Winter in the Country
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That time of year is here again, when we all sigh in unison about the time changing and being thrust into shorter daylight hours, cooler temperatures, and the threat of snow.  Living in the country has its advantages in the winter.  Often the country roads are plowed before the city roads.  The commute in our area is certainly less stressful than that of larger cities.  Many of us are blessed with woodstoves, which will keep us toasty warm even in the power failures.  While we are thinking of keeping ourselves warm and safe this season, we also need to think about keeping our equine friends comfortable.
Horses definitely require shelter from the elements throughout the year, but especially in the winter, when the winds howl, the freezing rain pelts, and the snow blows fiercely across the fields.  A rain sheet will probably get your horse through most of November, but as the temperature drops, many horses will require a well-fitted, waterproof, breathable winter blanket.  Check and repair old blankets and determine if you need a new one now.  Older horses will retain better health and weight when wearing a blanket, as they use less energy to stay warm.  Many ponies and horses grow sufficient coat and will easily maintain their body weight, and will not need to be blanketed.  After riding, when your horse has worked up a sweat, don’t forget to cool him down so he doesn’t catch a chill.  Drape a fleece or wool type cooler over him to wick the sweat away and walk him out until he’s dry and cooled down.  Special attention will have to be given to un-blanketed, furry horses, as they will sweat more with heavy work, and take longer to cool off and dry out.
Don’t forget to check your horse’s condition under the blanket throughout the winter.  Many owners remove the blanket in the spring to discover their horse has had a significant weight loss over the winter months.  Horses should have good quality hay available all day, as they are natural grazers.  Constant munching also helps them stay warm.

Snow is not an adequate form of hydration.  He will waste a lot of body energy trying to melt the snow to body temperature, and the chance of colic is greatly increased.  Make sure your trough heaters are working.  Heaters ensure that your horse will not get his face cut by the surface ice, and also that he will drink more water, thereby lessening the risk of impaction colic.

Winter hoof care should not be ignored.  Many owners opt to leave their horses barefoot over the winter, as the naturally cupped hoof sheds snow, mud and slush.  Hooves will grow at about half the rate as in the summertime, but should still have attention from your blacksmith and be trimmed as needed.  Shoes can provide traction, which makes your horse feel more confident and secure when walking on slippery surfaces.  Though a shod hoof is more prone to snowballing (ice mounds form on the bottom on the hoof, encased by the hoof wall or shoe, and making a very uncomfortable and slippery rounded walking surface), the shoes can be made winter-worthy by adding corks (permanent or screw in studs in the shoe), borium (applied to the shoe in beads or points), or ice nails (hardened heads add grip).  Rubbery pads can be added under the shoe to help keep snow from balling up in the crevices.

Don’t overlook your own wardrobe!  Consider the benefits of winter fleece-lined breeches, wool or sheepskin saddle seat covers, winter riding gloves, insulated boots, and fleece helmet covers to keep your face and neck protected from the elements.  Many riders have discovered the “shake up” type hand and foot warmers.  
Hopefully, these are some good reminders, but always check with your veterinarian and blacksmith for what is appropriate for your horse.  Above all, get out there and have fun, because horses love to play in the snow too!
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