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Generosity, patience,
compassion, and sports-
manship are all traits
humans can forge from
a close relationship
with horses. Cultivating
these characteristics
and many more like
them is the core goal of
a unique organization
that has nurtured the love
and knowledge of horses in
young people throughout the
world - Pony Club. As a leading
equestrian organization, Pony
Club has brought together legions of
children and their adult mentors with
the horses that have had lasting impacts
on all of their lives.

The Pony Club story began in England in 1928
when members of the Institute of the Horse, an asso-
ciation that regulated equine sporting events
throughout the country, developed paperchases and
gymkhanas for children to foster riding as a sport. The
competitions were so enthusiastically received that the fol-
lowing year the Institute designed a more formal junior
branch of its program to be known as Pony Club. Along
with encouraging riding, the designers hoped to provide
children with the opportunity to receive more formal
instruction in all aspects of horsemanship. 

Much like England’s foxhunting clubs, Pony Club was
divided into districts, and each was governed by a commis-
sioner. The commissioners were assisted by a local
committee and remained in close touch with members of
their local hunt. Harry Faudel-Phillips, a member of the
Institute of the Horse, was named chairman of the Central
Committee of Pony Club. He was assisted by T.H.S.
Marchant and Mrs. Hugh Corbett in developing a constitu-
tion for the club and dividing the country into districts
that would have their own branches. Their organizational
skills produced a program that was immediately successful,
and, in large part, is intact today with very few revisions. 

By May of 1930, over 700 young people had applied for
membership in the new organization, and The Royal Calpe
Hunt Pony Club in Gibraltar became the first of many for-
eign affiliated branches to be accepted. Today Pony Club is
the largest association of young riders in the world with

over 110,000 active
members. England alone
has over 360 branches
of Pony Club, each
with a full program of
rallies and competi-
tions, and other
countries from Antigua
to Zimbabwe have

developed affiliated
branches. Each country’s

Pony Club has its own dis-
tinctive character that caters

to the riding opportunities in
that part of the world. Some, like

the United States, have grown to
include over 600 individual branches

that collectively have more than 12,000
members. All branches, however, follow the

basic tenets of the original.  
Membership is open to young people under 21

years of age. Members can participate without owning a
horse, but they should have access to one if they are to
progress through the different tests that may be asked of
them. Some countries have “center memberships” for these
children as opposed to branch memberships available to
those who possess their own horses. All Pony Club mem-
bers must pay an annual subscription fee. As with many
sports, the membership dues are not the end of the finan-
cial commitment. The cost of the horse or pony, additional
lessons, tack, and clothing should also be considered. 

The objectives of Pony Club are very much the same
today as they were in 1929: to encourage young people to
ride and learn to enjoy all kinds of sports connected with
horses and riding; to give instruction in riding and horse-
mastership and to educate members to look after and to
take proper care of their animals; and to promote the high-
est ideals of sportsmanship, citizenship, and loyalty to
create strength of character and self-discipline.

The methods used to promote these qualities range from
organized competitive events to exchange programs, trail
rides, hunts, and campouts. Members are also expected but
not required to take proficiency tests that are designed as
an integral part of Pony Club to give them the opportunity
to learn progressively and to attain honors for exceptional
performances. The tests are of graduated difficulty and are
administered by branch officials. The most elementary test,

Haylage
Many horses are being fed hay that has been ensiled and

marketed as “haylage.” Feeds for other livestock have been
ensiled for decades, but this type of preservation is relative-
ly new to the horse feed industry. The forage is sealed in
airtight containers at a high moisture content and allowed
to undergo fermentation. There are definite advantages to
feeding a horse haylage. Fermenting the hay retains the
nutrients better than sun curing, particularly protein, car-
bohydrates, and many vitamins. Moreover, the higher
moisture content keeps the forage practically dust-free,
making it ideal for horses with respiratory problems or hors-
es sensitive to dusts and molds. However, there is also a
danger in feeding haylage. Because of the moist, airtight
environment, the bacteria that causes botulism (Clostridium
botulinum) may grow if the haylage is improperly baled or
stored. Vaccinating any horse receiving haylage can prevent
death by botulism. Although the botulism bacteria cannot
be seen, discarding any sour-smelling, burnt-looking, or
slimy silage is also recommended to avoid possible digestive
disturbances in the horse. 

Beet Pulp
Far from what its name implies, beet pulp is a novel

source of forage for the horse. Beet pulp is a by-product of
sugar production that makes an excellent addition to the
horse’s diet when other forage is poor quality or a horse
dislikes hay. After the sugar is extracted from the sugar
beet, the fibrous portion remains. The fibers left after
extraction of the sugar are then dehydrated for packaging
and mold prevention. This type of fiber is very digestible
to the microbial population in the cecum and colon of the
horse, making it an excellent fiber energy source. There is
some concern about the amount of sugar in beet pulp
being a problem for the horse that is sensitive to sugar.
Actually, there is very little residual sugar after the
extraction process, although some molasses may be
sprayed on after dehydration to keep the dust down. The
sugar effect of beet pulp on horses was investigated at
Kentucky Equine Research, and any residual sugar can be
removed by rinsing the beet pulp a few times before set-
ting it up to soak.  

Processed Grains

Oats
Traditionally, oats are the feed of choice for horses

because of their palatability, as well as their margin of
safety, thanks in large part to their high fiber content.
Even with as little processing as cleaning the beards off
the oats, they are still a very digestible source of energy
for the horse. Further processing such as crimping, steam-
ing, cooking, or rolling does not increase digestibility

enough to make it worth the extra cost of the processing.
The major energy source in oats is starch. The starch
found in oats is easily attacked by the amylase enzyme so
that it can be digested in the small intestine, where it is
energetically the most benefit to the horse. The limiting
factor to the capability of a horse to digest oats is the
ability to chew the oat grains. If whole oat grains are
showing up in the manure (not just the hull), then it is
time to evaluate the horse’s teeth. Aged horses that are
losing teeth would be candidates for processed oats. The
problem with processing the oats is that once the integri-
ty of the outer wall of the grain is broken, the inside of
the grain is exposed to air, which prompts the oxidation
and eventual breakdown of the nutrients. If the grain is
steam or heat treated, it will stay nutritious much longer
because the enzymes that cause deterioration of the grain
will be denatured by the heat. 

Corn and Barley
Contrary to oats, processing of corn and barley is advanta-

geous for the horse. Corn and barley are both higher in starch
than oats, but in order for the horse to get the most out of
the starch in these grains they need to be processed with
heat. Because of their large crystalline nature, the starch
molecules in corn and barley are not easily broken down by
the amylase enzyme. However, heating makes the starch mol-
ecule more vulnerable to amylase and subsequent digestion.
In a study done at Kentucky Equine Research, different forms
of corn were compared by looking at the glycemic index.
Glycemic index is a measure of small intestinal digestibility
because it is an indication of the amount of sugar entering
the bloodstream in the form of blood glucose over a period of
time after a meal. When horses were fed cracked or ground
corn, there was little difference in glycemic index, but when
steam-flaked corn was fed the glycemic indexes were signifi-
cantly higher. The steam treatment made the corn molecules
much easier to digest. 

Why is it so important to digest grains in the small
intestine instead of the large intestine? When grain
escapes digestion in the small intestine and passes
through to the large intestine, the microbial population
ferments the starch. The by-product of starch fermentation
is lactic acid, which lowers the pH of the large intestine,
making it more acidic. The more acidic the environment,
the unhealthier it is for the fiber-digesting microbial popu-
lation. Keeping the microbial population in balance with a
desirable pH is essential to the health of the horse.

Feed processing is done for the benefit of the horse
and sometimes the horse owner. By improving digestibili-
ty and palatibility, processing feeds can be beneficial to
equine diets.
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Anticipation, teamwork, friendship, and pride in accomplishment are some of
the many experiences Pony Club involvement provides its members.

P
hoto supplied by U

.S
. P

ony C
lub

P
ho

to
 s

up
pl

ie
d 

by
 U

.S
. P

on
y 

C
lu

b

Equinews/Volume 4, Issue 4 11

try, with a knowledge of pace, distance, and discipline
when alone and in groups. 

Achievement badges can also be obtained by members
who show proficiency in a wide range of equine-related
activities from bandaging legs to identifying poisonous
plants. These activities provide members with an opportu-
nity to learn and achieve success outside of the rigorous
testing requirements.

The adults who provide instruction for Pony Club mem-
bers take their jobs very seriously. From the instructors
who devote much of their time to training young equestri-
ans to parents and other volunteers, a barrage of

experienced adults is available to help guide the members.
Many other adults become involved in Pony Club activities
when their own children are small and continue to work
with young members long after their children have moved
on to other pursuits. Some view their commitment as a
way of paying back an organization that helped them
through their formative years. Others enjoy the connec-

the D Standard, is given to members who are at least eight
years of age. This test challenges the members to display a
general knowledge of horses and to have achieved confi-
dence in handling and riding a horse or pony. In England,
the test involves a written component and mounted chal-
lenges. Other countries have adopted oral tests over
written ones. This accommodation has been especially
helpful to children with learning dis-
abilities. Members must mount and

dismount correctly, hold the reins properly, and ride a
horse or pony comfortably at a walk and trot. They are
expected to read particular books and view videos on
which they may be questioned. Subsequent tests require
the members to display more advanced horsemanship
skills and greater knowledge of the care and handling of
the animals.

The ultimate challenge for members is the “A” rating.
Those who pass it are recognized as having achieved the
highest award presented by Pony Club. The test is given
to members who are at least 17 years old and have suc-
cessfully completed all of the preceding tests. The A Test
is a comprehensive examination in horsemanship, requir-
ing the member to display the ability to train young
horses, handle mares and foals, and possess a thorough
knowledge of stable management and horse health.
Members must also be competent equestrians who are
able to ride over fences at all paces, are capable of taking
a horse or pony out hunting, in horse trials, or on long-
distance events, are able to care for their mounts before,
during and after these activities, and finally are able to
ride intelligently with due regard for others in the coun-
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“I went to Pony Club in my home
area of New Zealand. The area was

Northland and my branch was
called Maunu. I have always

advocated the huge role that the
Pony Club has had on the

development of my career.” 
–Blyth Tait, Olympic equestrian

Pony Club Members Turned
Olympic Athletes

Mark Phillips (GBR) William Steinkraus (USA)
Ginny Elliot (GBR) Robert Dover (USA)
Lucinda Green (GBR) J. Michael Plumb (USA)
Jane Holden (GBR) Karen & David O’Connor (USA)  
Christilot Hanson (CAN) Ian Millar (CAN)
Rob Stevenson (CAN) Torchy Miller (CAN)
Blyth Tait (NZ) Amanda Ross (AUS)
Matt Ryan (AUS) Ricky Macmillan (AUS)
Wendy Schaeffer (AUS)
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Kentucky Equine Research was a proud sponsor of the
2001 United States Pony Clubs Festival. Along with
being one of the awards sponsors, KER also provided
educational seminars, literature, and a booth where
Pony Club members could speak directly with the
company’s equine nutrition experts. KER continues to
provide support to both the Pony Club and the United
States Equestrian Team by encouraging customers to
visit its online catalog (www.ker.com/cat_intro.
html) where 10% of the total money spent can be
donated to either organization.
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tion with horses and children. For the vast majority, it is a
labor of love as financial remuneration is seldom offered.

The opportunities for volunteer involvement are even
more numerous than the variety of equine competitions
provided for Pony Club members. Mentors can participate
as teachers, event organizers, and ground crews. 

Volunteerism is not limited to individuals. Companies
like Kentucky Equine Research have become involved in
supporting Pony Club by providing financial assistance
and furnishing informational seminars and literature.

The United States Pony Clubs hosts international
events at the Kentucky Horse Park in Lexington,
Kentucky and sees a large number of volunteers that
come every year to help set up the grounds, move fences,
mow grass, and generally help wherever needed. Some of
these volunteers are parents of past Pony Club members
who continue to participate by taking vacation time from
their jobs to help with the events. 

Pony Club sanctions many different types of competi-
tions; including dressage, show jumping, horse trials, polo,
polocrosse, tetrathlon, and mounted games. The mounted
games give the riders the chance to display courage, deter-
mination, all-around riding ability, and careful and
systematic training of the horse or pony in conjunction
with team members. There are junior competitions open to
riders under 11 years of age and senior competitions for
those 12 to 15 years of age. A younger rider may join the
senior competitors if there are not enough members in the
junior division to fill a team. This is a true team event,

with five riders on each squad. The impetus is on working
together as there are no individual events in this disci-
pline. Branch teams must practice together to build
relationships and ensure their individual skills are com-
bined to form the best team possible. This is unique in
Pony Club competitions as in no other discipline must
members train in direct contact with one another in order
to succeed. 

Not every club or even every region has a full comple-
ment of all seven disciplines in which its members can

participate. Certain regions may have a larger number of
riders interested in polocrosse, while others may concen-
trate their efforts in dressage or show jumping. A great
deal of what is available to members is dependent upon
the type of riding that is predominant in their area.   

The tetrathlon was recently added to the Pony Club roster
in some areas of the world. It requires sound practical com-
petition horsemanship and general athletic ability. The
athletes combine their riding skills with running, shooting,
and swimming. Although it was originally introduced as a
contest for boys, there are now separate competitions for
boys and girls.

Along with area competitions, there are national and
international events for every discipline. The International
Mounted Games Exchange is one such competition that is
held between Pony Clubs in Australia, Canada, Great
Britain, and the United States, with the competition
rotating yearly among these countries. Members compete
for placement on the national team and the chance to
travel to a foreign country. The Euro Pony Club consisting
of 15 member nations and the Inter-Pacific Exchange
between Canada, Australia, Hong Kong, Japan, New
Zealand, and the United States provide additional oppor-
tunities for members to develop a wider appreciation for
other cultures and languages and to make connections
with peers in foreign countries.

The diverse experiences provided to members of Pony
Club throughout the world have been the inspiration for
Olympic equestrians, homemakers, politicians, and business
leaders alike. Many attribute their successes in life to the
firm foundation Pony Club helped cement. The outside of a
horse may indeed be the best thing for the inside of a
human, but the combination of horses, experienced men-
tors, and the op-portunities both can give, may be the best
childhood gift. 
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“Pony Club provides an excellent learning opportunity for children. 
Of course they learn a tremendous amount about horses, but they also
learn to be independent thinkers, problem solvers, and responsible

individuals.” –Sandy Porter Bean, parent, Northeast Region

O
ne hundred years ago most people would not have dreamed that horses would be drinking electrolyte-tinged
water, devouring rations spiked with beet pulp, corn oil, and animal fat, or scarfing down sundry supplements. For
most horses, even the ones that earned their keep by plowing the family fields, transporting the town physician
from house to house, or carrying the leisure class from one societal function to the next, a steady diet of hay or

pasture and perhaps some oats or corn kept them in adequate body condition. With the advent of the automobile and the
transition of the horse from the ranks of necessity to the ranks of recreation, horses were asked to perform more athletic
endeavors. The need to jump higher, gallop faster, and trot further became paramount to equestrians, and research in
equine nutrition escalated as the level of competitiveness rose. As research refined nutrient requirements, scientists sought
ways to efficiently deliver maximal nutrients. In recent years, researchers have turned to new feedstuffs in an effort to find
magic fuels. Despite continued efforts, there is a reliance upon the time-honored feeding methods of years ago. 

Whether horsemen are feeding long-adored or newfangled feedstuffs, lore surrounds some of the offerings. Unraveling
the mysteries and fallacies of common feed ingredients is not as difficult as one may believe.

Feeding Fallacies
BY MARK LLEWELLYN

OATS: Oats are a favorite feed among horses and horsemen
alike. In preference tests, horses consistently choose oats
over many other feeds, including cracked or whole corn,
alfalfa hay, wheat, barley, rye, and soybean meal. Oats are
used extensively in the creation of commercially prepared
feeds, with some containing over 30% oats. Much of their
popularity as a feed for horses may be due to habit as
much as tradition. Ask any non-horseman what horses eat
and invariably oats and hay, and maybe grass, will come
up. Peace of mind may also induce owners to feed oats as
they are the safest of all cereal grains for horses, being rel-
atively high in fiber and low in digestible energy. Some
horsemen believe oats must be crimped, rolled, or other-
wise processed to be of maximal nutritional value to
horses. This is erroneous and a particularly unfortunate
mistruth because horsemen typically pay more for
processed oats. Yes, it’s true that aged horses with poor
teeth may derive more nutrients from processed oats, but
the majority of the equine population can extract a similar
level of nutrition from whole as from crimped oats.

In addition, heavy oats (also called racehorse or jockey
oats) usually weigh more per unit of volume than regular
oats, and they generally contain little foreign material.
However, the nutritional content of heavy oats is quite
similar to other oats, despite rumors to the contrary. The
more consistent quality of heavy oats makes them more
appealing to some horsemen.

Naked oats are amassing quite a following among horse-
men. Unlike other varieties, naked oats do not develop
hulls. As such, they have greater nutritive value than do
regular or heavy oats. Absence of the hull makes naked
oats much more similar to grains that are naturally devoid
of hulls such as corn, wheat, and rye. Hence, they are

more energy dense. In addition, naked oats are higher in
fat, registering at about 9% compared to the 5% of regular
oats. Without hulls, however, the safety margin often tak-
en for granted by horse owners is lost because the fiber
content plummets, leaving the horse more susceptible to
illness should overconsumption occur.

CORN: Like other hull-less cereal grains, corn is a high-
energy feed. Notwithstanding popular opinion, corn does
not make horses unmanageable, high spirited, or obese
when fed in proper amounts. Corn is more energy dense
per pound than oats and other cereal grains. Each kernel
contains 60 to 70% starch, which is broken down to glu-
cose in the small intestine. This sugar can be used
immediately for energy or stored in muscle cells as glyco-
gen until needed. Oats, on the other hand, contain on
average 45 to 50% starch and about 15% less digestible
energy on a pound for pound basis. Therefore, if fed to
provide equal amounts of energy (and not on a volume
basis), corn has no more of a propensity to make a horse
high-strung or obese than other cereal grains. 

It’s true that aged horses with

poor teeth may derive more

nutrients from processed oats, 

but the majority of the equine

population can extract a

similar level of nutrition from

whole as from crimped oats.
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