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To steal from a song:

“This is dedicated to the one I love”

This is for my husband Jack, the amazing man who has been the rock and support that enabled me to write this book, along with my first book.

But more than that, he is my collaborator, my backup, my cheerleader, and my willing partner when we started the journey of breeding our first foal. Without his encouragement I don’t think either the foal or the books would have ever happened.

Thank you, my love, for putting up with it all!

Lainey

X
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About the Author
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MY name is Lainey Cullen-McConkey, and I have been riding/working with horses since I was a teenager, so now more than thirty years. Over the years I have ridden many different types of horses and ponies, in many different styles (dressage, jumping, cross-country, side saddle, Western) and was also involved for a number of years as a member of the British team which entered a rather unique horse race in France called La Route du Poisson (Google it!).
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I currently own, or rather am owned by, a palomino Quarter Horse mare named Color WithinTheLines (Barbie), an off-track Thoroughbred mare named Moyie, and Moyie’s newest son, Moyie’s Royal Outlaw (Geo), who is half Thoroughbred, half APHA. Plus, of course two dogs, four five cats (and I’m no longer allowed to go to the animal shelter unsupervised), chickens, parakeets, fish, turtles, etc.

All of these critters live with my husband Jack and me on our ranch, and between us we manage to make it all work!






Introduction
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LET me just say right up front that this is not any kind of textbook on breeding horses, but is intended more as a guide for what to expect from your first foray into breeding. If you are looking for a good factual veterinary type book, I highly recommend Peter Rossdale’s The Horse from Conception to Maturity. This was my go-to book from before my mare was even pregnant.

With this book I will give you an insight into breeding your first foal, regardless of how experienced you are in other aspects of horse management. I’ve been riding/training/working with horses for more than thirty years, but this was my first time breeding a foal of my own, and it really made me realize just how little I knew on the subject. While this book broadly covers the foal’s life from even before conception to backing, I’m not going to get super deep into the starting and backing part, partly because there are a whole lot of other resources available for that, but mostly because that subject covered in detail would be a whole book in itself. But we’ll touch on the important points, at least as I see them.

You will get to know your mare way more intimately than you ever expected to through this process, so if you’re put off by icky things, breeding your own may not be for you! But I guess if you make it through some of the terms used in this book (and even more so if you also pick up a textbook on foaling) then you’re partway there, so let’s move on to the foal breeding journey we started back in 2015.







Chapter 1
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Decisions, Decisions

Why Are You Breeding?

When you first decide to breed your mare, the first and most important question you have to ask yourself is why you want to breed a foal. I know, it seems pretty obvious. You’re breeding because you want a “free” horse. Let me set you straight on that one. Breeding a foal is not going to get you a free horse. Probably not even a cheap one! Factor in the stud fee for use of the stallion, the extra feeding which your mare will require during pregnancy and even more so afterward when she’s feeding a hungry baby, the extra vaccinations required (though this is a little dependent on where you are in the world), extra vet visits, and the potential emergency vet visits at foaling time and extra farrier care, all in all, breeding a foal is not something to be undertaken on a tight budget.

If you’re not looking for a free/cheap horse, you may want to breed your mare because she’s awesome and you want another one. Now, this one is a little trickier for me because in a way that is why I bred Moyie. But I’ll get back to that. Just bear in mind that genetics are tricky and just because your beloved mare is a wonderful jumping/dressage/show horse doesn’t necessarily mean that baby will follow suit. There are plenty of anecdotes about fabulous racing mares being bred to fabulous racing stallions and producing offspring that couldn’t outrun a tortoise. Okay, that’s an exaggeration, but you get my point. (Also, we have a few wild gopher tortoises who live on our ranch, and they can actually move pretty fast when they have a mind to.)

You may choose to breed your mare because she is no longer able to work/compete for some reason, perhaps a permanent injury. Obviously in this instance you must coordinate with your vet to make certain that your mare is still capable of safely carrying a foal to term. It is always possible that a severe leg injury would make the added weight of a foal and all the associated placenta/fluids just too much for her to bear.

One other reason many people choose to breed their mare, quite an old-fashioned reason, is to “improve” the mare’s temperament. I’m not sure how much science there is to support this, but it was certainly often done in the old days to try to “cure” a very hormonal, cranky mare. Of course, then you run the risk that a very antisocial mare will, instead of becoming a sweet and nurturing mother, reject or even attack her own foal (I know of at least one mare who deliberately trampled her foal to death). So, if one of your objectives is to make a mean mare nicer, just be very aware that you may instead find yourself with a mean mare and a foal which needs to be bottle-fed and hand-raised!

Moyie came to me in extremely poor condition, and it took almost six months to get her back into any kind of reasonable shape. Since I first met this pathetic little soul, Moyie blossomed into an outstanding mare with the most amazing temperament. I should also mention that Moyie was born in 1994, so when she foaled in May 2016, she was twenty-two years old. I know this sounds quite old to put her through the rigors of pregnancy and foaling, but the idea of breeding her had been approved by our vet before we even started on our journey. Moyie was twenty-one years old when we put her in foal, but she has had at least two foals in the past, which makes the process a little easier on her than if she’d been a maiden mare.
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January 9, 2017

Check Out Those Jeans Genes

For whatever reason you’ve decided to breed your mare, before you get too starry-eyed at the prospect of a foal, take a good, long, objective look at your mare. Think about it very carefully and try to be brutally honest. Is her conformation good enough to pass on to another generation? I know it’s hard, because we tend to see only the good in our “babies” but try to look at her like a stranger (or, if you truly can’t be objective, ask your trainer or vet or another less emotionally involved person). Are her legs good? Is she cow hocked or otherwise not “textbook?” (Although this does actually vary a bit by breed/type. For example, good hindleg confirmation in a Clydesdale would be considered cow hocked in other breeds!) How about her forelegs? Good shoulder? You get the idea. Also, don’t go thinking, “She has a really short back, so I’ll put her to a stallion with a really long back—that should get me a foal with an average back!” There are some much more important considerations when it comes to genetics, and those pertain to inheritable diseases. I don’t want to delve too deeply into this subject, but there are definitely some things you should know. There are some breed-specific genetic disorders, and fortunately the horse may be tested for many of these to see whether they carry the specific genes which cause the condition.

A horse may be:


• Heterozygous, carrying one copy of the relevant gene;

• Homozygous positive, carrying two copies of the gene; or

• Homozygous negative, not carrying the defective gene at all



Additionally, it must be understood that genes also vary, being classified as either recessive, dominant, or incomplete dominant. A recessive gene means that the horse must be homozygous positive, having two copies of the defective gene, to suffer from the disease. This means that both mare and stallion must carry at least one copy of the mutated gene for the foal to be affected. A foal born with one defective copy and one non-defective copy of the gene is a carrier, with a 50 percent chance of any future offspring also having the defective gene. A dominant gene is one which may be passed on and affect the foal even if only one parent has the defective gene. Incomplete dominant means that a homozygous positive (two copies) horse will pass the gene to all of their progeny, regardless of the other parent’s status. A heterozygous horse has a 50 percent chance of passing along the defective gene, and a homozygous negative horse does not carry the defective gene and therefore cannot pass it along (but if the other parent is homozygous positive, the foal will inherit the defective gene from this parent).


Very often these days a breeder will have each foal tested at a fairly young age, and in fact the AQHA mandated that any foal who was born after January 1, 1998 and who is descended from the stallion Impressive must be tested for HYPP1 and their results are then shown on their registration certificate. Results are shown as N/N (negative) meaning that the horse is normal and will never be affected by HYPP or pass it on to progeny, or N/H (heterozygous positive) which means that if the horse is bred to a N/N horse, there is a 50 percent chance of producing an affected foal. The final test result is H/H (homozygous positive) which means that the horse is severely affected and any future foals will be affected, regardless of the other parent. AQHA rules do not permit the registration of H/H foals born since 2007, so if your mare is a Quarter Horse born after January 1, 1998, then her registration papers will show her HYPP status. If she is older than this then she may not have been tested.

The genetic disorders below should be tested for. Testing is pretty straightforward. You send a hair sample (usually thirty to forty mane hairs complete with root follicles) to a laboratory that does this work. The one I have found most useful is Animal Genetics (animalgenetics.us). They offer a wide range of tests, including tests for color genes as well as genetic disorders. I would certainly say that the disorders are much more important to know about than color, but many stallion owners list the details of their stallion’s color genes, since some genes indicate that a foal will inherit a particular characteristic of that stallion, so let me touch on it quickly.

As an example, Most Wanted Outlaw, the stallion we used, is homozygous for both the Tobiano gene (TT) and the black allele (EE), meaning that he will always produce Tobiano foals, and these foals will always have black as their base color. (Regardless of “actual” color, all horses have either black or red as their base color.) Outlaw is also heterozygous for the agouti gene (Aa) which, simply put, pushes the black to the “points” of the horse, so the information that Outlaw’s owner provides lists that he is FIVE PANEL NN, LWO NN, EE, TT, Aa. This information helps a mare owner with their stallion selection if they are hoping to breed a specific color of foal.

Now, the FIVE PANEL is related to the genetic disorder side of things, so we’ll look at that now. The genetic disorders most commonly tested for in Quarter Horses and related breeds are often grouped into what is known as The FIVE PANEL:


• Glycogen Branching Enzyme Deficiency (GBED)

• Hereditary Equine Regional Dermal Asthenia (HERDA)

• Hyperkalemic Periodic Paralysis disease (HYPP)

• Malignant Hyperthermia (MH)

• Polysaccharide Storage Myopathy—Type 1 (PSSM1)



In Paint horses (which are often related to the Quarter Horse) additional testing may be carried out for genetic disorders including Lethal White Overo (LWO).

Arabians and related breeds are tested for a three panel (though it actually covers four disorders):


• Cerebellar Abiotrophy (CA)

• Lavender Foal Syndrome (LFS)

• Severe Combined Immunodeficiency (SCID)

• Foal Immunodeficiency Syndrome (FIS)



I’m not going to delve into the details of all of these disorders. Suffice it to say that if it has been deemed necessary to develop a genetic test for something, it’s not something you want to deliberately breed!

To sum all of this up a bit more succinctly:


• If your mare falls under a breed which should be tested for genetic abnormalities, the time to find out if she is affected or a carrier is before breeding her.


• Make sure your chosen stallion is also free from these defective genes. If he hasn’t been tested, I would recommend avoiding him, just to be safe.



Choosing a Stallion

Once we’d decided to put Moyie in foal, then of course we had to select a stallion. Choosing a stallion really depends on what you’re looking for from the breeding. Always bearing in mind the caveats above, I have to say that the first thing which should be considered is location. Some stallion owners do offer artificial insemination with chilled/frozen semen, or obviously you can go the old-fashioned way and do live cover. If you’re going the AI route, location isn’t so important as the semen will be shipped to you, but you do need to have a vet who is experienced in carrying out insemination services. If you want to do live cover, obviously picking a stallion in Texas if you live in Vancouver isn’t going to be ideal.

I knew that I would have to send my mare away to be bred and that she would have to stay away for a week or so, but I wanted her as close as possible, which meant keeping my search limited to my home in Florida. I have always loved paint horses, so my first choice was to find a paint stallion. The Internet is a wonderful thing, and by searching on some sites I was able to find a couple of potential stallions. The other thing I wanted was to keep some height in the foal, since I do like bigger horses. Moyie is around 16.1hh, and I wanted a stallion at least that tall, but as it turned out, the one we chose was only 15hh.

The other very important aspect of the stallion you should take into consideration is their temperament. Bear in mind the old adage “handsome is as handsome does.” Some stallions have less-than-friendly temperaments, which is why you need to try to visit them before making a decision so that you can gauge their behavior. I know, you may think that so long as he doesn’t hurt your mare then it’s fine, but if the stallion is aggressive or mean-spirited, there’s always the chance of the foal being the same way, though I know at least one lovely stallion whose oldest son was pretty mean, so it can throw back to a previous generation. If your mare’s sire was mean, it may pass down to her foal even though the stallion you use is sweet. I do not adhere to the belief that a bad attitude is acceptable if the horse is good at their job. If a stallion is aggressive, I don’t care what his bloodlines are, he needs to be a gelding!

As an example of the type of temperament I would consider “good,” one of the horses I take care of is an Arabian stallion. This horse is happiest when he is out in his field 24–7, but this past winter we had a rare and severe thunderstorm (not that thunderstorms are all that rare in Florida, but in winter they’re pretty unusual). The storm wasn’t forecast to be as severe as it became, so I had left the stallion out until the storm woke me around two in the morning. Now, when you have a mature stallion who you can lead from field to barn with his lead rope in one hand and a flashlight in the other in the middle of a nighttime thunderstorm, that’s the kind of behavior that earns them the right to remain a stallion!

So, with location, color, height, and temperament front and center in mind, the stallion we chose was Most Wanted Outlaw. He was only four years old when we bred Moyie with him, but he had already sired some gorgeous foals so his stallion abilities were well proven. Now, I broke one of my own rules by not meeting the stallion in person before making my final choice. We got lucky, finding Outlaw to be not only well put together but also very good-minded with a wonderfully calm temperament. But, as I said before, make the effort to go meet the horse if at all possible, and if you’re not allowed to get close to him, even when his handler is with him, remove him from your list. If those who deal with him daily don’t trust him, why should you?
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Most Wanted Outlaw

I think that pretty much covers the issue of choosing your mare’s new boyfriend (or at least her one-night stand). To me, the most important criterion is temperament, then conformation, location, and care. Color, while I was certainly aiming for a paint foal, is truly very far down the list. You probably know the old saying “a good horse is never a bad color,” and it’s very true. Yes, you can try to get a specific color (and there are some nice free online color probability websites) but if you’re really going to be upset at getting a nice healthy chestnut foal when you were trying for a palomino, then you have no business breeding a foal. Even if our foal had been born solid colored, I would not have taken the Outlaw’s owner Amber up on her colored foal guarantee. All I wanted was a healthy foal and mare at the end of the process.

Another consideration you must make when deciding to send your mare to stud is to be certain that she will be well cared for while she is there. If the other horses at the premises seem healthy and happy (and don’t discount the value of happiness) then the chances are pretty good that your mare will also be well taken care of. This should be particularly obvious if, as in my situation, the stallion owner has a number of different mares coming and going. Yes, when mares are in heat and the stallion knows exactly why they’re there, you have to expect some yelling and excitable behavior (from both sides of the gender gap!) but it should be easy to see if the horses are in good shape. For my own part (and even as a very nervous and paranoid horse mommy) I had no hesitation in leaving my mare in Amber’s very capable and kind hands.

As a little anecdote of the kind of thing I mean, while Moyie was there (her second visit, which we’ll get to in a minute) she managed to get a large wooden splinter in her chest. Not a big deal, happens very easily, but by chance Amber noticed it while taking Moyie to the vet to be checked to see if she was ovulating. She had her vet surgically remove the splinter and simply sent me a photo of the offending article. No fuss, and no bill for the minor procedure. Just chalked up to “one of those things.” You want someone who will look after your mare in the way you do, and that’s precisely what we found.

Let me add just one more thought to this. Be as objective as you possibly can in the stallion selection process. Don’t allow yourself to “make allowances” for a stallion with a poor temperament or perhaps some kind of conformation problem (though hopefully a horse with poor conformation isn’t being used as a stallion!) just because you want to use him. Do you really want to take the chance on the resultant foal either having a physical problem or just being, let’s be honest, a bit of a brat (okay, I took out the word I really wanted to use!) just because of a stallion’s bloodlines? I know I wouldn’t. I’ve heard people with high quality performance horses say that their horse is horrible to handle on the ground, with awful manners, but say it’s okay “because he performs great in the ring.” You will spend far more time handling your horse than competing with them. I would rather have a well-mannered horse who couldn’t jump a twig than a Grand Prix showjumper I couldn’t trust.

Now that we have a bit of a background in place about the whole process, let’s move on to the main event. Or rather, a couple of main events followed by many months of nail-biting before the main main event!



1 Hyperkalemic Periodic Paralysis.






Chapter 2
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The Journey Begins

Breeding Contracts

After deciding on the stallion, I contacted his owner to discuss the breeding, and after some discussions we had a signed contract in place. It it is very important that you have a signed breeding contract in place so that both you and the stallion owner know exactly what is expected from each other. The contract should at least offer a NFFR (No Foal Free Return) guarantee, meaning that if your mare does not produce a foal after having been checked and confirmed to be in foal, then you can rebreed to the stallion at no additional stud fee (though you may still have to pay additional “keep” charges). Some stallion owners may still offer a NFNF (No Foal No Fee) guarantee, which is as straightforward as it sounds, but I think these days most offer NFFR.

Outlaw’s owner goes a couple of steps further with her contract, offering LCFG, which is a Live Colored Foal Guarantee. This is not only guaranteeing that your mare will produce a live foal (under these guarantees the definition of a live foal is usually one which gets to its feet and nurses from the mare) but also that the foal will fall under the definition of “colored” under APHA rules, which generally means that the foal will have white somewhere on the body or upper legs or mane/tail which qualifies it as a paint horse. White markings on the lower legs or face aren’t necessarily going to qualify a horse as being colored. Although genetics are tricky, as I said, horses can be genetically tested to verify if they carry a specific color gene, and Outlaw is homozygous for both black and tobiano, meaning that he is guaranteed to produce paint foals. A horse can genetically be a Paint horse but appear to be a solid color. (A horse I once thought was a thoroughbred by his appearance was actually a “solid” Paint!)

The breeding contract may also include a clause which requires you to provide proof that your mare has been checked for sexually transmittable diseases, which is done by taking swabs from her cervix and clitoral fossa/sinuses. (This is also routinely done on stallions, where the urethra, urethral fossa, and sheath are swabbed.) The diseases checked for include:


• CEM—contagious equine metritis

• EVA—equine viral arteritis

• Klebsiella pneumoniae

• Pseudomonas aeruginosa



Horses may be infected with these diseases by sexual contact with an infected horse or, in the case of CEM, a foal may actually be born as a carrier of the disease, so even at his first use as a stallion a colt foal born as a carrier would be capable of passing on the disease. For this reason, both mare and stallion should be swabbed at least once each year. In the case of EVA, the fluids which are present at birth may also present a source of infection, so the area must be thoroughly cleaned/disinfected before other mares are allowed to enter the area.

As with any other legally binding contract, make sure that you thoroughly read the contract before signing, and if you are unclear on anything, ask!

Live Cover or AI?

Mares can be bred in a couple of different ways. The first and most obvious breeding method is live cover. So, what is “live cover”? Just like it sounds, your mare is covered, bred, by a stallion in the natural way. Let’s face it, horses have been breeding for millennia without human help, so I think they have a pretty good handle on the whole thing. Of course, most places aren’t going to just throw the mares in a field with a stallion and let them have at it, partly because that can make it difficult to know exactly when a particular mare has been covered, and also (mainly) as this opens both stallion and mare up to possible injuries. Trust me, when a mare isn’t in the mood, she will make no bones about it, and stallions have been seriously injured or even killed by mares in this way.
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“Teasing” or the seduction process


Live cover is more often done in a more controlled way, with both mare and stallion being controlled by handlers. Now, breeders have different approaches to this, but I’ll briefly outline what I would consider to be the “traditional” way of doing things. The mare needs to be “teased” to check whether she is receptive to the stallion. This generally involves leading the two horses to opposite sides of a sturdy wall, where the stallion is allowed to interact with the mare in a safe environment. He will usually start at her neck and shoulder area, sniffing and licking his way along to her hindquarters, maybe nipping her gently with his teeth. Both horse handlers need to be alert to how the horses are behaving, keeping an eye on how the mare is reacting to the stallion’s attentions. Fortunately, most mares are less than subtle about these things. If she isn’t in estrus (or in heat, in season, or any other term that may be used in your region of the world) then the mare may react quite violently, squealing and kicking out in the stallion’s direction (hence the need for the sturdy wall between them!). If she is in estrus, she will react quite differently, spreading her hind legs, raising her tail, and generally showing that she is receptive to the stallion’s advances. Mares will often also pass a thick yellow urine at this stage. This urine is rich in pheromones which confirm to the stallion that she is indeed ready to mate. She will also display “winking” behavior, which means that she everts the lips of her vulva to expose the clitoris (you will sometimes see mares do this after urinating, but that doesn’t necessarily mean she is in season all the time).
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“Winking”

Some breeders keep a stallion, often a pony, for the sole purpose of teasing mares (though they will generally allow him to breed the occasional mare just to keep him interested in his job). Using a horse specifically as a teaser means that the breeder need not risk injury to a high value stallion at the teasing wall but can just bring him into play when the mare is confirmed to be receptive. I always feel sorry for teaser stallions, though, because they are like the perpetual wingman, always getting the girl for someone else!
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