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Short daylight hours and icy cold 
temperatures can cause many riding 
challenges. A basic understanding of 
how to keep your horse healthy and 
safe in cold weather will keep you 
in the saddle all winter and give you 
a head start on conditioning your 
horse for the heavier riding season 
once spring rolls around. 

BEFORE YOU RIDE 
Use common sense. If it feels pain-
ful to take a deep breath of wintery 
air into your lungs, it’s most likely 
too cold for your horse to be gallop-
ing around sucking in ice crystals. 
Dustin Grams of Grams Horse Train-
ing says, “I cut my lessons and train-
ing off when my thermometer in 
my indoor arena reads -20°C (-4F). 
Any colder is too hard on horses’ 
lungs.” 

Keep in mind this is indoors where 
there is no wind chill. So if you are 
planning to ride outdoors, check 
your local weather forecast and take 
wind chill into account. 

Before tacking up, check your 
horse’s feet for ice balls and packed 
snow. If you’re not able to chip it 
off, groom your horse while you 
wait for the snow and ice to thaw. 
Grooming is a splendid time to 
check over your horse. Grooming is 
also a vital part of your routine for it 
will help rev up your horse’s circula-
tion and unclog any blocked pores 
allowing him to sweat. 

ALLOWING FOR A  
PROPER WARM UP 
“It is important to give your horse a 
lot of time to become warm in the 
winter and to gradually bring their 
body temperature up,” explains Tara 
Gamble, BSc (Ag), AQHA Profession-
al Horseman and Certified Horse-
manship Association president.
Typically, horses feel very tight 
when it is cold so Gamble warms up 
her horses by allowing them a lot 
of time to walk and gently stretch 
laterally. “I always walk in both 
directions and bend the horse both 
ways to encourage equal muscle 
development. A warm up should be 
progressive with lots of time spent 
feeling how your horse is respond-
ing — straight lines and gentle 
bends initially are better handled 
by the horse,” she adds. “The time 
frame I spend in the winter walking 
to warm up is 10 to 15 minutes.” 

Grams agrees and adds that once 
horses have enough time to get their 
circulation going to the large muscle 
groups and lower extremities, then 
they should soften up. Once your 
horse feels relaxed under saddle, 
then it should be okay to move to 
the jog or trot. 

HOW HARD SHOULD YOU 
WORK YOUR HORSE? 
How hard you should work your 
horse during an exercise session in 
winter will depend on his current 
condition and whether he is a plea-
sure or performance horse. “If you 
are planning on strenuous workouts 
(ie: to a sweat), then it is advisable 
to have an indoor facility and en-
sure the time necessary to cool your 
horse down,” says Gamble. “If your 
horse is not conditioned to strenu-
ous exercise, the extreme cold is not 

necessarily the best place to start. 
However, consistency in workouts 
will help your horse maintain his 
fitness level and contribute to his 
overall physical well being.” 

Gamble uses this rule of thumb 
in her own program at JT Ranch. 
Read your horse: if he is in distress 
it is too much. There are plenty of 
simple, less strenuous exercises you 
can do in the cold such as walking/ 
jogging straight lines off the rail, 
bending and counter flexing your 
horse, circles, figure eights, stopping 
and backing up or even just spend-
ing time standing still. This will al-
low for time on your horse and help 
promote an all around well trained 
horse. 

COOL DOWN 
At the end of a riding session al-
low at least an extra 15 minutes to 
walk your horse out and start the 
cool down process. For optimal 
cool out and drying, riding during 
daylight hours is best. But, since 
this isn’t always possible, you must 
make sure your horse is completely 
dry. It’s a good idea to put a cooler 
on your horse whether he is blan-
keted full time or not to help cut 
down on drying time. An excellent 
choice would be one made of polar 
fleece, which absorbs moisture and 
washes well. “By using a few differ-
ent coolers you can really cut down 
on your drying time. I use the first 
to absorb the majority of the wet-
ness, a second and even a third if 
necessary to make sure the horse is 
good and dry,” says Grams. Ensure 
they are completely dry by feeling 
between his front legs in the chest 
area and behind the elbows, adds 
Gram. “Places like the flank and 
abdomen also need to be dry.” Once 
your horse is dry, remove the damp 
cooler and brush him out. This fluffs 
his under coat, which is a natural 
protector from the cold. Once dry 
and you have decided to blanket 
your horse, use a dry blanket! 

Exercising Your Horse 
During Winter 
By Darla Rathwell 
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Congratulations CHA Members! 
Master ACI

cheryl rohnke Kronsberg - Yorba linda, ca

Marion Weisskopff - Princeton, Bc

raina Baker - san diego, ca

nathan Horsman - Wasilla, aK

daniela fazzino - fort White, fl

Jessica neeley - Yelm, Wa

Jennifer Willey - Plymouth, Mn

Jason charles - Manchester, Md 

Western ACI

lori Hall-Mcnary - escondido, ca

Master CI

Pat leach- Burleson, tX

christine Burbank - sinking spring, Pa

Michelle shupe - calhan, co

 
EFM ACI

Jill Montgomery- Pueblo West, co

Katherine Baker - Blacksburg, Va

 

EFM CI

tamara Jones - clinton, oH

RVC CI

Patti skipton - stanwood, Wa

IRD ACI

charla Bundy - shawnee, oK

Trail ACI

Kate Burgauer - ozark, il

Julia Hershey - colorado springs, co

Trail CI

Jack Breaks - aldergrove, Bc

Newly Accredited CHA Facilities

camp seven Hills/Girl scouts  
of nW new York - Buffalo, nY

camp carl/dusty Hooves  
- ravenna, ohio
ACI – Assistant Clinic Instructor,  
CI – Clinic Instructor, EFM – Equine Facility 
Manager, RVC – Recreational Vaulting Coach, 
IRD – Instructor of Riders with Disabilities

continued on page 19

TURNOUT AFTER EXERCISE 
Should you blanket your horse? 
Horses that are not ridden dur-
ing the winter don’t usually need 
a blanket because they will grow 
a fluffy undercoat or loft, which 
helps keep a pocket of air next to 
the skin that heats up. The loft 
combines with longer guard hairs 
to keep the horse warm and dry. 

“Blanketing has advantages for 
horses that are shown and/or 
clipped, hard keepers, older or 
naturally short haired such as 
some Arabians and Thorough-
breds,” says Grams. Also, a blanket 
may be needed if your horse does 
not have access to a shelter. But 
remember, if you start blanketing 
you have to keep a blanket on all 
winter. Make sure the blanket is 
well fitted to avoid excess rub-
bing and check straps and belly 
bands to keep your horse safe. A 
weatherproof blanket is important 
because a wet blanket will cause 
your horse’s hair to become flat, 
eliminating the loft part of the 
hair and causing your horse to 
become cold more quickly. 

MEASURING FOR A BLANKET 
Measuring for a blanket only takes 
a few minutes, but will save you 
from buying the wrong size and 
having to do an exchange. To 
make measuring your horse easier, 
ask a friend to give you a hand. 
Have your friend hold the mea-
suring tape in the center of your 
horse’s chest. You will measure 
across the widest place on your 
horse’s shoulder and all the way 
to the center of his tail. Blankets 
come in even-numbered sizes, so 
if your measurement is odd it’s 
best to go up a size.

This article from the November 
2009 issue of Horses All was  
reprinted with permission

Members in 
the Spotlight

     COMPOSITE  
     HORSEMANSHIP MANUAL
4-level manual contains a complete program  
for all levels of riders – English or Western. 
Written and riding tests. From how to halter to 
flying lead changes - and much more! 

to order contact:

 800-399-0138 
www.cHa-ahse.org

TRAIL GUIDE MANUAL
This is a 4-level comprehensive 
guide to trail riding, camping and 

packing out with your horses and 
mules. It is a must-have for all avid 
trail riders, overnight campers and 

wilderness-packing guides! 
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