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Lesson 9  

Surviving /Thriving, Vets/First Aid, Safety equipment 
 

 

 

SURVIVAL  

Requires Feed and water  
 

Horses will drink syrupy pond scum if that is all they can find, and will eat wood, branches, 

leaves, paper, dirt, their own feces, potatoes and other vegetables to prevent starvation. 

Sometimes well fed horses eat these things for other reasons, but we won’t go into that here. 

 

THRIVING  
In the absence of a good natural habitat with good grazing and water, horses 
need humans to provide the following:  
 

1. FOOD Good quality forage (grass or hay), grain is necessary for some horses, or 

substitutes like beetpulp can be used  

2. WATER Lots of clean water 

3. SHELTER from sun, rain and wind 

4. DEWORMING on a regular basis 

5. INOCULATIONS for tetanus and rhino, plus anything locally needed 

6. HOOFCARE Trimming 4-6 times a year (racehorses are done every 3-5 weeks) 

7. DENTAL CARE floating once a year (teeth grow from birth to death and require filing 

down to maintain a level grinding surface)  

8. EXERCISE. Standing in a stall 24/7 is very unhealthy. Just like us sitting in a chair at 

our computer for 12 hours a day  

 

 

 

VETERINARIANS    

 

As these guys and gals end up in our stories, you might want to know how you get them to 

interact with your characters. 

 

When does your character need to call the vet? That depends. 

In our ranching situation where the nearest vet was a couple of hours away, when the 

problem was bigger than ‘everyday’ stuff, I’d phone and give the vet a description of 
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the problem, usually emailing him a picture if it was an injury and not an illness. He’d 

tell me how he wanted the problem treated – antibiotics, which type of painkiller etc. 

(Because he was also the owner of many of the horses there he made sure I had a 

small, well stocked pharmacy on site.) 

The average rancher has tranquillizer and painkiller on hand, and will if 

necessary call out a vet or take the horse to the clinic, or do exactly as I had 

to—phone for advice.  

 

A veterinarian’s call-out fee (the charge simply to make the drive), can be well 

upwards of a hundred dollars before the horse has even been seen. Even with local vets 

in smaller areas, on a Sunday, call-out is usually doubled and will be at least a hundred 

dollars. 

So. If you need the vet to come to the ranch for your story, you might have to come up 

with something more than a lame horse.  Or perhaps the vet does a particular loop on 

the first Monday of every month, or something like that so he can drop in on farmers 

and/or ranchers.  

Some cattle ranchers schedule their vet to come out and spend a whole day preg-

testing. Check out Carol Greet’s blog to get some ideas for that. 

http://reddirtinmysoul.com/     

 

Or you could do a crazy thing like we did.  

When Bonnie, the baby goat, broke her leg we drove her to the vet for 

emergency surgery (4 hour return trip and went back to get her the next day ). 

She ended up with a titanium pin and wore a cast for 3 months, returning to the 

vet every 3 weeks for x-rays. 

In the end she was a $3000 pet goat! 

 

Many stables in suburbia and outlying areas, in spite of having a vet close enough to 

call-out on a regular basis, will also have the basics of tranq and painkiller in their 

arsenal, as do people hauling horses—you never know what might happen on the road.  

http://reddirtinmysoul.com/


HORSES for Fiction Writers Online © 2020 Kathryn Jane. All rights reserved.             Lesson 9       3/5 

 

Horses are big and hard to control when afraid/panicky, so tranq is a must to 

have on hand in case of emergency.   Note: Tranq often has little or no effect on 

a horse already in panic mode. 

 

Vets are often called to traffic accidents involving horses in or out of trailers, just as 

they’re called out when horses are stuck in ditches etc. Check out Youtube for these, 

but be warned some aren’t pretty. 

 

http://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=horses+rescued+from+ditches&oq=hor

ses+rescued+from+ditches&gs_l=youtube.3...48023.50448.0.51633.6.6.0.0.0.0.525.19

97.0j2j0j2j1j1.6.0...0.0...1ac.1.11.youtube.unpCGoYIKXY  

 

***Accidents like these are also a useful way to get a firefighter into your story. 

 

 

 

MEDICATIONS AND RULES 
 

At our Canadian RACETRACKS (and the US as far as I know), only a vet can administer 

medications by injection.  

 

Trainers can however give horses oral medications that have been prescribed and provided by 

a licensed vet. And the trainer can assign an employee to give the oral meds either directly or 

in the horse’s feed.  

 

Bute is the most common pain killer given by mouth. It is usually in a powder or paste form.  

 

 Powdered Bute can be added into feed. However, some horses won’t eat it voluntarily, 

so there are other methods often employed. 

 Powder can be put into a piece of hose and blown high up in the mouth. It can be 

mixed with liquid and shot into the mouth with a syringe, or it can be put directly into 

the mouth by spoon. 

 Note, the syringes used must not be syringes that can be used with needles… so the 

end is usually broken off. 

 

At the track, the vets usually visit each barn daily. 

 

http://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=horses+rescued+from+ditches&oq=horses+rescued+from+ditches&gs_l=youtube.3...48023.50448.0.51633.6.6.0.0.0.0.525.1997.0j2j0j2j1j1.6.0...0.0...1ac.1.11.youtube.unpCGoYIKXY
http://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=horses+rescued+from+ditches&oq=horses+rescued+from+ditches&gs_l=youtube.3...48023.50448.0.51633.6.6.0.0.0.0.525.1997.0j2j0j2j1j1.6.0...0.0...1ac.1.11.youtube.unpCGoYIKXY
http://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=horses+rescued+from+ditches&oq=horses+rescued+from+ditches&gs_l=youtube.3...48023.50448.0.51633.6.6.0.0.0.0.525.1997.0j2j0j2j1j1.6.0...0.0...1ac.1.11.youtube.unpCGoYIKXY
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**A USEFUL ITEM IN FICTION WRITING** If a racehorse trainer is found to have injectable meds or 

needles and/or syringes in their racing stable, or in their vehicle, they are subject to fines 

and/or suspension of their training license. 

 

 If a trainer is suspended, any and all horses under his care must be scratched from their 

races and cannot run until in the care and control of another trainer. So, a syringe (with 

needle) slipped into someone’s barn can cause a big problem if it is found by the 

authorities! 

 

 

 

 

A BASIC FIRST AID KIT  

 

What the average responsible horseman has in his barn, just in case of emergency. 

 

 Distilled water 

 Alcohol 

 Iodine/Blueing  

 Gauze pads 

 Cotton batting 

 Bandage quilt 

 Wraps – elasoplast/ace bandage/vet-wrap 

 Duct tape  

 
Note:  Wounds are first tackled by extensive hosing to clear them of debris. 

 
 

A typical phone conversation with the veterinarian 

“I’ve got a mare here with a gash on the front of her front right pastern. I think she 

needs stiches.” 

“Is it still bleeding?” 

“Just a little. I cold hosed it for about ten minutes.” 

“Have you covered it to keep it clean?” 

“Yup.” 

“Where exactly is it located and what does it look like?” 
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“It’s on the outside front of the pastern. She must have caught on a nail or something 

because it’s a tear that starts at the side and goes around the front to the middle. 

There’s a pretty big flap. About three or four inches hanging there.” 

“Okay. I’ll be about thirty minutes.” 

When the vet arrives he’ll clean the wound thoroughly and probably stitch it up. He’ll 

likely give the horse a tetanus shot, and leave meds to be administer daily. 

(Antibiotics for infection.) 

If this incident had been on the ranch, the vet would have advised to clean and wrap 

the injury and to do the tetanus booster as well as give daily antibiotics. 

 

 The photo below is a similar wound, bandaged. As you can see, the bandage covers 

much more than the wound itself. This is to keep dirt and debris from working its way 

underneath and into the wound. 

First the wound was cleaned with copious amounts of warm water (no hoses working in this 

weather) and iodine, then covered with gauze pads fastened into place with Vetwrap (sticky 

stretchy tape). Then the bandage quilt was wrapped around and was covered with a stretchy 

cloth bandage. Duct tape was used over the wound area to waterproof it a bit from the snow, 

and over the Velcro fastener to keep it from being rubbed open by the horse. 

If anyone wants to see the gross mess it was before the bandaging let me know and I’ll shoot it 

to you in an email. 

 

 


