Managing the Stallion Athlete
an interview with Doug Spink

Dr. Christine King

Thisissue | wart to discuss stallion care from a different angle: the stallion in athletic training and
competition (or, for wart of a better phrase, the stallion athlete). | canthink of no better instructor on this
topic than Doug Spink, the maragng partner of Exitpoint Stallions (www.stallions.net). Doug is the
trainer of several successful sporthorse stallions, including Capne |, aninternational-level showjumper.

CK: Doug, would you plea® tell us a little about yourself.

DS: | tend to think of myself asateacher/coach to the stallionsin my life, rather than Otainer.OMarc
Bekoff , anethologist whom | repectgreaty, deprecates the concept of OtainingOby rightly pointing out
that we OtainOother beings to do simple, repetitive tricks but we teachthem generalizate skills and
concefs, and we coachthem in achieving their own full potertial. To me, it's a powerful distinction Blots
of folks train horsesto do certain simple behaviors, but it's adifferert thing to enterinto a
teacler/coachimentor relationship with them.

Anyway, |'ve beena coachto Capone since his youth, as well asoverseeing the mertal, physical, and
emaional recovery of Cartour BDadirect Cartus son bredby MaasHell, injuredat age 4 and pronounced
permarently hardicaped. He cameinto my family atage 7, by age 9 | wasriding him abit, and by age
11 he completed his first Grand Prix with mein the saddle Bno jumping faults.

| grew up riding in the hunter ring, and was Small Pany Hunter champgon of Pemsylvanatwo yearsin a
row before | turned12. As anadult, I've workedwith many breed Bfrom a half-Arahkiangelding that was
pronouncedunrideabe (and left my barn to go to awonderful amateu dressage competitor) to astallion |
purchasedin Gemary whenhe cawght my eye late in an auction at which I'd not intendedto buy and is
now one of the top hunter competitorsin North America (Challenge), to my beloved Percheron friend,
Pemwood's Prince Joe Laet, and a smattering of draft crosses purelbred Arahians, and off-the-track
Thoroughbreds. Theyve all taught meimportart lessons, and | thark all of them for the timeand patience
theyve shown whilst we wereworking asa team Dwhether that wasjust one day, or a decadk together.

To walk into DougOarn is quite a mind-altering experience. Despite being inhahited by several large
stallions, thereis a serse of peace and equanimity that| found both surprising and delightful. Therewas
evenasense of camarackrie and fun. | have absolutely no qualmsabout stepping into the stall with any of
DougOstallions, because regardless of their early histories(some of which arequite traumaic) and strong
presrce, eachstallion knows he is expectedto behave like agerntleman

IO beentremendously impressed with DougOsapproach to the care and training of the stallions under his
care so | thought we should hear directy from him.

CK: Doug, what drew you to working with stallions?

DS: Growing up in the horse world, ard riding since age 2, | waswarned quite oftenasa child to Ote
cardul of the stallionsOwhenever one wasnearby. While | amsure the warnings werewell-intertioned,
they hadthe effectof turning my curiosity firmly onto these mythologically dangerous, mysterious
creatires I'd walk by their stalls and peakin, expectng to seesometing realy frightening Bbut they
lookedlike other horses(only with lots more barsand |ocks on their stalls).
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Being the risk-loverthat | most ceriainly am, | soon was sneaking into the stalls with the stallions to see
what all the fuss wasabout. Fortunately for me, they wereall quite careful with meand | never felt any
realdangerin their presence. Evertually | wascauwght in my advertures and warned sterrly by my father
that| hadto Qwvatch the plumbingOwhenworking with a horse Dstallions aredangerous! The cognitive
dissonance betweenthese well-intertionedwarnings and the curious, playful, engagng stallions I'd
maragedto meetat that young age drew meto it like an unsolved puzzle.

Without much more thanthat experienceto go on, | just assumedthat stallions were like other horsesb
niceif oneisniceto them, not so niceif treatdunfairly. Of course, there's also that extra spark that a
stallion cancary: the Gemars | know will point out a particularly charismaic, confidert, or perhaps
evenabit OcteekyOstallion and sum it all up in one word: sexy! Of course,in North Americathats a
blagphemaus word to use, but it's got truth behind it. Stallions carrytheir heats on their sleewes far more
thanmaresor geldings (on averag).

When| wasyoung, | wasfortunate to have much success in working with maresthat others found
Odiffi cultOor unpredctatle. So, for me, it's not that maresare too AnoodyOfor my tagesDquite the
reverse. | enjoy working with peagple who have quirks and character and individuality Bwhether those
OropleCarehairless two-leggers, hooved four-leggers or membersof the Canis family.

Today, | focus my work with horsesalmost exclusively on stallions. Asistrue of the dogs with whom |
sharemy life, the stallionsin my life arerit ecanomic assets or mears to some other end: they are family,
first and foremdst. | resonate with themon the deeped of levels, and | always have: while all horses
mater to me, stallions arecertral to my world Btruly, my ertire life is organizedaround their happiness
and well-being.

CK: Many peple consider stallions assomewhat dangeraus, or atleag needng afirmer hand than maost
geldings or mares What hasbeenyour experience, and how doesthatinfluence how you marage your
stallions?

DS: While this maybe true, on a practcal level, for many stallions that one might bump into at maost
barrsin this country, it's not true by definition or in a generalsense. What | meanto say isthat, in
gereral, stallions areno more dangercous or reliart on hard handling to integrate safely into a mixed
equine/primate environmert.

Whatistrueisthat, giventhe mamerin which we breed horsesnowadays and the way in which we raise
themasyoungsters the outcome tends towards intact male horseswho by age 4 or 5 are quite a challenge
to marage by the OrmalOhorsman or horsewoman More thanwith maresor cagrated males a colt who
grows up with not so much structure and social boundariesis going to becane anunruly and diffi cult
OeeragerOby thetime heis 3 or 4. Thisfeeds on itself, and soon one canhave areal challenge Bbut it's
not thatthisisintrinsic to the creatre, but rather that the program through which he is raised reaultsin
this outcome. What might be good young horse handling for a more self-contained mareor a de-tuned
gelding isn't idealfor the typical young stallion.

More fundamertally, weve inadvertertly bredtowards non-cagrated male horsesthat are(in some
breeds) more diffi cult to marage. Whenlive cover wasstill predominart, therewasanecaomic
incertiveto inved timeand promational effort in stallions that could service many maressuccessfully in
one sea®n. A more OrmalOstallion in anevolutionary sense would cover a herd of 6-8 maresduring
the breedng season, servicing themuntil they were all settled In contrad, alive-coveredracehorseis
expectedto breedone or more differert mares every day, for the duration of a six-month breedng
sea®n. . . and perhaps themtravel to the other hemisphereto do it all again!
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This maysound OfunQin theary, but in practiceit puts heaw selection favor on stallions that are
unusually highin libido and focus on reproduction. Sinceour standard pracice hereisstill routine
cagration of young male horses we don't seethe OcstOof these high-libido selecion pressuresin mast of
the malesin our barns Band the malesleft intact are oftenlocked away and not expectedto integrate well
into everyday life. This cycle feeds on itself, ard folks seediffi cult stallions ard think Oldon't wart to
dealwith thatORather than seeking bloodlines that don't produce difficult intact males, they look to the
scalpel to amputate their way to managealility. This seemsbackwards to me B we should breedanimals
that smoothly integrate into our ervironmert by defaut, not through required amputation of orgars. It
would be similarto buying carsbut Bin half the carsmade Done hadto cut out several cylindersto make
themdriveab e around town Bwouldn't it be better just to make the carsdrivealle off the assembly line?

So, in sum, while there are some breeds that have veered towards selecting malesthat are unusually
drivensexually Bwith atendarnt personality traits in other areasbthisisfar from universal and evenin
more extreme cagesis effectively maragedif proper structure is provided during the colts' younger yeas.

Raised properly and from good bloodlines a happy and confidert stallion is far easer to marage thana
mare or gelding, far more predctable, and (in my opinion) far less likely to cause acciderntal injury to his
humanfriend evenin diffi cult or dangerous situations.

CK: You once mertionedto methat stallions aremuch more social than maost peagple think. How does
thatfactor in to the way you marage your stallions athome?And how do you accommodate their social
need whentheyOren the show circuit?

DS: Comparedto mares stallions are(on average) very extroverted, and very social on all levels. They're
the kid in school who couldn't stop talking, who didn't pay attertion to the teacher but always knew what
everyone else wasup to within 20 square milesof school! They are absolute social butterflies as
fascinated with any newcomer asthey are devotedto their longtimefriends, play buddies and good-
natured barn Orvals.O

The actof socially isolating stallions Basis so commaon in mary stallion barns Bis, in aword, abusive.
They are so dependert on that daily interacton with other creatresbbe they horses humars, dogs, or
whatever Bthat sticking themin solitary confinemert with barson the windows is anabsol ute horror.
That might not be intended asabuse Dafter all, Ocaventional wisdomOin our country is thatthisis the
only OsfeQway to house stallions Bbut to the stallion, it is a nightmare worse thandeath. It is no wonder,
then, that mary stallions ket in these isolation-cell lockdowns sooner or later go completely mad

By far, the eases and most importart tool for developing a calm, cerntered comfortab e-in-his-own-skin
stallion isto include him in asmuch social activity aspossible, all day, every day. In our barn, the boys
all livein stalls with openstall fronts and betweenstall barriersno more than 4 feethigh. Neighbors can
(and do) nip and nuzzle and play kissy-mouth with each other. . . they sharehay back and forth, preform
mutual grooming, and gererally Otang out.OThey cantouch and talk to people and dogs walking down
the barnaisle, and they arevisually in contactwith everything going on, both in the barnand outside.

No, | don't turn them all out in one herd Bthat's a bit much, evenfor mebbut short of thattheyrein
constant contactwith eachother, and with me and the reg of my family, asis possible. It's the core of our
OpogramO- though | really dislike thatword, it's so militaristic. Really, theyre simply partof our family
herebinvolvedin what goeson, asmuch aspossible.

Asto life on the show circuit, well most of the boys loveit asthey getto Onee®all sorts of new horses
and peqple, every day. It's agrand adverture for them! I've not yet metatruly introverted stallion, so the
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shows are exciting for them. | worry, more, thatthey!l exhaust themselveswith their constant Okey how
you doing, whats your name?Gstream of consciousness interactonsDatnight, | try to getthem some
timeto red by putting sheets on their stalls for quietude.

CK: Arethere other factorsinvolvedin the careand training of stallion athletesthataremore-or-less
unique to stallions or more importart in stallions thanin geldings or mare® For examge, arestallions
more proneto injury? Are they more diffi cult to treat or lay up wheninjured?

DS: Stallionsinjure less oftenthan maresor geldings, at leas in termsof soft/connectve tissue issues (I
don't have studiesto back this up, but | do planto do those studiesto support my strong firsthard
experiencein thisarea) And no wonder! Stallions producetheir own tedosterone, and tesosterone is
bamedwhenadministeredto geldings or maresbit is a performarnce-enharcing drug and dramaticaly
decreasesthe timeneeded for muscle and soft tissue recover. Plus, they carry more fag-twitch muscle
whichtakesstress off the joints, again decreadng risk of joint injury. It's aone-two punch.

| getalmost dismissive of the risk of injurieswith the stallions, to be hones. Somary times I'verescued
or helpedto rehahilitate a stallion that waspronounced permarertly disabeddue to asevereinjury ealy
in life (anaccident, usually). Giventime, red, and good nutrition. . . sooner or later his body heals itself
up and he's ready to go. Of course, tegosterane is no guararteeagainst injury or in favor of good recovery
Pl needto rememkerthat, asl tend to just expectthatthey!ll always be abe to healthemselves

Whenthey do come down with aninjury (usually from playing too hard) | don't have troubleswith stall
red. Again, my OgallsOaremore like small roomswith half-walls betweenthem, so the boys are acive
ard interactng 24/7. Whether they are out in the turnout areasor not, theyve got lots of interaction ard
activity.

CK: How doesone getthe bed out of astallion, in behavior and athletic performance?

DS: One receivesexceptional performancefrom astallion (or any horse Bary friend, really) by giving the
bed that one hasto him, first. Thatsit. One givesbefore one expecis to receive. One earns astallion's
trust and regect ard friendship and, evertually, love by being atrustworthy, respectful, friendly, loving
person.

Of course, part of being a good friend and partner to anybody else is to consider their needs and desres
and wisheswhen making decisions, and to integrate that matrix into one's peronal goals to develop team
goals. While | may wart aparticular stallion to excelin, say, showjumping | will regpecthim and if hed
preferto do someting else | will not try to force him to participate in a sport he doea't love. This wasthe
cag with Challenge. Heis avery talented jumper, but his heartisn't in the big fencesevenif his body can
do thejob. Sol never consideredforcing him to be ajumper Bl just aked him what he wartedto do, and
soon he found his nice hasa spectacdar hunter and three-day everter. It's not complex, isit?

One of my boys here Sigi, cameto measaresue. For years people aked mewhat | wasO@ing to do
with him.Ol always felt hed tell me what he wartedto do, himself, ashe grew up. In time, he's done just
thatand today he's perhaps the beg foxhunting horse I've metin my ertire life.

Leadership and/or partnership is about setting examgde through one's own behavior. Further thanthat,
friendship is about caring for the other person B not just formulating one's personal desresand then
attemping to use othersto acheve them.
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CK: Your stallions are also used for breedng. Do they have ary trouble shifting betweentheir rolesas
athletesand breedng anmals?

DS: Often, | am akedthat quedion by menand | tend to regpond to it with a quedion for them. Asa
male, do they find it hard not to breed with the femalesthey meet on a daily bass? Isn't it confusing that,
sometimes it's ok to make sexual advanceson femalesbut sometimesit's not? They usually laugh atthis
bof courseit's not hard! One knows whensuch things areappropriate, and whenthey're not. Well, as
teeragersperhaps we didn't know quite so well but when we grow up such judgmert becomesas
ingrained aslanguage or riding a bike.

The sameis true with stallions. The only stallions OcafusedOasto the distinction betweenbreedng ard
other areasof life arethose who have not beenraisedin a way to allow such knowledge to naturally
develop. For awell-adustedstallion, it's s a self-limiting problem. If he thinks that under-saddle work is
correlated with breedng but, in reaity, he never actually breeds while undersaddle. . . well, that negative
correlation isvery easy to spot! He'd have to be truly dense to miss the (lack of) connection, wouldn't he?
Most stallions arerit stupid.

Conversly, for astallion in anevolutionarily-typical herdervironmert, breedng wasan actvity that
took up afew minutesof the day, a few months of they year.It's sesamkssly interwovenwith the red of
hislife in the herd. As humars, we terd to think of breeding asthe absolute certre of the emational
universe beverything elseisjust rounding error! But thisis not realy true for stallions. Yes breedngis
exciting and importart but for awell-balancedstallion it's only asmall (albeit interse) part of his whole
day. It's no more disruptive or out of placein daily life thanis eaing lunch or taking anap.

CK: | have a cliert (Cathy) who hasa stallion (Leo) whom she showjumps. HeOs very talerted but
sersitive horse, and he canget quite Gvound upOwhen the pressure is on. After making some chargesto
how they relate, Leois now well behaved on the ground. However, heis still quite a handful under
saddle. By her own admission, Leois Obo much horseCfor Cathy. Her trainer and her primary-carevet
areurging herto have Leogelded. | donObelieve cagration will solve this problem. | know 10w given
you very few detailsto go on, but could you commert on this situation?

DS: For nealy twerty yearsof my life, rock climbing hasbeena passion of mine. Asasmall child, | was
always off climbing treesand scaling crumbling hillsides That evolvedinto full-scale obsession through
my teers and 20s, though evertually over-use injuriesslowed down my climbing considerably. In
climbing, we have the issue of chipping. Is it ethically QightOto chip holds on a givenrock face, so asto
malke it climbabe?

The overwhelming consensus amongst climbersaround the world is that chipping is totally unaccepable.
We say thatit is Odimbing downOthe rock, bringing the climb to our level insteadof bringing ourselves
to the level of the climb. It also robs othersof the experience of seang the rock in its natural state, and
perhaps rising to that challenge - and experiencing something profound in the process.

| seeaparalelissuein horses Yes somestallions areQoo muchOfor agivenrider. The sameis true of
somemares and somegeldings. | believe thatit shows considerally more regpectfor the world around us
Pand the beings with whom we share that world Bto ask ourselvesto rise to thatlevel. Barring that, we
owe it to others(and to our equine partners to find the challenging horse an ervironmenrt where their
unique skills and personality areagood match. That's our reonsibility, period.

| do not see that ded oying the surgeon's scalpel to OfkOthe challenge is a positive path, in gereral. If this
isaccepahbleto us, do we also accept other surgical modifi caions to make our horsesGeaser?0lf they are
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realtroublemalkers do we remove their eyesso they can't cause asmuch mischief? Do we remove their
tails of they terd to hit usin the face while we groom them?If they are very sensitive to sounds, do we
perforate their eardumsin orderto lessentheir hearing? If we do not do these things, why do we find it
accepale to GixOmale horsesby amputating their tegicles? We do not perform hysterecomieson
Odiffi cutOmaresbwe lean to marage, reect, and work with theminstead

My boys have taught me mary subtle wisdomsin our time sharedtogether. Not all of thes lessons have
beeneasy Dsomedays are downright awful; one takesthe good and the bad. However, were | to seek
shortcuts to OctiawayOthe diffi cult parts, I'd also lose all that wisdom along the way Djust asa climber
who OdmbsOa hard route by chipping it never actually experiencesthat rock in ageruine serse.

| cantell you with absolute certainty thattenor fifteenyearsago, | lookedat certain stretchesof rock and
| would have told you that nobody - ever - would climb them Ofee(thatis, without using mectarical
aids). | had seenthat rock, looked at the OloldsOthat barely existed 1'd touched them, hung from them,
reacledbetweenthem. | climbedatafairly high level at the time: not the top of the sport, but not that far
away. We all ageedthat these routeswould never, ever, ever be climbed

Today, some of those routeshave not only beenclimbed, but are now consideredto be OmaeraeOby a
new gereration of climbers It is beyond my underdanding. It is beautiful. | amawedby the intersecion
of the possible and the real. Had they beenchipped, they would be just another O@sy routeGamong mary.
Insteadthey are unique, and powerful, and importart.

Similarly, | could OnakeCthe stallions in my barn easer by cadrating them | could also drug them, feed
themonly enough food to survive, or otherwise incapadtate themin order to take away arny tendency they
might have to go against my selfish wishes | choose not to do this. Instead | choose to meetthem asa
partner and asa peerbif not equal in all things, thenvery much equal in fundamertal worth. They
challenge me and stretch my boundariesBand whenl, in turn, challenge them and ask them to stretch
their own boundaries(say, in high-level competition), | amonly aking of themwhatthey ask of me.lt is
fair, reciprocal Breciprocity trarslatesacross the species, all the more so within the group of social
mammals.

Pertaps not everyone is read or able to hardle a Odfffi cultOstallion (or gelding, or mare or dog, or
humanfriend) in their life ata particulartime. Thatis not bad Realstically, | wasnot ableto evenbegn
to succeedon some of those climbing Osiper routeOof a decadk ago. | left them for otherswith more
talent and drive, ard | stayed with routesl| could rea®nally address. For me, these routesare more than
hardernough! | am ok with otherswho are able to climb far above my level DI feel no needto chip their
routes and make them eay enough so that| canclimb them.

The sameistrue of horses If astallion istoo challenging for agivenrider, thatrider hasaregonsibility
to eitherimprove his horse skills enough to make a good partner with the stallion, or to find him a new
home.Mumbing downOthe stallion through surgery is not the path to genuine grown, respect, empathy,
and partnersip.

CK: Tharks so much, Doug. Any parting words?

DS: Like any friend, astallion isa mirror of our own selves Those with peace equanimity, and harmony
in their hearttend to generae the samefeelings in the stallions who sharetheir lives In that vein, we can
all work to creat positive ervironmerts around us so that our horsescanbenrefit from those
environmerts, and in turn ecto backthose giftsto us, creaing avirtuous cycle of friendship and love. Not
everyone is going to share their life with stallions asl do Bfor me, they are family, friends, and partners
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combined But we canall openourselvesto our equine associatesin a way that expands our human
worldview into the equine space,evenaswe ask them to expand their equine worldview just alittle bit
into the land of the primates It is a wondrous journey, to cross the speciesbarrier and seethe world
through alieneyes to feel the world through non-human serses Pertaps, in their intensity and
(occasonal) focus, stallions arethe eptome of such transformatve experiencesbtruly, sharing deep
intimacywith a stallion is a big stepaway from the humanworld.

Vive la difference!
ds

Doug Spink canbe contacted at Exitpoint Stallions, LtZe.Ph 1-866-966-7445; e-mail: ds@stallions.net;
wehl www.stallions.net
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