THE GAMES THEY PLAY 

by Juli S. Realy practitioner of PROGRESSIVE(  training methods   

Those of us who have horses or have had time to spend in their company have probably had the opportunity to watch them play. Horses will play with each other, and with objects around them. For wild horses living in a natural setting, playtime is associated with young colts and fillies. While older horses of feral bands keep busy grazing, grooming, napping, tending their young, or watching for danger, the youngsters enjoy romping around. Besides exploring the world, natural play includes chasing each other, rearing and striking out, bucking, head wrestling, biting and other mock battle type of behaviors. 

Through this dramatic play, young horses test their level of dominance and/or submission among themselves. They learn their rank within the herd. These games are more than entertainment. They strengthen and prepare the young horses for challenges they may face as mature wild horses. 

Through thousands of years of domestication, we have inhibited natural horse behavior and created new patterns. Domestic horses often do not need to forage for food; they are fed. They do not need to stand guard; there is no danger. Sometimes they are isolated from other horses and can't practice mutual grooming or other social behaviors. They no longer range freely, but are kept confined in stalls, barns, paddocks or fields. 

Domestication has contributed somewhat to equine behavior disorders such as weaving, cribbing, fence walking etc. However, domestication has also increased the horses desire (need?) to play. Due to boredom, horses of all ages will invent games using whatever they can find. Where horses are kept with companions, they will often engage in play together. 

Isolated horses may play by themselves if they are given toys. They may also be extra playful with their human handlers if socially deprived of horse company.  Take caution! They might want to play Mock Battle with you which could be dangerous! 

There are quite a few commercially made horse toys available at tack shops or through catalogs. These include giant red apples, balls with handles, wall-mounted horse pacifiers that you can skewer apples and carrots on, etc.  

There are many homemade toys horses can enjoy playing with. Old lead ropes can be saved and tied into knots. Eventually the knots are removed by busy horse teeth. Old tablecloths draped over a fence, or crumpled on the ground can entertain a horse pretty well. I've seen horses drag them around, twirl them, paw on them, stand on them and shred them with their teeth. Rubber feed tubs are fun to pick-up and flip around. An empty gallon jug, with a small grain-size slit in it, can be filled with oats and hung up. As the horse plays the grains fall out one by one. This gives the horse something to forage for which satisfies that instinctive need.  

Here are some games the horses on my farm have played. 

Roll Out The Barrel is a favorite. Horses love to knock them over, push off their lids, stick their heads inside and try to up-right the barrel with their nose (like they can with a bucket.)  Well, the barrel is too heavy to upright, so they roll it around instead.  There were two horses in particular that claimed the barrel for themselves, and wouldn't let the other horses near.  Unfortunately they were so aggressive in this game that they nicked up their noses and I had to remove the barrel. 

I'm sure most of you have seen horses play Halter-Tag with each other, face-wrestling around, grabbing each others’ halters or fly masks. The game of Twirling Things also fits into this category, as I've seen horses remove each others’ masks and then twirl them around and around. 

In one case, the only way I could get a youngster to leave the fly masks be was to give him another toy suitable for twirling. A big plastic apple toy with a 2ft. length of rope attached solved that problem. The horse then had a new challenge:  figuring out how to swing the rope and not hit himself with the apple. He also learned to toss it about 30-40 feet!  

Winter brings new games (besides leaping drifts and making snow-horse-angels). On my farm, I have a large indoor arena and decided to put a round pen inside. There was just enough room between the round pen and the walls of the arena for people to walk all the way around. When the horses were turned loose to run in the arena, they were fascinated by the narrow space around the pen. They ran around it many times going faster and faster, sometimes rubbing against the wall.  If they were with buddies they would chase each other around it. And so Ring Around The Round Pen was created. 

Another winter activity the horses played was Bob For The Water Trough Heaters. They would actually pick them up and toss them on the ground repeatedly. Cute, but annoying in ten degree weather.  I had to eventually secure the heaters. 

In my pasture the horses play King of the Hill. There is a small mound and I've noticed that the horses like standing on top. One day I was lucky enough to witness the horses taking turns running to the top of the mound, and then being chased away. Then another horse would claim the top until he was chased away. Four geldings were busy at this game, when suddenly the biggest boy in the herd came thundering from across the field. Needless to say, he scattered the others and claimed the mound for himself. 

At the end of the day when I let the horses back into the barn, there's always the one that won't go into his stall. He goes up and down the aisle pulling the halters off of their hooks, and knocks the whips off the whip rack. He scatters the short ones on the ground, then selects the longest lunge whip and carries it around.  

These games are sometimes amusing, sometimes a nuisance, but they do give the horses who are bored by their domestication something to do. This can eliminate stress. The more the horses have to play with, the better they can learn to tolerate their unnatural existence. Hopefully the extra activities will prevent behavior disorders from developing.  

As conscientious horse owners, we take the best possible care of our horses. We buy supplements and special equipment to make our horses comfortable. We hire vets, farriers, chiropractors, dentists, massage therapists, (and psychics?) to help our horses feel good.  We groom them and bring them treats.  Let's not forget the importance of providing our horses with safe toys and opportunities to play. This will improve the quality of their life, foster growth of their curiosity and intelligence, and encourage a positive attitude. 

Have fun! 
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