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PREFACE

“God forbid that I should go to any heaven where there are no horses.”

— Robert Bontine Cunningham-Graham in a letter to Theodore Roosevelt, 1890

I CAN’T IMAGINE life without horses. They are the thread that ties the stuff of life together. Horse ownership asks us to give, but we receive so much more in return. Although horsekeeping is a year-round task requiring dedication and hard work, the benefits are there for us every day.

We Horsekeepers

We horsekeepers tend to our horses’ needs every day at least twice a day, often before our own. We tend to their feeding, grooming, and exercise, as well as buying feed, cleaning and repairing tack, maintaining land and facilities, and much more. Many aspects of horse ownership require hard physical labor: shoveling manure, toting bales, carrying water, training, and riding. Sometimes we have to make trade-offs. We might have to give up something we’d like to do or have in order to ensure that our horses receive proper care. We might have to interrupt our sleep, work schedule, or love life to take care of a foaling mare or an injured or ill horse, or to meet with our veterinarian or farrier. During the winter, when we are least likely to ride, our horses require just as much care as they do during the summer. We also have legal obligations to our horses, our neighbors, and other horse owners in the area, as well as to pedestrians and motorists that pass by our properties.

We horsekeepers are dedicated and hardworking and reap the many benefits that horsekeeping provides. A relationship with a horse can be very fulfilling. A horse doesn’t talk back but does tell us, using body language and other nonverbal communication, how he interprets our actions. A horse reveals our tendencies and provides the opportunity for us to become better people. Caring for and interacting with horses can make us more reliable, thorough, trust-worthy, honest, and consistent. People who have difficulty working with other people often find that a horse can teach them the meaning of teamwork. When we work closely with a horse, it becomes a partnership. Each of us has certain obligations to the other, and when those are met consistently on both sides, there is the potential for a great relationship.

An honest, trustworthy horse can provide invaluable therapy for us when our life is hectic. Riding can reduce stress and stop unhealthy mental conversations. Few experiences equal a trail ride in the fresh air, especially amid gorgeous scenery. Riding down a road or in an arena can also be enjoyable and beneficial for us and our horses in many ways. A rein-swinging walk can connect us to natural rhythms; a brisk trot with its metronome-like quality is physically invigorating; a rolling cross-country gallop rekindles the sensations of freedom.

We horsekeepers receive regular exercise and daily inspiration. Grooming, cleaning, health care, and riding involve many muscle groups and types of activities. Horsekeeping can help us establish good habits and routines and bring order to a chaotic life. Horses are a feast for the eyes. But then, you already know that if you are a horsekeeper. They are beautiful to watch resting, grazing, playing, and moving with energy and grace. They provide a valuable opportunity for learning about animal behavior. Their reactions and interactions are fascinating and provide us with stories to tell our family and friends. Horses are such treasures. They encourage us to live passionately. Our work becomes our play.

“The master in the art of living makes little distinction
between his work and his play, his labor and his leisure,
his mind and his body, his information and his recreation,
his love and his religion. He hardly knows which is which.
He simply pursues his vision of excellence at whatever he does,
leaving others to decide whether he is working or playing.
To him he’s always doing both.”

— Zen text

 

Long Tail Ranch

TO GIVE YOU AN IDEA of where my horsekeeping advice comes from, I thought I’d describe our facilities, climate, horses, and horse activities. We have 70 acres of nonirrigated semiarid pasture in the foothills of the Colorado Rocky Mountains in northern Colorado. There is a year-round creek running through the three largest pastures. A seasonal spring runs through two other pastures. Natural shelter includes trees, ravines, and large rock outcroppings. The pastures are fenced and cross-fenced as indicated on the accompanying map and result in 12 pastures that range in size from approximately ½ acre to 10 acres.

The climate is semiarid; we average 15 to 17 inches of precipitation per year. It is a mild climate for its 7,000-foot elevation. During the summer the temperature rarely rises above 90°F, and during the winter, we have only short patches of days below freezing. Occasionally there is a string of days below zero and snow over 3 feet.

We average between five and nine horses, ranging in age from newborn foals to seniors. We have Quarter Horses and Warmblood/Quarter Horse crosses, which we use for arena western horsemanship, dressage, and trail riding, as well as for photos and videos.

My husband, Richard Klimesh, and I do it all: training, riding, grooming, feeding, health care, shoeing, and facilities maintenance. We are like a well-oiled machine when it comes to doing chores. As we head out the back door one of us might say something like “What a great day,” or “Gosh, it’s bitter … brrr,” but we rarely have to discuss what we are going to do. It is like a well-rehearsed play that runs every day. The script changes from season to season, but the natural division of duties always seems to fall into place.


Our Facilities



Buildings and improvements include:

[image: image] 52′ × 33′ four-stall horse barn with sheltered runs; 1′ overhang on west; 15′ overhang on east; 26′ roof extension on the south end.

[image: image] 40′ × 80′ enclosed hay and equipment barn with additional 20′ roof overhang on the east end where the senior center is located.

[image: image] 24′ × 40′ shop and farm-office building

[image: image] Three large metal pens

[image: image] 66′ diameter round pen

[image: image] 100′ × 200′ arena.
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CHERRY HILL AND RICHARD KLIMESH

For example, in midwinter, when our six horses are out on five different pastures, here is how we proceed. I head to the main horse barn to mix up mashes and grain rations while Richard is off to the hay barn to make up big hay suitcases to carry to four of the pasture horses. I take the grain buckets and single servings of hay to the other two horses. While I am in their pastures, I check their water troughs, breaking ice if necessary and making note of when the troughs will need refilling. Richard checks the creek while he is out feeding his four, breaking ice and noting whether there is enough flowing water to meet their needs.

Even though we are working across 70 acres, I sense where Richard is at all times by either seeing him, seeing the horse’s reactions, or seeing a light on or off in the hay barn. I’ll bet he has his own ways of keeping track of me too. It isn’t unusual for us both to finish with our portion of chores at the same time and be walking in the back door together.

[image: image]

Long Tail Ranch

 

Using This Book

Whether you have one horse or a hundred, horsekeeping tasks are many and varied. To help you organize what needs to be done when, I’ve set up this book as an almanac tracking a year of activities for horsekeepers in temperate climates (the majority of the United States). Although I now live in Colorado and have included many of my personal schedules, lists, and ideas, I have kept horses everywhere from Alaska to Arizona and as far east as Michigan, so I kept climate-specific issues in mind as I wrote.

Horsekeepers in Canada and the extreme northern United States and those in the South will need to adjust the timetable a bit to fit your locale. For example, while Southern horsekeepers enjoy beautiful riding weather, those in North Dakota might be in the deep freeze, so your horsekeeping concerns and tasks will be different. Each month, I’ve included topics that are specific to certain areas in North America to target some of these regional issues.

Besides the topics you’d expect me to cover in this book (feed, health care, hoof care, and facilities maintenance), I’ve included some other departments that I hope you enjoy as much as I do.

Horse Movie of the Month. Richard and I are great movie fans so I thought I’d tell you about some of my favorites. It was hard to pare my list down to twelve!

Wacky Wonderful Weather. I’m also a weather enthusiast, having reported data from the station on our ranch for more than 20 years, so you’ll be reading a bit every month about wind and precipitation and other atmospheric issues.

Ranch Recipes. I love to cook and make concoctions so I’ll share some of my ideas, mostly for horse stuff.

Wild Life. Each region has its own rich flora and fauna, and wildlife plays a huge role here in Colorado. I’ll include some facts and stories that you might find interesting.

En español. Here I’ll give recognition to some of our many horse words that have their origin in Spanish. Some scholars say that Spanish has contributed more than 10,000 words to the English language. Each month I’ll present a word or two that arises from the rich equestrian history of Spain, Mexico, Latin America, South America, and other Spanish-speaking regions of the world.

Historical Horsekeeping. Under this heading I’ll share tips and techniques I’ve gleaned from my collection of very old horse books. In some instances, the advice is still gold; in others, I was tempted to retitle the box “Hysterical Horsekeeping” because the information is truly from the Dark Ages.

It was great fun putting this book together. I hope you read it, write in it, tuck feed tags and receipts in it, take it to the barn, and use it to design your own Horse-keeping Master Plan.

My warmest regards,
Cherry Hill
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LATE WINTER
JANUARY AND FEBRUARY

[image: image]

Even though this is the middle of winter for us, I always feel energized at the New Year. January is an opportunity for a fresh start, setting new goals, making plans, and preparing for the next busy horse season. From April 1 through November 15, the days are packed, and we spend a lot of time outdoors. From mid-November to the end of March, we hibernate a bit, writing the books and video scripts that are the basis of our work.

That’s why January is a good time to make lists and set up calendars and notebooks. They help me stay organized and keep track of all the things that a horsekeeper must do.

The horses kick back at this time of year. It is usually too windy and cold for much training and riding, so if there is sufficient snow cover, the horses are out on winter pasture — unless we have a blizzard or very strong winds. As long as the pastures are protected with a snowy blanket, the horses don’t do too much damage to the land, and the snow makes a nice clean place to feed them; plus, they get free-choice exercise and a soft place to lie down.

Some winters, I let some of the horses grow a full-length winter coat. In other years and with certain horses, I blanket all winter. (See July, October, and November for everything about blankets.) I do little grooming of pasture horses this time of year, because I don’t want to disturb the natural protective sebum that lies next to the skin and acts as a windproof and waterproof layer. One or two horses are usually shod with winter shoes and pads for days when the weather allows training or riding, but the rest are barefoot.

The horses are fed at 7:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. Only the seniors get concentrates at this time of year; the rest do quite well on just hay. The horses are carrying a little bit more weight at this time of year than usual. The extra layer of fat helps to keep them warmer. Their full-time turnout keeps them in good shape physically, because they have to walk down to the creek several times each day to drink and they mosey around between feedings.

In addition to the exercise from doing chores, I find it essential to go for a walk every day. As an added benefit, a healthy dose of sunlight helps prevent those winter blues. I am usually champing at the bit to begin working with the horses full time, so I pacify myself with pre-riding exercises to stretch and strengthen those muscles that might have become slack over the winter.

Late Winter Visual Exam

OVERALL STANCE AND ATTITUDE. As I approach with feed, does the horse have his head up, are his eyes bright, and is he eager for feed, or is he lethargic, inattentive, or anxious?


Weekly Tasks



[image: image] Restock the hay supply in horse barns

[image: image] Check grain supply

[image: image] Dump and scrub all waterers, troughs, tanks, tubs, and buckets

[image: image] Scrub feed dishes

[image: image] Check veterinary supply needs

[image: image] Check upcoming farrier and veterinarian appointments and get ready for them

[image: image] Keep winter feeding areas clean of old feed that might have become wet from snow

Seasonal Tasks



[image: image] Spread manure

[image: image] Clean tack

[image: image] Get ready for spring!



LEGS. I look at the horse from both sides so I will quickly spot any wounds, swelling, or puffiness. If the horse is shod, I look for four shoes, tightly nailed.

APPETITE. Have the horses finished all of the hay from the previous feeding? Are they all anxious to get the new ration?

WATER. Is there evidence that the horses have taken in a sufficient amount of water?

MANURE. Although difficult to assess on pasture, I try to observe whether the fecal material is well formed or if it is hard and dry, loose and sloppy, covered with mucus or parasites, or filled with whole grains.

MOVEMENT. Does the horse move comfortably and soundly as he approaches?

[image: image]
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My Day
Rise.

Chores and visual exam of the
horses (see above).

Breakfast

Work in office with a mid-morning
exercise break.

Lunch.
Work in office or barn.

Walk down to the creek.

Chores and visual exam.
Supper.

Domestic duties

Nightly movie.
Bedtime.

A Hor:
Stand near feed spots.

Day

Eat.

Walk down to the creek for a drink.
Mosey around the pasture.

Lie down for a nap.

Stand near feed spots.
Eat.

Head back down to the creek for a
drink.

Mosey until dawn, keeping an eye
and ear ever vigilant for coyotes,
stray dogs, mountain lions, and
blowing objects.
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