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CHAPTER 1


The Horse


The domesticated horse has played an important part in human civilization for thousands of years. Thanks to the unremitting labor of these animals, fields were plowed, wars were fought, and travel by land—from across the farm to across the continent—became possible. Yet horses did not evolve with human concerns in mind! Primitive horses were herd animals happy to graze the days away on the Asian steppes. As prey animals, their inborn instinct is to flee predators, such as ourselves—yet over the centuries, such a rapport between our two species has been established that communication between horse and rider can be achieved by the subtlest of signals.
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THE HORSE’S VITAL SIGNS
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STARTLING FACTS ABOUT THE HORSE FAMILY


[image: image]


[image: image] A horse’s stomach holds only 2—4 gallons (7.5—15 liters) at a time.


[image: image] The equine small intestine is about 70 feet (21.3 m) long. (A human’s is about 21 feet/6.4 m long.)


[image: image] A horse’s large colon can hold 20–25 gallons (75–95 liters).


[image: image] Horses cannot vomit or burp, nor are they able to breathe through their mouth.


[image: image] Most horses have 175 bones in their bodies (see also box below).


[image: image] Standing at rest, the horse carries between 60 and 70 percent of its weight on its forelimbs.


[image: image] Horses are the only animals (other than humans) who sweat through their skin.


[image: image] A horses uses up more energy when it is lying down than it does when standing.


[image: image] Of all the world’s countries, China, Ethiopia, and Mexico have the largest populations of donkeys.
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ARABIAN BONES


Most breeds of horse have 18 ribs, 6 lumbar vertebrae, and 18 tail vertebrae, but Arabian horses have only 17 ribs, 5 lumbar vertebrae, and 16 tail vertebrae.








 


EQUINE FINGERPRINTS


[image: image]


Whorls are spiral-shaped patterns of hair that can grow anywhere on a horse but are most commonly found on its face (often near the forehead) or neck. The Arabian Horse Association, the American Quarter Horse Association, and the Jockey Club (the Thoroughbred registry body) all record individual whorls as a means of identification for registered horses.


[image: image] No two whorls are alike, so they serve as an “equine fingerprint.”


[image: image] Bedouins, who were great horsemen, used whorls as a way of pricing their horses.


[image: image] Horse lore states that a horse’s character can be divined from the whorl pattern.


[image: image] Linda Tellington-Jones, a highly respected American trainer and equine behaviorist, has developed a detailed association of personality traits with certain whorl patterns. For example:


• horses with a swirl between the eyes are likely to be uncomplicated


• horses with a swirl beneath the eye are probably intelligent.




I bless the hoss from hoof to head— 
From head to hoof, and tale to mane!— 
I bless the hoss, as I have said, 
From head to hoof, and back again!


JAMES WHITCOMB RILEY (1849–1916), AMERICAN POET







HOW MANY INCHES IN A HAND?


A horse’s height is given in “hands”—one hand equals 4 inches (10 cm; the width of an average adult’s hand)—and is measured from its shoulders (withers) to its feet. For example, if a horse measures 14.5 hands high (hh), it is 58 inches (147 cm) high.





 


GALVAYNE’S GROOVES


[image: image]


Sydney “Groove” Galvayne was a horseman of the nineteenth century who once demonstrated his equine skills to Great Britain’s Queen Victoria. Galvayne, an Irish-born Australian, made his name with a method of aging horses by evaluating a groove—known today as Galvayne’s Groove—that is found on the two corner incisors in the horse’s upper jaw.


This groove can be used to age horses from 10 to 30 years old. It first appears at the gum line of a horse at ten years old and moves down the tooth, year by year, as the tooth continues to emerge from the jaw. Up to 4 inches (10 cm) of tooth are embedded in the jawbone, and the tooth slowly grows out of the jaw throughout the horse’s life as the teeth are worn down by the grinding action of grazing. So a horse can be aged according to where Galvayne’s Groove is on the tooth: at 20, the groove extends the full length of the tooth; by 25, it appears only in the lower half; and, by 30, it has disappeared.


However, Galvayne’s method is not foolproof, and there are other aspects of the arrangement and condition of a horse’s teeth that are almost as revealing, including the dental cups—shallow depressions on the teeth of young horses that tend to wear away in a predictable pattern. “Bishoping” was a fraudulent method of making older horses appear younger by drilling cups into the teeth, even dyeing them with realistic bacterial stains! Such exhaustive lengths to make a horse appear younger are telling evidence of just how crucial an economic decision buying a horse was in the nineteenth century—every bit as scary and filled with peril as buying a used car is today, in fact.


 


CHESTNUTS


Sometimes referred to as “night eyes,” chestnuts are horny or callouslike growths located just above the knees on the forelegs and just below the hocks on the hinds. Thought to be possibly the vestiges of either toepads or scent glands, the arrangement and shape of these chestnuts—like that of whorls (see page 10)—are unique to each horse.


 




EQUINE EYESIGHT


Understanding how horses see can help us to interact more safely and effectively with them. In addition, quirks of horse behavior, such as spooking and kicking, can be explained, at least partially, by the way in which horses perceive the world around them.


[image: image] EYES: With large eyes placed high on the sides of the head, horses have almost a 360-degree range of vision. This is at its best when their heads are down as they graze. In addition, the horse’s eyes are well adapted to perceive movement.


[image: image] NIGHT VISION: Horses have excellent night vision but need time to adjust to changes from light to dark. This is one reason why you should open trailer side doors and park the trailer in a well-lighted area when you are teaching a horse to load into a trailer.


[image: image] HEAD POSITION: A horse’s perception of depth is “flat,” which means that with its head down it is unable to gauge distances. This is why it is hard for horses to jump deep fences. However, when a horse raises its head and uses binocular vision to see farther in front, it is able to perceive three dimensions. Head position is obviously important to what a horse sees and this is certainly something to keep in mind as you ride.


[image: image] BLIND SPOTS: A horse’s eyes are positioned on the sides of its head, which means that a horse has blind spots. Directly in front of the horse is a triangular-shaped blind spot that extends about 4 feet (1.2 m). This is why it is important always to approach a horse from the side, at the level of its shoulder, so that it can see your face. Similarly, you should never approach a horse from behind. Always speak to your horse when grooming or tacking up, so that it won’t be startled if you suddenly emerge from one of its blind spots.


[image: image] MONOCULAR/BINOCULAR VISION: Monocular vision means that horses can see separately with each eye, but, in addition, horses possess binocular vision, which enables them to use both eyes to focus on an object in front of them. Horses cannot use both types of vision at the same time and visual distortion occurs when a horse switches from monocular to binocular vision, or vice versa. This visual distortion can be the cause of “spooking.”





 


CAN A HORSE SWALLOW ITS TONGUE?


Occasionally, when a horse is galloping, it will slow down abruptly and make a gurgling noise in its throat, then it recovers. Old-timers used to claim that the horse had swallowed its tongue. Actually, the problem is caused by the soft membrane in the back of the horse’s throat momentarily collapsing and shutting off air flow.


Usually, a horse will recover quickly from such an episode, but if this happens during a race, then all is lost, and the rider may even finish up by flying over the horse’s head!


[image: image]


 


PROUD-CUT GELDINGS


Even after gelding, some horses still act like stallions—herding or even mounting mares, charging “rival” geldings, showing reluctance to separate from mares, and so on. Traditionally, these geldings—castrated male horses—are referred to as “proud cut.” It has been claimed that this was because the veterinarian had neglected to remove all of the testicular tissue. More likely, the behavior is due to overactive adrenal glands, which also produce testosterone.






“It is not enough for a man to know how to ride; he must know how to fall.”


MEXICAN PROVERB








 


WHY HORSES GIVE BIRTH AT NIGHT


[image: image]


About 80 percent of mares give birth at night. Thought to be the result of evolution, this survival mechanism meant that a mare would give birth near a herd that was settled for the night, instead of near one traveling in daytime.


Survival is also the reason that mares usually give birth quickly, with a first-stage labor of two to four hours and the actual birth usually completed within an hour. The foal can stand and walk within minutes of birth because, in the wild, both mare and foal must be ready quickly to travel on with the herd.


 


THE SAD FATE OF EQUINE TWINS


Mares are not well-adapted to carry twins, but some mares (in particular Thoroughbreds and Warmbloods) have a tendency to conceive them. Most twins die in the womb, but if they do survive, they are almost always small and weak—and the mare’s health and future breeding potential are often compromised, too.


[image: image]


Ultrasound can detect twins as early as ten days after conception. A vet can then do a rectal examination and manually crush the smaller and weaker of the two embryos, allowing the larger one to survive. Although this seems cruel, it allows the mother and the remaining fetus a much better chance of survival.


Sometimes, however, twins do survive. At the Failte Ireland Dublin horse show, healthy twin mares Thelma and Louise were shown in the foal class—the first time this has happened in the show’s 134-year history. The foals were parented by the Irish Draft mare King’s Sister and the Thoroughbred Shaandar.


 


WHEN IT’S TIME TO LEAVE MOTHER


Wild mares do not wean their foals until they are two years old. Domestic foals are usually weaned at five to seven months. Early weaning is highly stressful to both mare and foal—and the foals are much more susceptible to disease during the weaning period.


 


MAKE MINE A MARE’S MILK!


Kumiss (fermented mare’s milk) is a traditional drink of peoples of the Asian steppes. Traditionally, the milk is fermented in a horsehide flask and needs to be churned. Mongolian nomads did this efficiently by securing the flask onto their saddle pads while riding. The Mongols consider kumiss to be an effective aid against a range of diseases. It has a high sugar content, is mildly alcoholic, and has been described as “milk champagne, the great Russian remedy for wasting, debilitating, and nervous diseases.”


Russian novelists Tolstoy and Chekov both took “kumiss cures.” Tolstoy, particularly fond of the beverage, took the remedy several times, but Chekov’s tuberculosis was not cured by the drink. George W. Bush tasted kumiss when visiting Mongolia in 2005, but probably would have preferred chocolate milk!


 


MAGIC MILT


The milt is said to look like a piece of liver and is present in a foal’s mouth at birth. Its purpose is somewhat mysterious, but it may help prevent fluid from entering the mouth and choking the foal during the birth process. Another suggestion is that the milt is related to the formation of the horse’s tongue.


Rural legend says the milt should be dried and placed on the stable roof as a magical protection to all within. Native American medicine men and rural horse whisperers (see page 95) also considered dried milt to have healing power.


 


THE CREAM GENE


[image: image]


The cream gene is a color modification (or dilution) gene that is found in two places within the horse’s genetic code. A single cream gene makes a horse’s base color one shade lighter; two cream genes make it two shades lighter.


[image: image] BASIC COLORS: Chestnut, bay, sorrel, and black are basic colors; horses of these colors have no cream gene present in their genetic code.


[image: image] SINGLE DILUTES: Palominos (chestnut with one cream gene), buckskins (bay with one cream gene), and smoky black (black with one cream gene) horses are known as “single dilutes,” showing the effect of a single cream gene.


[image: image] DOUBLE DILUTES: Cremellos and Perlinos are known as “double dilutes,” which means that they have two cream genes in their genetic code. The effect of these genes is to give these horses pink skin, blue eyes, and light cream color coats. Cremellos are chestnuts with two cream genes and have white manes and tails. Perlinos, which are bays with two cream genes, have an orangish mane, tail, and lower legs.






THE DUN FACTOR


The “dun factor” is another color modification gene. Dun horses usually have a yellowish or tan coat with darker-colored mane, tail, and markings.


[image: image] GRULLA (from the Spanish word for “gray crane”): A black horse “diluted” by one dun gene, this horse is mouse colored—each hair is of that mousey color (the coat is not a mixture of white and black hairs).


[image: image] PRIMITIVE MARKINGS: Grullas also usually have “primitive markings”; in other words, they have a dorsal stripe (extending down the middle of the back, sometimes through the mane and tail), shoulder and/or leg striping (like zebra stripes), facial “cobwebbing,” and ears with darker tips.








 


SHADES OF GRAY


[image: image]


Gray horses have dark skin and white, or mixed white and dark, hair. A gray horse can be any number of gray shades—light or dark, dappled, speckled, even tinted with rose—but its coat often lightens during its lifetime.


[image: image] LIGHT GRAY: The skin around the eyes, nose, inside the ears, and between the hind legs is black. Light gray horses are often mistaken for white ones but can be distinguished by their dark skin.


[image: image] STEEL GRAY: Dark silver gray, with a black base coat made up of a mixture of white and gray hairs. Steel grays sometimes lighten and turn dapple or light gray as they age.


[image: image] DAPPLE GRAY: The marks on a dapple gray look as though they have been made with a small sponge. Dapple grays are usually dappled all over, with darker points, on a steel gray base.


[image: image] FLEA-BITTEN GRAY: A light gray body, with evenly distribued speckles of black or brown.


[image: image] ROSE GRAY: A medium gray that is tinted with red or rose. The points, including the mane and tail, are often darker.


[image: image]






NOT TO BE CONFUSED WITH . . . ROAN


Roan horses can sometimes be mistaken for grays. A roan has white hairs on a dark background; grays continue to lighten as they age, but roans do not.








 






HORSE TALK


Horses like to communicate vocally with one another, by using a variety of sounds—from snorts and squeals to neighs and nickers. The following are a few of the ways in which they talk to each other.


[image: image] SNORT: A powerful exhalation that sounds both curious and concerned is used to signal that danger may be near. A snorting horse will probably face in the direction of the threat, so the herd is warned by both sound and body language.


[image: image] BLOW: A milder exhalation of air, often used when a horse is being ridden and, therefore, is exerting himself, but not to excess.


[image: image] SQUEAL: This defensive signal is often used when two horses who are strangers meet. It’s an aggressive warning that may be bluster or serious. Mares also squeal when introduced to a stallion for mating, but it’s usually a preliminary “I’m not easy, you know” signal!


[image: image] NICKER (GREETING): This low, chuckling sound is used between two horse friends. It is also used to greet a human friend, especially at feeding time, as a reminder: “I’m here and I’m hungry!” Nickers are positive anticipatory sounds. (“Whicker” is another word for nicker.)


[image: image] NICKER (COURTSHIP): Stallions do this when approaching a mare. It’s the stallion version of “Hey, baby!”


[image: image] NICKER (MATERNAL): A mare will nicker to her foal when she is concerned about its safety, as a kind of call to “come back to mama.”


[image: image] NEIGH: Longer, louder, and screechier than the nicker, the neigh expresses concern and is used when a horse has been separated from, or wants to locate, the herd. A horse may neigh, for example, if it has been left in the barn when its buddy is turned out, or it has been put out to pasture and wants to know where everyone is. The herd may reply with an “Over here, we’re up on the farthest slope!” neigh of its own.


[image: image] WHINNY: This is a gentler, sadder neigh, which carries with it an overtone of longing.


[image: image] ROAR: Rare in domestic horses, the roar may be given by wild horses that are fighting intensely, very fearful, or in emotional shock.








 


THE HORSE LAUGH


[image: image]


When a horse is investigating an interesting smell, it may lift, wrinkle, and flutter its upper lip in what looks like a sneer, a grimace, or a “horse laugh.” You may notice such behavior in a stallion toward a mare that is in heat, for example, or in a mare with her newborn foal.


This reflex, which is known as flehmening (from a German root word meaning “to curl”), can be misunderstood as aggressive, because the horse’s incisors are typically bared as the lips are drawn back—hence the “laugh.” In fact, the flehmen motion draws scent pheromones back toward chemical receptors that are located on the roof of the mouth. Chemical “messages” trigger electrical impulses that send information to the horse’s brain—such as “This mare is in season!” or “This little foal is mine!”
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Capillary
refill time

Press horse’s gums firmly;
they’ll blanch, but should
return to their normal pink
color within 1-2 seconds.

Color returns too fast: High
blood pressure, agitation,
anxiety. Color returns too
slowly: Shock, poisoning.

Digital pulse
(pulse found
in foot)

Take on inside of ankle
below fetlock; it should be
hard to feel, but detectable.

A strong digital pulse is a
symptom of various foot
problems, especially laminitis.

Gum color

Pale to bubblegum pink

Pale color indicates anemia;
a bluish tinge, a lack of
oxygen, which could be a
sign of heart disease, lung
failure, or colic.

Gut sounds

Long and short rumbles
and gurgles

Quiet for longer than two
minutes is a bad sign.

Heart rate

30—44 beats per minute

Too fast: Recent exercise,
pain, fever, heat stroke, shock,
anxiety, heart abnormality.
Too slow: Hypothermia,
shock, reaction to medication.

Respiratory
rate

10—15 breaths per minute

Too fast: Recent exercise,
heat stroke, shock, respiratory
tract infection, electrolyte
imbalance. Too slow: See
heart rate.

Temperature

99-101°F (37.2-38.3°C)

Above normal: heat stroke,
infection, excess exertion.
Below normal: shock,
hypothermia.
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Chinook Longest tail: 22 feet (6.7 m)

Palomino/Rhode Island

Maude  Longest mane: 18 feet (5.5 m)

California mare

Old Billy Oldest: 62 years

English barge horse

Sampson Tallest and heaviest: 21.5 hands high
(7 ft. 2 in] 21.9 m); 3,360 Ib. (1,524 kg)

Shire horse/England
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