forward to your visits.


If you have three horses together on pasture, one of them will be the “top” horse in the pecking order. When you feed them, the top horse will be the first one to get the hay or grain. That’s why it is important to spread feed far apart so all three will get some. Otherwise, the “bottom” horse might not get anything. Sometimes horses bite and kick each other to prove who is the top horse. Don’t come between two horses that are determining their pecking order or you might get hurt.


Horses are wanderers. By nature, horses like to roam around and take a bite of grass here and a bite there. This gives them exercise as well as a way to eat while they are on the move. If you put your horse in a pen or a stall, you must provide him with feed and exercise every day because he can no longer roam and take care of those things himself. If you confine your horse too long, he will become restless. Then, when you finally do take him out, he might be hard to handle because he has so much energy to burn. How would you feel if you had to stay in your room for a whole week!?


Horses would rather run than fight. If your horse sees something he thinks is dangerous, his instinct is to run away from it rather than face it. Your horse’s ancestors survived for millions of years because of this instinct. When a mountain lion approached a horse in ancient times, the horse did not try to fight the sharp teeth and claws; he just broke into a gallop and tried to outrun the mountain lion. That’s why some modern horses are so spooky and flighty. They imagine that a piece of blowing plastic or a huge rock might be an enemy in disguise. But even if a horse is afraid of something, his curiosity will usually get the better of him, and he will try to figure out what the unfamiliar object is. It might take quite a long time, but eventually a horse will walk up to a suspicious object, sniff it, and touch it with his nose.




CAUTION If a horse is afraid and cannot escape, he might strike, kick, or crash through barriers, including you, trying to get free.
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Horses have keen senses. A horse keeps a watchful eye on everything around him and immediately notices when something changes. If your grooming bucket has been in one spot for weeks and you move it to the other side of the grooming area, watch your horse’s reaction when you lead him into the barn. He might stop for a moment and get a look on his face that seems to say, “What the heck is going on here?” He may even whistle and snort a little while he figures out that the bucket is okay in its new place. A horse’s senses protect him and help him identify and locate things.


A horse uses his sense of smell to identify people, other horses, and objects. Mares and foals bond with each other by their individual smells, and horses use smell along with vision to recognize objects and specific people. Your horse will learn to recognize your smell so that even in the dark, he can identify you.


Horses have better vision than you do in many ways. Horses are alert to even small changes around them. If a tiny squirrel moves in a tree quite a distance away, you might not see it, but your horse probably will. Also, your horse can see better at night than you can. But sometimes a horse has a hard time focusing his eyes to get a clear picture. He might have to raise or lower his head or tilt it to see certain things. Horses have blind spots, places where they can’t see things unless they move their heads or bodies.




blind spots


When you are in a horse’s blind spot, let him know you’re there. Otherwise you could startle him, and he might jump and hurt you. To make sure you don’t surprise him, talk to the horse while you touch him: “Hi there, Buck.” His blind spots are:


[image: Image] the area directly in front of his forehead


[image: Image] the area of his back directly behind his head


[image: Image] the area directly behind his tail


[image: Image] the area directly under his head on the ground and near his front legs 4
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body language
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I want to get out of here or I have a bellyache. Pawing with front feet.
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Hi, pal. Ears tilted forward, head reaching toward you.
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I’m getting ready to buck, bite, or kick. Ears pinned back flat against the head.
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I wonder what that is over there. Ears forward, head high.
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Stay back or I’ll bite you. Ears pinned back, head reaching toward you.
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