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Show Separation
Anxiety

S My l4-year-old Thoroughbred
mare is strong and indepen-

wets dent at home, but at a show
she becomes attached to the neighbor-
ing horse (not necessarily one she has
met before) and gets upset when it
leaves the stable, She screams, spins,
kicks and rears In her stall. She s fine
leaving the other horse but cannot
tolerate being the one left behind, no
matter how many horses are still with
her, She expends a lot of energy with
this behavior, and I'm concerned she'll
hurt herself. What can | do to help her
settle at a show?
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SEAN CUNNINGHAM
'his is a major problem that
many horses go through and,
aside from the obvious health
and safety risks, it can be detrimental
to your success at shows.

Keep in mind that horses by nature
are herd animals. They simply prefer
to be in the company of other horses
rather than be alone. Even if the neigh-
bor at a show is a total stranger, horses
{(mares most commonly) often latch
on and become an instant “herd.” It is
simply a response to the herd leaving.
There is a big emotional difference be-
tween being the one leaving and being
the one left.

Although it’s a temporary solution, |
found an effective method for deal-
ing with this universal panic-anxiety
response, though it will require a bit
of proactive work on your part. Here's
what to do:

First, find out when your neighbor
will be heading out to warm up for each
class. Beforehand, take your mare out

for a short walk, away from the sight of

the neighboring horse. Be sure to walk
in the opposite direction so your horse
will not see her neighbor leave his stall.
This is the absolute, most important part
of this solution. Even if your mare sees
her neighbor just for a moment in the
warm-up ring—even if she did not see
him leave—she will know he's not there
when she retums to her stall.

After the neighbor is long gone, sim-
ply place your mare back in her stall,
perhaps with a pile of hay for an extra
distraction. If vou've been careful to
keep her from seeing the other horse,
she will most likely not even notice his
absence until he returns to the stable,
Hard to believe, but it has worked for
me each and every time during busy
show seasons.

Obviously, this is just a band-aid
to some long-term experience. One
method ['ve used with the hope of
creating a lasting effect on this herd-
bound behavior at home is to simply
play “musical chairs” with the herd,
most especially the herd-bound horse,
every three to four days. This is easy
to accomplish when | have numerous
horses who get along and stalls that
are separated far enough from the back
paddocks. | bring a horse up for a few
days to stay in a stall with a run. When
she has settled, we put her back with
the herd or place her in a different herd
altogether (provided all the horses get
along) and bring a different horse in
Rotating the horses in this way has
helped our show horses adjust to differ-
ent living situations.

Also, taking your horse on frequent
small “field trips,” such as to a school-
ing show or even just for a short drive
around the block, is helpful. It allows
her to get more comfortable being out
on her own and not feeling such a need
for attachment at the shows.

Of course, these may not be viable



options for many people who either
have a small space with few horses or
are in a boarding facility where moving
horses around that much s simply not
feasible, Perhaps you can chat with your
friends and stable operators and work

out a temporary arrangement,

Choosing a Show

I'm riding at First Level but |
am new to showing. How do
I pick which shows to go to?
Do | start at a licensed show? What are
the hallmarks of a well-run show?
Name withheld by request

JUDITH NOONE

Showing is a lot of fun as well

as an opportunity to make

new friends and expand your
education. | advise vou to begin with
schooling shows for two reasons: First,
knowing vou are there for the purpose of
schooling, the management and judges
have more of a take-your-hand attitude
to help you with the entire experience. If
vou have lost vour focus during the test
the judge will most likely speak with you
after your ride to give you pointers and
encouragement. That Is not possible in a
recognized competition, where time and
scores are reported for awards or other
qualifications. Second, the cost of riding
in recognized competitions is consider-
ably greater, and a higher performance
standard is expected.

When vou are ready, however, there
are lots of awards angd rewards waiting
for you in the recognized competition
arena. Choosing recognized competitions
to attend has been made somewhat easier
with the new rating svstem our national
federation (USEF) has instituted. The
system details the show regarding foot-
Ing, warm-up, opportunity for grooming,

competition arenas, experience of the
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