
developed from the basic simple sand or
wood chip, to the complex mixes of sand,
wax, rubber particles and fibres that make
up many modern gallops. 

These surfaces are laid on specially
drained and prepared bases to provide as
sound and safe a gallop as is possible year-
round. It’s true there are biomechanical
differences in the way the horse’s foot and
limb interacts with these all-weather
surfaces in comparison to grass, and such
surfaces have been linked sometimes to
certain types of injury and soundness
issues. But the counter issue is that injuries
of a different sort would be created by
trying to use grass gallops all year round,
as in wet periods the turf would become
poached and muddy.

Different training methods place
different stresses on the limbs, and this
results in different types of injury. Long

Added to that is the fact we live in an
era of social media and 24/7 news updates,
which means every minor or major setback
in a horse’s training programme is reported
to the world, giving the impression that
there are lots of issues with the general
population of horses in training. I suspect
genuine issues of soundness have not
changed too much over the years, but they
were not so extensively reported in the
past. 

Heathland
Training surfaces have changed

drastically.  Horses used to be trotted on
roads and hard tracks as part of their
conditioning exercise and then cantered for
long distances at slower speeds on grass,
over heathland and on beaches. Today we
have all-weather surfaces which have

If Only They Could Talk

Bill O’Gorman’s view on soundness in racehorses (see p.6)

prompts this response from vet NEIL MECHIE in his final

column for the Klarion before moving on to new challenges

WOULD like to share some
insight gained through treating
horses here at Johnston Racing
where, because of the all-inclusive

training fee and the fact we have two full-
time, on-site vets, there is no pressure to
carry out any veterinary intervention other
than in the best interests of the horse and
its owner.

Are racehorses less sound than in the
past?  Well, firstly let me say that trying to
compare any individual athletes of
differing generations is a futile task.
Nijinsky v Frankel, Kauto Star v Dawn
Run, Pele v Cristiano Ronaldo? Or even
Mark Johnston v Martin Pipe v Vincent
O’ Brien!  All were, or are, exceptional
individuals in their own generation, but
accurate comparisons are impossible. We
can all hold an opinion  --  but that is not a
factual comparison. 

I
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slow exercise sessions can result in soft
tissue injuries, especially flexor tendon
injuries, and what I describe as old-
fashioned arthritis, where the joint surfaces
become inflamed and degrade over time
due to repetitive cycles of loading during
long canters. 

With interval training we see a higher
proportion of issues relating to the
maladaptation of the bones to cantering at
higher speeds on artificial surfaces. These
often present as “sub-chondral bone pain”
(as the fashionable catch-all diagnosis
terms it) or stress fractures where the
architecture of the bone has not sufficiently
adapted to the strain of cantering at speed.

Soundness and racing ability are not
inherently linked. There are many very
sound horses that are slow, while others
are incredibly talented but notoriously
unsound. The responsibility of the trainer
is to get a horse fit enough to show its full
ability and to train it in a manner that
minimises the chances of it developing
injuries, while responding to any injuries
effectively. 

Conformation is linked to soundness,
but as Bill O’Gorman points out, it is
nowhere near as closely linked as people
tend to think.  And while a horse may have
poor conformation that affects its
soundness or increases its likelihood of
certain structures being injured during
racing or training, this may not directly
affect its ability to run faster than its rivals.
Faults in conformation have actually been
linked to better performance.

Athletes
When any animal is trained intensely to

achieve elite performance there are strains
imposed on the musculoskeletal,
cardiovascular and respiratory systems.
Many human athletes have training
setbacks in a season competing at a high
level, and this should be expected and
accepted in our equine athletes too  --  in
fact more so, as racehorses travel at much
faster speeds than humans. It is not a
frailty in the breed  --  it’s just a fact of life
for any sort of athlete in high-speed
training.

As for Bill’s comments on high
suspensory injuries, I agree that the
incidence of this diagnosis has increased in
recent years. But to call it the “diagnosis of
choice” shows a lack of respect to vets
practising nowadays. Before making such
a diagnosis I would nerve-block the horse
to ensure the site was the origin of the
lameness; a comparative block would be
put in the neighbouring lower knee joint to
ensure the lameness was not originating
from the knee. 

X-rays and ultrasound scans would be
performed on both the knee and upper
cannon, looking for pathology likely to be
the cause of lameness. We try to ensure all
diagnoses are based on clinical findings.
With regard to prognosis, we find horses
with sore upper cannons fall into two
categories. There are those which are
given a period of rest and light exercise for
around a month before being gradually re-
introduced to exercise and resuming
normal training, never to have an issue in
this region again. 

Others have a period of rest, but on
returning to exercise the lameness recurs.
We can repeat the period of rest, but again
lameness recurs. Such horses are then
managed in training using modalities such
as swimming and the water walker to
improve their action. These horses
probably have recurring injuries because
each period of rest/recovery means that the
horse needs to go through another, higher
risk period of reconditioning.

With regard to Bill’s remarks about
Newmarket knackermen not being so busy
these days, I would point out that things
have moved on over time and that today, in
comparison to the cost of buying and
training horses, the cost of diagnosing and
repairing a split pastern or fractured
condyle at a veterinary hospital is
relatively low. The prognosis is often also
very good, and after a successful repair a
horse is often back racing within 6-12
months. 

Bill is clearly sceptical about modern
diagnosis and treatment of wind issues, but
I have no doubt that overground
endoscopy performed while a horse
exercises at speed is increasingly accurate
in providing a diagnosis of wind issues. I
do though accept that the best surgical
treatment of an issue, or the ethics of such
surgical treatment, are subjects still open
for debate. He is dismissive about the use
of “accoutrements” on soft palate-
displacing juveniles, and I agree with him
that the problem can be a result of
immature airways and inflammation. But I

AFTER NEARLY eight years at Johnston Racing the time
has come for me to move on to new challenges, writes Neil
Mechie. I would like to thank Mark, Deirdre and the rest of
the team for all their help and assistance over the years. 

It has been a fantastic place to work and I have learned
so much in my time here. The veterinary care provided to
each and every horse is second to none and the inclusive
daily rate represents extremely good value. 

Racing is a highly competitive game and it is testament
to Mark and his team’s talents that they are successful year
on year in maintaining their position as one of the leading
yards in the country.

believe that placement of a cross-noseband
and spoon bit or tongue tie can aid in
stabilising airflow through the pharynx and
in turn stabilise the soft palate.

In a world where some must always
attribute blame for a poor performance,
they point the finger at anything that is
tangible, that can be seen or heard. If a
horse returns lame, or has bled, or made a
noise during the race, then that must be the
reason for the poor performance. But I’m
sure that if the winners of such races were
examined as closely, many would exhibit
the same issues. I am not arguing that
these issues don’t cause poor performance;
but I am making the point that they should
not be relied upon as the definitive reason
for failure. We should keep an open mind
and look honestly at all the possible
reasons including the two that trainers
rarely mention: that the horse was simply
not the best in the race, or it was not 100%
fit.

Delegation
Bill cites large strings and the delegation

of the horse’s daily care and monitoring by
the trainer to his staff as a risk factor in the
prevention of issues. Having worked in the
pyramidal system of Johnston Racing,
where horses are in yards up to 40-strong
under the care of a yard manager and their
assistant, I have no doubt many of the
senior yard managers here are capable of
holding a licence to train. And they would
probably do a better job in caring for their
horses than many current trainers in the
UK!

But Bill is right to say soundness of
wind and limb in racehorses should not be
pursued as the Holy Grail. Many a horse
condemned for a lack of soundness or a
perceived wind issue has raced on
successfully to prove the doubters wrong.
If breeding is to be tapered towards
soundness instead of being driven by pure
athletic achievement, then the breed will
undoubtedly change  --  probably to the
detriment of its pure speed and athleticism. 


