
If Only They Could Talk

Our regular focus on equine health. This month vet

JOHN MARTIN considers whether it is a good, or bad,

idea to give a horse a break from training.

QUESTION that is often raised among owners
and trainers is whether to give their horse a
break from the training regime. There are many
times in a racehorse’s career when a reduction in

work is enforced due to all sorts of veterinary reasons, but
an impromptu break for the horse just because it is perceived
to be the right thing to do is not always the best option for
the animal. 

This is something we have experienced over many
seasons and I will attempt in this article to put some science
behind what we see year in, year out.

Bone is a very dynamic structure which is constantly
adapting and modelling and re-modelling to the strains and
stresses put on it. 

There are two populations of cells within bone which are
responsible for adding to and reducing bone mass; the
osteoblasts and osteoclasts. 

Osteoblasts are present in the cavity of the bone and
respond to increases in training by initiating bone formation.
Osteoclast cells on the other hand act solely to resorb bone
by localised acid production, causing the bone to break
down and have the resultant by-products sent into the blood
system. Osteoclasts also act to remove damaged bone to

make way for osteoblasts to lay down new bone.
In the horse, osteoblasts and osteoclasts work together in

direct response to the stresses being put on the bones, with
the result being bone formation when the bone is loaded
during exercise and bone elimination during periods of rest. 

When a horse exercises, the forces experienced by the
bones cause micro-damage which causes the osteoblast and
osteoclast cells to strengthen and change the shape of the
bones, and in doing so prevent micro-damage occurring in
subsequent training sessions. If the exercise is then
increased incrementally this process is repeated, further
strengthening and modelling the bone to cope with the
increased pressures. 

It is this cycle of modelling and re-modelling which
increases the bone’s resistance to injury. Although this cycle
is continuous, the response of the bone is not instant, and
time must be allowed for the horse to adapt without
progressing too rapidly to cause injury.

Once a horse is removed from a daily training regime the
benefits of this bone conditioning can be lost quite quickly.
Recent studies carried out at the University of Melbourne
showed that as little as 10 days’ rest can result in a loss of up
to 10% in bone density in areas that experience most stress
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risk of injury when the workload is increased again. 
A common issue we face is that of previously sound

horses going lame when we increase their work following a
break, or horses coming back from one injury suddenly
presenting with a second, unrelated injury as their work
increases. The most common injury we see in this scenario
is a stress fracture of the tibia. 

The tibia is a long bone in the hindlimb running from the
stifle to the hock. Tibial stress fractures occur as a result of
repeated stress forces on the bones during training. These
forces are necessary for the bone to remodel and become
strong enough to endure the stress produced during maximal
exercise, but when the modelling and re-modelling cycle is
unable to keep pace with stress cycling this will lead to
fatigue and eventually to fracture.

To address this problem Mark has altered the training
regime for horses coming back into work following a break
at Kingsley Park. Bones adapt to the level of work rather
than the volume of work and require only a limited number

of loads to stimulate a
response. 

For that reason horses
trained here, which are
returning to fast work
spend a few weeks of
cantering at a normal
speed but over a short
distance, and then trot on
the following day. This
stimulates the modelling
and re-modelling process
but by alternating
cantering and trotting days
it allows the bones a
chance to react before
injury occurs.

In practice this has
reduced the incidence of
injury when fast work is
increased, but the risk
remains and is often
avoidable by keeping the
horse in at least a
moderate level of exercise
when possible.
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Circled area shows callus formation eight days

after the fracture occurred

when the horse
is in fast work.
This makes bone
considerably
weaker, and
hence makes the
horse more
prone to injury
when fast work
is reintroduced.

Therefore,
when a horse is
given an
unnecessary
break from its
normal regime
you are
immediately
increasing the

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

gained a permit to train his own NH horses. When not kept busy with

work by Mark, Neil spends time with his wife Lucy and young family.

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 Mark Johnston Racing 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.
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A horse undergoes an X-ray of the tibia


