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Horse Care

by HEATHER SMITH THOMAS

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
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

horse

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

Hock Problems in Horses

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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(stremucusly working a young hose) or
Dsreochondritis dissecans  {OCD)
besions in the hock, OCT, caused by
overferding  fast-prowing  voungsters
pwith resulane skeleral problems), cre-
ares weak spots in prowing bones—
where the comilage in joints doesn't um
tor bone propedy. These arcas are mon:
vilnerable m inflammarion or oo separs-
tiom of the cartilage from the underlying
home. This can kead o development of
hone spavin st an carly age,

The hock is & common site for OCT
lesioms; hone flaps may appear on the
tibea, mext to the upper hock
homes. Frammentation of the joint
cartilage, separating from the
home, may begin ar six months o
i vear of age in the fast-growing
youmg homse, but signs of trouble |
may be mild and noc nogiced |
until the horse is put inee troin- §
ing—uwhen additional stress on
the joint causes obvious
swelling and pain.

Bone spavin can also swan
with a sprain that tears a liga- §
ment where it attaches to the
joint, This creates inflammation
in the bone lining, stimulating
hone-forming cells o mew
prowth, later fusing the canmon |
oned tarsal bones, This results in
some boss of hind leg flexibility, |
oned may be sccompanied by
arthritis.

If the bock joint is weak or
under excessive strain, comilage
hetween the bones starts oo wear,
Cmce the cartilage is wom sway,
there B ne cushion berween the bones—
they become inflamed as they prace
against ome another, Spurs of new bone
prowth ocour low on the hock joint's
inside: front surface, evennslly fusing the
hones topether. Sometimes, after the
homes fully fuse and heal, there is ne
mere inflammation or pain and the hose
becomes rebatively sound again—exceps
fior loss of flexibility in the hock poine.

All ton often, however, a horse
with bone spavin suffers from continu-
ing arthritis and lameness. If the bone-
forming process b= within the hock
interior, there will ke no visible
chanpes in the joine, just lameness.
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These interior hone  spavins  are
termed blind or ocoulr spavin.

Pome spavin casses lameness and
pain when the borse flexes the joinr,
and is also painful each rime the hock
goes inta irs rigid, weight-bearing posi-
tiom, If the hock hurs when be flexes
it, the horse takes a shomer, kower
stride and tries to land on dhe toe of his
foor to avoid exora flexion. The horse
that suffers pain when the bock bears
weight shortens itz stride and snarches
that keg up quickly. Since he puts thar
fowre dovwn sooner and picks it up mere

imstances lameness will almaost disappear
after they et poing. Bur in severe cases,
the lameness becomes worse withs exer-
cise. A horse with bone spavin will usu-
ally show more chvios lameness if
mwmed ina small circle with the lame
beg on the outside, He takes his foor off
the groumd in s ferky manner.

Amother test for bone spavin invalves
forced flexion of dhe joint o help con-
firm the disgnosis (often called the
“spavin est” becase most horses reac
pewitively if they have bone spavin, The
test consists of keeping the hock flexed

Fy bl dimez the hind fooe up mear-

quickly than mommal, it must stay inche
air longer than the sound leg, so he
develops a hiech in his gair.

The toe of the affected foot is wom
short because the hosse jabs it into the
pround as it londs. Evenmally, the toe
wears down, leaving the heel too high.
The reduced Aexion in the hock makes
for exspperated hip action, giving a
rolling mation to the horse's gait as the
hip on that sde rises higher than nor-
mal amd the opposite hip drops down,

Lameness from bone spavin is usual-
Iy worst when the horse is first exercised
after a rest. In mild cases, he seems m
ger bemer ofter warming up; in some

Iy e e hsese’s belly for a couple
of minutes, then mrorting them
irmmnediarely after letting the foo
down, If in the first seps they
shiow meore lamieness than wsal,
they probably have bone spavin,
[t mwst ke kepr in mind, howey-
e, thar the sme mesults may
cocur if the horse has & sprained
tendom or some othes wpe of
hock problem.

Bone spavin creates an
enlargement on the inner sur-
face of the hock, somerimes
derectable only  with  radi-
ceraphs, [f spavin lies under the
cunean tendon, some veterinar-
ians  recommend  surgical
remawal of part of that endon
o give the horse relief. In some
cises, the involved hock bomes
cin be surgically fused o help
eliminate pain, David McoCar-
roll, P {Galdsy, Oklahoma)
treats spavin with lichotripsy, a
procedure wing shock waves inoa warer
filked “halloon,” focused on the problem
pren of the bock with a lasertargeting
device, The shock waves seem w0 help
st the pain and also rend o resulr in
new bome growth dhae can lead
fisicm of the joine.

Chances for complere recovery are
berter it the invalved bomes fuse rogeth-
er. The shock wave treatment seems mo
work  betrer  than the  rradivicnal
regiming of trying o hurry the fusion by
giving painkillers o allow the horse wo
keep working s bone surfaces stay iri-

Continued on next page
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tared—to stimulate new bone growth
A mmaditional method was to alter-
nate rest and work, to rest the horse a
certain period of time to allow dhe bone
tor heal and hopefully fuse, then work
the horse o stimulate more bone
arowth. I might make owo or three vears
for complete fusion, and some hocks
never do fuse but continue o have
arthntis. Even a horse that has healed
may be slightly lame when first starring

work, especially in cold weather.
Bog Spavin

This type of spavin is soft swelling,
resulting from excessive fluid within
the joint capaule. Swelling is chronic
aned edften permanent. Ie may be due
serain, especially if the hocks are too
srraipht when viewed from the side—
instead of being directly under the
hutresck, the hock joint, is more for-
ward, under the stifle. This tvpe of
hind leg is also prone to upward fixa-
tion of the patella, o carching of the

stifle joint with hind leg extended
behind the horse, unakle to flex.

Bog spavin can be caused by severe
injury o the bock, or strain from quick
stops and turns {a lot of weight is sud-
denly put om the hecks), Stallions thar
do a lot of plaving and rearing may
develop bog spavin if their hock struc-
rure is net correce. [ the big hinge
joint in the hock s imjured, the poine
capsule works overtime to produce
extra lubricating fluid, hallooming the
joint capsule and stretching it. Once
stretched it stays thar way, leaving the
horse with a permanent enlargement.

The horse may or may mot be lame,
depending on the cose of the bog If
the joint stavs inflamed, swelling
remaing hord and tense, and archritis
may develop in the joint thus leaving
the horse lame. Bur with most bog
spavins, the injury heals and the horse is
left with a soft, painbess swelling. Some-
rimes, cspecially in a young horse, the
swelling may disappear—if the strmin
that cavsed it was g one-time injury and
not due to poor conformation,

A bog spavin bulges on the frone
inside part of the hock and sometimes
produces two smaller swellings on
cach side rowards the back. If any one
of these swellings are pressed, the
other tan bulee out farther. These
should nat be confused with thorough-
pin, in which the swelling is higher.

Thoroughpin is a8 puffy swelling in
the web af the hock, caused by disten-
ticn of the sheath that sumounds the
deep flexor tendon. It is wually caused
by strain to the tendon. Like o bowed
rendon or bog spavin, once stretched
it remains that way, Thoroughpin
appears at the hack of the hind leg,
just above the point of the heck and
ghout two inches in front of the
Achilles tendon.

When a horse develops bog spavin,
it is wsually lame cnly if it was caused
by stress. There will be heat, pain and
swelling over the hock joint. If poor
conformation created the problem,
rreatment won't helps the comdition
will recur. If caused by accidental trau-
mit, the horse will wsuelly be sound
aoain after the joint heals. Most bog
spavins heal without treatment,
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Shock Wave Therapy for Bone Spavin

David McCammoll, DVM (head of
Interstare Equine Services in Coldshy,
Oklahoma) has been wsing shock
wave therapy on bone spavin since
1993, His clinic was the first in the
L5 to install & shock wave machine
for treating horses, Mow this tvpe of
therapy is offered ar an increasing
number of equine clinics and hospirals
provnd the counery, MoCarroll vses
this therapy on many vpes of leg
proglems, but mest frequently on bone
spavin, with very good resulrs

Hock problems are less common
in racehorses than in athletes thae do
a lot of ewisting and tuming on the
hocks, says McCarroll, bur it does
oceur—especially in rscehorses wich
poor conformation thar puts unnat-
ural rerque on the joints. “If vou
witch s racehorse from behind and
he has thar type of leg comformarion
and acrion—the twisting motion
when the leg hits the ground—he is
meore vilnerable to heck injury,”

Shock wave therapy seems e work
bist if the horse is given a week of
comiplere rese afrer the reatment, then
gradually worked back into training.
M Carmoll used ro recommend 30 davs
of pround work after the week of resr,
hringing the horse back inne mraining
within six weeks, bur now feels it's not
necessary o take that long.

“After the week of confinement, we
pive the homse one m two weeks of
prond work om g hot walker, peoving,
oo by restricted mmedr, dhen e put him
hack into race traiming if be's not show-
ing any sms of lamenss or soreness,
The two weeks is pleney of time for the
onalgesia (pain relicf, from dhe shock
wave therapy] to wear off, so the horse
ne longer hes any false sense of well-
being thae could mask & sorenes:," =
MeCamoll. This week of confinement
immedistely after treamment i overy
important, s the horse won't ovenss
the joimt too soon, since he feeks no pain,

“Shock wave rreatment helps a

hock improve by tighrening the joint
capaule around the joine, making it
denzer and stronger, and also strength-
ens the attschmentz of the joint cap-
aile aned =oft tissues o the bone. [t also
strengthens the subcortical bone—the
hone that supports the cartilage of the
joine. That type of change take: place
over & lomger period of time, however.
It rakes seversl weeks o months, in
comtrast with the two weeks of recow-
ery needed o tighten up a joine cap-
aile," he adde

In a racehorse dhere are scnsally
meore zoft tissue hock injures chan
bone spavin, he says. “Thoroughpin,
for imstance, is Not UNCOMIMEON in
these horses, Thoroughpin is caused
by imjury or tearing of the sheath sur-
rounding the desp flexor tendon.
Shock wave creatment helps this pype
of problem alss, helping tighten up
the tendon sheath.”

—Heather Smith Thomias
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