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Foreword





To most readers, I shall be better known as a dressage judge and Manager to the British Dressage team, but I have also been a racing addict since my childhood, especially following National Hunt Racing. I have always loved the thoroughbred horse with its willingness and desire to please and its active but sensitive mind with such a quick learning capacity. It is what makes them so versatile. The second horse I ever owned, Sha Tin, was a thoroughbred. Although she never actually raced, she was so adaptable that she completed in all spheres from open team chasing through to Intermediare dressage, and was even accepted onto the Hannoverian register due to her successful competition record.


Thereafter a succession of young thoroughbreds recently retired from flat racing came my way – Dealer’s Delight, Access Holidays, Access Festivals, Barmarina and Gara Rock, all proving very trainable and competitive especially in the dressage field, up to the present day where our own retired point-to-pointer, Theme Park, retrained to become the RoR/SEIB champion dressage horse for 2010.


In writing Re-educating Racehorses – a life after racing, Fred and Rowena have produced the most informative guide possible to help the everyday rider transform a racehorse into a riding or competition horse, trying to eliminate any of the pitfalls that could occur along the way. The book is written with passion and experience and is a must for anybody starting out on a retraining programme. In fact it is a must-read for anyone training any horse, not just an ex-racehorse.





David Trott



















Introduction





This book is intended to provide constructive and practical advice for those who are considering giving a home to a horse that has been retired, for whatever reason, from racing. Whilst primarily aimed at the less experienced, we hope that more experienced readers will also find information that proves helpful or enlightening.


The material concerning feeding and management issues, although strictly extraneous to the subject of retraining, is included because these aspects do impact on a horse and its performance.


The information and advice given in this book is not by any means incontrovertible: what works for one horse doesn’t necessarily work for another. Training horses requires not only patience but also flexibility, and a trainer must always be prepared to change tactics, adapting to suit the individual. This is important when following a retraining programme with any horse, not just the racehorse, because the already so-called trained horse has an established mindset, which causes it to react and behave in certain ways. This basically means that all a racehorse has been taught previously must be in effect erased and entirely new skills put in place, whilst at the same time addressing any behavioural issues that may creep in – and there may be good reason for these, as horses don’t ‘misbehave’ just to annoy us. How successfully this is done depends upon the handler’s experience.
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Figs 0.1 and 0.2 The racehorse is very adaptable and with time, patience and correct training, can readily adjust to another equestrian sport. Light the Fuse (bottom) didn’t start re-training until he was twelve years of age.








We have always been passionate about thoroughbreds, but it was our own ‘Leosaid’ (Georgie) who really set us on the path of retraining racehorses. At just four years of age he was retired from racing due to injury, and a promising career came to an abrupt end. Georgie was of very mixed character – extremely sensitive when it suited him, but very tough and single-minded. One of his favourite tricks was to rear up and walk on his hind legs; on long lines he could walk as happily backwards as he could forwards!
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Fig. 0.3 Leosaid (Georgie) was very challenging to work with at times, but well worth it. proving that patience and perseverance are key factors in racehorse retraining.








In our view you never stop learning from horses, and we learned a huge amount from Georgie because he threw everything at us that a horse possibly could. Hence this book is dedicated to his memory, a ‘thank you’ for the valuable experience we gained from having such a character to work with, and subsequently the many years of fun we had with him until his passing at the age of twenty-five.


A LIFE AFTER RACING


The ‘ex-racehorse’ used to be given a bad press as a matter of course, and still does to a certain extent by those who consider him to be bad mannered and too highly strung to be usefully re-employed. This, however, is an extremely prejudiced view propounded by people who are not prepared to be enlightened. It is interesting to observe that on a race day these fit, highly tuned athletes generally walk quietly round the paddock, whereas at any hunt meet or show you will often see horses leaping about and behaving extremely badly!


The thoroughbred horse is very intelligent and generally a quick learner; he is easily bored, and needs variety and new challenges to keep him mentally occupied. Consequently he is often one step ahead of his owners! It is accepted that when some horses leave the race-training environment they are apprehensive and tense, seemingly ‘flighty’ and highly strung. Nevertheless, although it may take a while for your relationship to become established, once the trust and understanding is there, you will find you have an affectionate friend who just wants to please – and if that isn’t happening, then there is either a breakdown in communication or an aspect of management that needs addressing.


Basically the training of any animal means allowing him plenty of time to learn, having endless patience, and being highly sensitive as to how he is reacting to you. Body language is singularly the most important communication tool, and you should learn to read the signals your horse gives out, just as he will learn to read yours. You should always be clear and consistent in your training. And while training should be varied, your approach should always be logical, systematic and clear. If you aren’t speaking to your horse clearly, you can’t expect him to understand what is being asked of him. There is no mystique to re-educating the racehorse and it is readily achievable; however, if his trainer lacks feeling, confidence and skill, then understandably difficulties will arise. Furthermore because the thoroughbred is so sensitive, he is easily upset, so don’t be afraid to seek help if you doubt your capabilities.
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Figs 0.4 and 0.5 Horses out of flat racing traditionally found themselves on the polo field and chasers in the hunting field or team chasing. (Photo top: courtesy of Hurlingham Polo Association; photo bottom: courtesy of Tik Saunders)








Because the thoroughbred is basically bred to race we have to accept that the majority will never reach the top-class competition circuits of eventing, dressage or show jumping, where the professional rider needs horses that are specifically bred for the discipline in order to be seriously competitive. Nevertheless the career for the retrained racehorse most definitely need not be confined to hacking, sponsored rides or hunting, and he is more than capable of fulfilling the ambitions of many riders by holding his own in a variety of competitions. In recent years a growing number of ex-racehorses have found their way into a variety of other disciplines: showing, both in hand and ridden (including side-saddle), horseball and polocrosse, Le Trec, even endurance. The ex-racehorse also adapts well to some Western riding – indeed this discipline often suits those horses that don’t accept a ‘proper’ contact with the bit as demanded in most other equestrian disciplines.


It is also a fact that some horses out of training do find their way into top flight competition, though these have usually been produced by professional riders – for example, in British Eventing at the time of writing there is Miner’s Frolic (Tina Cook), Poilu (formerly with Clayton Fredericks but now Zara Phillips), Cool Mountain (William Fox-Pitt). British show-jumping riders today tend to favour the warmblood, so in the UK we have to go back several decades to find ex-racehorses such as Workboy and Philco prominent in the world of showjumping. Nevertheless there are thoroughbreds that are currently working their way up through the BSJA levels, horses such as Roaring Thunder, Charlie Tee and Island Sound.


Dressage has traditionally been a sport where it was generally considered that the thoroughbred could never realistically compete against horses specifically bred for that discipline, because neither its temperament nor its conformation was suitable to attain the level of training and suppleness required. However, horses such as Louis Feraud are proof that the thoroughbred is not only trainable, but has the ability and paces to excel in the dressage arena. In more recent years a growing number of determined riders have proved that a horse that has raced can be trained well beyond unaffiliated levels – for example, until recently Gift Star and Mr Bojangles competed very successfully at Intermediare I and Advanced Medium levels respectively, each having amassed over 300 BD points.


Retraining the racehorse is hard work and a considerable challenge – but that is what makes the achievement all the greater, and so much more rewarding. To take a horse out of one career and retrain him to do something completely different is a tremendous achievement whatever the discipline, and whatever the level.
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Fig. 0.6 Louis Feraud, owned and ridden by Emma Zwetsloot, is probably the best-known thoroughbred competing in dressage today. He didn’t race but clearly illustrates what the breed is capable of. (Photograph courtesy of John Tyrrell Photography)








MAKING THE TRANSITION


Most of these horses make the transition from their racehorse identity quite happily, given time, patience and understanding on the part of the owner/trainer. However, owning an ex-racehorse is gaining wider appeal, and a growing number of horses are finding homes with people who don’t always have enough experience of training horses generally. For many the journey will be relatively straightforward, but unfortunately there are people who do experience difficulties. This is usually only because they lack suitable experience, or are not communicating clearly enough to their horse. This is most definitely not a criticism, just a fact, and the right thing to do is to seek help and advice, or perhaps just reassurance. Owning a horse is supposed to be a pleasure, not an experience you begin to dread, so we hope that this book provides a guide as to what you might come up against and why, and how to resolve it.


Many of the issues which present are not just the preserve of the horse off the track, yet there is a certain conviction that some problems occur purely because the horse is an ex-racehorse – even though two or three years may have elapsed since he left the training environment. Re-educating the racehorse is akin to starting a youngster in terms of it having to be taught everything, but the one major difference between the two is that the racehorse has already been trained to do a job, and apart from accepting someone on his back, everything else he has been taught must be superseded: he must be completely reschooled.


Reading posts on internet forums show that there is a huge fan base for these horses, although people do readily admit that their journey hasn’t always been easy – but then this is true for many owners of any horse. Some will also admit that their ex-racehorse does retain a degree of over-excitability, is less settled in or out of company, becomes more anxious at shows – but then most horses, whatever their breed, reveal a shortcoming of temperament at some point in their career, and all the best horses have a quirk of some sort!
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Fig. 0.7 Light the Fuse (Bombie) shows ability in the dressage arena.








So why does the horse out of training appear to be problematic at times? It is possibly because, from the horse’s point of view, when all else fails – he can’t trust or understand his trainer or rider or the situation he is in – he will instinctively revert to ‘racehorse behaviour’, which is what he knows best. Racehorses commence their training at a very early age, when their counterparts are still frolicking in the field; this means they are mentally ‘conditioned’ in their formative years, and this is the root of much of their adult behaviour.


THE RESPONSIBILITY OF OWNERSHIP


If you wish to rehome a racehorse, be sure to take on ownership in full awareness of the possible problems, and be sure in your own mind that you have the time, the patience and the experience. If you haven’t owned a horse before, an ex-racehorse is probably not the most suitable for you to start off with – whilst we all know of someone who has done just this and not come to grief, it must be appreciated that retraining a thoroughbred is no easy task, and that for the purposes of this book, generalizations have had to be made.


We have tried to provide an informative and interesting book that addresses the most commonly experienced situations, and we hope that whatever their level of experience, every reader will glean something of benefit.


The horse ‘models’ that are used are of differing ages and temperaments, mares and geldings, off the flat and out of National Hunt racing. None has been as successful as the racing ‘greats’ – Desert Orchid, Denman, Daylami, Dansili Dancer – though some have been winners; the others have left racing because of lack of form, or injury which has precluded what might otherwise have been a successful career. But whatever his origins, within this book we cover all aspects of re-educating the racehorse, in order to give him a life after racing.



















1 Considerations when Rehoming a Racehorse





So why do you want a horse that has raced? When electing to rehome a racehorse, there are more things to consider than if you were purchasing an already schooled thoroughbred. However, by weighing up the advantages and disadvantages you will be taking on the new relationship fully aware that the retraining process might not always be straightforward.


So what is the attraction of an ex-racehorse? In its favour the thoroughbred has intellect and presence, and is a truly versatile horse with great ability and usually an excellent temperament. It generally adapts well to a new lifestyle, and being light in frame is quite easy to ride and ‘hold together’.


So why an ex-racehorse? If you like a ‘project’, why not go for a young, newly backed horse instead? And do you want him to be a serious competition horse, or more of a fun horse?
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Fig. 1.1 Do a realistic appraisal of why you want to home a horse that is supposedly a speed machine. (Photograph courtesy of Jon Fullegar, Sandown Racecourse)








There are several disadvantages to taking on the thoroughbred just out of training: first, he will need double the work to undo the ‘in training’ mindset and educate him as a riding horse (have you the time?), and the retraining process can be frustrating (have you the patience?). Ideally you should be experienced yourself and you may also need someone to assist you at times; appropriate facilities such as a stable and a safe riding environment are also highly recommended.


Soundness may be an issue: as retraining progresses, old injuries may recur which may need treatment, the worst case scenario being that if the horse does not stay sound, he will effectively only be a field companion.
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Fig. 1.2 You need time and patience to turn horses like these into riding horses. (Photograph courtesy of Clive Cox Racing)








So would you go for an older horse or a younger one? If you are looking to retrain for competitive purposes, opting for a younger horse ensures that by the time the training work comes together, he is still relatively young and has plenty of life left in him. He has also had less time to become ‘institutionalized’ – there is a consensus of opinion that the longer a horse is in training, the longer the basic retraining process will take. He will have suffered less wear and tear on limbs and ligaments, and will usually adapt more quickly to his new life.


However, this is not to gainsay the older horse, many of which leave training perfectly sound and readily take up a new career.


Ultimately, the retraining experience may be a considerable learning curve, but it is a hugely satisfying experience. To know you are responsible for the horse’s gradual transition from racehorse to riding horse brings an incomparable feeling of achievement.


SOURCING YOUR HORSE


Racehorses out of training can be obtained from various outlets: bloodstock sales, direct from a training yard, from an advertisement in the paper or on the internet, or from a rehoming centre.


Buying from a Sale


Buying from a bloodstock sale is not the best route for the inexperienced or first-time owner, although increasing numbers of people are doing so – and you can always ask a seasoned ‘sales’ buyer to accompany you.


The main disadvantage of this option is that there is no foolproof way of establishing exactly what you are taking on. Although you can see horses walk and trot in hand, they are not ridden, so it is not possible to fully assess a horse’s way of going, as weight on the back makes a big difference to the way it travels.


Remember that the horse is being sold for a good reason: owners don’t sell horses that are doing well. Check it for lumps, bumps, swellings, heat and sore spots – and not just the legs, but along the neck, down the shoulders, the withers and along the back, paying particular attention to the lumbar region. Pick its feet up, and if it is unshod, ask why. Also be aware that the handler with the horse on the day may not be familiar with its character so may not be able to answer some of your questions.
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Fig. 1.3 The Sale Ring at Doncaster Bloodstock Sales. (Photograph courtesy of Doncaster Bloodstock Sales)
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Figs 1.4 and 1.5 This young horse can clearly use his hocks as evidenced by the way he is ‘sitting’ on them as he prepares for take-off; however, once off the ground he is unable to flex his back properly. The lack of lift from the shoulder may be consequent upon this. However, in this case it is purely due to physical weakness – a large frame at a very young age.








When purchasing from a sale you can have a free vetting, so on that day at least you know the horse is sound, and that its eyes and heart are fit and healthy.


Study the ‘Conditions of Sale’ very carefully, as these can vary. When you get the horse home, if a problem comes to light you have a certain amount of recourse to the auctioneers.


There is plenty of information available regarding the purchase of a horse from a bloodstock sale, so do your research and you will be better equipped for the experience.


Direct from a Training Yard


Buying direct from a training yard is again not the best route for the inexperienced, but at least you can see the horse in his usual environment and get an idea as to his general demeanour and attitude. Also most trainers are happy for you to ride the horse and to spend some time with him – though be mindful that while he may be very quiet here, once you have him home he may be transformed into the high-powered racing machine the trainer wished he had been!


Another advantage is that you can talk to stable staff to gain knowledge about a horse’s history.


From an Advertisement


Buying from an advertisement also carries a risk as some vendors do attempt to hide certain things. It is advisable to make a list of questions to ask, and to take an experienced person with you.


First, find out why he is for sale. If he has behavioural issues, this doesn’t mean that he came out of training with them; they might have been brought about by mismanagement or a lack of understanding. Furthermore people might have tried to reschool him already and failed – so he may already have had more than one home.


This is not the horse’s fault. It means the lines of communication have not been open and clear, so there have been misunderstandings that have escalated. This often comes about as a result of inexperience on the part of those trying to effect the reschooling.


Another reason may be an old racing injury that is preventing or limiting his retraining, or which precludes the horse from following the desired activity.


Ask to see the horse’s passport; this will verify his age, and that he has raced in the UK, which is a requirement if you want to compete in RoR classes. Many horses are coming over from southern Ireland, so are not eligible.


Check thoroughly for lumps and bumps, questioning any you find. Pick the horse’s feet up; if he is not shod, ask why.


Ask to see the horse ridden before you ride him yourself, so you can see how he reacts under saddle – and be wary of the person who makes an excuse for not riding the horse themselves, or says that it ‘…can’t be ridden at the moment’: find out why not. Ask to see the horse jump – loose or on the lunge is fine if under saddle is not possible, although this should only be because the horse hasn’t progressed to that stage of his retraining.


It is advisable to have the horse vetted.


Rehoming Centres


The best way of sourcing an ex-racehorse is from a rehoming centre. There are several around the country, and you can spend plenty of time with the horse of your choice, and have more than one ride on it. Once home, should it prove not to be suitable, the centre will have it back.


WHY IS THE HORSE COMING OUT OF TRAINING?


If you want to compete with your ex-racehorse, you need to consider carefully the reasons why he needs a home. It may be simply that he is too slow or has not shown any form, perhaps because he is immature, i.e. still physically weak. Given time and the training work the horse will undergo, this is not a problem.


He may have suffered an injury that prevents the continuation of training. Depending on the nature of the injury, he may not be suitable for you if you wish to go eventing, say, but it may not preclude the horse from showing if there is no visible blemish, or from hacking or hunting.
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Fig. 1.6 Tendon injuries generally do not cause problems for the significant majority of ex-racehorses provided proper conditioning work is carried out to strengthen the leg.








It may be that he is prone to sore shins or jarring of the shoulder so doesn’t stay sound. Depending on what you are aiming for, this need not be a problem, however these horses are probably better suited to light work or to life as a companion.


In his racing career the horse may have been a bleeder – that is, prone to bursting a small blood vessel in the nose (epitaxsis). It is not always possible to know exactly why this happens, but basically it indicates that his lungs can’t cope with the physical stress of racing. However, even non-racing horses have an occasional bleed on exertion, just as some people do, so it may not be anything to worry about too much if his new career will be less strenuous.
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A WORD OF WARNING


However ‘normal’ for your horse, all episodes of epitaxsis should be noted, as any change in what is ‘normal’ (for your horse) could be a sign of something less simplistic.
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He may have a tricky temperament. A yard will happily tolerate a racehorse with a quirky nature if he shows some degree of talent, but if he doesn’t, he will be moved on, as many yards don’t have enough time to spend on the individual to find out what makes him tick.
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Fig. 1.7 This horse is clearly a bit uptight on race-day. (Photograph courtesy of Jon Fullegar, Sandown Racecourse)








If he has a stable vice he may not hold his condition. Certain ‘vices’ cause a horse to lose condition (and therefore fitness), and indicate that he is of a more nervous or highly strung disposition and so not really suited to racing.


Mares fall into another category, since a well-bred mare is generally sent to stud – so why not this one? If she is small this won’t be a problem if her new career is as a show hack, and if she is too slow as a racehorse that won’t affect her dressage or showing jumping ability; however, if she has a conformational defect that prevents her from performing to the best of her ability on the racecourse, this should be looked into because it may impact on your chosen future activity and may be the reason that her connections did not wish to breed from her.


GENERAL CONFORMATION


Conformation is basically the evaluation of a horse’s bone structure and body proportions in relation to each other. Musculature is not part of conformation as this can be considerably improved with correct training and work. Whilst poor conformation is not so critical for the horse that isn’t ridden, once he is asked to carry a rider it can be very influential, not so much in his actual ability to carry weight, but in terms of how efficiently he does this, i.e. with engaged hind quarters, a poll-high head carriage, etc. It may even affect his soundness if it causes him to injure himself, as in brushing, overreaching or body strain.
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Fig. 1.8 Captain Gerard is a fine example of a typical ‘sprinter’. (Photograph courtesy of Bryan Smart Racing)








Generally good conformation makes it easier for the horse, given the correct training, to perform at his best, whilst poor conformation can put undue stress on certain joints and/or muscles, or result in the under-use (and so wastage) of other muscles. This can readily lead to soreness and even lameness.


Many who have taken on an ex-racehorse may not have paid much attention to his conformation at all; perhaps he needed time to recover from injury, and the fact of giving him a chance at a new life was more important than his physical ‘defects’. Besides, when agents attend the sales for their clients they do look for certain physical characteristics that predispose the horse to being a good athlete, so one can assume that a racehorse’s conformation won’t be that bad to begin with.


Although the horse’s bone structure can’t be altered, his musculature can change significantly with different management and another training regime. This inevitably has a bearing on how he moves and carries himself; he can become much more athletic and his paces be improved dramatically. This can help to overcome some defects of conformation, which therefore need not be a handicap to the horse, depending on his new career – though obviously if you are intending to compete in showing or dressage classes, a horse with poor conformation is unlikely to become top class.
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Fig. 1.9 Take a look at horses walking round the paddock on race-day and you could be forgiven for thinking that very few of them would pass the trot up at Badminton! (Photograph courtesy of Jon Fullegar, Sandown Racecourse)








There are plenty of books on conformation to refer to, and everyone has their own view as to what is acceptable or not – but there are always exceptions to ‘the rule’, and horses with less than perfect conformation are often still able to perform well.
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Fig. 1.10 The thoroughbred conformation doesn’t preclude it from performing dressage movements. (Photograph courtesy of James Zwetsloot, Zwets Photography)

























2 The Physical Stresses of Racing





The purpose of this chapter is to provide an insight as to how certain injuries can impact on a horse and his way of going. Armed with this knowledge it will enable you, the new owner, to better understand the implications, and to make a realistic appraisal of what you can achieve with your horse.


It is important that everyone is aware of what can typically happen within the racing world. This is not a criticism of any individual, but a fact of racing. Unfortunately the racing world isn’t always able to give a horse the time it needs to recover because the associated costs are so high; nevertheless with careful rehabilitative work, much can be achieved, especially if the injury is allowed the time it needs: Nature is a great and wonderful healer.
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Fig. 2.1 Rehoming an ex-racehorse is a risk in terms of an physical injury it may have incurred, which might just possibly have an impact at a later date. (Photograph courtesy of Jon Fullegar, Sandown Racecourse)








We must also put our trust in veterinary science, and should always work in consultation with our vets; but just as in the medical profession where patients have defied the odds, so too have horses. And just look at the ever-growing number of people who are happily competing ex-racehorses without any problem.


Sadly the horse in training can readily sustain a variety of injuries which can compromise its very complex physical structure. However, horses can, and do, recover from all manner of injuries with proper treatment. Whilst some injuries can impact on retraining, most horses don’t need to be written off as they are perfectly capable of performing a wide range of leisure activities (subject to talent), even if they are precluded from higher levels of competition. For example, Light the Fuse has had bone chips removed from both knees, has broken a bone in his knee, severed a tendon and ruptured his back. Whilst the last injury ended his racing career, with careful rehabilitation and an on-going sympathetic training programme he is still enjoying life to the full at eighteen years of age.
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Fig. 2.2 Age need not be a barrier to an active life for the older horse, as illustrated by the eighteen-year-old Light the Fuse.








The following section is not necessarily technically correct in terms of veterinary science – we are not vets. As explained above, in discussing the injuries so often incurred in racing we hope to provide an insight as to how they might impact on the horse and his way of going, which will help you, the new owner, decide on the most appropriate course of treatment, and in the light of this, the most suitable career path for the horse.


We also recommend that horses are vetted so that if any issue arises relating to past injuries it can be fully assessed and discussed with your veterinary surgeon.


LEG INJURY: CAUSE, TREATMENT AND PROGNOSIS


The horse’s leg is an extremely specialized structure, allowing a huge range of movement beyond simply walking, trotting and cantering. For the ridden horse, his legs are the most important and influential part of his conformation, and any major defect or weakness in his physical make-up will increase the likelihood of lameness problems, possibly cause secondary issues elsewhere (typically in the back region) and may have a negative effect on athletic ability. Furthermore, if there are problems with the fundamental structure of the foot, the horse will spend more time lame than sound. The saying ‘no foot, no horse’ is very true.


In racing, the horse’s forelegs suffer most with sprains and strains; veterinary data confirms that 75 per cent of injuries are tendon-related. Because the National Hunt horse has to negotiate hurdles or steeplechase fences, additional stress is put on his forelimbs, over and above that incurred by just running at speed on the flat.


Whilst some injuries are relatively minor and very treatable, others can be more severe as they are part of a more complex injury involving other structures of the leg. Some horses can’t return to racing, but following prolonged rest and controlled rehabilitative exercise they can lead an active life in a less strenuous activity.


Tendon Injury


The tendons (which attach muscle to bone) comprise groups of collagen fibres tightly packed together, which, in the lower limbs, are sited in tendon sheaths (sacs lined with synovial membrane) that lubricate the tendon so it can move easily. Most racehorses will have suffered tendon strain at some time, damage to the superficial digital flexor tendon (SDFT) being the most common. The SDFT lies at the back of the cannon bone and is the tendon we readily see. The deep digital flexor tendon lies just under it; under that is the suspensory ligament. The SDFT takes the full loading on the leg before the action of the deep digital flexor tendon (DDFT) kicks in; thus damage to the DDFT or the check ligament is not seen so routinely.
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Fig. 2.3 This photograph shows just how much strain is placed on the tendons and ligaments of the horse in training. (Photograph courtesy of Doncaster Bloodstock Sales/Trevor Jones)








A horse naturally carries more of his own weight on his front legs (up to 60 per cent), and whilst training for other equestrian disciplines focuses on adjusting his natural centre of balance backwards – so that he takes more weight behind – everything about training racehorses encourages them to be on the forehand. For instance, Jockeys, and often work riders, ride with considerably shortened stirrups, thus taking their weight off the horse’s back, but the weight instead is placed over the withers and shoulders, creating additional loading on the forelegs.


When a tendon is strained or stretched beyond its capacity, usually as a result of over-extension of the fetlock joint when the horse’s weight is all being carried on one leg, the tendon fibres tear and rupture, and then swell. Anything that causes the loading on the tendons to be unbalanced puts them under strain, for example:




• Poor conformation.


• Deep going/rough/uneven ground.


• Landing after negotiating a jump.


• Lack of fitness.


• Continuing to work (race) a tired horse. As a tendon tires, it loses its elasticity, making it more vulnerable to strain.


• The SDFT is traumatized during fast work.


• Improper shoeing, particularly if the toe is left long; this alters the geometry of the foot, and hence affects the horse’s action.
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Fig. 2.4 The primary structures of the lower fore limb.








Damage can also be cumulative – stress and fatigue of the tendons over time.


When there is little swelling or heat and no sign of lameness, outside the world of racing such injury is not regarded as being too serious. The following, however, are more serious tendon injuries:




• Direct trauma such as an overreach, resulting in profuse and sudden swelling, combined with a great deal of heat and pain.


• Core lesion, or ‘hole’ in the tendon, where the tendon fibres have been ruptured and torn apart, the resultant hole filling with blood and debris. A horse may have more than one such lesion.


• Bowed tendons, where the swelling at the back of the leg causes it to take on a convex appearance – hence the term ‘bowed tendon’.
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Fig. 2.5 A healthy foreleg.
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Fig. 2.6 A typical SDFT injury.
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Fig. 2.7 This image is a scan of the SDFT of a left foreleg. The black area is the lesion where the tendon has torn apart and blood and serum has accumulated.
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Fig. 2.8 All tendon injuries should be taken seriously, but don’t necessarily signal the end of a horse’s working life; some horses do return to racing.








Tendon injuries vary considerably; some can be relatively minor, but a more serious injury can result in a complete rupture, the leg losing all its support so that the fetlock joint virtually touches the ground (hence the term ‘broken down’). They take a long time to heal – twelve to eighteen months is routine because the tissues of the tendon have a very poor blood supply. However, with the advance in veterinary techniques, the healing process can be positively assisted by preventing the formation of scar tissue (which is nature’s way of healing), promoting the removal of necrotic (dead) tissue, and stimulating the formation of the right type of collagen as opposed to scar tissue.


Tendon injuries usually need the requisite time to heal, followed by a carefully structured exercise programme to ensure a strong repair.


Ligament Damage


Ligaments attach two bones together and provide support to the joints; they are much more fibrous and have virtually no elasticity compared to the tendons; also their blood supply is very poor, which makes healing a lengthy process. The suspensory, check and collateral ligaments are generally the ones involved in a racing injury, and the causes of damage are the same as for the tendons.
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Fig. 2.9 LEFT: The upper section of the ligament lies behind the splint bones so, if damaged, such damage is very difficult to confirm as you can’t even feel it! CENTRE: Check ligament injuries are more routinely seen in older horses but the sub-carpal check ligament can easily be damaged during jumping. RIGHT: The primary collateral ligaments.








Suspensory Ligaments


The suspensory ligament is attached to the cannon bone just below the knee. Further down the cannon bone it divides and continues to run down the leg and attaches to the sesamoid bones. Injury to the upper section of the suspensory PSD (Proximal Suspensory Desmitis) is not commonly seen in the racehorse. However, the central section of the ligament and the lower branches are the areas most likely to be damaged when a horse is in training; this is easily diagnosed because the related inflammation (termed desmitis) is clearly visible.


The Check Ligament


The check ligament (talked of in the singular but actually comprising three ligaments) protects the deep digital flexor tendon (DDFT) from being overstretched and damaged. Injury to this ligament can take a long time to heal: even the most minor check ligament injuries require at least six months rest, but nine to twelve months is typical. Careful rehabilitation is required once all the swelling has subsided in order to restore full mobility.


Collateral Ligaments


Collateral ligaments are sited on both sides of most of the joints – the stifle, hock, elbow, knee and fetlock. The suspensory and sesamoidean ligaments comprise the stay apparatus which keeps the fetlock joint in place. They are typically damaged when a horse stumbles violently (knuckles over on his joints). Damage can also result from poor foot conformation and/or farriery.
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Fig. 2.11 When a horse hits solid part of a fence or hurdle with its knees, bone chips can be incurred. (Photograph courtesy of John Pike, Racing Images)








Sesamoiditis


The sesamoid bones are under extreme stress in the horse racing at speed: sited at back of the fetlock joint they can be readily fractured, and are vulnerable to concussion, which can cause inflammation of the proximal sesamoid bones, known as sesamoiditis.
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Fig. 2.10 This x-ray of the bones of the lower foreleg shows the position of the (proximal) sesamoid bone – at the back of the fetlock joint so it is vulnerable to injury.








While some injuries are relatively minor and very treatable, others can be more severe if part of a more complex injury involving other structures of the leg. Some horses can’t return to racing, but following prolonged rest and rehabilitative exercise they can lead an active life in a less strenuous activity.


JOINT INJURY: CAUSE, TREATMENT AND PROGNOSIS


A horse’s joints are extremely efficient shock absorbers and able to withstand incredible amounts of pressure, but they are subject to wear and tear even when just walking around the field. Younger horses that race on the flat are not so prone to tendon injuries as jumpers, but they suffer a higher proportion of joint-related injuries/problems.


A horse has three types of joint: synovial, cartilaginous and fibrous. Fibrous joints are found in the skull and in some of the long bones of the body and are basically ‘fixed’, and similarly cartilaginous joints, as in the pelvis, have limited movement, so both are unlikely to suffer any form of joint disease. Synovial joints, however, include the extremely active joints of the knee, hock and fetlock, and are most prone to injury and disease.
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PHYSITIS


Young thoroughbreds that grow too quickly can have a temporary growth disorder known as physitis, which affects the growth plates of the knees causing swelling; this is relatively short-lived and has no long-lasting effects.
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The Knee Joint


The knee is a very complex joint and the incidence of knee problems is high, mainly due to the fact that it is small relative to a horse’s size and bodyweight, and both the cartilage and bone are subjected to repeated concussion. Bone chips are often a consequence of trauma to the knee, and their removal is a commonly performed operation. However, some horses are then unable to flex the knee joint fully, which can limit their jumping ability over higher fences.


Furthermore arthritis may subsequently set in, depending on the extent of the initial damage; a joint supplement or injection to help reduce inflammation and nourish the joints enables the horse to continue to lead an active life.
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Fig. 2.12 This x-ray image shows the complexity of the hock joint.








The Hock Joint


The hock is an extremely complex structure, but hock damage is more usually associated with the non-racing performance horse due to the nature of its training, which encourages the displacement of the horse’s weight on to the hind limbs. Thus osteoarthritis (DJD) is not so readily associated with racehorses.


This doesn’t mean that the hock is a trouble-free joint for the racehorse; it is just that the tendons and ligaments of the forelegs invariably give out first because they take the primary loading.
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Fig. 2.13 Stifle injuries actually account for more hindlimb lameness than previously thought.








The Stifle


The stifle is the largest synovial joint in the horse. The collateral and cruciate ligaments of the stifle are easily torn, especially when a horse leaves a leg behind or wrenches the stifle when jumping, so inflammation and swelling is common.


The Pelvis


A correctly working pelvis is crucial for the horse as all the power comes from the rear end: the pelvis is the engine.
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Fig. 2.14 Damage directly incurred to the pelvis is usually a fracture and more often than not repairs without any difficulty.








Fractures usually go hand in hand with injuries to muscles and ligaments, and these injuries don’t repair so readily, adhesions and scar tissue being routine consequences. When viewed from behind there will be evident asymmetry of the pelvic profile, and there may be muscle wastage on the injured side.


Once a fracture has healed, locomotory abnormalities are often noted when exercise under saddle is resumed: the horse may not be sound, or he may just not ‘feel right’, usually because he tracks up short, almost without exception a symptom of a muscle injury in the pelvic area. He may compensate with other limbs, and have improper placement of the foot, making him more prone to injury. There may be strain (or pull) on the spine, and he may not be able to back up properly, and/or is unable to cross his legs when asked to turn a tight circle.


However, if special attention is paid to establishing his core and pelvic stability by lungeing/long-reining work combined with exercises over raised poles, he should be perfectly able to cope with Riding Club and lower level competition. Your chiropractor should be able to advise on the type of exercise to be undertaken.
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Fig. 2.15 The sacroiliac joint firmly fixes the horse’s pelvis to the spine.








The Sacroiliac Joint


The sacroiliac is another complex joint which is the seat of many ills. Symptoms range from hind limb lameness and lack of impulsion to the horse ‘not feeling right’ in his movements. The joint is not accessible by way of touch/feel or x-ray as it is covered by such a huge muscle mass; hence it is difficult to confirm a diagnosis, and treatment is usually symptomatic.


Acute damage to the joint is usually the result of a fall, or of slipping or twisting awkwardly, particularly when jumping. Chronic damage is generally the result of wear and tear, or if the joint has been under continual stress; this may be suspected if a horse has problems in the canter, such as changing the leading leg, bunny hopping/bucking into canter, or cantering disunited. A ‘jumper’s bump’ is actually the result of torn (strained) sacroiliac ligaments at the top of the croup, usually caused by a fall, or in a young horse because he has been asked to exert himself too soon over fences.


Unfortunately when this crucial joint has been damaged it doesn’t readily return to normal, but once the pain has gone and the joint stabilized, most horses happily return to an active lifestyle. Successful treatment relies on pain management, and building up the supporting muscles of the area, particularly in chronic cases where controlled exercise is usually required.
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Fig. 2.16 This x-ray is taken from behind so as to illustrate the seating of the coffin and pastern joints. The conformation of this particular lower limb is about as perfect as can be.








The Pastern and Coffin Joints


These joints are susceptible to injury through direct trauma or ligament strain as a consequence of an overreach, a mis-step, or the effects of galloping on firm ground. Exostosis (bone growth) – commonly known as ringbone – within these joints is common, as are fractures and arthritis.
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JOINT MEDICATION


The medicating of joints is a common treatment of horses in training. Unfortunately when a horse leaves the training environment this information is not always passed on. This explains why lameness issues can crop up in the first few months of rehoming.
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Fig. 2.17 Don’t confuse a Jumper’s Bump with a horse that lacks muscle on his hindquarters. This horse just lacks muscle.








The Temporomandibular Joint (TMJ, the Jaw)


Proper function of the TMJ is vital to a horse’s health. If the bones become misaligned and do not articulate as they are designed to, the surrounding tissue of the TMJ is stressed and the joint mechanism becomes out of balance, which not only affects how effectively a horse can chew and digest food, but also his balance and biomechanics. This is termed ‘temporomandibular dysfunction’, or TMD. The horse’s body reacts negatively to any tension or dysfunction of the TMJ.


TMD can be caused by a trauma to the head, such as incurred by a fall over hurdles or fences.
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Fig. 2.18 The TMJ is the part of the cranium where the mandible (jaw) articulates with the temporal bone, this bone being where the ears are sited. (Photograph courtesy of Fellowes Farm Equine Clinic)











The Back


Back injuries range from soreness and inflammation to misalignment of the spinal vertebrae. Typically the racehorse works in a hollow outline, which causes tightness, especially in the region of the withers, and the build-up of more muscle on the underside of the neck than on top. Half-tree saddles are often used in flat racing yards to minimize the weight carried, but these offer little support to the back compared with conventional riding saddles; rubs and pressure points are common, a typical tell-tale sign being white hairs in the region of the withers. Furthermore some jockeys do ‘bump’ down on the saddle, especially if the horse is not running on very well, and this can cause the formation of calcified lumps along the spine.


Misalignment of the spinal vertebrae is caused by slipping, twisting awkwardly over a fence, stumbling on landing and falls; also in flat racing if a horse bumps his hips as he comes out of the starting stalls this can cause a ‘twist’ in the pelvis, which in turn causes a build-up of tension within the lumbar vertebrae.
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Fig. 2.19 Typically the racehorse works in a hollow outline, which actually has a negative effect on the back. (Photograph courtesy of John Pike, Racing Images)








Back injuries therefore vary considerably in severity, and some can continue to affect the horse throughout the rest of its life. However, given time, coupled with sensitive, patient and rehabilitative training, in most instances the affected horse can lead an active life.


FRACTURES: CAUSE, TREATMENT AND PROGNOSIS


The successful treatment of a fracture depends on its type, whether it is simple, comminuted, stress, chip, open or displaced; the site – which bone, or part of a bone has been damaged; whether any other injuries are present, for example to soft tissue structures; and how old the horse is.


The following are common fracture sites:





The pedal bone: The prognosis for pedal bone fracture is excellent, provided the fracture does not affect the coffin joint.





The pastern: Provided a pastern fracture is diagnosed early on, it heals well, and the horse may return to an active life. It is usually the long pastern bone that is damaged.
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Fig. 2.20 A fractured pastern that has then been screwed back together.








The sesamoids: A fractured sesamoid bone is a serious injury, mainly because the high tensile forces continually exerted on it cause the broken bone to pull apart rather than knit together. Natural healing is weak because the blood supply to the area is poor, and the horse will not be able to withstand strenuous exercise in the future.


If there is severe damage to the suspensory ligaments and possibly the distal sesamoidean ligaments, euthanasia is often the chosen route. However, if damage to these ligaments is only minimal, grafts or screws can be used to hold the bone together.





The cannon bone and splint bone: The prognosis is good for a horse returning to a high level of work following a splint bone fracture. However, if the suspensory ligament has also been strained there is an increased likelihood of lameness reoccurring.





The knee: A fracture to the main carpal bone doesn’t necessarily signal the end of a horse’s racing career as the fractured bone can be screwed together





The olecrannon (elbow): In the case of a simple, closed fracture the prognosis is good, as screws and a plate are usually inserted to aid nature. However, with an open, multiple fracture the prognosis is less than good, and the horse is unlikely to be able to return to an active life.





Radius (forearm) and tibia (thigh): In the case of an incomplete or stress fracture the horse will probably make a full recovery, provided it is allowed adequate rest and recovery time; complete fractures, on the other hand, have a very poor prognosis due to their site.





The pelvis: Incomplete stress fractures in young horses heal very well if caught early enough, but a complete fracture to the pelvis cannot normally be successfully treated.





The neck: Fractures can occur when a horse falls head first, when it is often killed outright.
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Fig. 2.21 This horse has had his jaw secured back together with a metal insert. (Photograph by kind permission of David Arbuthnot)








In fracture cases the prognosis is not always good. Because the horse is such a large animal, fractures are difficult to treat, especially in the upper limbs; each fracture case must therefore be considered on its own merits, and not all horses can be restored to full pain-free locomotion. In younger horses hairline/stress fractures are common during their training, and can readily develop into a true break.


Furthermore horses that have recovered from a fracture will be prone to arthritis later in life, and degenerative joint disease if a joint has been affected; inevitably athletic ability will therefore be compromised.


MUSCULAR INJURIES: CAUSE AND TREATMENT


A muscle is a group of fibres that controls all bodily movements. For correct and efficient function, a regular supply of blood to provide nutrients and oxygen is required, as are the correct nerve impulses. Injuries that compromise any of these functions result in damage and consequently muscle wastage.


Of the three types of muscle the horse has (cardiac, smooth and skeletal), it is the skeletal that has the responsibility of holding the horse together and enabling it to move. There are two types of muscles fibre.




• Slow twitch (Type I fibres) – aerobic muscles, i.e. they need oxygen to function. These are more dominant in the horse that has strength and endurance (e.g. an event horse) as this type of muscle has the ability to reduce lactic acid (lactic acid production being part of the process of muscle function).


• Fast twitch (Type II fibres) – anaerobic muscles, i.e. they need very little oxygen to function. They are more dominant in the horse that has speed (e.g. a flat racehorse) as they can only perform over shorter distances due to the fact that they don’t have the ability to remove lactic acid.
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Fig. 2.22 The muscles of the superficial layer.








The horse has two distinct layers of muscle – the superficial layer and the deep layer. It has no muscles below the knee and hock, and this is a primary reason why horses suffer so many lower limb injuries – there is no muscle to act as a shock absorber.


Every bone of the body has a pair of muscles attached to it, and as one contracts to flex a joint, the other muscle lengthens – they work antagonistically, so both muscles are in constant use, as each does its job of mobilizing a joint. The horse has a large muscle mass – more than 60 per cent of his bodyweight is muscle – most of which is sited in the hindquarters; therefore most muscle injuries occur in the pelvic area. 
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Fig. 2.23 Regular use of Equissage (or similar provides) can assist horses with tight, tense muscles.








Muscle damage is usually a progressive process caused by wear and tear, unless it is the consequence of a slip or fall when fibres are usually violently torn. The horse’s range of movement is compromised, resulting in reduced performance, usually altered stride length. Muscle damage in the hindquarters is often compensated for by other limbs and muscles, as well as the spine. This compensation leads to further deterioration of movement and performance, which leads to lameness if left untreated.


It is possible that your new horse may be suffering from spasms that usually occur secondary to strains and injuries to a muscle, a spasm being a sudden, involuntary contraction of one or a group of muscles (resulting in a shortening of the muscle so its partner has to compensate by lengthening; this can cause strain to the tendon connected to it).


As a result of muscle injuries and spasms, and the consequent impairment of the blood supply, or if there is pain and/or damage to the nerve supply, muscles can actually waste – known as atrophy. Atrophy can result in an over-development of muscles on the opposite side of the body to the injury site as the horse will compensate for any injury he is carrying. Treatment involves physiotherapy to restore the blood supply and proper muscular contractions (this is vital it order to restore full function) coupled with controlled exercises.


Spasms associated with illnesses such as colic and tetanus should not be confused with spasms that are management/exercise-related e.g. Exertional Rhabdomyolysis. A muscle spasm should not be confused with fasciculations, which are very mild, routinely occurring twitching of muscles. Horses have the panniculus muscle, which covers most of their body (not face or lower legs), which they can twitch at will in response to stimuli such as an insect landing on them.


WIND PROBLEMS: CAUSE AND TREATMENT


Sometimes when galloping a horse makes a noise as he breathes; this is often referred to as ‘whistling’ or ‘roaring’. This happens because the increased air flow into the pharynx and larynx that is required by the horse at the faster pace is restricted, because the muscles of (normally) the left side of the larynx (voice box) are partially or totally paralysed.
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Fig. 2.24 It is not uncommon for a racehorse to have had hob-day or tie back operation – and usually both.








This condition is known as laryngeal hemiplegia (one-sided paralysis), and does not resolve on its own, in fact it gradually worsens. Treatment involves surgery, either a hobday or a tie-back operation, and often both. In a hobday a piece of the laryngeal tissue is removed, resulting in a scar which causes the remaining tissue to tighten, thereby opening up the larynx a bit more.


In a tie-back operation (laryngoplasty) – considered necessary when the condition is more serious – sutures are used to pull open the paralysed side of the larynx. Following surgery there is a risk of infection at the suture site, coupled with aspiration of foodstuffs into the airways.





[image: ]

Fig. 2.25 Ulcers are graded 1–5 in relation to their severity.








EQUINE GASTRIC ULCER SYNDROME


The vast majority of racehorses, an increasing number of competition horses, and indeed riding horses generally, are routinely diagnosed with gastric ulcers – the erosion of the stomach lining by acid, which the stomach actually produces. Whilst it was once thought that the high cereal content of the ‘racing diet’ was effectively the culprit for causing ulcers in the racehorse (because fermentation of cereals in the stomach produces damaging acids), it is now established that there are other contributory factors, which is why non-racing horses are also suffering.


It is now known that ulcers may be caused by an inappropriate feeding regime, intensive exercise, or stress.





An inappropriate feeding regime: Horses are trickle feeders, so there is permanent digestive fluid on hand for the digestive process; hence acid is continually secreted into the stomach, at the rate of 1.5ltr every hour! Saliva helps to neutralize the acid, but as this is only produced when the horse is eating, if he goes for long periods without food (so no salivation) there is nothing to neutralize the acid; this leads to ulceration of the delicate lining of the stomach. Moreover bile can be refluxed back into an empty stomach, and this in itself can cause ulceration. Depriving a horse of food results in a very rapid development of ulcers – in as little as twenty-four to forty-eight hours





Intense work: It has been proved that there is a link between intensive exercise regimes and ulceration. When a horse is galloping or undergoing strenuous exercise, pressure is exerted on the stomach from the abdomen, causing it to contract. This contraction causes the acid to be pushed from the lower section of the stomach (where it is actually secreted and so is less sensitive to its effects) into the much more sensitive upper section, where the primary damage is done. Also the natural blood flow to the stomach (which helps to remove the acid) decreases with exercise.





Stress: Stress may be caused by a severe injury, surgery, shock or illness, or management factors such as lack of companionship, boredom, travel or confinement.





Medication: Some treatments may trigger ulceration, such as very high doses of NSAIDs.





Signs that ulcers may be present are:




• a dull coat and listless demeanour


• lack of condition


• signs of bad temper, in particular when grooming the abdomen, girthing up


• poor performance


• windsucking


• recurrent colic.





Ulcers can readily be treated by feeding products which reduce the production of stomach acid. However, good management and a more suitable feeding regime are also extremely important in both the treatment and future prevention of ulcers, especially for horses that are easily stressed.


BURSAL INJURIES


A bursa is an isolated sac of synovial membrane filled with fluid situated in locations around the body to prevent friction – for instance, allowing a tendon to smoothly move over bone.
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Fig. 2.26 Some bursal injuries are caused by repetitive, low-grade trauma, while windgalls, thoroughpins and bog spavins are the result of a strain.








Bursal strains and injuries (known as bursitis) occur when damage to the bursae (sacs) around bony areas causes an over-production of the lubricating synovial fluid contained within the joints; this shows as soft swelling. Commonly such damage is caused by pressure; capped hocks and elbows are the most routinely seen and are usually acquired when a horse lays down on a hard floor with insufficient bedding. Although there are sometimes more complex reasons behind a bursal injury, particularly if it is a young horse, they are basically superficial and, although unsightly, do not affect the horse’s performance.


OTHER INJURIES


Splints


Splints are not unique to the racing world, and once they have settled down they rarely cause any problems other than being a blemish. They occur due to tearing of the interosseus ligament, which attaches the splint bone to the cannon bone. The resultant inflammation leads to prolific bone growth, resulting in the formation of a hard lump known as an extosis (in this case called a splint).
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Fig. 2.27 This photograph illustrates where a splint has been removed.








If a splint occurs too high up it can interfere with the knee joint and/or suspensory ligament; any lameness will remain until the splint is surgically removed.


A collection of white hairs on the inner aspect of the leg indicates that a splint has been removed, routine practice in racing.


Sore Shins


Some horses are prone to sore shins, and whilst this is a problem for the horse in training, it is not a problem outside racing as it is generally associated with fast work. Unless you are told, you will not know if the horse has ever had sore shins.


Scars


Many horses will come out of racing with a few scars, and although nothing to worry about, it is advisable to ascertain how they were acquired, if possible. Scar/ granulation tissue from old injuries may also be present, and large masses of scar tissue can restrict muscular movement; however, it is now recognized that it is possible to reduce, if not fully eliminate, this scar tissue long after it formed, with massage and other therapies.


Equine Rhabdomyolysis Syndrome (ERS)


Exertional rhabdomyolysis – also known as tying up/setfast, and azoturia – involves chronic tension in the muscles due to overwork; the severity of an attack varies (azoturia tends to be the accepted terminology in more serious cases). Whilst not an injury, some horses that have tied up in the past are more likely to do so again, and it is useful to know whether a horse is predisposed to this so that your management routine can be suitably structured.


Epistaxis (Nosebleeds)


Horses obviously bleed for a reason, but sometimes the exact cause cannot always be found. Epistaxis is primarily the preserve of racehorses, and once removed from the racing environment the condition often disappears.


CHIROPRACTIC MATTERS


Chiropractic is the diagnosis and treatment of conditions primarily of the spine, but also of joints, ligaments, tendons and nerves. Manipulation is effected to the spine and associated joints in order to realign the (skeletal) frame to improve function and relieve any associated muscle spasms and/or pain. Chiropractic is a holistic treatment that works to eliminate the cause of a problem rather than just treating the symptoms.


When we ride we actually sit on the weakest part of a horse’s structure, so it is our responsibility to recognize and then eliminate anything which may be causing discomfort and possibly pain; treating the symptoms is not satisfactory – the cause of any physical problem needs identifying and resolving otherwise much longer term damage can result.
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Fig. 2.28 The chiropractor checks the length of the spinal column as part of her assessment.








The spine is a very complex structure stretching from head to tail, with more than 170 joints. It also comprises muscles, ligaments and nerves. Each vertebra has an upward projectile known as a dorsal spinous process (DSP). Between each bone is a disc that acts as a shock absorber to soak up concussion. The shorter the horse’s back, the closer the DSPs will be to each other. Depending on the conformation of the individual, the DSPs may actually curve forward. The spine has five distinct sections of vertebrae:




• seven cervical (neck) – contrary to popular belief, these do not follow the crest but form a curve within the neck.


• eighteen thoracic (withers region) – the first few of these have longer DSPs, giving the withers their shape; the DSPs are shorter in those of the lumbar and sacral area.


• six lumbar (back), commonly termed the ‘loins’ – there is very little movement between these bones as they create stability for the hind-leg attachment.


• five sacral (croup), more popularly known as the ‘sacrum’ – these are fused together so there is no movement. The sacroiliac joint lies here, connecting the sacrum to the pelvis.


• fifteen to twenty-one coccygeal (tail) vertebrae (the ‘dock’), which decrease in size – the number varies from horse to horse.
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Fig. 2.29 An adjustment is a rapid, high velocity, low force ‘thrust’ against a specific vertebra in a specific direction.








The spine is subjected to forces from tension, compression and vertical and horizontal sheer. Although quite rigid in terms of its construction, the spine has axial rotation, lateral flexion and the ability to extend to a certain degree. This means that it has enough flexibility to allow the horse to bend left and right, arch his back and raise and lower his head and, with training, perform athletic manoeuvres such as half pass and piaffe. It can’t bend, so when a horse executes a circle it is an illusion that the spine bends, simply because of the degree of movement of the neck vertebrae and rib cage and the fact the horse can move its legs nearer to or further away from its body. Within the spine lays the spinal cord from which a network of nerves branch out from in between the various vertebral joints. These nerves spread throughout the body, carrying out orders from the brain.


If anything occurs that compromises the relationship between adjoining vertebrae, this causes a misalignment, correctly termed a subluxation. There is an extensive list of causes of a misalignments, so if your horse suffers any loss or change of performance, has difficulty with his schooling (stiffness, resistance, etc.), there is an alteration in his behaviour, he slips or bumps himself or his proprioception (the body’s co-ordination mechanism which tells him where his body is in relation to his environment) appears compromised, then call your chiropractor.
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