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Handling Stallions 

WTreat each stallion as an individual

to keep him happy, healthy and 

polite as he breeds mares.

Article by Megan Arszman

Photos by Larri Jo Starkey

WHILE THE ACT OF MATING IS A NATURAL THING, THERE 

might be some hiccups along the way. A young perfor-

mance stallion prospect might act up in the warm-up 

arena at a show as he starts to notice girls. Or perhaps 

a stallion fresh from the show circuit might be a little 

confused as to his new role in the circle of life. 

Whatever the scenario, sometimes Mother Nature 

needs a little helping hand.   



The Bashful Bachelor
A STALLION’S FIRST TIME IN THE BREEDING SHED CAN GO ONE 
of two ways – easy or a struggle. While one would think a 
stallion’s libido comes naturally, sometimes it might just 
need a little assistance and extra work, especially if the stal-
lion is a little older before he begins his breeding career.

Sue McDonnell, an adjunct professor of equine repro-
ductive behavior and the founding head of the equine 
behavior program at the University of Pennsylvania School 
of Veterinary Medicine, says about half of her clinical work 
is aimed to help horses with a low libido. She says that 
usually a horse has a low libido for one of two reasons: 
natural or in combination with years of being discouraged 
by handlers. 

“We usually get the worst of the worst referred to us,” 
Sue says

She explains that a lot of a stallion’s problems come from 
human interaction, both during his performance training, as 
well as once he is introduced to breeding. 

“A lot of it is just handling skill and manner,” she explains. 
“The horse is often in scenarios where he has been exposed to 
mares and then discouraged from (his reactions) … the han-
dler is very focused on every move the horse makes.”

Sue says there are three ways to help encourage the bash-
ful stallion: 
1. Give the stallion encouragement and exposure to a very stimulat-

ing mare. “The easiest is to just turn him out with the mare 
in a very large, safe pasture,” she advises. “It’s rare that a 
horse won’t breed if people are away from them, even if 

they’ve been discouraged by people for a long time.”
But Sue knows that isn’t always feasible, especially when 

dealing with expensive stallions and mares, because own-
ers can be nervous about potential injury. So she advises a 
lot of encouragement in the breeding shed, either by ver-
bally praising him, or just having a soft hand and relaxed 
body posture at the end of the lead rope. Doing so will 
allow the stallion to build trust in his handler. 

2. The more natural you can make the mare appear, the more invit-
ing she can be. Rather than having the typical restraints on 
a mare, such as tail wraps and hobbles, allowing the mare 
to exhibit her natural, inviting moves toward the stallion 
will help encourage him.

“When mares are truly in estrous, they have a very spe-
cific body posture and very specific ear position,” she 
explains. “A lot of things that are done to restrain the 
mare, even just holding them with a halter and lead, can 
interfere with their ability to express the postures that are 
most stimulating to stallions.” 

3. Try to take your focus off your horse. While that might sound 
impractical in the breeding shed, it’s actually not too difficult. 

“Sometimes if you just stand there and act like you don’t 
care, the stallion will start to respond,” Sue says. “Then every 
little increment of response is met with encouragement.”

Kent LeDoux, manager at the Gray Ranch in Vinton, 
Louisiana, recalls having a stallion or two that took a little 
longer to become comfortable in the breeding shed than 
some. He adds that practicing patience with a timid stallion 
helps him come out of his shell. 
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“You just have to be patient, and we do a little more 
teasing with that stallion before breeding or collecting 
him,” he says

When a young stallion entered Cedar Ridge Stallion 
Station in Whitesboro, Texas, and he wouldn’t perform to 
be collected, breeding manager Kelsey Crawley used a little 
girl power to help bring the stallion along. 

“We had the stallion spend some time in a stall next to a 
mare that was in heat. Just having him next to that mare 
and having that stimulation, when we took him back to the 
breeding shed, he dropped right away,” Kelsey explains. “It 
really helped. After that, his natural instincts just kicked in 
and he knew that when he walked into the breeding barn, 
it was time to perform.”

“It’s a challenge, but at the same time it’s so rewarding to 
help the horses get relief from the conflict of following their 
natural instinct,” Sue says.  

Mr. Too-Big-Shot in the Shed
THEN THERE ARE THE STALLIONS THAT MIGHT BE OLD HANDS 
at the breeding game, who might know what they need to 
do before the handler is ready for them to go to work. 
Again, Sue says a lot of the horse’s actions have to do with 
how the handler reacts, whether intentionally or not.

“The most important thing I say to people is ‘less is more’ 
in terms of handling,” she says. “For many, the tendency is 
to go in the opposite direction – as soon as they’re having a 
little trouble with a horse, what do they do? They increase 
the amount of restraint on the head and they up the ante, 
which is basically asking for a fight. I know it sounds coun-
terintuitive, but it is typically the most effective advice we 
give when coaching stallion handling at any level.”

Sue says handlers just need to stay one step ahead to antic-
ipate what might be challenges for the horse, and then give 
him direction. 

“When (the stallion) gets ahead of you in a confrontation, 
you’re basically teaching him that’s what you want him to 
do by pressure and release,” she says. “I don’t think they’re 
trying to bully you, just test and question what they need 
to do to get the goal.”

At the AQHA Ranching Heritage Breeder Gray Ranch, 
when the stallions are feeling a little too good, Kent says the 
ranch’s stallions just get some more “wet saddle blankets” as 
well as stern, but not aggressive, handling.

“You don’t want to be mean,” he explains. “You just want 
to be stern and consistent with the stallions.” 

Sue says she gets a lot of questions about how handlers 
can help a stallion understand when it’s time to breed and 
when it’s not time to breed. She says one of the worst things 
a handler can do is to discipline a stallion so he shows no 
sexual behavior at all. 

“The ideal relationship is helping the horse understand 
when it’s time and when it is not time to breed. For exam-
ple, when people are campaigning a horse with hopes he’ll 
breed in the future, they might be worried about any sexual 
exposure making the horse act worse.”

When clients come to the University of Pennsylvania New 
Bolton Center, one of their most frequent requests is for the 
veterinarians to pharmacologically induce ejaculation so they 
can collect the semen, freeze it and then geld the horse. The 
thinking is to avoid any breeding experience that might lead 
to greater difficulty in handling the horse around mares. 

Instead, Sue and her assistants recommend traditional 
semen collection in a specific environment and conditions 
so that the stallion learns when and where breeding is OK. 
After a course of semen collection and freezing, when clients 
come to pick the stallion up, they almost instantly notice a 
difference when they get home or to the show – the stallion 
is more calm, yet put him back in a breeding situation at 
New Bolton, and he’s ready to breed. 

“The (stallions) learn so quickly,” she says. “They learn to 
associate it with the location – you could bring the horse to 
us or just the breeding facilities and follow a routine. They 
can realize whether this is a show or breeding opportunity. 
And once you give them the opportunity to breed, most 
stallions tend to be so much more controlled in the situa-
tion where it’s not time to breed.”

The stallions at Gray Ranch have a routine that works 
best for them. Kent tries to have one person go to the stall 
and use a specific halter that is used only for leading the 
stallion to the breeding shed. He’ll try to use the same per-
son on every collection day, though he admits that can 
sometimes be difficult to do, especially on a working ranch 
such as his.

“But that stallion knows that when that halter goes on, 
he’s allowed to act like a stallion and get prepared,” Kent 
says. “On non-breeding days, we use the same halters on the 
stallions that we use on the rest of our geldings.”

Sue says as soon as a colt starts showing response to a mare 
in estrus, it’s time to start training him if you’re thinking 
of using him as a breeding stallion.

“I’d never say a horse is too young, if he has the libido and 
responds well,” she says. 

However she warns that you don’t want to push a young 
stallion before he’s ready. 

“If you try to force a horse to breed at a young age, and he’s not 
there yet responding enthusiastically, it’ll probably mess him up 
by getting him confused as to what’s going on,” she says.

Keeping the Mister Happy
FOR SOME STALLIONS, ONCE THEIR PERFORMANCE CAREERS ARE 
over, the most activity they might see is only from February 
through June, and then it’s back to boredom until the next 
breeding season. For this reason, as well as health reasons, 
most farms keep stallions in shape by continuing to ride or 
work them, even if they’re no longer on the show circuit.

The University of Pennsylvania New Bolton Center offers short 
courses on equine behavior and handling, including two-day 
sessions on stallion handling. Sue McDonnell is part of the 
program that covers skills such as “Stallion Handling for Dummies 
(Dummy Mounts),” tips for handling older or disabled stallions, 
common breeding behavior and fertility problems of stallions. 

You can learn more about and register for the short courses at 
www.vet.upenn.edu/labs/equinebehavior.

HANDS-ON LEARNING
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“We’re probably not unlike many other ranches you 
might encounter,” Kent says. “We ride our stallions every 
day. We use them on the ranch and to work cattle, as well 
as in the breeding shed. I think that’s definitely a plus, as 
far as their mental attitude goes, and it just helps with their 
general overall manners.”

Sue says keeping stallions happy isn’t a one-size-fits-all 
solution. She adds that stallion managers need to know their 
stallions and pay attention to their needs. While daily turn-
out might work for some stallions, other stallions might get 
too frantic if they see mares in the distance. Other stallions 
do best if they’re worked a little every day. And, then there 
are some stallions that do well if they’re also the teaser. 

The stallions at Cedar Ridge can be seen enjoying time 
on their free walker or back in training preparing for their 
next show.

“Our stallions are exercised every day,” Kelsey says. “On 
the free-standing walker, they have 30 feet where they can 
walk or trot and just play around, but be a little more pro-
tected than if they were turned out in a pen and could run 
up and down the fence line. Two of our studs are still in the 
show pen, so they’re ridden often. It really helps. We’ve 
found, especially with the younger studs, that exercise every 

day keeps their minds focused during breeding season.”

Motel Stud
OFFERING DIFFERENT OPTIONS FOR STALLIONS TO REST AND 
relax can help if you’re housing more than one stallion. 
Stallions like to be able to see the other horses on the farm 
and the activity happening all around them, rather than 
being isolated from the rest of the herd. 

Offering small, individual paddocks for each stallion, such 
as the case at Gray Ranch, allows the stallions to be able to 
move around and watch the other ranch horses come and go.

Other stallion stations, such as Cedar Ridge, house the 
stallions in the same barn as the rest of the horses in train-
ing, but separated from the mares. 

“The secret for managers is to know their stallions and 
pay attention to what seems to make them comfortable and 
relaxed,” Sue says. “On one-size-fits-all farms, that’s where 
I tend to see some horses that look like their quality of life 
isn’t what we would want them to have.” 

Megan Arzman is a special contributor to the Journal. To com-
ment, write to aqhajrnl@aqha.org.


