Equestrian Wellness during the Alaskan Winters
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Like most athletes, equestrians require a healthy lifestyle to help them be their best for their equine partners. Having a healthy lifestyle starts with a good balance of physical and mental wellness.  Wellness is the act of being in good health, practicing healthy habits on a daily basis to attain better physical and mental health outcomes, so that instead of just surviving, you're thriving In our harsh Alaskan environments.   

Due to the change in our environment, mental health can become more of an issue in the winter due to darkness.  I often see an increase in anxiety and depression. Alaska has one of the highest rates of Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) - this is when you become lethargic, develop hopelessness, have more overall social isolation and do feel not motivated.   
Your best defense against SAD is a good offense. Create a schedule of healthy habits and hold yourself to it.  Write them on your calendar, or set an alarm on your phone as a reminder. Some healthy habits to consider include: continual learning, self care,  staying hydrated, being physical, getting good REM sleep, truly resting (not scrolling on electronics or playing hours of video games), using stress reduction tools, using proper time management, having a nutritional balance, identifying your bad habits (not setting boundaries) and dysfunctional behaviors (not letting go of toxic people), and doing your best to maintain healthy relationships.  Do your best to catch whatever sunlight you can.  Take your Vitamin D.  Make sure to ride regularly and get you and your horse's heart rate up - even thirty minutes of physical activity a day can bolster your mood and leave you and your horse feeling refreshed.  

The Importance of Self-Care
Just as critical as following your routine, is the need to give yourself kindness and grace. If you feel yourself slipping into a negative mindset, and exercise or hobbies won’t help, allow yourself to take some time off to reset. Indulge in a bubble bath, let yourself splurge on a tasty treat, or spend some time revisiting fond memories. Don’t answer stressful emails for an evening. Find a funny comedian and watch their performance.  

Treat yourself the way you’d treat a struggling friend, and permit yourself to take a break without feeling guilty. Don’t think of it as wasting time; think of it as investing in your future stability.  Sometimes, when we’re feeling a little sluggish or unmotivated during our harsh Alaska winters, and we really have to dig deep to stay pro-active in self-care but try to do something each day and come spring, you’ll need less of a tune-up! 
Hydration
Our drier air and dropping temperatures combined with horse chores and riding can cause dehydration in your body faster than you think. It’s easy to forget to keep drinking fluids when you’re cold. Proper hydration is essential to feel well; less brain-fog, fatigue and headaches and a better functioning immune system. Grab that favorite water bottle, keep it full, add in some slices of lemon and keep sipping throughout the day, even when you think you’re not thirsty! 
Couch Potato Alert
Just because it is now winter, keep exploring and keep moving.  Nature has a grounding, balancing effect but any days we have with sunshine and vitamin D are essential for our mood and immune health. So make sure you get outside for a walk!!  If you’re feeling challenged doing winter horse tasks, maybe try shifting your attitude to be more appreciative for the added exercise, and just being around the horses. It's okay to have do-nothing days and binge watch a show, just not every day for hours at a time. 
Nutrition

It’s always best to choose local and seasonal produce.  Use winter to meal prep - try 
different smoothies, try a warming oatmeal made with pre- soaked oats or a gluten-free grain such as millet, quinoa or amaranth.  Add a plant-based milk like coconut, almond, cashew, along with grated apple, ginger and cinnamon and some nuts and seeds of your choice. Lunch ideas could involve creating a warm bowl comprising green vegetables, roasted root vegetables, a lean meat or fish protein or legumes with nuts and seeds and homemade dressing. Dinner is a great time to try new soup recipes, have a moose stew or some other meat or some of that frozen salmon!  Remember to shop and prep ahead of time so meals are easy to pull together and don’t require a lot of thinking at the last minute. 
Boost Your Immune System
With less sunlight in Alaska, we need to remember to take supplements. Vitamin B, C and D. Great food sources of natural Vitamin D: fatty fish, mushrooms, oysters, shrimp, liver, cheeses and egg yolks.  Remember, in the winter, our immune systems are working overtime to fend off allergies (mold and pollen) and colds/flu's.
Continual Learning

Consider trying a new activity that stimulates your mind and/or body into your routine as well.  Get outside and go for walk in the snow, take your dog snowshoeing, download a new recipe and commit to making something new each week.  Learn a new skill!  Express yourself creatively, start an art project or write a blog.  Read a book you’ve been putting off by breaking it down into a chapter every other night. Find a new podcast to listen to. Do brain puzzle games. 
Sleep Hygiene
I can’t say enough about this all-important part of the day. Sleep is the cornerstone for your wellness practice. I suggest creating a sleep hygiene routine that is easy to replicate night after night. So what to do? Start by winding down your day once the sun sets…just like our horses do. Remember not to eat too late; finish your meal at least a few hours before bedtime so your body can start to digest earlier, instead of digesting during sleeping time.  Be sure your room is comfortable and your bedding is clean and comfy.  Keep the lights low an hour or two before bed. No bright lights, computer, or phones an hour or so before bed.  Do not watch TV in bed. Read a book instead and/or  keep a journal by your bed.  Write out your to do list.  List two good things that happened that day.  Do not use your bed as a thinking space or a worry space. Keep your pre-bedtime thoughts positive. If you cannot sleep after 30 minutes, get up and make hot tea and do something quiet then go back to sleep when you start to nod off.   
Stay warm at the barn and for winter rides
This may seem like a no brainer, but keeping your core temperature steady and keeping bones, joints, muscles and ligaments warm, is essential to feeling well and energized.  Don’t skimp on winter-wear when at the barn or when doing a cold weather ride. Most equestrians have a robust, all-season wardrobe, but from time to time it’s helpful to evaluate your winter attire and determine if it needs a little upgrade; perhaps, it’s time for a new pair of fleece-lined tights or boots, or maybe invest in some insulated coveralls. Chinese medicine stresses the importance of keeping head, ears, neck and throat warm, thus avoiding a stiff neck or a wind-cold. It’s believed that’s where the wind enters the body, it depletes the immune system. With all the advanced winter gear, fabrics and style options out there, you can surely find something to keep you cozy and enhance your functional, equestrian, winter wardrobe. 
Stretch out before horse chores or riding
Taking even just a few minutes for some warm-up stretches before heading out into the cold can make a world of difference – not only in our comfort but in our safety as well.  There’s nothing worse than being at the barn in frigid weather, raking, carry buckets or pushing a wheelbarrow and tweak a cold muscle!  And remember, when riding, if we’re stiff, we restrict our horse’s movement – you will actually have a better moving horse if you’re warmed-up and moving optimally. We warm-up our horses at the beginning of a riding or training session, let’s not forget to warm-up ourselves too! A few overall body stretches can go a long way. You don’t have to be a yoga expert to include some gentle stretching into your daily routine. By incorporating some deep breathing and a mindful, awareness into your stretches, you’ll glean the additional mental health benefits of being more centered, calm and focused.  
I hope some of these topics were helpful!  Work with what you have, do what you can, and stay engaged, warm and healthy – live well!

