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GETTING STARTED


Not only will braiding enhance your horse’s beauty, but it is also a fun and relaxing activity that both of you can enjoy. For your horse it feels like a scalp massage. You can turn it into an extension of your grooming ritual: the time and attention braiding requires can result in a bonding experience for you and your horse.


Braids were originally developed for practical reasons, such as keeping the mane from getting tangled in the reins. Later they were appreciated as decoration and as a status symbol, as with the braided horses in the working draft-horse hitches, whose owners had to impress customers and surpass rival companies’ hitches. Beautiful braids demonstrate an owner’s pride in the presentation and care of her horse.


Always practice safety when working around horses. Braiding manes usually requires clambering on stools, and braiding tails entails standing behind horses. Proceed cautiously, especially at first, and start with a trustworthy horse.





BRAIDING TOOLS



Most of the tools used for braiding are simple items you can find at your tack or craft store. A pull-through, for example, can be purchased; you can make one by bending and twisting a thin coat hanger; or you can substitute a rug hook. In addition, you will need a stool that is sturdy enough to hold your weight but light enough to move around easily as needed.
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PREPARING THE HORSE



A clean mane and tail make the best braids. If the weather allows, wash them before braiding. If the weather is too cold for washing, make sure to comb and untangle before you start.




YOU WILL NEED


Shampoo


Sponge and scrubbing mitt


Hose and bucket





TAIL TIPS


If the tail is exceptionally dirty, use a scrubbing mitt or curry comb to gently rub the tailbone and loosen caked-on dirt and old skin. Use plenty of soapy water. Keep scrubbing the tail with a sponge and curry comb until you can squeeze soapy water down the tailbone and the suds are not dirty.


[image: image]


1


Use a soapy sponge and scrubbing mitt to work the suds into the mane and hair on the horse’s neck. Scrub the crest of the mane to clean the roots.
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2


Hold the bucket near the side of the tail and carefully dip the long part of the tail in the soapy water.
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3


Set the bucket aside and use the sponge to spread soapy water on the dock of the tail and along the tailbone.
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4


Scrub with your fingertips all along the tailbone, adding more soapy water with the sponge as needed.




RINSE WELL


To rinse the horse’s mane and tail, use multiple buckets of clean water or a hose and follow the tips and instructions below.


[image: image] Make sure you do not leave any soap in the hair. Dried soap can itch and irritate and cause the horse to rub his tail and body, resulting in hair breakage.


[image: image] If you use a hose to rinse, spray away from the horse’s head and ears, pushing the soap toward his back and down to the ground.


[image: image] If you use buckets to rinse, dip the long part of the tail in a bucket of clean water and use a sponge to rinse the tailbone thoroughly.


[image: image] After rinsing, sponge the mane and tail liberally with a solution of 2 cups white vinegar to a bucket of water. You do not need to rinse it out unless your horse has very sensitive skin.








DETANGLING THE HAIR



If you can’t wash the mane and tail, you must still detangle them before you braid. Hold the tail or a section of mane in one hand and use the other to portion off very small sections. Starting from the bottom of the tail or mane, comb out one section, then move to the next, and so on.




YOU WILL NEED


Comb


Silicone hair polish (optional)





HAIR POLISH


With a badly matted tail you may wish to use a silicone hair polish, confining it to the long hairs only. Do not apply hair polish routinely, however; it will make the hair slippery and hard to braid.




TIP FOR SUCCESS


If the tail is badly matted, hold it in one hand and pick out a few individual hairs at a time, separating them from any tangles and the remainder of the tail. Repeat with just a few hairs at a time until you have detangled the entire tail. This technique will also preserve long tail hairs that can be broken by combing.
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SAFETY WHILE BRAIDING



The ideal space for braiding has excellent overhead lighting, a secure place to tie, and enough room to work around the horse on all sides. A quiet place that is free from distraction helps to keep your horse calm and standing still. When braiding your horse for the first time, use extreme caution. Horses can become startled or irritated and react violently, so it is essential to have sufficient room to move away.




[image: image]


SAFETY REMINDERS


[image: image] Practice climbing up and standing on the stool a few times before attempting to braid if your horse is new to it.


[image: image] Make sure that the legs of your stool do not extend under the body of the horse.


[image: image] Braid only for short intervals as you are learning to make sure the horse does not become restless.


[image: image] Try not to start braiding around feeding time. Your horse may be impatient if he thinks he is missing a meal. If you must braid then, safely hang a hay net so your horse can eat while you braid.


[image: image] When braiding your horse’s tail, stand to the side when possible. Stay close to his hind legs, with room to move away.


[image: image] If your horse is tied with a single lead, untie him and put the lead rope over your shoulder before you braid his forelock.
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PULLING A MANE


Short manes are both decorative and functional. Originally manes were shortened so they would not tangle in the reins or fly up in the rider’s face when jumping. Since the short mane is easier to comb it can reduce daily maintenance; however, it must be pulled to the desired length about every six weeks. Aesthetically, a pulled mane can improve the look of the horse’s neck.


The specific length of the mane may be a matter of personal preference, or it may be dictated by the standards of the riding discipline in which the horse competes. In some English disciplines, the mane must be pulled in order to be braided in the appropriate style for competition.


Use caution when pulling your horse’s mane for the first time because some horses will not tolerate it. In such cases, you can try alternative methods of shortening the mane with a clipper blade or thinning shears. Use these carefully to avoid a “cut” look when you are finished.
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