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Be sure to read all instructions thoroughly before attempting any of the activities in this book, especially if you are inexperienced in handling horses. No book can replace the guidance of an expert horseman nor can it anticipate every situation that will arise. Always be cautious and vigilant when working with a large and unpredictable animal.
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Preface to the Second Edition




Since I wrote the first edition of this book almost 15 years ago, I have come to appreciate the privilege of owning horses more with every day. As our planet continues to host larger populations of people, its resources are being spread dangerously thin. More than ever, we horse owners must be diligent caretakers of the land and environment so our children will be able to know the joy of owning, caring for, and riding horses.


Since 1990, many farms and ranches on the outskirts of towns and cities have been subdivided into small acreages, often of 1 acre or less. Some subdivisions are specifically designed for horses and include communal arenas, trails, and other facilities. The sense of horse community is evident in other ways, too, including the rallying of assistance during times of fire, flood, and drought. So although the earth seems to be shrinking as we live in closer proximity to each other, we horse owners are coming closer together in purpose.


I want to be a good steward of the land while providing my horses with the best care possible. If you share these goals, I hope you will find some practical help in the pages of this book. Without further ado, let’s get to work! Happy horsekeeping.







Preface to the First Edition




It was a hot, sticky July day in northeast Iowa. The auctioneer had moved through most of the household goods and furniture and all of the shop and farm tools. The crowd was thinning, and those left were congregating under the huge shade trees on the side lawn. My husband and I had purchased a rake and a stepladder and stood leaning against them while we waited for the final item to be sold — the house and 10 acres.


The house was modest, and the well might have been an early experiment in hand-dug wells. The garage was Model T size, but at least there was no old barn that had to be torn down. The 10 acres were as flat as a pancake and covered in shoulder-high ironweed. There wasn’t a single fence post or rail in sight, but there was rich Midwest soil and subirrigated fields. The road out front was lazy and peaceful, yet it was only 10 miles to a fair-sized town. It was far from ideal, yet if it went for an affordable price, it might make a nice little horse farm.


Finally, just a dozen folks were left, and only two parties were bidding. When the gavel sounded for the last time, my husband looked at me with a smile and said, “I guess I’ll put the ladder and the rake back in the garage!” We were ready, once again, to set up horsekeeping!


I simply cannot imagine life without horses. It’s not that horses are more important than or a substitute for people and other activities, but horses do have a special way of making life’s big picture complete. When my schedule or the weather does not allow me to ride, the day feels as if a piece is missing. But riding is just one part of the horse experience. Conscientiously caring for animals brings a wonderful sense of satisfaction. There is nothing quite so fulfilling as a job well done, and the satisfaction of owning a healthy, fit, well-trained, and happy horse is great. Just imagine being able to see the fruits of your efforts as you glance out the window to check on your broodmare and foal, as you stroll through your well-manicured pasture, or as you open the door to your tidy tack room to prepare for a morning ride.


Even though owning a horse and boarding it away from home is better than not having one at all, keeping a horse at home offers many advantages. It allows you to be involved in and to attend to every single detail of horse care. And because keeping a horse at home makes it more convenient to undertake routine handling and training, you will find that you are able to spend more quality time with your horses.


The suggestions and information offered in this book are based on recommendations from Extension agents all over North America as well as on my experiences owning and managing horses in Alaska, Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Illinois, Iowa, Michigan, and Alberta, Canada. The herds have ranged from two to more than one hundred horses, from newborns to geriatrics, including “idle” horses and those in all phases of development and training. I have been involved with breeding operations and training businesses for both English and Western riding. The size of the facilities has varied from a single acre to 160 acres. Some farms were relatively complete on my arrival, others required remodeling or repair, and some were mere tracts of bare land. From these experiences I will share with you what I believe contributes to a horse’s well-being.




I hope that this book will prove to be a valuable reference for you and will inspire you to formulate some ideas of your own. I have approached the subject of horsekeeping by providing information on the behavior and needs of horses before outlining the design of the various facilities and the development of a management scheme. The more thoroughly you understand horses, the more appropriate your plans will be and, likewise, the more successful your horsekeeping venture. Because the emphasis of this book is facilities and management, I mention health and nutrition topics only briefly. (Consult the recommended reading list for other helpful books on these topics.)


My suggestions about facilities are not meant to be the final word on such things as horse barns and fences. There are simply too many options to discuss them all, and the choices are constantly changing. By including photos of various products, I do not mean to imply that they are in any way better than other options.


I hope that you will begin to develop a horsekeeper’s consciousness as you read about various time-honored methods and promising new options in horse facilities and management. As you read this book and observe existing horse farms, you will begin to formulate lists of questions to ask and characteristics to look for when planning the various aspects of your farm.


Expensive facilities do not guarantee good horsekeeping, and, similarly, simple facilities do not, in and of themselves, indicate poor care. The well-thought-out and conscientiously applied management plan is the tie that binds a venture together and makes it successful. Good management requires knowledge, dedication, and a sincere interest in the well-being of horses.




For a helpful resource guide and current information from Cherry Hill’s Horse Information Roundup, visit Horsekeeping Books and Videos at www.horsekeeping.com.
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1Ownership




Did you ever wonder why so many young girls collect statues of horses and decorate their bedroom walls with photos of horses? Why some, when they have had an opportunity to stroke a real, live horse are reluctant to wash their hands so they can keep that heavenly scent around for as long as possible?


How about the middle-aged woman who secures a position with a trainer or instructor as a working student, trading labor (cleaning horses, tack, and stalls) for riding lessons? And why do professionals from so many fields find that weekend rides help them make it through their workweeks, no matter how hectic?


What makes a horse owner postpone his own medical checkups but religiously schedule routine veterinary appointments for his horse? Why would a person consistently skip his breakfast or vitamins and grab fast food, yet never dream of shortcutting rations for his horse? What makes a horse owner forgo a new coat, yet not bat an eye when slapping down several hundred dollars for a new winter horse blanket?


These and other “horse-crazy” behaviors demonstrate the effect a horse can have on a person. There is something noble about horses that makes us want to treat them well. When we treat horses with the respect they deserve, they provide us with many unique opportunities to find a type of nobility in ourselves as well.




Animals are a reflection of their care and handling, and in no case is this more evident than with the home-raised, home-trained, home-kept horse. The relationship between horses and their people should be a partnership. Both have certain obligations to each other, and when those are met consistently on both sides, the partnership is solid.
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A horse reflects the commitment of his owner. Good care and communication are evident in a healthy, content horse.







The Benefits of Horse Ownership


The relationship between a person and a horse can be simple and fulfilling and without all the complications that can occur in the human world. A horse doesn’t talk back but does tell you, using body language and other nonverbal communication, how he interprets your actions. A horse will reveal your true character — your confidence, the shortness of your temper, how consistent you are — and working with horses can give you the opportunity to become a better person. Caring for and interacting with horses has made many people more reliable, thorough, trustworthy, honest, and consistent. People who have difficulty working with other people often learn the meaning of teamwork with a horse.
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Zipper provides the ultimate reward: a spring trail ride in the beautiful Colorado mountains.







Horses often become affectionate companions. Once the ground rules have been established and a horse feels secure in his role, he can become a friend as well as a partner. A soft nicker when you approach your horse’s stall or pen says welcome. If you head toward the pasture to catch your horse and he meets you at the gate, he has given you the highest compliment. As R. S. Surtees said, “There is no secret so close as that between a rider and his horse.”


A trustworthy horse can provide invaluable therapy for someone caught up in a hectic pace. Riding is an engaging activity, so it helps stop the mental conversations that contribute to stress. Few experiences equal a trail ride in the fresh air, especially if there is gorgeous scenery. Riding down a road or in an arena is also enjoyable and beneficial for both horse and rider. There is nothing quite like a rein-swinging walk to get back into a natural rhythm; nothing like a brisk trot with its metronome-like quality to physically invigorate; nothing like a rollicking canter cross-country to rekindle a sensation of freedom.


The exercise associated with the care and riding of horses can also add to your fitness. Grooming, cleaning tack, hauling feed, cleaning stalls, and riding involve many muscle groups and types of activities; the composite exercise is well balanced and definitely not monotonous.


Another physical benefit of owning animals is to satisfy the human need for contact, the desire to touch and be in close proximity to a warm, responsive being. You contact your horse from head to tail when you groom, and your horse can become an extension of your own body when you ride. It doesn’t get much better than that! Horses are beautiful to watch as they rest, graze, play, and move with energy and grace. They continually provide valuable lessons in animal behavior. Their reactions and interactions are fascinating and provide material for stories and learning.


Horsekeeping has so many different aspects that over a lifetime you can learn new things about behavior, breeding, selection and use of tack, the use and care of land, exercise and conditioning, nutrition, health care, various styles of riding, training, and much, much more.


Do you view horsekeeping as a task that must be done or as an adventure and opportunity? Taking care of a horse’s needs can be a great gift; it can help establish good habits and routines and bring order to a chaotic life.


Finally, being involved with horses offers social benefits. Many local, regional, and national organizations provide opportunities for individual and family participation. Groups are available for all types of horse involvement: trail riding, lessons and clinics, competitions of all types and levels, and groups for “backyard horsemen” of varying interests. In addition to providing a great place to share experiences, horse groups are good for exchanging ideas, forming friendships, and creating a network for group purchases and business transactions.






The Responsibilities of Horse Ownership


Although there is something almost magical about working with horses, the “wild and free” aspect is often romanticized in stories while the realities of horse training and care are skipped or glossed over. Horse ownership is a huge responsibility that requires hard work, dedication, a substantial investment of money and time, legal obligations, and a commitment to the environment.


Your domestic horse depends on you because he can’t take care of himself as a wild horse would. Horses need care when they are idle as well as when they are actively being trained or ridden. Their needs do not diminish if your interest does. During winter, when you might be least likely to ride your horse regularly, he actually needs the most care. Here are some of the realities of horse ownership.
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Hard work is a daily requirement for conscientious horsekeeping. Chores contribute to your physical fitness, and with a positive attitude can be fun!







Hard Work


Many parts of horse ownership involve hard physical labor, not only the energy-expending kind but the backbreaking kind as well. Shoveling manure, toting bales, carrying water, giving a vigorous grooming, and instituting a conscientious exercise program for your horse all go more smoothly if you are physically fit.




Dedication


When you own a horse, you must give a part of your life to the horse. There will be occasions when you must give up other things you like — such as sleep, warmth, and comfort — to ensure that your horse receives proper care. Horses pick inconvenient times to have foals, become ill, or get injured. It’s not unusual for these things to happen in the middle of the night, just as you are leaving for an important meeting in your three-piece suit, during the worst blizzard your area has seen in more than 15 years, or moments before the kickoff of the championship football game. Even routine horse care will sometimes seem to intrude on other plans. For example, your veterinarian may be able to make it to your farm only on the morning of your best friend’s wedding shower; your horse may be seriously injured the day before you plan to leave on vacation; the person you had lined up to do chores may become unavailable; and so on. The horse comes first.




Financial Commitment


The initial purchase price of a horse is just the first of the costs associated with horse ownership. You can certainly cut costs by being diligent and innovative, but horsekeeping still requires weekly expenditures and budgeting.




Time


You must be willing and able to spend time attending to your horse’s needs at least twice a day every day. You will have to tend to feeding, cleaning, grooming, and exercise every day, as well as associated chores such as buying feed and repairing tack and facilities.




Legal Obligations


Horse owners have legal obligations to their horses, neighbors, other horse owners in the area, and to pedestrians and motorists passing by the property. Check the liability laws that apply to your specific location; they may be described by a phrase such as “ordinary care and diligence,” which can be open to a wide range of interpretations. When farms were larger, “Good fences make good neighbors” was about all you had to worry about. Now, with horse properties becoming smaller and neighbors getting closer, perhaps “Good senses make good neighbors” would be more appropriate. Be aware of how your horse operation looks, smells, and sounds to your neighbors.




Responsibilities to the Environment


Horses can be hard on land. If overgrazed, a pasture can become a dirt lot in a hurry. Once bare, land either blows away, washes away, or is taken over by weeds. Although it is ideal to afford a horse as much turnout on pasture as possible, we must learn and use techniques that will allow us to balance our use of the land with our care of the land. In addition, every horse owner must deal with the reality of manure management and pest control, and implement environmentally responsible practices when using pesticides, herbicides, and other potentially toxic substances.


















	

Sample budget per horse per year*













	

Item




	

Cost









	

Feed









	

Hay (20 lbs. per day x 365 days = 7300 lbs., or 3.65 tons x $120 per ton)




	

$438









	

Grain (4 lbs. per day x 365 days = 1460 lbs. x $0.20 per lb.)




	

$292









	

Salt and minerals




	

$40









	

Bedding (2 bags/wk x $5/bag)




	

$520









	

Veterinary supplies and care









	

Immunizations




	

$60









	

Deworming (6 times at $10 per)




	

$60









	

Dental and miscellaneous




	

$100









	

Farm-call charge




	

$75









	

Farrier









	

Shoeing (6 times at $80 per)




	

$480









	

Trimming (3 times at $25 per)




	

$75









	

Total




	

$2140













	

*Costs are for example only; substitute prices from your area.


Note: This estimate is for basic care only. It does not include specialized or therapeutic shoeing, neutraceutical supplements or medications, emergency medical care, blankets or other tack, breeding fees, specialized feed for breeding animals or young horses, costs related to facilities, or other incidentals.

















2Behavior




To make wise decisions when designing facilities and devising a management plan, first learn all you can about how and why horses behave the way they do. You can’t significantly change intrinsic behaviors that have been part of the horse for more than sixty million years, so it’s best to design facilities specifically suited to horses and their habits.


Horses are not humans, nor are they puppy dogs or glass ponies. Horses are horses and should be treated as such. Even though horses can elicit emotions similar to those we feel for our family or friends, dealing with horses as if they are humans is a dangerous anthropomorphic trap, and is unfair to them.


Horses are not pets. They can be partners, but we humans need to be the leader of the team. Horses are quite content to know this, and if they are treated consistently and fairly, they bond closely to humans, just as they would to a dominant horse in a herd.




Although horses can do some very cute and charming things, they are large and potentially dangerous animals. Horses are works of art, whether peacefully grazing or in breathtaking motion, but they aren’t collectibles like porcelain statues or framed oil paintings. They are living, breathing creatures with deeply ingrained reflexes, routines, and needs.


The horse is a gregarious nomad with keen senses and instincts, highly developed reflexes, a good memory, and a strong biological clock. In the animal world, the horse is a prey animal, one that is hunted for food by predators such as wild felines, canines, and humans. That’s why a horse is inherently wary. The more you understand the nature and characteristics of the horse, the more likely it is you’ll be able to help your horses adapt to domestication, confinement, and training.




Characteristics


It is common for horse owners to say a horse is misbehaving when the horse is merely behaving according to his inherited instincts. While a horse’s natural behavior patterns need to be altered somewhat to make him safer and more useful, it’s best to work with, not against, existing instincts and reflexes to minimize stress and ensure long-lasting results. Take time to observe horses in herds and in various styles of domestic confinement so you can develop insights that will help you make good handling and management decisions.


Whether or not there is action, a horse can be exhibiting behavior. A sullen horse, rigid and unyielding, is exhibiting a behavior; a wildly bucking horse is exhibiting a behavior. Repeated behaviors, even if not part of a formal lesson, become habits. Horses are constantly learning as a result of their handling and the environment.


Even though the modern horse is relatively safe from predators, his long history of struggle for survival has resulted in a deeply embedded suspicion of anything unfamiliar. Because of this, the horse is one of the few domestic animals that still retain the instincts necessary to revert to a wild state. These instincts can make a horse awe inspiring and challenging at the same time.




Gregarious


Gregarious animals are sociable and prefer to live and move in groups. If the domestic horse has a choice, he will stand not alone but in close proximity to another horse, finding safety and comfort in numbers. An entire band panicking from an imaginary beast, a group huddling tightly against the wind or snow, and buddies participating in social rituals — all of these are examples of a horse’s social behavior. Horses seek the companionship of other horses and are most content when they are with other horses, near other horses, or at least can see other horses. For this reason, bands of horses turned out on large pastures will often choose to congregate over the fence that separates them.
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Dickens and Sassy are free to roam their 20-acre pasture, yet they prefer to graze near each other.








The Herd




Because horses are most secure when they are with other horses, it is understandable that an unhandled horse could be restless or even panic if separated abruptly from the herd. If a horse has not had sufficient handling, socialization, and bonding with a human handler — that is, to the point that he feels as safe with a human as he does with the herd — then the horse might desperately attempt to stay near or communicate with the herd, a preferred companion, or even the barn. This insecurity is often referred to as herd bound, buddy bound, or barn sour. The insecure horse links food, comfort, companionship, safety, and security with the herd or barn. A horse that is separated from other horses might pace back and forth along a fence line or stall wall, paw or weave, or scream shrilly in an attempt to maintain contact. If the horse is being handled or ridden, the horse might wheel, bolt, rear, or buck to try to rejoin the other horses.


What might begin as a temporary insecurity may evolve into a longstanding and dangerous habit. In order to prevent such a bad habit from forming, from a very early age horses should be handled individually so they develop confidence, and they should never be put in a position of panic. The distance and time away from the other horses should be gradually increased. All training and housing facilities should be strong and safe. A horse that is quiet and attentive to his handler can be rewarded by feeding or grooming away from his companions. It also helps if the horses in the group (herd or barn) are content, so they don’t call to or answer a horse that is learning to be separated.
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Top: Even when separated from Sassy, Dickens is content because he can see her. Middle: This gelding is herd bound. Although he can see his herd mates, he paces fervidly along the fence and screams shrilly. Bottom: Even though Sassy’s band and Zinger’s band both have access to large pastures, they choose to congregate over the fence. Consider this when planning safe fencing.








Mutual Grooming




When two horses have a strong bond, one way they show their admiration is mutual grooming. You may have seen two horses standing head to tail, nibbling each other along their back, neck, and mane. This is a natural social ritual, but it can ruin a beautiful mane in a single session. Horses that are aggressive mutual groomers may need to be separated for turnout. Capitalize on the potential for bonding by finding your horse’s favorite spot and grooming him there frequently.
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left: Dickens and Sherlock enjoy a mutual grooming session. right: I’ve found one of Sassy’s favorite spots and am giving her a good rub.






Pecking Order




Just because horses desperately want to be with other members of the band doesn’t mean all horses get along well. Particularly when there is limited food or space, personality conflicts will appear. Battles may be fought with teeth and hooves or merely with threatening gestures. Once the clash is over, a pecking order or dominance hierarchy emerges. This social rank makes future aggression unnecessary unless a particular horse is not thoroughly convinced of his status and continually tests the horses immediately above him. The most assertive horse generally earns his choice of feed, water, and personal space.


In planning facilities, therefore, you should avoid introducing acute angles and tight spaces, especially around feeders and waterers, and places where horses could get cornered and hurt. Assume that horses will fight at feeding time, and plan either to feed every horse separately or to feed groups of horses in a large space using more hay piles or feeders than there are horses.


Because of the potentially violent behavior associated with the establishment of status in a pecking order, new horses must be carefully added to an already established group. It is best if the new horse can spend a few days in close proximity to but not in direct contact with the band. Putting a new horse across the fence from an established group is not a good way for them to become acquainted; it will almost certainly result in injury. If possible, allow the new horse to settle in for a few days in a pen near the other horses but where they can’t reach each other. After a few days, turn out the new horse with a few of the neutral members of the herd; each day add a few more horses until the group is complete.


Humans occupy a spot in the pecking order too, and various horses will test you to see just where you stand. You must convince each horse that you are kind but firm and, yes, that you are the top gun. Not only will this encourage your horse to respect you, but it will also give him a great sense of confidence, because horses are basically followers. If you are a good leader, your horse will be content to do as you ask.


Until a horse knows that you are above him in the pecking order, at feeding time he may come toward you aggressively, perhaps with laid-back ears and threatening body language. The worst thing you can do at this point is to reinforce the horse’s aggressive behavior by dumping the feed and leaving the pen or stall; you will have rewarded him for his pushy behavior. Instead, make the horse back off and wait until you give a clear signal that he can approach the feed.
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top: A meeting of the board of directors: stallions at Randy Dunn’s Laramie, Wyoming, ranch establish pecking order. bottom: Seeker, named for her appetite, waits before I allow her to approach the hay I’ve delivered.








With a very aggressive horse, in some instances it might be necessary to halter the horse, tie him to the hitch rail, put his feed out, and then return him to his pen or stall. This way you develop a positive association and establish in-hand control first. In other cases you might just have to stomp a foot toward the horse to get his attention. Or you may have to slap the horse across the chest with the end of a lead rope to keep him from crowding you. You should issue a firm voice command such as a stern Wait! and require the horse to remain attentive until you leave the pen. Then use a command such as OK to indicate the horse may now approach the feeder. If a horse continues to be pushy or intimidate you or make you fearful, seek help from a professional trainer or find another horse.




Nomadic


If horses had a theme song, it would be “Don’t Fence Me In”; they are born wanderers. But we do have to confine our horses, especially when horsekeeping on a small acreage. Their nomadic tendency can lead to confinement behaviors such as pawing, weaving, and pacing. These vices are a response to inactivity, lack of exercise, overfeeding, and insufficient handling. Regular exercise is essential for the horse’s physical and mental well-being. Adequate turnout space and exercise time can prevent the development of these vices.


Horses that are kept in box stalls or small pens need to be turned out and allowed to be horses. Otherwise, they may become either very bored with their existence or extremely hyperactive. An introverted horse that has “tuned out” is just plain dull: lazy, unresponsive, and balky. The overly energetic horse is “wired”: anticipatory, nervous, irritable, and possibly unsafe.
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Top: Dickens is on high alert because a mysterious woman snuck into his pasture to take his picture. Bottom: Sassy Eclipse, also known as Lips Eclipse, demonstrates her desire to explore with her lips and their dexterity.






Senses




Keen senses allow horses to pick up very slight changes in the environment. More sensitive to subtle movements, far-off sounds, smells, and possibly barometric pressure than humans, horses are frequently alerted to potential danger while we notice nothing out of the ordinary. Horses are capable of feeling vibrations through their hooves warning them of approaching predators or other horses.


Horses have a very discerning tactile sense. Their lips, skin, and hairs accumulate information that we normally gather with our hands. Horses are dexterous with their lips and can open gates with intricate latches. They can also determine whether an electric fence is operating by checking it with the hairs on their lips.




With all of these keen senses ready to put him on red alert, it seems unfortunate that a horse’s vision doesn’t provide much help in resolving his apprehensions. First of all, a horse has blind spots — the areas directly in front of his face, below his head and neck, on his back, and directly behind him.


He also has a lesser ability than humans do to focus both near and far, which is demonstrated by a horse’s wide range of head and neck positions when trying to see something — from craning and straining to lowering and peering.


The horse’s eye is slower than ours to adapt to light changes, which explains why a horse must take a few more seconds to get his bearings when stepping out of a dark barn into the bright light or from the bright light into a dark trailer. And finally, because horses see with both monocular and binocular vision, at the junction of the two fields of vision images might jump or be blurred, causing visual distortions and concerns for the horse.


Horses generally have an avid sense of curiosity. They are not content just to look at an object. They must inspect, fiddle, meddle, smell, nuzzle, paw, knock over, and in general fool around with almost anything they can get to. A horse’s curiosity should never be discouraged because it is a valuable key to training, but it should be taken into consideration when building and managing facilities.
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Because a horse’s vision is both monocular (seeing a separate image with each eye) and binocular (seeing a combined image with both eyes), his reactions to objects and motion are often quite different from ours.







Reflexes


Horses can assume thundering speeds from a standstill. They can rise from a recumbent sleeping position and instantly run. They can strike or kick in the blink of an eye. These lightning reflexes helped the horse survive for more than sixty million years. The same automatic responses allow today’s horse to perform in a vast array of spectacular performance events, but they can also prove dangerous for humans.


Much of training is designed to work with and/or systematically override a horse’s natural reflexes. An example is the withdrawal reflex. This is the natural reaction of a horse to pick up his leg when something touches it. In order to be able to wash, clip, and bandage a horse’s legs, you must override this reflex so he will keep his hoof on the ground as you touch his leg. But you must keep in mind that you will also want to pick up a horse’s hoof to clean it, so you will want to make a discernable difference in the way in which you request each behavior.







Flight


When the horse is convinced that danger is imminent, he almost always chooses to flee rather than to fight. It is the rare horse that chooses to stick around and reassess the situation in the event he might be imagining things. Horses can be taught to trust their handlers’ good sense, however. The horse out on pasture, left to its own devices, would probably avoid the “black hole” that in reality is only an 8-inch-deep spot in the creek. When the trainer (who treats her horse fairly) assures the horse by voice and body language that it is safe to step into the water, the skeptical but trusting animal will reconsider. As long as you make wise decisions and never ask your horse to negotiate something unsafe, your horse’s instinctual fears can be overridden by his confidence in you.
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Zinger knows our well-behaved Vizsla, yet still exhibits the flight response because a deeply ingrained instinct tells her dogs are predators and horses are prey.







Memory


If a horse lacks confidence or has received poor handling, he can behave very unpredictably and spook with the slightest provocation. Because a horse has an excellent memory, he will remember remote experiences, especially if they relate to his imagined safety. Horses are believed to never quite forget these fears. All a handler can hope for is to bury the bad experiences beneath layer upon layer of good ones.


For example, suppose a horse is turned out on a new pasture for the first time. As he trots around snorting, with head high, inspecting the boundaries, a couple of dogs pop out of a wooded area at the edge of the pasture and begin chasing him. In his panic to escape his modern-day predators, he mindlessly heaves his body at the wire fence and manages to stretch and break enough wires to allow him to return to the barn. The stray dogs quit the chase, as they are leery of the humans usually around the barn; your horse stands quivering and bleeding alongside one of his buddies.


What do you think will cross your horse’s mind the next time you turn him out on that pasture? Even if no dogs are present, do you think he might avoid the wooded area altogether? Will every moving leaf in the woods make him suspect that killer dogs will emerge? Will he go through the fence again? Unfortunately, your horse will be suspicious of that pasture, and especially the woods, for a long time. Similarly, a horse that reaches into his water tub for a drink and receives a shock from a tank heater with an electrical short will very likely refuse to drink even if his body is in a life-threatening state of dehydration.


The best plan is to prevent such things from occurring in the first place. Once something traumatic does happen, however, you must allay your horse’s apprehension by systematically planning good experiences to replace the bad ones.




Biological Clock


Horses perform daily routines in response to needs and a strong biological clock. A horse is a creature of habit, following his natural rhythms where possible and being most content when his management has a predictable pattern. Many routines are socially oriented: small groups graze in tight-knit bands on huge ranges, participate in contagious pawing and rolling sessions, or engage in running and bucking games. At regular times of the day, individuals in stalls or groups on pasture can be observed to eat, drink, roll, play, and perform mutual grooming. The desire to participate in these rituals is not diminished, and in fact is probably intensified, for the horse in confinement. In spite of bathing, clipping, and blanketing, most horses love a good roll in the mud, much to the chagrin of their human grooms!




Once a horse has established a routine of urinating in his stall, he will often, to the stall cleaner’s dismay, “hold it” all day while out on the pasture only to flood the stall the instant he is returned to it. And the behavior inspiring the old adage “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink” is based on a horse’s firmly implanted habits and his strong biological clock (although not drinking can be influenced by many other factors, including a horse’s keen sense of smell). The horse’s biological clock is especially evident near feeding time, when whinnies will get you out of bed if you happen to oversleep. It is best to feed a horse the same ration at the same time of day each day.




Vices


Vices are undesirable behaviors that horses might originally develop for legitimate reasons but once formed often become habits that appear even if the original cause has been removed. Vices, such as cribbing, pawing, and weaving, tend to be performed in confinement — in a horse’s stall or pen — whether or not humans are around.


Bad habits differ from vices in that they are undesirable behaviors that horses learn in response to handling and training, and they almost always occur during in-hand work or riding. Examples of bad habits are rearing, bolting (running away), and biting the handler. Bad habits can be avoided with proper training.


Vices are related to horsekeeping and thus are the emphasis here. Vices are almost always caused by confinement, lack of exercise, overfeeding, and stress. The more natural the horsekeeping, the more content the horse. The more content the horse, the less likely he will be to form vices.


Keeping a horse in a stall or small pen is contrary to his desire to roam and have regular exercise. Prolonged confinement is one of the leading causes of vices such as pawing, pacing, weaving, and stall walking. Feeding a horse a high grain ration is contrary to his natural diet of grass and can lead to excess energy and wood chewing.


Vices can be prevented with proper management. Understanding common stable vices can help you identify early signs, take appropriate steps, and modify the horse’s behavior.




Wood Chewing


The beaverlike gnawing of wood rails, planks, buildings, and feeders is costly and unnecessary and can be dangerous to the health of a horse. Wood chewing can afflict a horse of any age and can result in colic from wood ingestion or damage to the gums and lips from splinters, to say nothing of the damage to facilities.
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Housed in a pen with wood rails, this horse has developed the vice of wood chewing. Cold, wet weather, boredom, teething, or lack of roughage might have been the initial cause.







Young horses may begin nibbling out of boredom, curiosity, or perhaps to relieve an itching of the gums during teething. Serious wood chewing can initially be caused by low fiber intake in relation to a horse’s needs, especially during cold and/or wet weather. Horses appear to be relaxed and comforted when they are able to spend a good deal of time chewing long hay. Horses deprived of this natural satiation may be seeking oral gratification and an increase in fiber intake from the wood. Weather-related wood chewing is thought to be a result of the frustration and anxiety a horse feels when he is uncomfortable. Precipitation softens the wood, making it more palatable and aromatic.




Be sure your horse’s diet is well balanced and adequate in fiber in the form of long-stem hay. Provide ample exercise. To cure the chronic wood chewer and to prevent others from acquiring the vice, coat all wooden surfaces with an effective, safe wood antichew product. Cover all wooden edges in stalls with heavy metal corner trim. Run electric fence wire along wooden fence rails.




Cribbing


Cribbing, or wind sucking, is a debilitating vice. The cribbing horse grabs the edge of a partition, the top of a door or post, a feeder, or other solid object with his incisors, arches his neck, and swallows air in labored gulps. Although, at first glance, you may think a cribber is a wood chewer or vice versa, these are two very different behaviors. The horse that started chewing wood and later became a cribber probably would have become a cribber even if he was kept in an all-metal stall. Cribbers are often nervous, neurotic individuals that find comfort in the ritual. Research suggests that cribbing releases endorphins (opiates) from the brain, giving the animal a natural, habit-forming high, so it is easy to understand why cribbing tends to be a permanent vice. Horses that crib are often thin, have abnormal dental wear, and sometimes suffer colic from swallowed air.


Because cribbers are often more interested in cribbing than in eating, they waste a lot of time and energy pursuing the vice and tend to be hard keepers. Cribbing is usually managed, but not cured, by the use of an anticribbing collar. Drugs and surgery are other options you can discuss with your veterinarian.
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When a horse is a cribber, he is obsessed with grabbing on to an object with his incisors and gulping air. He’d rather crib than eat.







Pawing


Pawing is initially a signal that a horse wants or needs something, but once a horse has been allowed to perform such behavior, it may become a habit that no longer has any specific cause. The wild horse or the pastured horse uses pawing for many practical purposes such as uncovering feed under snow, opening up a water hole, digging up roots during a dry season, inspecting an unfamiliar object, and softening the soil before rolling. Pawing can also indicate pain and restlessness, as with a colicky horse or a mare that is foaling or expelling a placenta.


Lack of training, lack of sufficient exercise, boredom, and confinement can lead to pawing. Pawing is an expression of a horse’s restlessness or desire to wander. It is damaging to the horse and the facilities, so should be prevented by proper management and training.




The pawing instincts of the stalled horse are especially evident around feeding time: many horses paw to indicate their grain or water pail is empty, and some just paw in anticipation of being fed. Unfortunately, feeding a pawing horse is a form of reward and encourages him to repeat his behavior, often more intensified, in the future. Therefore, it makes more sense to do something like this: halter the pawing horse, take him for a short walk, tie him, put his feed out, and then return him to his stall.


Horses that have not been made to accept the confinement of cross ties or a hitch rail often paw out of impatience or nervousness. Other horses paw in response to confinement, lack of exercise, and overfeeding. To release excess energy, the underexercised horse might paw in a variety of ways: making flat slapping sounds on the ground, making repeated swipes through the air, or bearing down and scooping up earth. The latter type of pawing results in damage to stall floors, hooves and joints, and shoeing. Bare hooves can be worn horribly out of balance in one short pawing session. A shod horse that paws can catch the shoe on a fence and pull it off or can loosen the clinches from the repeated pounding.


To prevent pawing, be sure that the horse receives conscientious handling and adequate exercise and turnout and is not being overfed or inadvertently rewarded for pawing at feeding time. These are the best safeguards against the unwanted habit. If the pawing appears to be caused by boredom, a companion animal or diversionary stall toy could help.




Weaving


The horse that weaves stands with his head and neck over a stall door or fence and sways his body from side to side. The rhythmic, lulling movement appears to be soothing to a nervous horse or to one that has insufficient exercise. It does use a lot of energy, so often a weaver is a horse in poor condition. This obsessive, repetitive movement can wear unshod hooves unevenly and even distort the growth of the hoof wall.


A horse confined an excessive amount of time (for a week or so) may try this behavior to fill his need for exercise. If he is then properly exercised, he may still retain the habit, even when pastured.




Tail, Mane, and Body Rubbing


Rubbing, like weaving, is often a continuous, rhythmic, swaying motion. Like other vices, initially it may have had a legitimate cause, but even when the cause has been removed, the rubbing habit often remains. A horse may start rubbing during shedding, when wearing a dirty blanket, when there isn’t sufficient room to roll, or when the mane, tail, anus, udder (if a mare), or sheath is itchy from poor sanitation, lice, or ticks.




The chronic rubber is hard on facilities, actually knocking rails down, stretching wire fences, breaking branches and small trees, and damaging stall walls. The horse that persistently rubs his tail or mane often ends up with bald spots. Cleanliness is frequently the key to preventing rubbing.
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This broodmare might have had lice or simply an itch from shedding, but she did not stop rubbing until she removed the entire middle portion of her mane.







Stall Kicking


Few vices can be as destructive to both the horse and the facilities as stall kicking. In some cases the horse stands with his hindquarters near a wall and rhythmically thumps the wall with one hind foot while his head bobs in a reciprocating motion. Other horses let fly with both hinds at once in an explosive burst. This type of kicker can wipe out a stall wall in a single kicking bout, to say nothing of the damage that can be done to his lower hind legs. Capped hocks and curbs are often associated with chronic stall kickers.


Insufficient exercise, excess feed, and unsuitable or constantly changing neighbors can cause stall kick-ing. The vice can be contagious, but it is not always an act of aggression toward another horse. It can be a response to training pressures or confinement, or it can be a game. Neighboring horses might be caught up in the game, or they might interpret the action as threatening and respond with a defensive kick.


Some horses have learned that stall kicking is a great way to get attention and feed. The kicking noise brings a human to the stall, often with a diversionary flake of hay. This gives the horse what he wants and rewards him for the kicking behavior.


If stall kicking is due to boredom or confinement, additional work or turnout time usually helps. If the kicking is due to a particular neighbor, simply shifting the horse’s location in the barn might do the trick.


If management has been evaluated and modified and the vice still remains, you could try butt boards. These are horizontal boards set on edge around the inside of the stall at rump height to prevent the horse from getting close enough to the wall to kick, or set at hock height so the horse will punish himself if he does try to kick.


Before implementing any remedial methods to cure a vice, first be sure that a horse receives adequate work and exercise and appropriate feed and has reasonable neighbors.







3Needs




To be healthy and content, a horse’s needs must be met. The most basic needs of the domestic horse are the same as those of the wild horse: food, water, shelter, companionship, exercise, and rest. Because we confine our horses and want to provide optimum care, the domestic horse also needs regular veterinary and farrier care.
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Estimating horse weight




The approximate weight of your horse can be determined by using a livestock scale, weight tape, or a heart girth table, or by calculation.


To calculate an estimate of weight, measure the heart girth as described at right and the body length. Body length is measured in a straight line from the point of the shoulder to the point of buttocks.


To use a heart girth table, measure heart girth, which is the circumference of the horse’s body just behind the withers and elbows. With the horse standing square, place a tape measure around the horse’s body just behind the withers and about 4 inches behind the front legs. Pull it tight enough to slightly depress the flesh.






[image: A horse showing girth from shoulder to stomach and length from the chest to the rear end]

HEART GIRTH × HEART GIRTH × BODY LENGTH ÷ 330 = BODY WEIGHT























	

Heart girth in. (cm)




	

Weight lbs. (kg)









	

30 (76)




	

100 (45.5)









	

40 (102)




	

200 (91)









	

45.5 (116)




	

300 (136.5)









	

50.5 (128)




	

400 (182)









	

55 (140)




	

500 (227)









	

58.5 (148)




	

600 (273)









	

61.5 (156)




	

700 (318)









	

64.5 (164)




	

800 (364)









	

67.5 (171)




	

900 (409)









	

70.5 (178)




	

1000 (455)









	

73 (185)




	

1100 (500)









	

75.5 (192)




	

1200 (545)









	

77.5 (197)




	

1300 (591)

















Feed




Feeding horses is an art and science unto itself, and entire volumes are devoted to the subject. Learn how to select feed and balance a ration for horses of all ages and activity levels (see recommended reading for helpful books on the topic).


Understanding certain principles ahead of time will help you make appropriate plans for facilities and management.




	Because horses evolved as grazers, their digestive systems are adapted to many small meals each day. That is why confined horses should be fed at least two times each day. Three times a day at 7-hour intervals is ideal.


	Horses have an extremely strong biological clock, especially when it comes to feeding. Feeding late or inconsistently can result in colic and other digestive upsets. They do best when fed the same amounts at the same time every day.


	The horse’s digestive system is adapted to a high amount of bulk and a low amount of concentrate. High-quality hay should be the mainstay of your horse’s diet. Do not feed too much grain.


	Feed each horse individually according to his specific needs. This avoids competition, fighting, and some horses gulping and getting too much while others get too little.


	
Know exactly what you are feeding. Read and understand the feed tags of commercially prepared feed. Have your year’s supply of hay tested for nutrient content if possible.


	Know how much your horse weighs.


	Know exactly how much you are feeding. Feed by weight, not by volume. Feeding by volume contributes to overfeeding and wasted money. Feed hay at an approximate rate of 1.50 to 1.75 pounds per 100 pounds of body weight. This means that a 1000-pound horse will require about 15 to 17.5 pounds of hay per day. It is best if you weigh hay at each feeding, or you can weigh several flakes of the hay you are feeding to determine the average weight of a flake. Flakes from standard hay bales (also called fleks, leaves, slabs, or slices) can vary from 2 to 7 pounds, depending on the type of hay, moisture content, how tightly the hay was baled, and the adjustment on the baler for flake thickness.





















	

Weight per quart of common grains













	

Grain




	

Weight
lbs. (kg)









	

Bran




	

1⁄2 (0.23)









	

Oats




	

1 (0.45)









	

Barley




	

11⁄2 (0.68)









	

Corn




	

13⁄4 (0.79)
















	Feed grain to young, growing horses, horses in hard work, and lactating broodmares. Because grain should be fed by weight, not volume, don’t rely on a scoop to measure unless you’ve determined beforehand the weight of grain the scoop holds. Oats are much lighter than corn, for example, so a quart of oats will weigh far less than a quart of corn (see box).


	The energy values of grains vary greatly too. A pound of corn contains nearly a third more energy than a pound of oats. Before adding grain, determine how much additional energy the horse needs beyond what he receives in hay.


	Make all changes in feed gradually. Whether it is a change in the type of feed or in the amount being fed, make the changes in small increments and hold the amount at the new level for several feedings. If you are feeding 2 pounds of grain per day and want the horse to have 4 pounds per day, increase to 21⁄2 pounds and feed that for at least 2 days. Then increase to 3 pounds for 2 days, and so on. If you are making a change in hays, feed one part new hay and three parts previous hay, hold for 2 days, and then feed half and half for several days, and so on.


	Be aware that a pasture- or grain-fed horse that is brought suddenly into work can suffer azoturia, or tying up. This usually afflicts a horse that is vigorously exercised after a period of inactivity (several days or more), during which the feed was not decreased. When the idle horse is forced to exercise, excess lactic acid accumulation in the muscles results in tenseness and soreness, often preventing the horse from moving at all. To avoid such a situation, decrease your horse’s grain ration if he will not be exercised for 2 days or more. When you resume work, be sure the horse is given a thorough warm-up and cool-down. And when you start him back on his regular grain ration, do so gradually.


	When turning a horse out to pasture for the first time, do so when the pasture grasses are mature. Each horse responds to pasture differently, but follow this plan as a guide. First, let him fill up on grass hay before you turn him out. Limit his grazing to 30 minutes per day for the first 2 days, then 1 hour per day for 2 days, then 2 hours per day for 2 days, then 2 hours twice per day for 2 days, then turn the horse out for half a day for 2 days, then for the full day for 2 days, and then you can turn the horse out on pasture full time. Keep a close watch on horses that are on pasture, as they can quickly become overweight or suffer the devastating condition laminitis (founder) from too much rich or young green feed. If a horse has been off pasture for a week or more, reintroduce him to the green feed gradually.


	Be sure it is impossible for a horse to get to the feed in your storage areas. Horses do not know when to stop eating and can literally eat themselves sick. An excess amount of grain can cause colic or laminitis, both of which can be life threatening.


	Horses have sensitive digestive systems. Do not feed a horse immediately after hard work, and do not work the animal until at least 1 hour after a full feed.







[image: ]

[image: ]




top: Dickens enjoys his first taste of summer pasture. Waiting until pasture grasses are mature is often safest for the horse and easier on the land. bottom: Feeding hay to Zinger on pasture is best when the land is covered in snow. This eliminates the risk of her ingesting sand with the feed.










	Feed the highest-quality hay you can find. Take the time to shop around and become familiar with the characteristics that constitute excellent hay. (See chapters 13, Land, and 18, Routines, for more information on hay.)


	Be sure feeders are clean and safe. Do not let feed accumulate in the bottom of feeders. Moldy or spoiled feed can create problems for your horse and large veterinary bills for you. Routinely check all feeders for sharp edges, broken parts, loose wires or nails, and any other hazard.


	Do not feed horses on the ground where they might ingest sand or decomposed granite along with their feed. This can cause sand colic, a dangerous type of impaction. Feeding on clean concrete pads, rubber mats, or snow-covered pastures can be helpful in preventing sand colic.


	
To take the edge off an overeager horse’s appetite, consider feeding hay first and following it 10 to 20 minutes later with grain. Horses that gulp or bolt their grain can suffer choke, colic, or poor feed utilization. To encourage a horse to eat his grain more slowly, mix large hay wafers, cubes, or “cakes” in with his grain ration or leave several baseball-sized smooth rocks in his grain feeder. A large, shallow grain feeder will cause a horse to eat more slowly than will a narrow, deep grain feeder such as a bucket, which invites gulping.


	Balance your horse’s ration by providing free-choice trace mineralized salt. This contains sodium, chloride, and usually iodine, zinc, iron, manganese, copper, and cobalt.


	Depending on the horse’s age and type of feed, determine whether calcium and phosphorus need to be supplemented and in what ratio. If calcium is deficient, limestone can be added to the grain. If phosphorus is low, monosodium phosphate can be added. If both calcium and phosphorus are low, dicalcium phosphate can be used.







Water


Horses require between 4 and 20 gallons of drinking water a day. Water should always be available, clean, and of good quality. (See chapter 14, Water, for more information on water quality.) A horse’s water intake will increase with environmental heat, exertion, lactation, increased hay ingestion, some illnesses, and increased salt intake. Horses drink less water in extremely cold weather and during some illnesses.


If a horse doesn’t get the water he needs on a regular basis, he could suffer impaction colic, in which the contents of his intestines aren’t moist enough to move properly through his digestive system. To determine if a horse is dehydrated, perform the pinch test. Pick up a fold of skin on the horse’s neck between your thumb and index finger. Release the skin. It should return to its normal, flat position in 1 second. If a ridge remains, the horse is slightly dehydrated. If the skin remains peaked, called a “standing tent,” the horse is dehydrated and could require immediate veterinary attention.








[image: ]

[image: ]




top: Free-choice trace mineral salt (red) and plain salt (white) lets a horse decide what he wants, when he wants it. bottom: Zinger enjoys a deep drink from a cool, naturally aerated Rocky Mountain creek.







In very cold weather, providing freshly drawn water might encourage a horse to drink more water than if he were forced to get his needed moisture by eating snow or drinking from an icy pond or trough. However, many horses will not drink artificially warmed or too-hot water. If you are in a cold climate and do not have heated watering devices, the best bet is to draw fresh buckets from the tap or hydrant several times a day to offer each horse. Horses seem to prefer freshly aerated water at 35 to 40°F.




A horse drinks by closing his lips and creating suction with his tongue, so it can take quite a bit of time for a horse to get his fill of water. Horses drink about 1⁄3 of a pint per swallow or 1 gallon in about 30 seconds, generally coming up for air after about ten swallows.


Because horses have such keen senses of smell and taste, they often refuse to drink foreign water when they are away from home, even though the water may be perfectly safe to drink. To prevent a horse from going “off water” when traveling or when you move to a new location, you can flavor the horse’s home water for a while before leaving. You’ll want to flavor the new water with the same substance so it will smell and taste the same as the flavored water the horse was used to at home. You can try a few drops of oil of peppermint, oil of wintergreen, molasses, apple juice, or soda. Use the additive sparingly and test each horse ahead of time so you know what will work before you move him.






The trouble with snow




Snow is approximately 5 to 10 percent water. If a horse needs 10 gallons of water per day and is forced to eat snow, he would have to eat and melt between 100 and 200 gallons of snow per day.
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Large trees provide ideal shelter from sun and insects. However, the land around a tree is soon bare, and if the trunk is unprotected, horses can quickly strip the bark by rubbing and chewing. 






Shelter




It is not necessary to have an airtight, heated barn for horses; in fact, that is one of the unhealthiest environments in which a horse can live. (See chapters 7, Barn, and 8, Interior, for help designing your barn.) A horse’s shelter requirements are pretty basic: a place to get out of the cold wind and hot sun and a way to stay dry during cold, wet weather. Trees, bushes, large rocks, hills, and other terrain features can provide natural shelter. Man-made shelter can be in the form of sheds or barns from the simple to the sublime. Blankets can provide additional protection. But no matter what type of shelter you provide, your horse may prefer to stand out in the weather. (See chapter 4, Program, to learn more about shelter and choose a management style.)
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left: Three-sided run-in sheds allow horses to take shelter during bad weather. right: Some horses, like Dickens, prefer to stand outside and weather the storm.







Exercise




Exercise is essential for the health of every horse and for the proper development of young horses. It maintains a balance between feed ingested and bodily waste and is essential for bodybuilding and repair. Exercise, in contrast to the progressive training effects of conditioning, is often referred to as maintenance. The term idle, used when formulating rations, does not indicate that the horse is not allowed or encouraged to exercise but that the horse is not being used for regular, strenuous work at that particular time. All horses of all ages need exercise every day — a ride, longeing, or a minimum turnout of 2 hours in a large pen or pasture.


A regular exercise program invigorates the appetite, tones muscles, increases lung and heart capacity, and helps develop reflexes and coordination. Exercise increases circulation, which increases the activity of the skin and lungs, which in turn helps remove body heat and the waste products (especially lactic acid) of exercise. Exercise aids in the development and repair of tissue and improves the quality and strength of bones, tendons, ligaments, and hooves. Regular stress creates dense, stress-resistant bone. Exercise also conditions and stretches muscles and tendons, resulting in less chance of injury and lameness. Allowing horses to play in moderately soft footing can help develop elasticity in tendons.


Horses that are allowed ample exercise rarely develop vices such as pawing, stall kicking, and wood chewing, which are often results of boredom.


Adult horses take the largest portion of their exercise at the walk, but young horses, testing their physical limits, exhibit explosive outbursts. Because foals and yearlings are characteristically insecure, vulnerable, excitable, and unpredictable, it is essential to provide them with an extra-safe place to exercise. And since a horse’s vision is less than perfect, it is important that any exercise area is safely fenced and free from hazardous objects. Footing should be soft but not excessively deep. Hyperextension of the fetlock in deep sand can do permanent damage to tendons.
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Top: Turnout areas for foals like Sherlock, who tends to exercise at full throttle, should be safe but with varied terrain to promote development. bottom: Some horses seem to prefer barn life and when turned out hang around the pasture gate waiting to be brought back in.







Riding is the obvious exercise choice because that is the reason most of us have horses! But for the days on which you cannot ride, free exercise (turnout) is the least labor-intensive and a natural way of allowing your horse to exercise. However, many horses turned out on pasture use the opportunity to eat rather than exercise, so turnout is counterproductive. Others that prefer barn life stand at the gate waiting to come back in.


Here are other exercise options for your horse.


Ponying, or leading one horse while riding another, is a good choice, especially for young horses. Ponying can start in an arena but can be expanded to include work in open spaces on varied terrain. Ponying a young horse on the surface that he will be worked on when he is an adult provides an opportunity for specialized adaptation of tissues. And the variety in scenery and experiences during ponying is good for any horse.


Longeing, working a horse around you in a 66-foot-diameter (20 m) circle, is an option for horses over 2 years of age. Due to the uneven loading of the legs associated with repetitious work in a circle, longeing a horse younger than 2 years or any horse in a pen smaller than 60 feet in diameter may result in strain. Free longeing can be conducted without a longe line in a round pen. If you don’t have a round pen, you can longe a horse on a 30- to 35-foot longe line in an arena.


Long lining is ground driving the horse through various exercises and patterns much as you would longe a horse except that you are holding two long “reins” (that is why it is also called long reining). This gives not only your horse good exercise but you as well, as you will be walking briskly to perform many of the maneuvers.


In-hand work is a practical way to introduce your horse to various new areas on or near your property. It is a great warm-up and manners review and good exercise for you, too.


Electric horse walkers can be useful for occasional sessions but should not be viewed as the mainstay of a horse’s exercise program. Thirty minutes on a walker once or twice a week might be a good alternative on busy days. Depending entirely on a walker for exercise could result in a stiff carriage, resistance, laziness, and boredom.


Free-run exercisers are a recent innovation and consist of pens that rotate in a circle in a concentric pathway around the central motor hub. Unlike with a conventional walker, the horse is not tied and can move his head and neck freely.


Treadmills can also be used for an occasional workout, providing that the horse is gradually conditioned to the work and carefully monitored for signs of stress. A continuous climb at the 5- to 7-degree slope characteristic of most treadmills can be fatiguing. A workout using a treadmill is accomplished in about half the time required for most other forms of exercise. If a young horse is asked to perform on the treadmill for even a few minutes beyond his physical capabilities, he might become injured or sour toward work. Treadmills are used successfully for muscle development, particularly of the forearm, chest, stifle, and gaskin.




Swimming allows horses to receive a good deal of exercise without traumatizing the joints. Horses are naturally good swimmers. An oval pool with a walkway along the edge allows a handler to walk along the perimeter while holding the lead rope of the swimming horse.






[image: ]

Sherlock demonstrates that longeing can be a great exercise option and a convenient way to work on balance and form; 2 to 3 inches of footing is ideal.
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