
If Only They Could Talk
Our regular focus on equine health. This
month vet Charlie Johnston discusses

veterinary inspections at the yearling sales.

T THE time of writing we are only just

entering Glorious Goodwood week, but

attentions are already beginning to stray toward

the yearling sales in the months to come.

Veterinary inspection is an integral part of all horse

purchases, but the components of this investigation can

vary greatly depending on the horse on sale or the needs of

the purchaser. 

When at vet school you are taught to perform a five-

A
stage, pre-purchase examination, and most veterinary

inspections of horses for sale are based around this model.

Stage 1:

Preliminary examination - This is a thorough external

examination of the animal at rest using visual observation,

palpation and manipulation to detect clinically apparent

signs of injury, disease or physical abnormality. It includes

an examination of the incisor teeth, a thorough examination

of the horse’s eyes in a darkened area and auscultation of

the horse’s heart and lungs at rest. 

Stage 2: 

Walk and trot, in hand - The animal is walked and then

trotted in hand to detect abnormalities of gait and action.

Ideally this is carried out on firm, level ground. The horse

is turned sharply each way and is backed for a few paces.

Flexion tests of all four limbs and trotting in a circle on a

firm surface may be carried out if the examining veterinary

surgeon considers it safe and appropriate to do so. 

Stage 3: 

Exercise phase - The horse is given sufficient exercise to 1)

allow assessment of the horse when it has an increased

breathing effort and an increased heart rate; 2) allow

assessment of the horse’s gait at walk, trot, canter and, if

appropriate, gallop; 3) allow assessment of the horse for the

purpose of stage five. If ridden exercise is not undertaken,

then this stage may be conducted by exercising the horse on

a lunge. 

Stage 4:

Period of rest and re-examination - The horse is allowed to

stand quietly for a period. During this time the respiratory

and cardiovascular systems may be monitored as they

return to their resting levels.

Stage 5: 

Second trot up - The animal is trotted in hand again to look

for any signs of strains or injuries made evident by the

exercise and rest stages.

Most pre-purchase examinations in the sport horse world

will follow this routine and the inspection of thoroughbreds

‘in training’ for sale is often based along similar lines. At

present there is large demand for horses in training to be

sold to the Far East and the pre-purchase vetting for sale to

Hong Kong for example is particularly stringent with

additional aspects beyond the ordinary five-stage vetting.

For this type of vetting an after-exercise video

endoscopic examination is performed, assessing the horse’s

laryngeal function and searching for any evidence within

the trachea that the horse may have bled during exercise.

Radiographs are taken of the horse’s front feet, all four

fetlocks, knees, hocks and stifles, and these are examined

for any signs of an abnormality. 

Ultrasound scans are carried out of the front flexor

tendons and the front and hind suspensory ligaments with

the size, shape, contour, fibre pattern and cross-sectional

area of the tendons being scrutinised. 

Finally, blood samples are taken to confirm no prohibited

or masking substances such as non-steroidal anti-

Inflammatory drugs are present and to test for

Piroplasmosis, an exotic disease of equids that can be fatal. 

The stringency of this vetting can mean that horses with

only minor issues on radiographs, that are not performance

affecting, can be failed. 

As a result, many sound horses with very good recent

form are deemed not suitable for racing in Hong Kong. 

Vettings at the yearling sales take a very different make-

up, largely because the horses are not exercised prior to

sale. 

This is due to them only being in the early stages of their

development and because at some sales those horses with

the best pedigrees may be viewed frequently by large

numbers of different people. 

As a result, the main part of a yearling vetting is the

physical evaluation of the horse along with assessment of

its conformation and gait at walk in hand. 

There are many conformational ‘faults’ that cause people

to remove horses from their list of potential purchases, even

though there is no evidence that these faults have a limiting

affect on performance. At most of the yearling sales this

autumn, every yearling on our shortlist will be viewed by

Dad and me. 

At this point we take detailed notes on all the

conformational imperfections a horse may have but, using

experience and veterinary knowledge, differentiate between

those that we feel are manageable and trainable and those

that we feel will be of concern going forward. 

Those conformational faults that we feel are trainable are

factored into our valuation of the horse when it comes to

purchasing in the sales ring, but it remains a possible

purchase. 

If, when performing our physical examination, there are

any clinical signs of injury or physical abnormalities that

we believe may have an effect on future athletic ability, we

will request radiographs of the yearling and examine these

to determine whether our suspicions are correct. 

We will be seen at the sales palpating the front limbs of

every horse, paying particular attention to the fetlock joints

as we try to identify any possible sesamoid fractures, an

injury that we have found has a very poor prognosis. 

The only other people frequently seen palpating horse’s

legs when viewing them at the yearling sales are James Tate

and Andy Oliver, both previous vets at Kingsley Park!

After a yearling has been sold it is then subject to a

‘Wind Test’ where it is cantered on the lunge in both

directions and listened to by a vet. A horse may be deemed

returnable if it is heard to make a characteristic abnormal

inspiratory noise when actively exercised as well as

showing evidence of laryngeal hemiplegia when examined

with the endoscope. 

The majority of vettings at the sales are looking for

reasons not to purchase an individual. Our methodology is

to try to identify those with major issues we must avoid, but

for the majority, to note their faults and factor them into our

valuation, but not remove them from consideration. That

method means we do not prevent ourselves from purchasing

competitive racehorses, something that has been reinforced

on countless occasions this summer with the success of

horses we have purchased. 

All the pedigree analysis, physical examinations and

veterinary inspections we perform at all the yearling sales

over Europe this autumn is done with no cost or

commission passed on to our owners. 
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