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Lesson 1  
  Horses as secondary or supporting characters. 

(As opposed to using them as setting, and moving them around like furniture.  ) 
 
Just as your heroine’s reaction to a secondary character helps you paint the most complete 

picture of her personality, so will her interaction with a horse. With an arsenal of possible 

actions and reactions of horses, you’ll be able to use them as great tools in your stories.  
 

In building your heroine’s character profile, you may already be answering questions like, 

how does she handle the nasty landlady she can’t afford to aggravate? What would he do if 
his favorite nephew committed a crime? How would they handle a bully? Or how strong will 

they be when faced with a life or death situation?  

 
How about stepping outside the box and exploring her reaction to a horse that hurts her 

unintentionally, or refuses to cross the river between her and the hero? What will he do 
when he’s forced to choose between riding the lame horse home, and leading the beast for 

the last two miles?  

 
Showing their reaction to the personality of the horse could be a fabulous way to make your 

story richer and more interesting. 

 
Okay, off my soapbox, and on to the tools. 

 

Behavior as a personality indicator. 
 

Personality emerges as you work with a horse and ask it to work with you. As a writer, it will 
help to think of the horse in your story as a voiceless character with much to say.  

A horse gives us clues about their personality and what’s going on in their head just as a 
baby’s subtle movements or expressions give you a clue to who they are and what they need.   

When I slide my hand down a horse’s leg, asking him to give me his foot so I can clean it out, 

does he shift his body away, lean into me, lift the wrong foot, simply lift it as asked, or snatch 

it away as soon as I take a hold of it? Any of this collection of possible responses could be 
used to represent him being compliant, a jokester, a jerk, or an untrained beast with no idea 

what I want from him. His response could be an indication of personality, manners, or 

attitude. 
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Example: When being saddled he might shuffle his feet, swish his tail in annoyance, 

kick out at the handler, or turn and try to bite. Any of these could indicate a problem 

like soreness, or a bad memory. Perhaps he’s just grumpy and opinionated about 
everything. All of these are great illustrations to use when painting the picture of 

character. 

A patient or accommodating horse, takes whatever comes along without complaint, and will 

often assist an incompetent person. 

A grumpy horse may just dislike people, or dislike being ridden etc. But, usually horses are 

grumpy for a reason like ill-fitting tack that hurts them, or poor riders who don’t help them 

understand what’s wanted. Many of us in the business stick to the belief that there are no 

inherently bad horses, just bad riders/handlers who have given horses a reason to be bad-

tempered, mistrustful etc… kind of like operator error being the reason my computer doesn’t 
work well. 

Describing personalities isn’t as interesting as visiting the horses themselves. So here’s a 
collection of stories about horses which will help illustrate the vastly different personalities 

you may encounter in the equine world. 

 

Personalities. 
 

Gypsy was a really tall pinto (mostly white with big brown patches) at a boarding stable I 

worked at back in the seventies (ouch, just dated myself). She was often referred to as the 

babysitter because you could put a kid or two on her back and turn them loose (let them ride 

around unaccompanied). Gypsy would placidly plod a loop around the barn area, always 
stopping at the hay shed for a quick snack on her way past. If she got tired of doing laps she’d 

just park and eat hay. Because she was so tall the kids couldn’t get off, so they’d just sit 

there, well taken care of.  

One night a new barn worker asked if he could skip dinner and ride Gypsy instead. We told 
him her bridle was on hook number 2, and he didn’t need a saddle. About an hour later the 

phone rang at the house (about a block away). It was the worker. He said, “Gypsy keeps 

spitting the bit out when I get on.” The barn manager gave her head a shake, rolled her eyes 
and said, “The bridle must be too loose. You need to tighten it up.”  

Twenty minutes later, he called back, so I went down to the barn to help him. I could hear 
him talking to the horse in the arena, so I peeked around the corner and had to fight hard not 

to laugh out loud.  
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Apparently, someone had borrowed the headstall off of Gypsy’s bridle, just leaving the reins 

and bit hanging on the #2 hook.  This poor guy didn’t know any better, so he’d put the reins 

around her neck, then slid the bit into her mouth. With nothing there to hold it, by the time 
he scrambled up the mounting block to get on, she’d open her mouth and let the bit fall to 

the ground.  

I scooted into the tack room, grabbed a headstall, took it in and fastened it to the bit so the 

poor guy could ride—and I’d swear Gypsy winked at me.  

Scott’s Margin, nicknamed Killer was my somewhat famous red-head. She didn’t have a 

whole lot of racing ability, but everyone knew her because of her antics. She’d go out in the 

morning and gallop around the track like a well behaved lady, but after the gallop, as she was 

coming off of the racetrack where everyone gathers to watch their horses or to lead them 
home etc., Killer would begin to play. She’d buck and dance, launching through the air, 

snorting like a wild thing, and you could almost see the grin on her face. On days when there 
were only one or two people to watch, she didn’t bother putting on a show.  

Killer got her nickname because she’d lunge over her stall door with her mouth wide open 
trying to savage (attack with the teeth) any passing horse. Yet, when out with other horses, 

she was sweet as pie. And she liked to lead men a merry dance—wouldn’t allow a man to 

catch her out in the field, yet I never had a problem with her.  

Killer spent one fall with two other horses, up on a mountain in a lush pasture rented by a 

friend of mine. When winter started to close in, the trailer was hooked up on Friday night for 
an early Saturday departure. The horses would spend the snowy months at my friend’s farm 

near town. But an overnight blizzard meant fetching the horses had to be postponed until 
the main highway was reopened. My friend was beside himself with worry for the horses but 

I assured him Killer would figure something out. She’d make sure they got shelter under the 

trees, and break the ice on the creek for water. I had great faith in my little mare because she 
was one of the smartest horses I’d ever met.  

Finally, on Monday morning, my friend and his wife headed out with their rig, but they only 
made it halfway up the mountain when they came across Killer, marching through the snow, 

with her two pasture-mates following in the path she broke.   

Curiosity killing them, my friend and a buddy went back with snowmobiles the next day and 

discovered the gate had been untied and pushed aside in the drifted snow, just wide enough 
to let the horses out. There’s no doubt in my mind it was Killer who opened the gate.  
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Coup Fizzles, better known as Coupy, was a wise old man, even though he was only ten 

when I bought him (through a claiming race)… My intention had been to rescue him from 
racing and retire him. I’d watched him run for years and as far as I was concerned he was 

poorly treated by the people who had him. But what I didn’t realize was that Coupy LOVED 
the racetrack. Twice I sent him to the farm and twice I was forced to bring him back to the 

track because he was so depressed.   

At the track, his coat glowed and his eyes sparkled, at the farm, his coat would dull along with 

his eyes and he’d plod about, barely interested in eating. So, I experimented. I started using 

him to escort the younger horses when they went out to gallop, and he loved it. You could 
almost see him communicating with the youngsters, telling them all about how to be a 

racehorse. So, I thought I’d figured things out. Coupy could stay at the track as a pony-horse.  

But I wasn’t quite right. Coupy started getting pretty competitive in his gallops with the kids, 

so one day I said to the exercise girl, don’t ask him for anything, but if he tries to do more on 
his own, let him run along a bit, see if he wants to breeze. Next thing I know, Coupy is 

reaching for more racetrack, going at a darned good clip.  

We kept this pattern up. Whenever he started to get edgy as though he wanted to do more, 

we’d put the exercise saddle on him and work him (a timed fast work).   

Before long, following the horse’s lead, I entered him to run (in a race), and he won twice 

before he reached the mandatory retirement age of twelve. After that, as though he knew he 

wasn’t allowed to run (in a race) anymore, he became a contented barn pony (escort horse 
for the racehorses), and I never sent him off to the farm again, except when the track closed 

for six weeks every winter. Years later, when he died of colic, there wasn’t a dry eye on the 
backstretch (racetrack barn area).  

 

Inish Glora was known around the barn as Beemer. When we first met, she was a quirky 

girl more likely to buck her rider off than allow him to stay put… and she spooked at anything 

white. But, I found a young man who’d grown up catching wild horses on a Navaho 
reservation and taming them to sell… a young man who understood how horses think. A 

horse whisperer with all the talent and none of the fanfare. Beemer became his project and 

the rest is history.  

After two years of racing based on the west coast, she moved on to the east and eventually 

became a Canadian champion, with earnings of $977,618. But throughout that fabulous 
career, she continued to be quirky because it was just her personality. She’d always test new 

people to see how much she could get away with.   
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On race days however, she showed her love for her work by always putting on her game 

face. She never ever behaved badly when she was in the saddling paddock, in the starting 

gate, or during a race.  

As a contented broodmare, she produced some very nice foals to race, and they seem to 

have personalities just like hers. They’re nosy, opinionated, and talented!   

 

 

I could go on for weeks and fill books with the horses I’ve known and loved, so I’d best stop 

now while I still have a bit of control… I’ll finish this lesson up with some brief personality 

notes and comments about a bunch of different horses I’ve known.  

As you are about to see, a Thoroughbred’s registered name can be long and cumbersome so 

they are usually given shorter nicknames some of which also reflect their personalities. 

 

Darby O’Gill, aka Trucker: Sweet, intense. Found life at the racetrack very trying. He became 

a weaver, like you see bears in captivity swinging their heads back and forth. The more 

anxious he was, the faster he went, wearing out his shoes, and wearing off the hair on the 

underside of his neck where it rubbed on the stall door.  His owner did right by him and gave 

him to someone to become a show horse.  

Coup Fizzles, aka Coupy:  Wise, honest, grumpy old fossil, loved the racetrack and 

peppermints. He once had a blood test come back with high blood sugar because so many 

people would stop by to visit him and give him a mint.  

Scott’s Margin, aka Killer: a tart, a show off, distrustful of men, loyal to one person and 

scary smart.   

Out of Kilter, aka Rocky (son of Killer) : comedian, ham, exceedingly tolerant, loves kids, at 

the track he demanded to be the centre of attention by pawing, or kicking up a fuss in his 
stall, or acting like a clown with his head outstretched and tipped sideways as though 

begging. He didn’t understand that racehorses were often high strung and nervous.  

Blucher Hall, aka Buck (son of Killer): placid, plain, simple minded. Would do anything 

asked of him, yet never appeared interested in the world around him.  

Ranglen Jack, aka Mikey: worrier, snake-hunter (always looking for something bad to 

happen), distrustful.  
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Evergreen State, aka Troy: all racehorse, macho and showy when on the track, but a lover at 

the barn. 

Terri’s Pirate, aka Ruby: unpleasant bitch, didn’t like herself or anyone else. 

Finvarra, aka Mini: sweet, simple, tough as nails and the smallest thoroughbred I’ve ever 

known. Her favorite person was her massage therapist.  

Inish Glora, Beemer: quirky, loyal, trusting, opinionated. 

Trio At Camp David, aka Casper: worrier, claustrophobic. A large metal mirror kept him 

from fretting about being closed in a stall.  

Three Leaders, aka Phyllis: mean and conniving – could go from looking at you with her ears 

pricked forward, to taking your face off in the blink of an eye!  Injured several people while 

earning a ton of money on the racetrack  

Be Advised, aka Radar: simple minded dolt, couldn’t outrun a fat man in gumboots (one of 

my favorite racetrack sayings ). Had no desire to be a racehorse so was quickly sold as a 

riding horse, which made him a happy camper.  

Mr. Mambo, aka Mambo: wing-nut, loose cannon, the typical flighty and unpredictable 

Thoroughbred—the kind that give the rest of them a bad rap.  

Mr. Prime Minister, aka Marvin: severely claustrophobic, hated the starting gate, yet set a 

track record in California that stood unbroken for many years, loyal, kind and affectionate.  

King of Hastings, aka Frank: sweet, one of the boys.  

Twiggy: tolerant, loyal, and trustworthy, would pack around beginners with absolute 

kindness but would also buck off a pushy advanced rider. 

Indian: a black and white pony about 12 hands. A comedian, loved to stop fast and let people 

sail over his head. He fell down once when in the paddock and we laughed at him so he 

chased us out of the pen.  

Anam Cara, aka Bart: the class clown. Was often seen dragging one of his buddies around 

the pasture by the halter, would pick up and carry anything he could find, a stick, a water 

bucket, a road cone, and he’d toss them at you as though to get you to play. I swear he was a 

Labrador in a previous life. 
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Okay, I hope this gives you a feel of horse personalities. They’re not much different than 

people once you get to know them.  

Homework:  
1. Download or save the Horse Character Template. (It will be in the file section.) 

 

2. Using today’s lesson, start working on your equine character study worksheet. Go to the 

personality and behavior areas and plug in as many words as you can that will help you 
create horse characters in the future.  

 


