Gentle Reader,

Allow me to introduce myself.  I am a Horse Husband.  You know what I mean, right?  I’m not married to a horse, but to a Horse Woman.  There are a lot of people like me out there.  In many parts of the country, including my own southern New England, there is a horse in every other backyard, and a stable in every other neighborhood.  Each of these horses has an owner.  Recent surveys indicate that 99.94% of these owners are women, many of whom have husbands or boyfriends.  These are my fellowmen, my brotherhood, the Horse Husbands.

Guys, if you know which end of a pitchfork goes where, if “blanket” and “rug” sound like synonyms, if you can hear the word “breastplate” without thinking naughty thoughts, if “curry” is to you a verb and not a food, if dinnertime involves lugging around buckets of water, if your girlfriend yawns at the Corvette, but drools over the one-ton pickup with dualies, if your wife buys carrots by the ton, then you are probably a Horse Husband.

For me it’s even worse.  I’m a professional Horse Husband.  Don’t get excited though.  Nobody pays me to be a Horse Husband.  I get paid to wrangle computers.  It’s my wife that’s a professional Horse Woman.  But that must make me a professional Horse Husband.  I live on a farm with twenty-some-odd horses.  Remembering that Horse craziness is part of an array of related symptoms, you’ll understand that there are also on the property one rabbit, one turtle, on parakeet, two dogs, and four cats.  There are also some children, but without cages, tanks, kennels, hutches, or stalls, I’ve never been able to get an accurate count of them.

I thought as a professional Horse Husband, I might have some things to share with less experienced Horse Husbands, or even with those who’ve been married into it for years but still don’t quite understand why Snowfire needs twenty-three different blankets.  This month’s subject is simple: turning horses out.

It’s the first thing Horse Husbands learn to do around the barn, assuming they already know how to work a broom and a hose.  The description is very simple.  “All you need to do is put the halter on the horse’s head, lead the horse to the paddock, and unsnap the lead rope,” according to the Horse Woman.

Sounds easy.

First step is to put the halter on.  There are two pieces of equipment that go on a horse’s head, halters and bridles.  Now I’m a guy; I say “nightgown” when my wife insists I should say “bathrobe” and vice versa.  So don’t be upset when your horse woman regularly corrects you on the halter/bridle distinction.  Don’t worry, it’s not that important.  But if you really want to know, the halter is the one with just a few straps.  The bridle is much more complicated.  Guys, if you play your cards right, you’ll never have to learn to put the bridle on a horse.

The halter is pretty simple.  There are two loops.  The larger one goes behind the ear and buckles under the throat.  The smaller one goes around the muzzle.  Okay, they probably don’t call it a “muzzle”; maybe it’s the “hock”, the “frog”, the “spavin”, the “withers”, the “cannon”, or some other fancy term, but really it’s the muzzle.  The lead rope snaps to a rung under the chin, and the horse will walk alongside you to the paddock.

Unless it doesn’t want to.

It’s all really simple, right?  Wrong.  Here are some random snippets of conversation between a Horse Woman and her Horse Husband as he spends his fist year of turning horses out in their paddocks:

· Horse Woman: “Wait, it’s fly season.  You need to spray this nasty-smelling chemical all over the horse’s body.”  Horse Husband: “But I thought all I needed to do was put the halter on her head, lead her to the paddock, and unsnap the lead rope.”  HW: “Well, yes, but they need fly spray when the bugs are out.”

· HW: “Wait, she’s not going out yet.  The blacksmith is coming.”

· HW: “Wait, Showsheen doesn’t keep the flies off!”

· HW: “Wait, he needs a fly mask on before he goes out?”  HH: “What’s a fly mask?  Oh you mean the executioner’s hood?”  HW: exasperated sigh.
· HW: “Wait, he’s a gray!  See the pink nose?”  HH: “So?”  HW: “He needs sunscreen on it.”  HH: “But I thought all I needed to do was put the halter on his head, lead him to the paddock, and unsnap the lead rope.”  HW: “You don’t want him to get sunburned, do you?”
· HW: “Wait, she’s not going out yet.  The vet is coming.”

· HW: “Wait, you forgot her cribbing strap.”  HH: “Cribbing strap?  Oh you mean this nutcracker on a leather strap?  What’s it for?”  HW: “It stops her from chewing on the fence boards.”  HH: “Why would she want to … never mind.”
· HW: “Wait, she needs her legs wrapped before going out.”  HH: “But I thought all I needed to do was put the halter on her head, lead her to the paddock, and unsnap the lead rope.”  HW: “Not today; her legs are swollen.”  HH: “Is she retaining water?”  HW: exasperated sigh.
· HW: “Wait, she’s not going out yet.  The horse dentist is coming.”

· HW: “Wait, he needs to go out by himself in the small paddock today.”  HH: “A horse time-out?”  HW: exasperated sigh.
· HW: “Wait, it’s too hot for the fly mask today.”  HH: “But there are a lot of flies today.”  HW: “It’ll make her sweat.”

· HW: “Wait, she’s been causing a lot of trouble. You should use a lead shank with her.”  HH: “What’s a lead shank?”  HW:  “Here, let me show you.  You take a lead rope with a chain on it, feed the chain through this hole, and then run it over the nose like this.  Then you put it through this hole here, slide it up along the face, and hook it to this hole here.  Simple.”  HH: “But I thought all I had to do was put the halter on … never mind.”
· HW: “Wait, she’s not going out yet.  The equine masseuse is coming.”

· HW: “Wait, it’s cooled down enough that we don’t need fly spray any more.” HH: “You mean all I have to do is put the halter on his head, lead him to the paddock, and unsnap the lead rope?”  HW: “Yes, except that he needs his blanket on?”  HH: “Blanket?”  HW: “Yes, it’s chilly out.”

· HW: “Wait, he can’t go out first.  If there’s no one in the paddock with him, he’ll charge the fence.
· HW: “Wait, she has a cut on her eye.  You need to rub this ointment on it.  HH: “On her eye?” HW: “Yes, directly on the eye.”  HH: “You really want me to rub this onto the eye itself?”  HW:  “Yes!”  HH:  “On the eye itself?”  HW: “Never mind.  I’ll do it.”

· HW: “Wait, he can’t go out in that; it’s a stable blanket.  You need to take it off him and put this one on instead.

· HW: “Wait, he was breaking out of his regular paddock yesterday.  We need to move him to the one with a stronger fence line.

· HW: “Wait, he has an open wound.  You need to smear this ointment on it.”  HH: “But yesterday when our daughter had an open wound, you said we should just leave it uncovered to heal.”  HW: “She’s a human.  People can fend for themselves.”  HH: “She’s seven months old!”  HW: exasperated sigh.

· HW: “Wait, she’s not going out yet.  The animal psychic is coming.”

· HW: “Wait, it’s warming up.  She doesn’t need that heavy blanket any more.  A lightweight sheet should do it.”  HH: “But this is what she was wearing in her stall.”  HW: “It’s still cold at night.  We have to change her blanket when she goes out.”

· HW: “Wait, he needs his bell boots on.”  HH: “What are those?  Oh little rubber booties.  How cute.  HW: exasperated sigh.  HH:  “What are they for?”  HW: “They stop him from hurting his front feet by kicking them with his hind ones.”  HH: “Why would he want to … never mind.”

· HW: “Wait, she’s not going out yet.” HH: “Why, who’s coming?”  HW: “No one; it’s just supposed to rain.”

· HW: “Wait, I think it’s warmed up enough that he doesn’t need blankets any more.”  HH: “Thank goodness, that should make it go quicker.”  HW: “But don’t forget the fly spray.”
And so it goes.  Eventually, of course, a Horse Husband gets the hang of it, and will then be responsible for training the new teenage girl who’s helping out.  That conversation has a familiar ring:

· New Girl: “So how do we turn the horses out?  It sounds complicated.”  Horse Husband:  “No it’s a piece of cake.  All you do is put the halter on her head, lead her to the paddock, and unsnap the lead rope…”

In coming months, I may have more to tell you about all of this, but for the moment, I will say farewell.  
Still dreaming of that mythical season between blankets and fly spray, I remain your faithful correspondent, 

The Horse Husband
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