
perience, this behavior has occurred 
most often in Thoroughbred mares, but 
that's just my observation, not a docu­
mented statistic. 

If the foal can be reached in time, the 
only solution here is to separate dam 
and foal. Sometimes the mare can be 
sedated, and with great caution, the 
foal re-introduced to the mare. Certain 
mares will savage every foal they bear. 
In other cases, it happens but once. 

3/ The fearful mare. The most com­
mon cause of foal rejection, especially 
in Arabian mares, is fear. I have read of 
this explanation, and that's what en­
couraged me to write this article. 

If one witnesses this kind of rejec­
tion, this is what happens: The mare 
foals normally. When she gets to her 
feet, there is this strange little crea­
ture in the stall with her. Usually the 
foaling has occurred in a stall, be­

cause these mares are what I call 
"hot-house" mares. They have spent 
their lives in a pampered, confined, 
artificial environment. 

They haven't grown up on a range 
or in a large-pasture environment, 
with horses of different ages and gen­
ders and temperaments. They haven't 
witnessed birth and death like wild 
horses do in their normal environ­
ment. They react to the new foal with 
fear, just as they would if they have 
never seen a pig, or a donkey, or a 
sheep. If the afterbirth is hanging 
from their hindquarters, that panics 
them further. They are already upset 
by the pangs of labor they have en­
dured. Now a strange creature has 
suddenly appeared in their territory. 

Arabians are a sensitive breed, not 
inclined to be phlegmatic. That, I be­
lieve, is the only reason foal rejection 
is more common in Arabians, along 
with the fact that Arabians are more 
likely to be kept in a sheltered environ­
ment than are many other breeds. 
When the foal starts to flop around, 
and struggles to his feet, that panics 
mother all the more. Then, when the 
foal approaches her, and she cannot 

escape, she freaks out and might de­
fensively injure the foal. 

If she knocks it down, or kicks it 
away, that reinforces that behavior 
and she will repeat it. Often, a painful 
udder complicates and worsens the 
situation. 

In order to test the validity of my the­
ory, I telephoned two large Nebraska 
ranches that breed and raise purebred 
Arabian horses on extensive range­
lands. The horses breed and reproduce 
in pasture under conditions close to 
what nature intended for this species. 

Bill Munson, DVM., of the Shali­
mar Ranch near Harrison, Neb., told 
me that he has never experienced a foal 
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rejection by a range mare, and that's 
out of a couple of hundred foalings. 

In mares kept in stalls, he did experi­
ence one mare that savaged and killed 
two of five foals. Tranquilizers solved 
that problem. 

Another mare, also kept in a stall, 
was frightened by the flopping of her 
placenta, and panicked and attacked 
her foal. 

Rush Creek Land and Livestock 
Company, Lisco, Neb., producer of 
famed purebred Arabian endurance­
racing horses, has raised at least 900 
purebred Arabian foals under range 
conditions. They have also produced 
many half-Arabians and horses of other 
breeds. In 1990, the ranch had its first 
experience with a mare rejecting a foal, 
and that was a mare that had never ex­
perienced any new foals in her pasture. 

So, in well over a thousand foalings 
involving the breed most susceptible to 
rejecting foals, not a single mare raised 
in a range herd rejected her foal. 

The answer to the problem, then, is to 
raise foals in many-thousand-acre pas­
tures! Well, that isn't going to help most 
breeders. Not many of us, least of all 
Arabian breeders, can raise horses UI1­

del' such conditions. There is also a 
down side to mares foaling unattended 
in very large pastures. Once in a while a 
mare will have a foaling problem which, 
without human assistance, will mean the 
death of the foal and/or the mare. 

For 25 years I have advocated the 
handling and manipulation of foals as 
soon as they were born. I call this 
method imprint training (see article on 
page 32 of this issue). I believe that im­
print training of the newborn foal can 
prevent the third and most common 
type offoal rejection. 

I have asked hundreds of people who 
have imprint-trained thousands offoals, 
including many Arabians, if they have 
ever experienced a fear-induced foal re­
jection. Not a single one has thus far 
been repOlted, and the majority of these 
mares were kept in confinement. They 
were not range-raised and range-bred 
mares. Even if a case is ultimately re­
ported to me, its uniqueness would not 
alter my conclusion that imprint training 
at birth can prevent foal rejection. 

Here is what I think happens. The 
mare, usually a first-foal mare, lies 
down, and goes into labor. She is in 
great discomfort. Finally, the pains stop 

and, exhausted, she gets to her 
feet. "What's this? A little, 
wet, weird-looking stranger 
in my stall? Fear! But, wait! 
My owner is crouched over 

it, touching it. Holding it down! Thank 
goodness! My owner is protecting me 
from The Thing!" 

Reassured, the mare eventually gath­
ers the courage to approach the foal. 
She sniffs it. It smells very interesting. 
The human handling the foal has the 
same smell on his or her hands. 

Eventually, she tastes the foal. She 
licks it. She's hooked! From that point 
on, she wants it. With the presence of a 
human reassuring her, the mare accepts 
a foal that might otherwise have caused 
her to panic and reject it. 

There's a bonus. A lot of mares, es­
pecially the next day, get very aggres­
sive and protective of their foals. Some 
of them act like real tigers. 

I have not yet had the dam of a foal that 
I in1print-trained at birth show such ag­
gression towards me. I think that the re­
action of the mare is "What's this? Some­
thing threatening my baby . . . Kill! . . . 
But wait! He's the guy who smelled like 
my foal when he was bom. I accepted 
them together. I guess he's okay." 

When a mare rejects a foal, analyze 
why she is acting that way. Is it reason 
No. 1,2, or 3? Or is it a combination of 
two of those reasons? Then, handle the 
problem accordingly. ~ 
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