
If Only They Could Talk
Our regular focus on equine health.  This month MJR vet
NEIL MECHIE presents a fascinating case history of
Oriental Fox, who was found to be lame more than a year
ago, but returned last month to become a Royal Ascot hero
by winning the Queen Alexandra Stakes in record time.  

RIENTAL FOX finished a

very creditable fifth in the

Goup 1 Ascot Gold Cup on

June 19, 2014, and nine days

later he ran in the Northumberland Plate at

Newcastle, carrying top weight in that

very competitive handicap in which he

was sixth.

On his return from the races at

Newcastle Oriental Fox was found to be

lame left hind. He was examined by MJR

veterinary surgeon John Martin who found

the horse to be 2/5 lame left hind with

mild filling in his fetlock joint and mild

resentment to passive flexion of the fetlock

and pastern. He was also sore to palpation

over his pelvic musculature, occasionally

seen in horses which have fractured their

pelvis at exercise or racing.  For this rea-

son ultrasound scans were taken of his

pelvis.  They proved normal. Then x-rays

were taken of the horse’s hock and fetlock,

common sites for injuries to be sustained

when racing,  and those radiographs

revealed no obvious abnormalities. 

Due to the presentation of lameness

after racing, John felt it was necessary to

accurately localise the site of injury that

was causing the lameness so appropriate

treatment could be carried out. 

Nerve blocks are the strategic deposi-

tion of local anaesthetic to desensitise the

nerves that innovate particular parts of the

body, in this case the hind limb. 

These nerve blocks are performed in a

logical manner, starting distally from the

foot and then working up the leg. The

horse is trotted once each block is placed

and given time to be working.  If the horse

remains lame at trot it means the area

desensitised by the nerve block does not

contain the injured structures. 

John placed an abaxial sesamoid nerve

block at the back of the leg and the bottom

of the fetlock, where the nerves to the

pastern and foot run over the proximal

sesamoid bones. Within minutes of per-

forming this nerve block the horse’s lame-

ness was markedly reduced but he was not

completely sound, indicating a portion of

his lameness originated from the structures
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of the pastern and foot. 

A low six-point nerve block was then

placed just above Oriental Fox’s fetlock;

once this was working he became com-

pletely sound, indicating that the remain-

ing lameness originated from an injury to

the fetlock. At this stage we could now

appreciate that the injury to Oriental Fox

was likely in his foot, fetlock or pastern.

There were no signs of foot lameness heat

or pulse in the foot or pain on hoof testers,

suggesting a pastern or fetlock injury was

most likely, but at this stage no radi-

ographic abnormalities were present.

By July 1 the lameness had markedly

improved so Oriental Fox was placed on

the horse walker by the vets for a short

period of time.  This level of exercise did

not alter his minor lameness. We continued

to place Oriental Fox on the walker for the
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Pre and post-surgery x-rays of Oriental Fox’s
pastern, with (left) new bone growth and
fragment; and (right) screw in position

Oriental Fox returned to the track after an absence of 357 days
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X-rays showing (left) area of decreased bone
density in medial condyl, and (right)

placement of screw after surgery 

next 10 days and he became sound. X-rays

were repeated at this stage and they

revealed a small amount of rough new

bone formation and a small chip on the lat-

eral aspect of the pastern bone just above

the pastern joint; and a small area in the

medial condyle of the fetlock where the

bone density was reduced. 

Oriental Fox was referred to

Newmarket Equine Hospital on July 22 for

investigation into his left hind lameness.

X-rays were taken of his left hind fetlock

and pastern. The x-rays of his pastern

revealed some bony fragmentation in the

joint and some bony reaction on the out-

side of the pastern bone. X-rays of his left

hind fetlock joint revealed a very small

area of decreased bone density in both

hind fetlock joints. 

Based on the x-rays, hospital consultant

surgeon Ian Wright thought the best course

of action was to perform arthroscopy on

his left hind pastern joint to remove any

free fragmentation within the joint. He also

thought that while  the horse was under

general anaesthesia a CT scan should be

performed to gain further information on

the quality of the pastern bone, and also to

help to ascertain the significance of the

decreased bone density in the fetlock joint.

On July 23 the horse underwent general

anaesthesia and had a camera inserted into

his pastern joint. This revealed that the

fragmentation seen on x-ray was imbedded

in a ligament and hence of no significance.

He next had a CT scan on his pastern bone

and cannon bone.

The scan of his pastern bone revealed

that there were numerous micro-fractures

in the lower part of the pastern bone which

are not visible on x-ray. Ian thought that

these micro-fractures were a more chronic

on-going issue which had only resulted in

lameness following his most recent race.

Significantly, the joint surface beneath this

area looked good, which is positive for

healing. A single screw was placed across

the lower pastern bone to stabilise the area.

HE CT scan of the fetlock

joint revealed a very small

stress fracture in the area of

decreased bone density. Ian

was unsure of its significance in relation to

his current lameness, but from a safety

point of view he felt it was prudent to

place a single screw across the bone here

also to minimise the risk of injury in the

future.

The horse remained at Newmarket

Equine Hospital for the remainder of the

week to recover from surgery and be eval-

uated by the sur-

geon. Oriental

Fox returned to

Middleham on

July 30 while

continuing a two-

week course of

oral

Phenylbutazone,

commonly

known as

“Bute”,  an

anti-inflamma-

tory drug. He

was maintained

with a veteri-

nary bandage

on his left hind

until August 6. 

He complet-

ed a four- week

box rest period

before radi-

ographs were

sent to Mr

Wright, and at

this stage the

surgeon was happy with the healing.

Oriental Fox started a graduated walker

exercise programme over six weeks before

going to owner Markus Graff’s stud in

Switzerland for a winter break. Markus

takes up the story:

“Oriental Fox came to our stud farm,
La Irenita in Switzerland, for four months,
from early October 2014 until the end of
January 2015. The facilities at our 20-
hectare farm are very good for horses out
of training. It is surrounded by 16 grass
paddocks ranging in size from very small
to up to five hectares, so an appropriate
paddock can be selected for each horse,
depending on their  condition. 

All paddocks have solid wooden fences.
In addition, there is a boarded all-weather
paddock  used when the ground is unsuit-
able in the grass paddocks. A covered
horse walker is also available.

Our stable facilities are animal-friendly.
The spacious boxes made of hard wood all
have cast rubber floors for additional
insulation. Each stable has a large out-
door area, half of which is covered. As a
result, Oriental Fox could choose to be
either inside or outside the box, and when
outside could be either in the shade or in
the sun (pictured above). 

The outdoor area leads through a door
to a small grass paddock. Further on,
another door leads to a big field. When
Oriental Fox initially arrived, we had him
just on the walker and in the box with the

outdoor area. Oriental Fox was always fed
under the roof of the outdoor area in order
to have fresh air while eating hay. He
enjoyed being outdoors day and night,
even while temperatures were well below
zero because he was covered with a very
warm rug and well-fed. He liked a special
grain mix with lots of carrots. 

As instructed by Ian Wright, Oriental
Fox was checked twice during this time by
Dr Theo Tschanz, a leading racehorse vet-
erinarian in Switzerland. Oriental Fox was
always on the walker first before going out
onto the paddock. We noticed that Oriental
Fox really liked the variety of the facility
and by the end of January he was so full of
himself, spending most of his time on the
big paddocks, we decided to put him back
into training.”

Oriental Fox returned to Mark Johnston

Racing at the start of February and com-

pleted six weeks of walking and trotting

exercise to condition him to resume can-

tering, which began towards the end of

March.  He gradually increased his fitness

before galloping twice towards the end of

May. His weight gradually dropped over

this time as his fitness levels returned to

peak. 

He returned to the track after nearly a

year’s absence to win the Queen

Alexandra Stakes at Royal Ascot by seven

lengths and in a time which took more

than two seconds off the track record!
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Oriental Fox spent his convalescence on owner
Markus Graff’s stud in Switzerland
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