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TRAINING THE ARABIAN RACEHORSE

FORWARD

Outlined below are some simple training principles designed to help Arabian racehorse owners, and their horses to "have a go".  It is important to remember that a good knowledge of your horse's natural behavior, along with a lot of common sense and some compassion, will go a long way in keeping your racehorse  not only sound and eating well, but also interested in his work.

Training methods of race horses vary greatly between trainers, but these notes will be of some help to those just starting out.

RACING TERMS EXPLAINED

Below are the meanings of some of racing's different terms: 

TIMES SHOWN ARE BASED ON THOROUGHBRED TRAINING TIMES. - Arabians may be 1 -2 seconds per 200m slower when working at race speed.

FURLONG          ONE FURLONG = 200 Metres
1/2  PACE         WORKING AT A SPEED OF 19  SECONDS PER 200M

3/4  PACE         WORKING AT A SPEED OF 17 SECONDS PER 200m

EVEN TIME       WORKING AT A SPEED OF 15 SECONDS PER 200m

RACE SPEED 
 WORKING AT A SPEED OF 12 SECONDS PER 200m 

BRUSHING 
LETTING A HORSE "BRUSH" OR "RUN HOME" MEANS  ALLOWING THE   HORSE TO ACCELERATE TO NEAR RACE SPEED OVER THE LAST PART OF  HIS WORK.

GEAR

Choosing gear for your racehorse is basically common sense.  "less is best" - if a piece of equipment isn't necessary, leave it off.  Ideally you should try to train your horse in a snaffle bridle, breastplate and saddle. If a horse works well wearing these basic items, these are what you should use. Any extra restriction may make the horse uncomfortable.

Don't be afraid to change bits if your horse isn't happy in the one you are using. Remember though, that "Better than stronger gear, is a rider with a good pair of hands and a calm voice."

If you find the horse needs a set of rings (running martingale), be careful not to fit them too tight or they will restrict the horses head while in full gallop. Correctly fitted rings for racing are so long, they are of little benefit when the horse is going slower.  Riding with steady hands a little lower on the horse's neck will be more beneficial.

Saddles are very important.  It is possible to train your horse in a regular all purpose saddle, although for training gallops, a track work or racing saddle is much more comfortable for both horse and rider. It will also give the horse a chance to become accustomed to a smaller saddle before race day.

RIDERS

Good riders on racehorses are important. More than just getting the horse fit, a rider's job is to teach the horse all the skills it will need to race, not only well, but safely. It's no use having a fast horse if, come race day, he can't stay in a straight line and causes interference.

Special attention should be paid to the amount of weight the horse is expected to carry in training. Fully mature healthy horses can cope with reasonably big weights at walk, trot and canter. As the speed a horse trains at increases, each extra kilo he carries multiplies the amount of strain on his legs. It would therefore be, not only unreasonable, but dangerous for a racehorse to carry excessive weight while galloping.

A good rider's assets include:

*
Balance in the saddle

*
Ability to keep hands still and soft

*
Ability to keep the horse well balanced 
(especially around turns)
*
The ability to give an accurate report to the trainer on how the horse worked.
PRE-TRAINING

Pre-training for young horses and mature horses that have been out of work, is an important stage in racehorse training.  It is widely accepted that horses which have been pre-trained correctly, are much less likely to suffer stress related injuries once galloping begins.

Put simply, pre-training is about strengthening the structure of your horse. A good legging-up period will save you both time and unsoundness later on.

Keep in mind that muscle develops quickly compared with the time it takes to strengthen a horse's legs. How long you leg up a horse is a personal choice. Riding the horse during that period, doing walking and trotting, is a good opportunity to improve a horse's basic education. Some people choose to lead one horse off another. When the horse is legged-up, the remaining weeks of pre-training should be spent at a trot and slow canter.

Plan to spend around six weeks pre-training before faster work begins. This is a rough guide for young horses and mature horses who are coming back from lengthy spells. If your horse is already in regular work and semi-fit, legging-up won't be necessary and the pre-training period could be as little as 2 - 3 weeks.

Try and resist the temptation to over-work a horse.  Gallopers don't run marathons, so there is no reason to prepare for one. The horse may resent being worked if he is left feeling tired and sore everyday.

Keep in mind your aim when pre-training. It is simply to strengthen the structure of a horse. Slowly building up the trot and canter work to three or four kilometers should be enough. If you feel the horse needs a little more work, then a slightly longer period of trotting before cantering off would be better than doubling the work load.

Try to stay off the horses back when cantering, especially if he has just come into work. This will enable the horse to move freely forward and also protect the undeveloped muscles along his back.

PLACES TO TRAIN

Preparing a racehorse without the proper facilities to tell how fast it is going requires good judgment and a lot of guess work. This particularly applies when working horses faster without the aid of furlong posts.

Having the opportunity to take the horse to a racetrack for pace-work would be ideal. Failing that, the next best option would probably be a section of beach or a couple of large paddocks to give the horse room to get up and going. Working up hills is also a good option.
If the option of working on the beach is open to you, first check with the local authorities to make sure you are allowed, and if so, at what time of the day. Flat sandy beaches are good places to work horses. Try to avoid working right on the water's edge where the sand is very hard. It is much better to work either in the water or a little further up the beach on the softer sand.

One or two large adjoining paddocks with a fence line would provide a suitable area to work as furlong posts or markers could be placed.  Four or five furlongs in a row would be ideal. 

If you don't have this much room, a couple of furlongs marked out together will at least give you the opportunity to learn how fast each pace feels, so you can judge the pace of the work yourself.

Wherever you choose to work a horse, be aware of surfaces that are too hard or too boggy, as these will place extra strain on his legs. Try to keep turns as wide as possible, as galloping around tight turns will also increase the risk of injury.

TRAINING THEORY

When a horse is racing at high speed, lactic acid builds up in the muscles causing fatigue. The end result is the horse begins to slow down.

One of the hardest jobs of any trainer is to improve the way the muscles on his horse cope with lactic acid whilst maintaining an optimum level of speed over any given distance. A trainer has to decide how much to work his horse, at what different speeds, and on which days.

It is important to train for particular race lengths. This is because muscle development needed for sheer SPEED differs from that which is necessary to STAY over longer distances.

Deciding when to increase the intensity (speed) of the work your horse performs will depend on your assessment of how well he is coping. Take into consideration all factors when reading your horses progress.

          *      Listen to your horses breathing while he is working

          *     Take note of how quickly his breathing returns to normal after each session.

          *     Make sure you check all legs regularly as part of your routine.

          *     Check the horses eating habits after every feed.

How often you are able to pace work the horse will make a difference to how often you can increase the speed of his work.

If you are pace working twice a week, then, gradually increasing the intensity every second training session should ensure the horse copes well. Obviously the second time he does his planned work, it will appear to be much easier for him because of a natural progression in fitness.

If you can only pace-work once a week, then going a little faster at each gallop would be O.K. as long as the increase in speed is only small.

Keep in mind, small but regular increases in speed are of more value than drastic improvements spaced too far apart.

TRAINING METHODS

Outlined below are two different training methods you could use, depending on personal choice, or how much room you have to train your horse.

The first is the traditional method of working a horse over regular distance with the last part of the work at an increased speed.

The second method is to train using intervals. These are usually two work outs with a period between to allow the horse's heart-rate to recover.

A traditional type of training method has two main benefits. It allows the horse to become properly warmed up before working faster. It also encourages the horse to work more settled instead of expecting to gallop as soon as you begin working.

Interval training also has some notable benefits for horses. It is one of the better ways of preparing for particular race lengths, which is important for sprint races where the average speed per furlong is much faster. Interval training also develops a natural "will to run" in horses. One of the drawbacks is that some horses learn to anticipate fast days and try to work too hard.

Intervals are performed over actual race distances with half the horses planned faster work at the end. If you decide to train using intervals, try to avoid falling into the trap of performing too many. It is generally accepted that two intervals is enough. Standardbreds usually work three times, although it has been proven that galloping horses mainly benefit from their first and then second intervals with little benefit shown by working a third.

PACEWORK

The following increases in speed and distances could be used as a rough guide for a training programme.

The following is an example (and explanation) for the beginning of a preparation for 1000M race.

4f  at  1/2P
4 furlongs (800m) at half pace

(19.19.19.19) - 19 seconds per 200m

5f  at  1/2P
5 furlongs (1000m) at half pace 

(19.19.19.19. 19) - 19 seconds per 200m.

4f  - (2f @ 1/2P - 2f @ 3/4P)  means

2 furlongs at half pace (400m)  plus 2 furlongs (400m) at 3/4 pace

(19.19.17.17.)
First 400m at 19 seconds per 200m - last 400m at 17 seconds per 200m


4f – (1f @ 1/2P - 1f @ 3/4P -2F @ evens) means 

200m at half pace  -  second 200m at 3/4 pace  -  last  400m at even          
 



(19.17.15.15) First 200 in 19 seconds - second 200 at 17 seconds - last 400 at 15 seconds per 200m.

Once the horse has reached the stage where he is working at evens, his work could be increased by one even at a time.

Allowing the horse to work faster than 15 seconds per 200m should be discouraged until he is easily doing at least 800m at evens. Remember also that any increase in speed at this stage should be very slight and only performed over the last 200m - 400m of the horses work.

BRUSHING

When the horse is fit and well prepared for faster work, his sprint muscles will benefit from regular brushing over short distances. Brushing is allowing the horse to accelerate to near race speed at the end of a training gallop.

How many furlongs you allow the horse to "Brush" or "Run Home" will depend on the length of the race you are preparing him for. A rough guide is:

      1  -  2  Furlongs for sprint races  -  (200m - 400m)

      2  -  3  Furlongs for middle distance races  -  (400m - 600m)

      3  -  4  Furlongs for staying races  -  (600m - 800m)

Keep in mind, the more strenuous a particular training session is, the more days it will take  the horse to recover.

It will soon become clear to both riders and trainers that most well prepared horses will have little problems galloping at evens. This should now become the speed at which the major part of all gallop work is done. Unfortunately, only ever working at evens will not prepare muscles properly for racing. Brushing over short distances at near race speed will improve the way muscles cope with the build up of lactic acid that occurs during races.

It is important to remember that too many hard gallops without enough recovery time between, will cause muscle damage and a "wasting - away" effect on the horse.

By keeping to the theory of controlled STRESS, WITH TIME TO RECOVER, and BENEFIT from exercise, you shouldn't go too far wrong.

As the horse approaches fitness, he may benefit from a shorter, much higher intensity gallop. Try to resist stringing together too many furlongs at near race speed too often. To do so would place the horse's body under unnecessary strain.

Keep in mind, the quickest way to destroy a horse's race performance is to over work him.

The final point to remember when brushing is to make sure the fastest part of a gallop is always at the very end. For example, if working over six furlongs @ evens, last two furlongs in 27, the times for each furlong would be 15.15.15.15.14.13 seconds.  You should try to avoid letting the horse run too fast in the middle of a gallop and having him slow down towards the end.

If you are using intervals, the two fastest furlongs should be performed in the final stages of the second interval:

 1st interval  - 600 meters slow, 600 meters evens.

2nd interval  -  600 meters slow, 600 meters evens with the last 400 meters in 27 seconds.

It is important to adjust the horses feed according to the amount of work he is doing. Each horse will differ in the amount of food he requires but basically a horse needs the correct fuel to run so make sure the energy value of the feed is sufficient for the work he is doing. It is just as important to cut the energy value on days the horse is not working.

It is also important to have the horses teeth checked when it first comes into work and then every following six months.  This, plus a regular drenching program and good nutrition, will go along way towards having a healthy, happy racehorse.
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