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Disclaimer

Every effort has been made in the writing of this book to present quality information based on the best available and most reliable sources. Neither the author nor the publisher assumes any responsibility for, nor makes any warranty with respect to, results that may be obtained from the procedures described herein. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable to anyone for damages resulting from reliance on any information contained in this book whether with respect to feeding, care, treatment procedures, drug usages, or by reason of any misstatement or inadvertent error contained herein.

Also, it must be remembered that neither the publisher nor the author manufactures any of the drugs, feeds, or training products discussed in this book. Accordingly, neither the publisher nor the author offers any guarantees of any kind on such items — nor will they be held responsible for the results that may be obtained from the use of any of those items.

The reader is encouraged to read and follow the directions published by the manufacturer of each drug, feed, or product which may be mentioned herein. And, if there is a conflict with any information in this book, the instructions of the manufacturer — or of the reader’s veterinarian — should, of course, be followed.

To ensure the reader’s understanding of some technical descriptions offered in this book, brand names have been used as examples of particular substances or equipment. However, the use of a particular trademark or brand name is not intended to imply an endorsement of that particular product, nor to suggest that similar products offered by others under different names may be inferior.

Also, nothing contained in this book is to be construed as a suggestion to violate any trademark laws.





Introduction

With its speed, courage, stamina, grace, and intelligence, the Thoroughbred is the foundation of the sport of racing. But the people who take care of these equine athletes also play a very important role in the industry. Trainers depend on their staff to keep their horses content and healthy and to notice when a horse has a problem. Daily care of racehorses attunes caretakers to symptoms of illness and lameness. Early detection of an injury or a sign of lameness can prevent a major problem from affecting the horse’s racing potential and performance. In a small stable a caretaker might also serve as an exercise rider, in which case the responsibilities are even greater. Most large stables, however, employ both grooms and exercise riders.

The Thoroughbred racehorse deserves the best possible care and attention available from its caretakers. Professional Care of the Racehorse is intended to serve as a guide of basic information related to the care and well-being of the racehorse. Although primarily directed at grooms, the book contains information useful to anyone associated with Thoroughbred racehorses. Naturally, the groom will benefit from the book by obtaining the knowledge and skills needed to perform his or her daily duties in a professional manner. By doing so, the groom becomes a valuable asset to his employer and is rewarded accordingly. The trainer will benefit from this book in that it teaches employees good horseman-ship. The trainer can then be confident that his horses are receiving the best possible care and can train and race to the best of their abilities.

An owner may pay up to $125 a day for the training and daily care of his or her racehorse. In addition to this daily training fee, owners are also responsible for veterinary, farrier, shipping, and entry fees. Needless to say, the owner has a large monetary investment. This book will help the owner determine if his horses are cared for properly. The veterinarian will find this book useful in explaining to clients certain ail ments affecting their horses and treatment options.

Racing officials can be assured that the horses stabled at their racetracks are receiving the best possible care and can depend on the horses being healthy. Healthy horses allow racing secretaries to fill the races each day. Jockeys and exercise riders will benefit in that they will have a better understanding of the quality of care a racehorse should receive. Knowing that a horse is properly cared for allows them to ride with confidence. The racing fan will benefit from this book in better understanding the amount of care required to bring a horse up to a race. Knowing the horse is healthy and content going into a race, the fan can be assured that his wager on a particular horse is a sound investment.

Finally, the biggest beneficiary of this book is the racehorse itself. The racehorse is solely dependent on its caretakers for its daily exercise, nutrition, and general well-being. Maintaining a Thoroughbred race-horse is a major responsibility. If caretakers are knowledgeable and have mastered all the fundamental skills of horsemanship, then all of horse racing will benefit.





CHAPTER

1

Proper Horse Handling

The key to good communication with a racehorse is understanding how horses think and react to their environment. A caretaker with this knowledge can handle a racehorse in a more professional and appropriate manner.


ACQUIRING HORSE SENSE

Horses are noble creatures, but their behavior is not based on the same logic or instincts as human behavior. Before you can understand the behavior of domestic horses, you must first understand how horses lived in the wild and how the instincts they developed still influence their behavior.

Horses are herbivores. They roam in herds, grazing for more than twelve hours a day (fifteen to twenty hours if food is scarce) and drinking water when thirsty. If confronted with a strange noise, smell, or sight, the herd thunders away at great speed. When cornered, horses fight using their teeth and hooves. “Flight or fight” is still the horse’s principle means of defense from danger; therefore, excitement, nervousness, confusion, and fear can result in a horse’s acting defensively or trying to run from perceived threats.

The average adult horse has the approximate intelligence of a three-year-old child. Therefore, you should be just as patient with a horse as you would be with a young child. Like humans, horses vary in mentality and personality. They have ticklish spots and pet peeves. Their moods and reactions to everyday situations vary. They are also creatures of habit and become very upset if their daily routines are changed.

Horses have very long memories, especially when it comes to painful or scary experiences. While this ability to remember allowed their ancestors to survive in the wild, it can frustrate trainers because a mis-treated horse can develop bad habits. In fact, almost every bad habit a horse has acquired can be traced to mistreatment. Do not be the source of a horse’s bad habits. Always respond to a horse’s behavior first with calm, gentle understanding. Rewards work better than punishments. If a horse must be punished for bad behavior (otherwise defined as dangerous behavior), immediately scold the horse or slap it on the shoulder with an open hand. After three seconds the horse has forgotten what it has done and cannot link the punishment with the bad behavior. Remember, though, a horse should never be punished just for being a horse.

For example, punishing a horse for being frightened by a piece of paper blowing in the wind will not lessen that fear. In fact, punishment is likely to result in blowing objects frightening the horse even more. Try reassurance — pet the horse gently and talk soothingly to it. Horses have very limited reasoning abilities. They cannot think up solutions; they stumble upon them through trial and error. The fact that they remember a solution (like how to open their stall door) for years afterward makes horses seem more logical than they are.




SOCIAL BEHAVIOR

Understanding how horses interact is integral to communicating with them. We have learned that because horses are herd animals and are, therefore, highly social, they are unhappy when they are isolated from other animals. For that reason, companion animals such as goats, dogs, and cats are very common on the backside. In the wild, a herd consisted of a stallion, several mares, and their offspring of various ages. The stallion was not the leader, but if necessary he served as protector and drove other stallions away. A dominant mare was usually the leader. This mare had influence over the other horses, dominating them either by actual fighting or threats of fighting. (Dominance with horses is not based on age or size, but rather on personality and strength. Some horses may demonstrate more dominance in some situations and less in others.)




THE FIVE SENSES

Horses have the same five senses as humans: sight, smell, taste, hearing, and touch. How horses react to what their senses tell them is based partly on the experiences of their wild ancestors and partly on how their human handlers have trained them.


Sight

Unlike human eyes, horses’ eyes can operate independently, which means the horse can see almost 360 degrees. One eye can be watching the handler near its head while the other watches the veterinarian near its hind end. Or, the eyes can operate together when the horse focuses forward. To see something at a distance, the horse raises its head. To focus on something closer, it lowers its head.

Horses have a blind spot from their nose to about four feet in front of them. Most people are surprised to learn that a horse cannot see its own feet without making a special effort. Humans, on the other hand, can see both their horse’s feet and their own. Therefore, if a horse ever steps on your foot, the accident is your fault for not paying attention. Remain calm, and gently and firmly push the horse away. Yelling will only frighten the horse, in which case you could get even more seriously hurt.

Horses have a second blind spot directly behind them. Many predators have taken advantage of this by sneaking up on wild horses. That is the reason horses are so sensitive to anything that approaches unexpectedly from behind. Thus, it is best always to walk toward a horse from the side. If an approach must be made from behind, stand at a safe distance (at least six feet away from the horse’s hind end) and get the horse’s attention by calling its name. When the horse turns its head to look behind it and is not frightened, it is safe to approach quietly, still talking.

Also, remember that most adult horses sleep standing up. (Young horses and male horses are more likely to lie down to sleep than other horses.) When approaching a quietly standing horse from behind, assume that the horse is sleeping and wake it up before getting too close. If not, the horse may lash out in self-defense, or the horse may hurt itself as it struggles to get away. Although horses can see well in the dark, their eyes do not adjust to sudden light or darkness as quickly as ours. Therefore, allow the horse a little extra time to enter a dark area.




Smell

The horse’s sense of smell, while better than a human’s, is not as advanced as that of some other animals. However, horses are very good at identifying odors carried by the wind. In the wild, horses relied on this sense to identify other animals, either from a distance or close up. It is, therefore, important to allow a horse to smell new or unfamiliar objects: a new brush, bucket, blanket, etc. Horses can sniff out the additives in their feed. And stallions can smell a mare in heat (or another stallion) from quite a distance. Horses do not like the smell of smoke — most panic and become difficult to handle. In fact, some trainers leave their horses’ halters on at night so the animals may be more easily led to safety in the event of a fire. A strong smell can cause a horse to curl its upper lip back, called a flehmen response. (A stallion often does this when he scents a mare in heat.) Although the teeth are exposed when the horse does this, it is not an aggressive act.




Taste

In the wild, horses are foragers and subsist on grass. Domesticated horses such as racehorses don’t have unlimited access to grass and are fed a combination of hay and grain. Horses’ sense of taste is closely related to the sense of smell. In general, horses prefer salty or very sweet foods. But it is not advisable to give a horse sugary treats — it spoils them and makes them “nippy,” or prone to bite, when no treat is given.




Hearing

Like its eyes, a horse’s ears can operate independently or together. An alert horse’s ears are in motion, rotating up to 180 degrees in response to various noises. By swiveling its ears in this way, a horse can pinpoint a sound’s origin quite accurately.
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The horse swivels its ears back to listen to noises behind it.



While working with or around a horse, take advantage of its keen hearing by making some kind of noise: whispering, talking, humming, or singing. This is very useful because it lets the horse know exactly where the person is at all times, and it soothes and relaxes the horse as well. A vocal handler is less likely to startle a horse and cause it to act out in self-defense.

Some horses have extremely sensitive ears, so care should be taken when haltering these individuals.





Touch


It is the horse’s sense of touch that has made the animal useful to humans. Properly trained and handled, horses are sensitive to a rider’s leg movements, a gentle tug on the halter, and pressures on the head and mouth from a bridle and bit. An abused horse can become insensitive to leg, mouth, or head pressures, usually requiring extra attention or retraining. Horses like to be scratched and stroked on the withers and neck. Heavy-handed patting, though, may be interpreted as an aggressive gesture, resulting in a frightened or resentful horse.






EMOTIONS AND BODY LANGUAGE

The parts of the horse that receive information from the outside world — eyes, nose, mouth, ears, and skin — can also transmit the horse’s emotions to the observant handler. The legs and tail also transmit emotions. Reading the horse’s emotions and responding to them appropriately are what makes a real horseperson.


Alert and Interested

A healthy horse has alert, clear, and prominent eyes. The ears are pricked, but not stiff, and are pointed toward whatever interests it. The nostrils are flared slightly, and the horse may blow softly. The tail is arched slightly away from the buttocks. This horse may nicker when you appear and may nudge you in a bid for attention. (A sick horse may also nudge you to relay that it is not feeling well.)




Irritated or Frustrated


[image: An alert horse]
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An irritated horse puts its ears back slightly. It may toss or shake its head. It may stomp a forefoot or hind foot or swish its tail as if to dislodge an unusually pesky fly. If the horse does not get the result it wants, namely relief, the horse may become angry.




Angry

An angry horse’s eyes roll and the eyelids open a little wider, showing the white around the eyes. (If a horse is looking behind itself, some white may show, but the horse is probably not angry.) An angry horse’s ears are pinned flat against the skull. The flatter the ears, the angrier the horse. It may lift a hoof to warn of rearing or striking, or it may turn and present its hind end to you in a similar kind of warning. The angry horse may hold its mouth open tensely and bare its teeth, perhaps even lunge in an attempt to bite. An attempt to bite is a very aggressive act and should be dealt with by scolding loudly in a deep voice and slapping the horse soundly on the shoulder. (See Chapter 13 for more information on this vice.) A stiff tail also indicates anger: It swishes back and forth violently, and the horse may lift it up and slap it down hard.
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Nervous or Frightened

The nervous horse’s ears twitch and flick about wildly or they may be stiff and pricked toward whatever alarms it. The horse moves its head jerkily, and the eyes are opened very wide. The mouth is stiff, but the teeth are not bared. The nostrils usually flare, and the horse may snort. The tail may be flattened against the buttocks. The nervous horse will most likely pull back or bolt at the next strange sight or sound. A frightened horse’s eyes roll and show the whites, just like an angry horse’s, but instead of acting aggressively, the frightened horse will probably rear or pull away from whatever frightens it.




Sleepy or Depressed

A horse with dull eyes may be depressed or, if the lids are half closed, merely dozing. The sleepy horse’s tail is relaxed, touching the buttocks but not clamped to them; you can lift the tail easily. A depressed horse’s ears flop out sideways, like airplane wings. Ears that are merely droopy means the horse is either in pain or deeply asleep. The lips of a sleepy horse often droop.





Pained


Glassy eyes may indicate a horse in pain. Closed eyes may also indicate pain if the horse is obviously awake but unresponsive. The tail is flat against the buttocks. The ears may droop sideways. The mouth is stiff, but the teeth are not bared. The body may be held stiffly, and the horse may sweat or have muscle tremors. The horse’s facial expression is one of anxiety, and its pulse and respiration rate are high. (See Chapter 10 for more information on pulse and respiration rates.)






BARN ETIQUETTE
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Understanding some of the psychology and behavior will better equip an owner, groom, or hot-walker to handle horses. There are also a few basic rules of human conduct to which everyone in the shed row should adhere.

• Do not make any sudden or loud noises while working around horses.

• Do not make any sudden or threatening gestures.

• Do not run in the barn.

• Work slowly and methodically around the horse — do not rush.




WALKING THE RACEHORSE

A new or less-experienced employee might at first be given the job of walking the racehorse, later to progress to actual grooming work. Therefore, knowledge of horse behavior and skill at walking the horse form a firm foundation for a groom. Walking is one of the best forms of exercise for the racehorse. Because the racetrack has a limited space and horses are unable to run loose in paddocks as they do on the farm, most racehorses are walked in the shed row or in a walking ring outside the barn, if the weather permits.

As a racehorse is confined much of the day, many trainers have a horse walked in the morning and then again in the afternoon. The afternoon walk helps keep the horse in a good frame of mind, which is essential for peak performance. In addition, walking is a means of “cooling out” a horse after a race or workout. When a horse runs, its body temperature rises. To bring the body temperature slowly back to normal (about 100 degrees Fahrenheit), the horse is first washed with warm water and then walked about forty-five minutes, depending on the climate and trainer’s judgment.

It should be understood that before the racehorse is walked, a halter is placed on its head and a lead shank is attached to the halter to control the horse.

Before beginning any work with horses, a handler must understand the concepts of the “near” side and the “off” side of a horse because many procedures such as walking the horse are only performed from the near side. The near side is the horse’s left side, and the off side is the horse’s right side. (A complete diagram of the horse’s anatomy can be found in the Appendix.)

Haltering is also customarily performed from the near side. The halter allows a person to control the horse while leading the horse at a walk. Most halters are leather or durable nylon. Most trainers prefer leather over nylon halters as leather will eventually break under pressure. This is important if the halter gets caught and a horse becomes frightened and pulls backward.

Five rings and one or two fastening buckles hold the halter together. One ring, called the center ring, is under the horse’s jaw. There are also two rings on each side of the halter: the upper and lower rings of the near and off sides. Some halters have two fastening buckles — one on the near side and one on the off side. If there is only one fastening buckle, it will be on the near side of the halter.

Never try to catch and halter a horse that has its rump facing the stall entrance. That is asking to be kicked. Call the horse’s name to get it to turn around.

Also, be aware that some horses have extremely sensitive ears, so care should be taken when haltering these individuals.

The following procedure for haltering a horse is shown in Figure 1.1 on page 18.

1. Stand on the near (left) side of the horse facing the horse. Put your right arm over its neck while holding the unbuckled crownpiece (the halter’s longest strap, which goes behind the ears) in your right hand. With your left hand, hold the fastening buckle on the left or near side. This method “captures” the horse so it cannot move its head away from you.
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2. Slide the halter on so that the noseband rests loosely over the bridge of the horse’s nose (about two inches below the protruding cheekbones).

3. Slip the end of the crownpiece through the fastening buckle and tighten the halter appropriately.

If the halter fits too loosely, the noseband will rest too low on the horse’s nose and disrupt air flow through the nasal passages. This can cause a horse to throw its head and can lead to injuries for the horse or handler. If the halter is adjusted too tightly, the noseband will leave a mark on the horse’s nose when the halter is removed. The tightness can be uncomfortable for the horse.

A halter is sometimes slipped on over the bridle and attached to a shank to lead a horse to the saddling paddock before a race. Before the halter is put on this way, the reins should be pulled over the head to rest on the horse’s withers. A halter fastened over the bridle holds the reins back out of the handler’s way. The handler should keep in mind that the halter may need to be readjusted to fit properly over the bridle and reins. After adjusting the halter, attach a lead shank before you begin walking the horse. Never try to lead a horse with only a halter — a lead shank is necessary for proper control and safety.



[image: Haltering a Horse (Figure 1.1)]
Haltering a Horse
(Figure 1.1)





Shanks


The shank should be considered a tool for communication with the horse. It is used to lead and, when necessary, to reprimand a horse. The most common types of shanks are yearling shanks, rope shanks, and chain shanks.

As its name implies, the yearling shank is used primarily on yearlings on the farm. This shank is leather and is about seventy-eight inches long and three-quarters of an inch wide. A yearling shank has a metal snap on one end. The metal snap is clipped onto the center ring of the horse’s halter.

Rope shanks are made of a durable material such as hemp or nylon. The total length is about six feet. The shank has a metal snap at one end. The snap is clipped onto the center ring of the horse’s halter. At the racetrack, rope shanks are used primarily on lead ponies or older horses that are quiet. Using a rope shank on young or nervous horses is not recommended because their behavior is often unpredictable. If the horse rears or pulls suddenly, a rope shank may burn the hands of the person holding the horse.

The more popular chain shank is used to walk or restrain a horse. It is a linked metal chain at least thirty inches long attached to a leather or nylon lead. At the end of the chain is a metal snap, which attaches to the halter. Chain shanks can be applied in several ways:

• over the nose

• under the lower jaw

• over the nose and under the jaw

• through the mouth

• and over the upper gum

For walking or restraining a horse, the chain shank can also be used in combination with a Chifney bit, which attaches to the halter. (See Chapter 2 for more information.) While many people use chain shanks at the racetrack, an inexperienced horse person should be aware of the harm a chain shank can cause if misused. Because the chain shank is so severe, it requires very little force to be effective and should not be jerked in any position. In fact, some horses will straighten up and behave as soon as the chain shank is put on.

The handler should hold the shank with just enough tension so that the chain is kept in position. If the chain is held too loosely, it may slip out of position and irritate the horse. If the chain is held too tightly, most horses will object by shaking their heads, throwing their heads up, or pulling back.

Over the nose — This commonly used method allows the handler to apply pressure from the chain over the bridge of the horse’s nose. This application can be used when walking or grazing the horse. The chain shank is applied by threading the chain through the lower near ring of the halter. The chain is pulled over the nose and threaded through the lower off ring and up the right side of the jaw. The metal snap is then attached to the upper off ring of the halter. This procedure is illustrated in Figure 1.2.

Under the lower jaw — This method is also common but should not be used when the horse is grazing. (If the chain becomes slack under the jaw, the horse could step on the chain. At this point the horse might panic because it cannot lift its head up.) The chain shank is applied under the horse’s lower jaw, first by threading the chain through the lower near ring of the halter. The chain is pulled downward under the lower jaw and threaded through the lower off ring. Next, the chain is pulled upward and the metal snap attached to the upper off ring of the horse’s halter. This procedure is illustrated in Figure 1.3 on page 22.

Other variations are to attach the metal snap to the center ring of the halter or to attach the metal snap to the beginning section of the chain shank. All of these techniques allow the handler to apply pressure from the chain under the horse’s jaw.
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Over the nose and under the jaw — This application method — the most common used on racehorses — combines the previous two methods by placing pressure over the nose and under the jaw at the same time. This method may be used for walking the horse. Place the chain over the nose in the same manner described earlier. However, instead of attaching the snap to the upper ring on the off side of the halter, the chain is threaded down through the lower off ring, extended under the jaw, and clipped to the upper near ring.

Through the mouth — Placing the chain shank through the mouth is a severe method that should only be used for restraint or walking a difficult horse. (Do not use this method unless the trainer
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Applying a Chain Shank Over the Nose
(Figure 1.2)
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Applying a Chain Shank Under the Lower Jaw
(Figure 1.3)



recommends it.) While this technique allows the handler to apply pressure in a manner similar to that of a bit, excessive force on the chain can ruin a horse’s mouth.


[image: A chain applied over the upper gum is a severe method of restraint.]
A chain applied over the upper gum is a severe method of restraint.



To place the chain through the mouth, begin by threading the chain through the lower near ring of the halter. Run the shank through the horse’s mouth and over the tongue. Thread it through the lower off ring. Pull the chain upward and attach the metal snap to the upper off ring of the halter. This procedure is illustrated in Figure 1.4 on page 24.

Over the upper gum — This application method is more severe than the previous methods and is not recommended when walking horses. (Do not use this method unless the trainer recommends it.) It is used primarily to restrain horses undergoing veterinary treatment. To apply a chain shank over the upper gum, begin by threading the chain through the lower near ring of the halter. Then pull the chain along the upper gum and attach the metal snap to the lower off ring. Again, be careful not to jerk the chain when it is in the horse’s mouth, as this is very painful for the horse. (The handler can make the chain shank more humane by first covering it with leather.)






RULES FOR WALKING

Once you put the halter and lead shank on the horse, the horse can be walked. Walking a racehorse is serious business, and there are some important points to remember.

Begin by standing on the horse’s near side. Your right hand should be holding the leather or nylon part of the shank, not the chain or halter. Hold the excess portion of the shank in your left hand. Do not wrap this excess portion of the shank around your left hand. If the horse pulls away or rears, the shank may tighten, resulting in serious injury. Instead, fold the excess length of the shank back and forth within your hand, grasping the center of the folds. (It should look like a figure eight.) Speak to the horse softly, tug on the shank gently, and begin walking forward confidently. If you hesitate, so will the horse.
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Applying a Chain Shank Through the Mouth
(Figure 1.4)



Stay at the horse’s shoulder. It may seem the horse is ahead, but horses are trained to lead this way. (Remember, it can see you with its left eye.) If you turn to face the horse, it will not move. If you walk ahead of the horse, you cannot control it properly. To make the horse halt, say “Whoa,” pull back gently on the shank, and stop walking. When the horse stops, reward it by releasing the tension on the shank. If the horse balks and refuses to move forward again, turn its head to the right until it is forced to take a step to keep its balance. Now that the horse’s feet are moving, direct the horse forward. If it still balks, and you can see nothing ahead that may be frightening it, the horse may just need some extra incentive. Let the end of the shank unravel, and with your left hand, flick the end of the shank back so it lightly taps against the horse’s flanks. This should encourage the horse to move forward, so be prepared. Also, be careful not to swing the shank too enthusiastically, as a sensitive horse may leap forward in surprise.


[image: Properly leading a horse]
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When walking a horse, don’t let it to get too close to the horse in front of it. Be aware of the sex of your horse, especially in the spring and early summer when horses are most sexually active. A stud horse can be quite a handful if he is walking behind a mare in heat. A mare in heat urinates frequently in small amounts, holds her tail to one side, and “winks” (opens and closes the labia). A stal lion that detects a mare in heat performs the flehmen response and arches his neck. He begins to prance a little and may nicker. He may try to approach the mare. Put more distance between him and the mare. If he becomes so difficult to control that he is dangerous, lead him away from the mare as quickly as possible.

If the horse needs to be stopped to go into the stall, have its cooler adjusted, or to get a drink, calmly tell the handler of the horse following to “hold back.” This will prevent a rear-end collision.

Also, a horse may be wearing a blanket while walking. A blanket may be a heavy woolen cooler or a lightweight fly net, depending on the air temperature. (See Chapter 14 for more information on blankets.) It is important to check the blanket periodically to be sure it is not pulling on the horse’s ears or slipping off. If another horse’s blanket is slipping, let its handler know.


Grazing

Most trainers agree that getting the racehorse out of its stall in the afternoon to graze does a great deal of good. Being a natural activity, grazing keeps the horse relaxed and in a good frame of mind. Also, fresh grass is rich in B-vitamins, and the horse’s skin manufactures vitamin D when exposed to sunlight. Grazing may be more practical at certain tracks or in certain regions, depending on the facilities and the climate. However, horses should be taken out to graze whenever circumstances allow.

Although the practice of grazing a horse by hand sounds simple, it is a skill that should be taken seriously. For instance, a horse should be kept at a safe distance from other horses when grazing. Another horse may threaten its space, and it might react by kicking out its hind legs or attempting to bite. You should also avoid getting too close to another grazing horse to prevent personal injury as well as injury to either of the horses.

When grazing the horse, carefully observe the following rules:

• The chain shank should be placed over the nose — not under the chin — to avoid getting a hoof caught in the shank while the horse is grazing.

• Keep the chain shank taut while the horse has its head lowered to the ground. If the shank is allowed to sag on the ground, the horse may step on or over the shank.

• Be aware of other horses grazing in the same area so as not to get too close.

• Know the sex of the horse you are grazing. Don’t graze a female near a colt, especially if the female is in heat. Don’t graze a colt near other horses, especially females. Some colts will demonstrate their studish tendencies and become uncontrollable and cause injury to their handler, other horses, and themselves.
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• Keep the horse away from possibly harmful objects such as fences, buckets, hoses, etc.

• Always be alert to anything that might “spook” the horse, such as loud noises, rustling paper, or leaves blowing in the wind.

You must be on your toes — or the horse may be on them.






RETURNING TO THE STALL

When returning a horse from walking or exercise, you should walk the horse straight into the stall to avoid hitting its hips on the doorframe. Once inside the stall the horse should be turned to the left, facing the door (as if the horse were going to be led out again). After removing the halter and shank (or just the shank), you should not turn away from the horse but, instead, should back out of the stall while watching the horse. This procedure keeps handlers from getting “cornered” in the stall by the horse and allows them enough time to get out of the stall if the horse wheels around and tries to kick after it is let loose. Also, the stall door, gate, screen, or webbing should be closed and latched securely before any person leaving the stall walks away. Many trainers have their grooms remove and clean the halters and shanks after the morning grooming and training sessions are over (at about 10:30 or 11 a.m.) or after grazing (at about 2 p.m.). After being cleaned, the halters and shanks should be hung neatly outside each horse’s stall door. In late afternoon, just before feeding time (about 4 p.m.), the halters may be put back on the horses for the rest of the night.

A small tack sponge, warm water, and a commercial leather cleaner (such as saddle soap, Lexol, or Murphy’s Oil Soap) should be used to clean leather items. A metal cleaner for brass and chrome, such as Noxon or Duraglit, may be used to clean the metal rings of the halter, the metal nameplate, and the metal chain of the shank. The process for cleaning the halter and lead shank, illustrated in Figure 1.5, is as follows:

1. Unfasten the crownpiece of the halter. Dampen the sponge with water and apply leather cleaner to the sponge. Wipe the leather parts of the halter and shank with the sponge and leather cleaner. Rinse out the sponge; then remove all soil and excess cleaner.

2. Using cotton swabs, remove all soil and excess cleaner from the buckle holes in the halter.

3. With the metal polish, polish the nameplate, buckles, and rings of the halter. Polish the metal chain and snap of the shank.

To roll the shank properly, use the following procedure, as illustrated in Figure 1.6 on page 30:

1. Clip the lead shank to something and stretch it out.

2. Insert the end of the leather part of the shank from underneath into the opening between the chain and leather part. Pull until a small loop is formed.

3. Begin rolling the leather portion of the shank toward the loop.

4. Tighten the loop around the rolled portion and place the shank in the crownpiece of the halter. Hanging the clean halter and shank on the wall makes for a neat appearance in the barn.




SUMMARY

Handling horses is not difficult once you can understand (and predict) their behavior. For instance, knowing to offer calm reassurance to a frightened horse gives you more control in this tense situation. Such control allows you to go about your daily routine in a more confident manner. Finally, as you develop more “horse sense,” you will become increasingly valuable in your role.

While this chapter provides many useful tips on understanding horses and handling them with confidence, it should be understood that these few pages aren’t a substitute for practical experience.
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CHAPTER

2

Restraining Methods

Many situations require that you know how to restrain a horse. These can include controlling the horse while walking, administering medication, examining the horse, having the horse shod, cleaning the sheath or udders, and clipping the coat with electric clippers.

Various types of equipment can be used to restrain a horse. Some devices are more severe than others, but all can be effective if used properly. The goal is to get the job done safely with the least amount of restraint necessary. Knowing a few simple techniques and a little equine psychology also can help.


HALTER AND CHAIN SHANK

Restraint begins with the halter. The halter should fit properly, with the noseband lying across the bridge of the nose. Sometimes dropping the halter to a lower position and allowing the noseband to rest just above the nostrils can be very effective in restraining the horse. The chain shank is also very effective in restraining and controlling the horse. (Other uses of the chain shank are described in detail in Chapter 1.) To restrain the horse more effectively with the halter and chain shank, slip the chain into the mouth and then pull it forward so the chain lies over the upper gum just above the incisor teeth. Attach the chain shank to the lower off ring of the halter. This method puts pressure from the chain onto the sensitive upper gum. In this position, keep a little pressure on the chain or it will fall from the mouth. Only an experienced groom should use this method, as it is very easy to hurt the horse by being too harsh.




CHIFNEY BIT

The Chifney bit can effectively control a horse being walked. The Chifney is used with the halter and chain shank and is placed in the mouth in the same manner as a riding bit. Instead of being attached to the bridle’s cheekpieces, however, the Chifney bit is snapped onto the rings of the halter and pressure is applied with a lead shank rather than with reins.




STEEL HALTER
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This piece of restraining equipment has become popular. The halter is made of a large steel oval ring supported by leather straps. It is placed on the horse’s head with a small ring on top of the bridge of the nose. When a handler pulls a chain shank snapped onto the small metal ring, the steel oval hits the bridge of the nose. At the same time, the bottom of the steel oval hits the bottom of the jaw. The steel halter can be placed on the head by itself, over a leather halter, or over a bridle. It is very useful over a bridle when a horse is being led from the barn to the racetrack and back.




WAR BRIDLE

The war bridle is nothing more than a sturdy nylon rope with a noose in the horse’s mouth and a slipknot on the left side of the head. Pulling downward puts pressure behind the ears as well as on the mouth. The war bridle may be used by itself or with a halter.




TWITCH

The twitch, usually a wooden handle measuring about two feet long with a rope or metal chain loop on the end, is the most common restraining tool. The basic concept of the twitch, which is applied to the upper lip, is to make a horse relax and stand still while it is undergoing an unpleasant procedure.
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While horsemen originally thought that the pain of twitching diverted a horse’s attention from other painful procedures, it has been found that the heart rate decreases during twitching (heart rates increase during painful experiences). Veterinary experts now think the pressure against the lip causes the body to release chemicals (endorphins) that reduce and suppress perceptions of pain. These natural chemicals cause the horse to relax during the procedure. When the procedure is over and the twitch is removed, the levels of these chemicals return to normal within thirty minutes.

Depending on the procedure the horse is undergoing, the twitch should be loosened about every three to five minutes. For example, clipping the ears takes approximately fifteen minutes. Because clipping can safely be inter rupted, the groom should stop and loosen the tension of the twitch at least two or three times during the fifteen minutes. If the horse is undergoing a ten-minute stitching up from a veterinarian, it may not be possible to loosen the twitch.

Two of the most common twitches are the chain twitch and the rope twitch. Two other types are the aluminum twitch and the screw-end twitch, which can be used when you are working on a horse alone. It is important to learn how to use each kind of twitch properly; poor technique can seriously injure the handler and/or the horse.

Chain twitch — This twitch, sometimes referred to as the Yorkshire twitch, is sold in most tack shops. It consists of a wooden handle about two feet long and a metal chain looped through the top of the handle. This twitch is usually placed on the upper lip but can also be used on the base of the left ear. This type of twitch can be very dangerous if the handle escapes your hands. The horse will usually thrash about and the handle of the twitch will hit you and/or the horse and cause serious injury.

Rope twitch — A rope twitch has a wooden handle about three feet long and a rope looped through the top. This twitch can be used on the upper lip or at the base of the left ear. This type of twitch is better than the short-handled twitch as it provides more leverage and control. Both types of twitches should be used with a halter and chain shank.

Aluminum twitch — This type of twitch, also called a “humane twitch,” “easy twitch,” or “tong twitch,” is ideal when you are working alone. It is designed to clamp the upper lip in one position. After the lip is pulled through the two handles of the twitch, the handles are squeezed together, tied, and then snapped to the upper near ring of the halter. This twitch is helpful when you are clipping a horse and the horse will not stand still.

Screw-end twitch — This type of twitch is designed to restrain the horse when you are working alone. The upper lip is pulled through the opening, and the vice-like clamp is tightened until it is properly placed on the horse’s lip. This twitch is also called an “English twitch.”

The aluminum twitch and the screw-end twitch, as described above, are simple to apply.

Many backstretch employees, however, might not know how to apply the chain or rope twitch safely. The following steps are illustrated in Figure 2.1:

1. Stand on the horse’s near side — never stand directly in front of the horse. Insert your fingers, except for the pinky of your left hand, through the loop of the twitch. Be sure that the loop rests on your knuckles.

2. With the fingers of your left hand, gently and quickly squeeze the horse’s upper lip upward. This will cause the loop of the twitch to drop over the lip.

3. Once the loop is over the lip, begin to twist the handle until the loop is tight around the horse’s lip. Stand close to the horse’s left shoulder and hold the shank and twitch together.

Once the twitch is applied, it should be tightened only when necessary. If it is constantly tight, the twitch only numbs the lip and has no effect on the horse. Do not under any circumstances touch the part of the upper lip that is held by the twitch. It will be very sensitive, and the pain could cause the horse to go berserk. Never leave a twitched horse unattended.




BLINDFOLD

A blindfold is a very popular restraining method, particularly if a horse is being loaded onto a van or trailer. The blindfold can be any type of heavy cloth — anything that prevents a horse from seeing normally. An old shirt or light jacket may be used.
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The theory behind the blindfold is that the horse will not fear what it cannot see. Caution should be taken when placing the blindfold material over the horse’s eyes and securing it to the head. An assistant standing on the off side of the horse can help when the blindfold is being placed over the horse’s eyes. It is important that you and your assistant stand clear of the front feet, as the horse may strike out with its front feet in an attempt to free itself of restraint. The same caution should apply when attempting to remove the blindfold.




THE STABLEIZER
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The Stableizer has far surpassed its original intent of being a better restraining device. It was invented and patented by R.C. “Buck” Wheeler, and since it was introduced to the equine world in 1996, it has been used on winners of the Kentucky Derby and Belmont Stakes. Due to the “euphoric” effect that results from the release of endorphins into the bloodstream, horses don’t resent its use as they do a standard chain or rope twitch. The Stableizer is available in five color-coded sizes to fit everything from miniature horses to large draft horses. The Stableizer is non-invasive and the horse is able to move and function with it on.

While the desired restraint is accomplished, the horse is subject to pleasure rather than pain. An interesting result derived from the Stableizer’s use is that the horse remains desensitized for a time, allowing the handler to conduct procedures the horse otherwise might dislike.




OTHER METHODS OF RESTRAINT

In addition to the various types of restraining equipment, the human body and hands can act as restraints, applying pressure to the horse’s body. The following methods are effective alone or in conjunction with restraining equipment:
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Holding the upper lip — By simulating a twitch on the upper lip with your hand, you may effectively restrain a horse for a short period. Use a halter and shank when you attempt this method of restraint.

Stand on the near side of the horse and hold the upper lip with your left hand and the halter and shank with your right hand. If more restraint is needed, merely twist the lip tighter with your left hand.

Holding the ear — To restrain the horse in this manner, stand on the near side of the horse and hold the halter (and shank, if necessary) with your left hand. With your right hand, grasp the base of the left ear and squeeze, pulling downward at the same time, for as long as necessary to keep the horse quiet.

Holding the upper lip and ear — This method of restraint is merely a combination of the two previous methods. With your left hand, grasp the upper lip and with your right hand, hold the base of the left ear. This method is very effective for tilting the head while an assistant administers medication to the eye.

Holding a front leg — If one of the horse’s front legs is lifted and held, the horse is forced to redistribute its weight and therefore cannot kick. This method is very effective when someone is working on the hind legs. To apply a mild version of this method, stand just behind the horse’s shoulder on the near side. Pick up the foot as if you were going to clean it. Holding the fetlock, fold the leg upward as completely as possible. To apply a more stringent version, stand in front of the horse, facing the rear. Lift the front leg off of the ground, and lock your fingers under the fetlock, holding the leg stretched outward. The higher the leg is held, the more weight is placed on the hind legs.

Holding the tail — Holding the horse’s tail can effectively prevent the horse from kicking out with the hind legs. Taking a firm hold of the tail and pulling downward forces the horse to keep its weight on its hind legs. This allows you or an assistant to work on the hind legs safely.

Rolling the shoulder flesh — Rolling the shoulder flesh effectively restrains any horse, particularly one that strikes with its front feet. When applying restraint in this fashion, you must stand facing the front of the horse on the near side with both hands gripping the flesh on the shoulder. The flesh should then be “rolled” forward toward the front of the horse.

Closing the nostril — This action reduces a horse’s amount of air intake, which causes it to stand quietly. With the right hand, hold the horse’s halter. Place the left hand on the bridge of the horse’s nose and squeeze one nostril closed.
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Step 1
Stand on the horse’s near side.
Insert the fingers of your left
hand, except for the pinky,
through the loop of the twitch.

Step 2
With your left hand gently
squeeze the horse’s upper lip
upward, causing the chain to
drop onto the lip.

Step 3
Twist the handle until the chain
is tight around the lip.
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Step 1
Wipe the leather parts of the
halter and shank with the
sponge and leather cleaner.

Step 2
Remove all soil and excess
cleaner from the buckle holes in
‘ the halter using cotton swabs.

Step 3
Polish the name plate, buckles,
and metal rings of the halter.
Then polish the chain and metal
snap of the shank.
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Clip the lead shank to some- Insert the end of the leather part
thing and stretch it out. of the shank from underneath
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chain and leather part. Pull until
a small loop is formed.

Step 3 Step 4
Begin rolling the leather portion Tighten the loop around the
of the shank toward the loop. rolled portion.
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Step 1 Step 2
Thread the chain through the Thread the chain under the jaw
halter’s lower near ring. and through the lower off ring.

Step 3a Step 3b
Pull the chain up and attach the Or, you may attach the metal
metal snap to the upper off ring.  snap to the halter’s center ring.

Step 3¢
Or, you may attach the metal
snap to the beginning section of
the chain shank.
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Step 1
Thread the chain through the
lower near ring of the halter.

Step 2
Pull the chain over the nose and
thread it through the lower off
ring.

Step 3
Attach the metal snap to the
upper off ring of the halter.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg
crownpiece
fastening buckle
upper off ring

upper near ring

noseband
lower near ring

lower off ring
center ring






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg
Step 1
Stand on the near side, next to
the horse’s neck. Place your
right arm over the horse’s neck
behind the ears, holding the
crownpiece of the halter in your
right hand.

Step 2
With the buckle in your left
hand, slip the halter over the
horse’s nose. Lift your arms,
sliding the noseband up to its
proper position.

Step 3
Buckle the halter. Be sure not
to buckle it too tightly or
too loosely.
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Step 1
Thread the chain through the

halter’s lower near ring.

Step 2
Run the shank through the
mouth and over the tongue.
Thread the shank through the

lower off ring.

Step 3
Pull the chain up and attach the
metal snap to the halter’s upper
off ring.
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