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Our regular focus on equine health adopts a slightly
different theme this month as vet NEIL MECHIE describes
the benefits of using a GPS (Global Positioning System)
watch in training routines.  Such watches use satellites to
provide location, time and speed information. 
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HE idea of using technology

to quantify and map the

speed of the horses as they

are exercised was put for-

ward in a discussion about the speed of

strings going up the canter here at Mark

Johnston Racing. The aim was to identi-

fy strings going too fast and to monitor

the level of exercise the horses are

doing.

For many years the experienced eye of

a trainer or their assistant watch-

ing the horses exercise would

estimate their speed and the qual-

ity of their work.  They have

timed horses between the furlong

poles to get an idea of the actual

speed of the horses, something

that not only requires experience

but is open to a degree of inter-

pretation. 

In America, where many train-

ers exercise their horses on the

oval racetracks, trainers routinely

time their horses when they work over

certain distances to give them an idea of

the level and quality of exercise the hors-

es are doing. 

The GPS watch takes this monitoring to

another level,  allowing the speed of a

horse to be clocked from the second it

leaves the yard through to its warming-

up exercise and canters, and finally the

cool-down. 

Not only does the watch monitor the

speed of the horses, but it also maps the

exercise and shows altitude gained and

lost across the facilities at Kingsley Park.

Mark already has such a device for his

hobby of cycling, and for some time now

we have been collecting records using

the watch worn by riders on a daily basis

at Mark Johnston Racing. 

Modern television coverage of races

often gives the speed of horses during a

race, giving a great insight into the

demands of that race and the varying

speeds. Usually, the speeds achieved dur-

ing a race are between 35 and 40 miles

per hour. 

The horses accelerate quickly out the

stalls and maintain a cruising pace before

what I would describe as an optical illu-

sion occurs.  Although it seems to view-

ers that horses quicken at the end of a

race, the reality in 95% of cases is that

all the horses are slowing down at the

end of a race and the winner is the horse

that slows down the least.

It was from this information we came

up with our initial informal idea that if

average race pace was in excess of

35mph, horses galloping at home should

do 32-35mph, while a normal canter

exercise should be at 30-32 mph. The

only caveat to this being that the speed

for developing two-year-olds should be

less, preferably at 25-30 mph.

We are only in the early stages of using

the watch, but it has already provided us

with some very interesting information.

It is extremely accurate in determining

strings which are going too fast.  It also

supplies evidence if a string goes too fast

in the early stage of a canter, showing

that the speed is not maintained through-

out the exercise and that the horses slow

down drastically, providing the horses

with sub-optimal exercise. 

These bursts of high speed, from a vet-

erinary point of view, are not ideal as

increased speed puts more force through

the limbs, possibly predisposing the

horses to injury.  And excessive fatigue

due to going too fast does not support a

healthy training regime. 

Although the avenue has not yet been

explored, the watch should provide data

that will allow experienced individuals to

provide some of our less experienced

riders with coaching on judging their

pace while cantering,  and so help to

develop their ability to lead the strings

on the gallops.

Data is downloaded  from the watch

and presented on a chart showing the

speed and altitude, as well as the satellite

image of the route taken

by the horse. The exercise

can then be analysed, com-

paring the position of the

horse to its speed. 

The downloaded data for

the exercise of four horses

is shown in graph style on

the page opposite. The

green line represents the

height of the land in feet

on which the exercise is

taking place; the blue line

represents the speed of the horse in miles

per hour; and the red line represents a

particular point of interest in the exer-

cise.

The low points on the graph represent

the horses walking, while the high points

show the horses cantering or jumping out

of the starting stalls.

In the first example given, horse A

jumps off and maintains a gradual accel-

eration all the way to the top of the gal-

lop, with minimal fluctuations in speed

before reaching maximum speed at the

top of the canter. This canter is very

slightly slower than we are aiming for,

reaching 29.4mph at its fastest.

Horse B is shown cantering for a time

and then jumping out of the stalls twice.

The speeds reached when jumping out of

the stalls are considerably slower than

those reached when cantering.
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In the third example

horse C is shown trotting

before the graph rises,

indicating a canter, and

then walking before gal-

loping over a mile. 

The gallop begins with

the horse jumping off and

accelerating as it starts

going downhill. 

The horse slows slightly

to go round the bend, then

accelerates up the hill to

the top of the gallop,

reaching a top speed of

34.6mph. Mark deemed

this ideal for a preparatory

gallop just before the start

of the season.

In the final example

horse D is shown trotting

before having two canters

on the six furlong gallop

(shown by the two peaks).

The graph shows that, as

we aim for, the horse

maintains a controlled

acceleration all the way

up the gallop, reaching

maximum speed at the top

of the hill.  

One small point here is

that the maximum speed

reached, 35.6mph, is too

fast for a routine canter.

This was because the

horse was going so well

and did not seem to tire,

that the rider had not

realised he was going so

fast!

With the watch monitor-

ing we are able to high-
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At Mark Johnston Racing, the peace of
mind of our owners is a priority. This is
why we have included the vet fees in our
inclusive daily rate for horses in training. 

Neil Mechie did his veterinary degree at the
University of London. He then worked for 14

months as an intern at the Minster Equine Hospital, York, where his
duties included surgical and colic work. After a spell at the specialist
equine practice of vet Simon Stirk, near Ripon,  Neil worked for six
months at Clevedale Veterinary Practice at Guisborough. 
Neil's keen interest in racing is heightened by the fact that he has a
point-to-pointer, and when not kept busy with work by Mark, Neil spends
time looking after his border collie.

John Martin is from the town of Stradbally in
County Laois in Ireland's Midlands.  He  was
raised on a farm and from a young age had
ambitions to be a vet. 
He trained at University College in Dublin and
it was there that he first took an interest in
horse racing, which nurtured an ambition to
eventually specialise in working with horses as a vet.  
After graduating he took up a post at a veterinary hospital in Navan,
County Meath, before moving to England to join a practice in Louth,
Lincolnshire. 
He joined MJR at the start of 2010, staying for more than two years before
returning to Ireland for a brief spell and then resuming his position at the
yard in April 2013.

The MJR veterinary team 
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light any discrepancies and inform the jockeys

of any issues with pace judgement.

Although the watch cannot  replace the expe-

rienced opinion of Mark or the jockeys,  it

allows us to monitor the horse’s exercise at home,

helping us to create the optimal training condi-

tions to provide winners and reduce any preventa-

ble injuries during training.


