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A horse’s hind legs are usually less
susceptible to injury and lameness than
their front legs—mainly because front
legs carry more weight and are subject
to more concussion. Hind limbs may
suffer stress, however, especially in the
hock joint, since hind legs provide
much of the propulsion power and may
carry the horse’s full weight when
changing direction swiftly. The hock
joint is sometimes injured by quick
starts, sudden stops or pivoting turns.

The horse’s hock is the same joint as
the human ankle, containing the same
seven bones. The hock must be strong
enough, though, to
carry eight times the
weight, while being
subjected to twisting,
turning and extra
stress as the horse
jumps, races or per-
forms other athletic
maneuvers. Poor hind
leg conformation puts
more strain on various
parts of the joint. The
hock forms a hinge
between the upper leg
bone and the cannon
bone. The five small-
est bones in the hock
stack on top of the
cannon bone and act
as shock absorbers.
The hock serves as anchor point for the
big Achilles tendon that runs up the
back of the leg. The moving parts of the
hock are connected by joint capsules
and ligaments.

As a hinge, the hock moves the leg
forward. Yet it must also be completely
rigid at the body-support phase of the
stride, with all joint surfaces making a
perfect fit for an instant of compression
and rigidity. A well built hock goes
through its movements smoothly, even
when the horse runs, bucks, jumps,
blasts out from the starting gate or

stops suddenly on uneven terrain. A
poorly constructed hock may not hold
up under these stresses. If any part of
the joint is in the wrong place at the
wrong time, tremendous strain occurs
on the joint, putting about 1,000
pounds of pressure on bones or connec-
tive tissues that are not ready for it.

Every time a horse takes a step, the
hock compresses to handle the con-
cussion. As the foot lands, hock bones
twist and untwist as they move in and
out of the rigid support position—ten-
dons and ligaments stretch as the leg
moves forwards and backwards during
the hock’s hinge action. Hock prob-
lems such as bone spavin or bog spavin

can develop if something goes wrong.
Bone spavin is a bony enlargement
created by inflammation of the bone
(arthritis) and subsequent new bone
growth. A bog spavin is a chronic
swelling in the hock joint capsule.  

Bone Spavin
Due to inflammation and arthritis,

there is some degree of fusion and
immobility when a horse develops bone
spavin. Usually stress (on the small
tarsal bones stacked on top of the can-
non) is the cause. The stress may be due
to misalignment when the hock takes

weight, or to hock conformation that
puts part of the joint in the wrong place
at the wrong time, resulting in uneven
wear on the bone surfaces. Bone spavin
can be caused by conformation faults
such as sickle hocks or cow hocks, both
of which put extra stress on the joint.

The most trouble-free hocks are
large and strong, associated with well
balanced hind legs with proper angles.
The hind leg should be straight from
buttock to foot, when viewed from the
rear. When viewed from the side, the
hock should be positioned under the
buttock, and a line dropped from the
point of the buttock should just touch
the back of the hock and follow the

back of the cannon
on down to the
ground—the cannon
should be perpendicu-
lar to the ground and
not angled.

A horse with sickle
hocks has too much
angle in the hock
joint; when viewed
from the side, the can-
nons are angled with
feet too far forward,
under the body instead
of directly under the
buttocks. A cow-
hocked horse has
hocks too close togeth-
er and feet too wide
apart. Some horses are

both cow-hocked and sickle-hocked—a
bad combination that puts more stress on
the joint. Narrow, thin hocks are also
more subject to bone spavin than are
large, strong joints. Horses that move the
hind legs with a twisting motion, espe-
cially when the foot is on the ground, put
stress on the hock joints. Shoeing a horse
unevenly (one heel higher than the
other) can also put unequal strain on the
hock ligaments and increase the risk for
bone spavin.

Bone spavin can be caused by exces-
sive stress, immaturity of the bones
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