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THIS is always the hardest part to write.

About me. Well, I started riding when I was around fourteen, and very soon started helping out at the stables. This led to a more formal equine education as one of my first trainers told me she wanted me to start working on my “stages.” This was way back before the Internet, so I didn’t even really know what that was, but “stages” were the formal British Horse Society examinations in horse care. I started to learn the intricacies of horses and their care, and I’ve been learning that ever since.
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Fast forward almost thirty years to now, and I own my own small boarding stable where I look after three horses of my own (a Quarter Horse, a Thoroughbred, and the Thoroughbred’s son, an APHA colt we bred ourselves) as well as a number of boarded horses. I try to keep my equine knowledge current by keeping up on new research and participating in online seminars as well as the daily education provided by the horses under my care.

I am also owned by two dogs, four cats, three turtles, thirteen parakeets, ten chickens, and an unknown number of tropical fishes, and of course, my rock, my husband, who puts up with all my craziness.
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Foreword
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SO, you’ve decided to take the giant step of keeping your horse at home, on your own property. It can be as wonderful and idyllic as it sounds, but there are also a lot of things which need to be taken into consideration to make sure you (and your horse’s new home) are ready for this! Of course, if you’ve been a horse owner for a while, you may already be accustomed to many of the topics covered in this book, but it never hurts to have a reminder! Over the past few years, I have encountered a number of lovely people who have made the decision to keep their own horses at home with very little practical experience, and I have come to the conclusion that a book giving some sensible guidance may be useful for people in this situation. It is my hope that this book will offer some understanding and advice as you take the leap.

It is a daunting thought, that you will be wholly responsible for the health and wellbeing of a large animal like a horse, but always remember that even though horses can be subject to serious (and potentially expensive) problems, the vast majority of horses are remarkably easy to manage, provided you take care of the basics. This book isn’t meant to be a textbook, but rather a handy guide from the viewpoint of a horse owner, trainer, and caretaker. Over the last thirty or so years I have learned an awful lot about the trials and tribulations of horse care, and I hope that this book will help you avoid some of the more common pitfalls and worries. The subjects covered here are certainly not exhaustive, so please do keep reading and researching as you go through your horse care journey. Think of this book as a sort of printed version of the “helpful, more experienced person” you encounter at most boarding barns.

Always keep this in mind: the only stupid question is the one you don’t ask! Your vets/farriers etc. are there to take care of your horse, but they’re not mind readers. If you want to know something, ask them! Also, as an aside, please try to learn as much as possible, from books and practical experience or training, but also use some common sense. I once had a girl who wanted to come out and “help” at our facility, without any experience. I explained that I did not have the free time to train someone unless that training was part of a lesson program, and her response was “It’s okay, I don’t need any training. I watch a TV show where they run a boarding barn, so I know what to do!” Ahh . . . no. (I remember watching an old episode of a show called Renegade where one of the main characters said that a horse had died from colic, because they found evidence of that in the horse’s brain. Again, no!) While watching videos produced for training and education purposes certainly has a lot of value, you cannot assume that a TV show is going to give you accurate information.





Chapter 1
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A Home Fit for a Horse

Because let’s face it, they’re more important than kings!
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THE ideal home for a horse is, of course, free roaming over acres and acres of rolling pasture. This, however, is rarely possible, especially when you want to keep your horse at home. The proper home will also vary somewhat depending on the individual horse and their workload. A show horse, for example, couldn’t reasonably live in the same place as a child’s Shetland pony, since their needs (admittedly dictated by our desired activity) are quite different.

Ideally though, every horse should have access to daily turnout, for exercise but also for mental health. Horses are flight animals and being cooped up in even the nicest of stalls is stressful for them. The general rule of thumb for area required is about one to one and a half acres per horse.

Pasture Care/Management

Fencing and water, along with grass type/quality are the most important factors to consider when looking at pasture. Fencing can be comprised of many different materials, but must above all be safe and in good repair and a minimum of four feet high. The traditional post-and-rail fencing, with at least three rails, looks very nice but does require regular maintenance, i.e. checking for damaged/broken areas as well as painting or otherwise treating the wood. Even wood which has been pressure treated will require painting. These days, you can buy PVC post-and-rail fencing, which will not need to be painted or treated but simply pressure washed occasionally to keep it looking nice. However, the posts on this type of fencing are actually just sleeves that cover regular wooden posts, which are susceptible to rotting, and as they are covered it may be hard to check them.
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If you don’t want the expense of post and rail, you could go with post and wire. The wire needs to be strung tightly and should be the same height as rails would be. Some people are very against barbed wire, but I’ve never had a problem as long as the wire is correctly tensioned. I’ve given myself more cuts with it than I’ve ever seen on our horses! The alternative is smooth wire, of course, or you can use mesh wire, the “no-climb” type for horses in which the squares are too small to trap hooves. If you like, for appearance as well as security, a top rail can be installed with your preferred wire below. When installing any kind of horse fencing, though, the boards/wires should always be attached from the pasture side. That way, when a horse decides to use the fence as a scratching post, they won’t be so likely to push the fencing right off the posts.

The other common type of horse fencing is electric fencing, either bare “hot” wire or tape style. This can be useful if you have a horse who constantly leans on or over the fence. Just attach the wire inside the fence on insulators so that they hit that before the actual fence. Otherwise, though, I would really only use electric fencing as a temporary barrier, perhaps to temporarily split the pasture. I do know people who use it as their main containment within a larger area, but my personal preference is for a more permanent physical barrier. In the end, the type of fencing used is less important than ensuring that it remains safe and secure. Fences should be checked regularly (weekly) and a proactive approach should be taken regarding maintenance.

Keep in mind that horses are very picky, wasteful grazers, and they will eat the “good” grass while leaving weeds untouched. In a perfect world, we would split our grazing area into at least three separate paddocks, and use a rotational grazing system. In effect, one pasture is being grazed by your horses; the second is being cross-grazed by cattle, sheep, or goats; while the third is being rested and allowed to grow. Pasture management varies widely depending on where you live, but not many of us are fortunate enough to have sufficient pasture area to do this. For example, in Florida it can be hard to keep decent grazing as the climate isn’t ideal for good pasture grasses. Summer brings lots of heat and sunshine, but also lots, and I mean lots, of rain. Winter is the dry season, and the combination of low rainfall and shorter days has a great impact on grass quality and growth. If at all possible, try to split your grazing into at least two sections to allow half to be rested at a time.

Something else you must keep in mind is that grass is a pretty delicate plant, and if the roots are damaged, the grass won’t grow. Horses have sharp hooves, and if they are turned out on a wet pasture, they will damage the grass. If you constantly turn them out in soaked pastures, you will soon find that the field (particularly around the gate area) will become poached into nothing but a sea of mud! Not only is this slippery (well, slippery for horses but great at sucking a pair of rain boots off your feet!), but it can also encourage infection in any small cuts your horse may have, so if you have a prolonged period of very wet weather, you may need to keep your horse confined to a stall (or at the very least sacrifice a section of your pasture to protect the rest).

The most basic of pasture care/management is keeping the pasture clean, so at least once a week get out there and scoop the poop! There are two reasons for this. First, horses don’t like to eat around manure, so those areas will become rank and unappetizing to your horses. Second, keeping the pasture clean will help a great deal with parasite management. This is also why cross-grazing can be very helpful, as other animals will ingest horse parasites/eggs/larvae without any harm (except to the parasites), and so help to clean your pasture.

Some people recommend dragging a harrow across the pasture, breaking up and spreading the manure as a natural fertilizer. This should only be done on a hot, dry day as this will kill off any parasites in the manure. Done on a wet or humid day, it could have the opposite result and you would effectively be seeding your whole pasture with parasites. Of course, the other drawback of this is that you need the equipment to do the job, so unless you already have a harrow (and something suitable to drag it with) good old-fashioned people power will get the job done. All you need is a wheelbarrow and muck fork and a little time. Bonus: you get to spend a couple of hours out with your horse, just observing them and enjoying their company while getting a bit of a workout yourself.

Housing

We’d all love a beautiful barn with large stalls, nicely concreted aisle, and perfect tack and feed rooms with lights and fans and all the other bells and whistles. Our horses, on the other hand, will be quite happy with a shelter which lets them get out of the wind and rain (or snow/sun, depending on your location). Also, farriers and vets do appreciate and deserve somewhere out of the elements to do their work, so a field shelter can also serve this purpose.
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If you are on a tight budget, building a three-sided “run-in” shed is probably the cheapest and easiest option. Three walls and a roof, with the open side facing away from the prevailing wind if possible. The open side should be one of the longer sides so that horses can enter and exit easily. (This will also reduce the chances of a horse being trapped in there by another horse if you have more than one). The shelter should be large enough to hold all your horses and needs to be of sturdy enough construction to withstand weather conditions and also horse damage from kicking. It is a good idea, if possible, to have some method of enclosing all or part of such a shelter, so that a horse can be kept in there if necessary due to injury, illness, or simply convenience, i.e. not having to go searching for them when the vet or farrier arrives.

There are many ready-to-assemble stable blocks available in a wide range of designs, from a single stable to multiple stables with attached tack and feed rooms. The only real limits are your budget and available space. Think of it from your horse’s point of view, would they prefer a modest stable with lots of grazing area or a super-duper fancy stabling area with lots of spare stalls . . . and a postage-stamp-sized pasture? I’m sure you know the answer! Another consideration is whether you need any planning permits or the like, which vary widely by country/state/county. So before getting too deep into planning a building project, a check of local rules and regulations will help avoid any problems. Design and construction of stabling is a subject which could fill a book all by itself, so I’m going to leave it at that. Basically, if all you want is a field shelter/run-in shed, that would be fairly easy to construct yourself. For more traditional stabling, the prefabricated, ready-to-build (or indeed, having someone build it for you) is probably the easiest way to go, though maybe not the cheapest. But if local rules say you need permissions, the builder will often deal with this headache for you.

If you choose to stable your horse at night (or during the day as some prefer in warm climates) then you will also need to consider appropriate bedding material as well as disposal of manure and dirty bedding. The traditional bedding of straw can be quite hard to come by, not to mention the potential for a bored or greedy horse to eat their bed (though this can be discouraged by sprinkling with disinfectant).

Straw breaks down more readily than wood shavings, the other common bedding material, but straw is also bulkier to store and dispose of. I would suggest that shavings are probably the easiest way to go, particularly if you buy the vacuum-packed, dust-extracted bagged shavings. They are quite easy to store, as they are wrapped in plastic, and being compressed they don’t take up a huge amount of storage space. You can also use shredded paper products and pelleted compressed sawdust, but like most things you must balance convenience and cost. Another option is to use special rubber mat flooring in the stalls, where you need only put down a very light covering of shavings (many horses don’t like to pee on the mats as it splashes onto their legs). This is expensive at the outset due to the cost of the mats, but it does drastically reduce the amount of shavings which will be needed and also make stall cleaning quite easy.

Disposal of manure should be as far from the stabling as practical. If possible, the best idea is to have a small dumpster solely used for manure that is emptied regularly. If this is not feasible, you could try asking local plant nurseries and the like if they can use some free organic fertilizer. If you have no option but to have a traditional muck heap, it should be as far from other buildings as possible, as the rotting process generates considerable heat. You should also try to make sure that it isn’t likely to contaminate any local water sources. The old-fashioned “ideal” was a three-section muck heap. One section in use, one section rotting down, one section completely rotted down and being removed/used as fertilizer.

Water

The most basic necessity for any animal is water. If you are lucky enough to have a river or stream running through your property, this may be all you need, but even then, there are a few important considerations. If a stream has a sandy bottom, you run the risk of sand being stirred up into the water by the horses and then being swallowed with each mouthful of water. This can lead to sand colic, which is not something we want to happen. If this is the case, the stream should be fenced off to keep the horses away, and you will have to provide an alternative water supply.

The other major consideration if you have a natural source of water is what is upstream of your property? Look into whether there is any chance of industrial pollutants entering the water before it reaches your property, as your horses would then be drinking pollutants. Even if the water doesn’t look or smell bad, there could be chemicals or even minerals present that may be toxic to horses. For the same reason, if you are downstream of any large-scale farming areas, there could be run-off from fertilizers or herbicides/pesticides entering the water, which could again be harmful. If in doubt, for your horse’s welfare, always err on the side of caution, even if it means a bit of extra work for you. Would you rather fill water troughs daily with a hose or have your horse made sick (or worse) because of something you could have prevented?

Ponds may also not be a good water source as they could be stagnant and have “bad” water. I have found that large ponds tend to be okay. Our property has no agriculture or industry around and our pond is larger with fish and plants to help keep it clean, but if the water is scummy or covered with algae, I would fence it off. In general, though, horses will not drink “bad” water unless they are extremely thirsty, so making sure they always have access to fresh, clean water will go a long way to preventing them from sampling anything potentially dubious.

If you are providing an artificial water source, there are a few options. You could use buckets attached to the fence or set inside old tires to prevent horses from knocking them over. These will, however, require emptying, cleaning, and refilling regularly as well as frequent monitoring to ensure your horse is never without access to water. Another option is a water trough, which can either be filled manually via a hose or fitted with a self-filling system similar to that in a toilet cistern. These are very simple and reliable, requiring only minimal maintenance. A water pipe or heavy-duty hose would need to be permanently attached to the trough, and you will need to ensure that there is some way of shutting off the water to allow for the trough to be emptied out and cleaned periodically.

If you are in a cold climate, you will need to check your water troughs etc. in the winter to make sure they haven’t frozen over. Any exposed pipes/hoses will also need to be insulated against freezing. To prevent troughs freezing, the old-fashioned remedy was to float a small soccer ball in the water as it would move around and prevent the surface from freezing. These days, you can buy electric heaters which either wrap around a bucket or sit in a trough, and these keep the water temperature above freezing (this also means that you need electricity run to wherever your water is). Whatever method you choose, the important thing is that your horses have access to fresh water at all times. If on any occasion you go to feed your horse and find that they are without water, make sure to fill the bucket/trough then wait a few minutes before giving their grain ration, so that if they are very thirsty, they drink before eating.

The old rule of “water before feeding” comes from the days when horses spent their nights in stalls, without access to water, and in the morning the first job of the grooms was to lead them out to the main trough so they could drink before they were fed. The thinking was that if the horse ate their grain then drank a lot it could wash the feed through their stomach before it was ready to go further into the digestive tract (I won’t go into the whole digestive system here, though). I’m honestly not sure what science there is behind this, but it seems a very simple thing to make sure the horse has water before feed, so why take the chance of causing a preventable problem?

To summarize, these are the most basic of things needed to provide a safe, healthy home for your horse.


• Safely fenced pasture

• Safe, appropriate shelter or stable

• Fresh water



Riding Area/Use of Space

If you only intend to trail ride, whether in the area around your property or further afield, then a riding area won’t be much of a concern. If, however, you want to ride in an arena setting, particularly if you ride dressage, then this is something you need to plan out. If you have a limited amount of grazing land, it doesn’t make sense to fence off an area and put down sand or some other type of surfacing. Not only will it cut down on grazing, but it is expensive and like everything else will require regular maintenance. I recommend laying out your arena, either 20m x 40m or 20m x 60m if you have space, on the most level area you have. Mark out the arena size and shape, then use 1” PVC pipes to form rails at the corners and a couple of points along each side/end. Sink maybe a foot of pipe into the ground, leaving another 6” sticking up, fit a 90° elbow joint, then insert a piece of pipe (I think ours came in 8’ lengths) horizontally. Another sunken pipe with an elbow at the other end and, voila, a rail. Tip: do not glue the joints together. That way, if (when!) the horses mess with them, the joints will come apart without any damage and can easily be rebuilt. You can then use portable dressage markers, whether you splurge on the metal ones or buy the cone type or even make your own. Just make sure the markers are in the correct positions, and you’re ready to ride. Bonus point: without an actual fence line to follow, you and your horse will have to learn to ride straight lines!

Though not exactly related to the use of space, consider whether you are likely to be riding your horse while no one else is around. Often when I ride, I am the only one home, which means that if I do have a bad fall, I could be left waiting for a considerable time before anyone even knows I have been injured. I strongly suggest that if you do ride when home alone, you should alert someone (spouse/parent/friend) who is in the area before you start your ride. Let them know you’re going to ride and for how long. If you’re headed out on the trails, tell them where you plan to go. Then, let them know when you are finished. Yes, I often forget to send the second “okay, all done and still alive” message, but my husband will then text me to check that all is okay. But at least I know that if I don’t respond to that text, he will try again, and then doubtless head home to find out what has happened.

Always with horses, think safety first! Even the safest, most levelheaded of horses can be spooked, and even the best rider can take an awkward fall (my own trainer recently took a fall where she landed on a metal mounting block, turning a “minor” fall from a spooked horse into broken ribs and a trip to hospital).

Storage

Consider where you plan to store feed, hay, and bedding. The feed room should, ideally, have or be close to a water point to allow for handwashing, and damping of feeds. The easiest thing is usually just to build or buy a small shed. If you can run power to it for lighting, that would be good, but it isn’t essential. With a little planning and thought, even a small shed will make a good feed/hay room. The important thing is to make it as rodent-proof as possible. Rats are resourceful and clever little creatures, and will very quickly eat through plastic, so invest in steel trash cans to store your feed (they aren’t all that much more expensive, especially when you consider their far longer lifespan). If you empty the bags of feed into the cans to make scooping easier, make sure you do not refill the can until all the feed is gone. If you make a habit of refilling partly used cans, you will soon find that the bottom few inches of feed have spoiled and are wasted. If you are concerned about feed spoiling due to local climate, some people will install a small air conditioning unit to maintain a constant temperature. If that is a concern, I recommend just buying your feed a week at a time. If your horse has good pasture available, hay requirements will be low, so you won’t be storing hundreds of bales.
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