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A top sports therapist explains
how to spot possible stifle
weakness—and how to correct
it with simple exercises.

By Jo-Ann Wilson
Photos By . Stanley Edwards
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of the chief problems I find

’ h the com:
omplaint, 1 look at the plaints | just described is lack



of strength in the hind end, particu
iy i the s 2 i omparable
e human knee. That is, th
vmh”u of these other muscle
may be associated with weak
quadriceps muscles, located above.
and to the side of the stifle
A horse's quadriceps are impor
tant muscles that carry much of
load in work such as cantering, col
lection, tracking up, and lateral
movement. If his quadriceps are
many tasks become difficult
for him to do—just as, i your
quadriceps (your thigh muscles)
weak, you'll find it difficult and tir
ing to hike
downhil, o to enga
require bending your

ivities th
knees and carrying your body

through the swing phase ¢

stride. In this article, Il explain

why stfle strength can be an issue
en your horse appears

Stifles: The Last
to Strengthen

your horse is in a conditior

evelop
his rump. Next,
gs, running along the
back of his rump and hind legs
more powerful. The quadri

s muscles, in the stifle area, are
last in fine for the benefits of con
ditioning. They're also the first to

orif he gets time off from his
gular program for other reasons
Therefor
horse’s glut
strings are st s ssari-
Iy mean that his ea s strong
as well. One pc der saddle.
that he lacks stifle strength is
ificuly sepping undomeath him
lf, or tracking up, as he propels
his body forward. Another is a lack
of muscle definition on the side of
his leg behind the stifle. Yet anoth-
bility in the stifle
mething that you may
as an unusual de-
ard (lateral) move
ment if you look at the stifle area
as a helper or friend jogs your
horse directly toward you.
Ifyou have ny quesions shorn
horse's leve
hinkche's showing signs of sl
weakness, first ask your veterinari
an to assess him. If the diagnosis is
that his stifles néed to be stronger,
you don't have to stop working
him. Rather, you can both adjust
his current work level to his cur
ly with
your vet's approval) help hi
Arengihen those sifles 5o he'l be

rent ability and g

able to do more, as Il explain.

1. Take a close-up look at the
difference between a strong, well
doveloped quadriceps muscle ke

this, and.

2.....an under-developed quadiceps
Tike this. Wnen you stand bacs

3. you can see how the
quadriceps muscle above and to the
side of this secand horse’s stifle
needs building up.

4.0ne sign of stiflo weakness s (00
much outward (iateral) mobilty in
the oint tsel; natice how this stifle
has rotated out to the side.
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Massage By
Compression

Sportsmassage fs now a recognized
method fo ncreasing horses’ comfort
‘and boosting performnce. | practice
ecfic techniques do-
veloped by Jack Weaghes, author of
Beating Muscle njries for Horsss:
(One of the most basic of these

M b
compression.Ths s Simply a hyth-
mic pumping mation or kneading ac-
tion, drected o your horse’s mus-
cles ove his entire ody with the heel
of yourhand or a loose fist. A o=
search project on the Meagher metfod
Indicated, compression loosers and.

parates fibers n the muscles, ad=
unllmq mora blood, whie ncreasing

of motion. For detaild, llstrat-

o o e
horse safely and effectively,see my.
articlo“Sportsmassage: Help for Your
Horse" nthe June 2003 fssue of Prac-
tical orseman.

Building Hind-End
Strength
If you've leamed that your horse's st
flesare weak, avoid schooling a lot of
downward transitions,such as can
ter/halt and trot/hal:. Limit longeing
and ridden work on smallcircles. All
of these exercises put pressure on the.
sific oint and may overload i, lead
ing 0 problems

Additionally, whenever you are
working him
B Think slow and make every step

unt.If your horse’s muscles are
weak, moving slowly s harder for
him. That's why he's much readier to
trot or even canter up a hillthan o
walk up t, which demands more fr
his muscls. But slow work is what
builds muscle strength. In condition
ing, going slowly gets you there
faster-remember, the tortoise won
the race!
B Work him on contct,stretchin
forward and down but with accept-
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ance of the bit, rather than on a loose
ein. When your horse's head is down
and his mouth s in correct contact
with the bit, his back comes up and
his hind legs step underneath hi
body, which requires him t0 use and
therefore sirengthen his stifles.
B Focus on doing the stiflestrength:
ening exercises [l describe every oth
er day, allowing those muscles to rest
and strengthen during the off days.
Keep these principles in mind as
you read about three of the tech
niques that I've found useful to
strengthen stifles. Additionally, before
You try them, review them with your
trainer or sports therapist as well as
your veterinarian. When you begin,
take it slowly and monitor your horse:
carefully for signs of fatigue and stress.
Hill work. Choose  gently sloping
hil, rather than a steep one: a choice,
simila to the lighter weights/many
repetitions combination that gives bet
et strengthening results in human
weight training. Strength building is
simply the result of a muscle contraction
againsta for p hill f
horse would be the equivalent of a
heavy weight for you; in the begin

A ste

ning of legging up for him, or cond
tioning for you, it would create too
force. Walk him straight up the

. The siower e walks,

gentle hill on a nice steady contact,
then traverse (zigzag) back down; re
peat the work five to fifteen times, de-
pending on the level of stifle weal
ness you're trying to correct. Do this
other day; in other
words, three or four times a week. If
he does not appear (o be making any
gains in stifle strength (such as becom:

ing more balanced and stronger in his
other work) after three weeks, check

with your veterinarian.
Troumg in straight lines. This is
ercise you can do in a ring (using
o e i) b o el e e i
I level with good footing. Again, be
sure to keep your horse in contact
with the bit and trotting actively for
ward, rather than allowing him to flop
on his forchand. The more correctly

he tracks up (swings his hind legs f
ward to step well under his body with
each stride), the stronger s stifles and
his lower back (which works in con
cert with s sifles) will become.
Cavalletti at the walk. Even if
you don't have hills or trails available
for strength training, cavalletti can be
the equivalent of building a gym for
your horse in the ring, or wherever

Your schooling space is. | recommend
using a total of five cavallett, raised 6
t0 8 inches high, on level ground with
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Strong Stifles Take Time

0f the horses Im called to treat for ight-
ness caused by weak quadiceps, alarge
number aro from the warmblood
breeds—in all ikelood because warm-
bloods take fonger to grow and maturo
overall. My observations suggest tht, on
average, warmbloods fiish their muscis=
far/skeleal growth at approsimately age.
‘seven, somewha later than other bree

Weak stifes are norma for any young
horse whils he s growing and developin.
Performance-related and/or veterirary
problems resulting from such weakness
tend 1o occur only when a youngster is
pushed beyond what he is physicaly
strong enough t do. Therefore, gving him
atequate ime o grow, mature, and
strengien iscrtcalto s taining,
soundness, and longeviy

For ether a young horse or a weak
mature horse,  think trail-riding o hack-
9. the walk for abare minimum of one

footing that's neither slippery nor
too deep. Space them from 2 feet 9
inches to 3 feet 4 inches apart, de
pending on his height and fength of
stride (a shorter distance than you'd
set for the usual trotting exercises
over cavallett because he'll oly be
walking over them). The raised cav
allett will require him to fft and
bend his stifles in a motion similar
o the one your legs make when
you ride a bicycle. The more slowly
he walks, the more muscle he'll use,
and the more he'll build a founda
tion of strength and fitness.

Begin with just one or two caval
letti to help your horse understand
that you want him to walk them,
not jump them as a spread. Ride
him on a long rein so he can stretch
his head and neck for balance, but
keep a feel of his mouth so he's
connected from back to front and
won'ttry to rush. Once he under
stands the exercise, walk five caval-
letti one way, then turn around and
walk back over them, for one full
12p of ten cavalltt

Start with ten cavallet, o one
lap, every other day for the first

month s a great oundation t buid
strength. This kind oflegaing up at the
walk,combined wih turnout, prepares
i for the trot and canter

Unfortunately, many owners of young
Torses, especially young wambioods;
tend to overlook the stifes in assessing
thei horses! muscular development and
readiness for work. Warmbloods, n par-
ticular appear big and strong becausa of
el nherent size and “presence.” When
they've had some work and thlr luteals
and hams!rings are gettng sronger, they.
ook strong enough to do the job of a ma-
ture horse:

However, unti they've completely fr
Ished the wurk of srengthening (see my
Indications of il strength on page 83),
you're wise 1o avold pushing them by as

Sage movements
There's time exough for
hat work when they really are mature.

week. Depending on your horse's
tolerance, the second week you can
increase to fifteen cavallett, or a lap
and a half, every other day. (The ex-
ercise takes very litle time and can
be done in conjunction with regular
training) Continue to include caval-
letti work in his program for one to
three months, depending on how
weak s stifles are to begin with.
(For details on a more comprehen
sive program using cavallett [ high:
Iy recommend Cavallt: The School-
ing of Horse and Rider Over Ground.
Pols, written by Reiner Klimke and
Ingrid Kiimke)

These three types of exercises—
hill work, trotting straight ines, and
walking over cavaletti—will build
strength in your horse's lower back,

Equine Collection’s Web site:
www theequinecolletion com.



hindquarters, and stifles. As he
strengthens, he'll gradually

cease breaking from the canter,
switching behind, or buckling in
downward transitions. If his pre
vious stfle weakness caused him
to hollow his back and raise his
head, these symptoms wil also
go avay.

How Massage

Can Help

Sportsmassage can play a role in
strengthening your horse's mus
cles, including his quadriceps.
This is because, in order to
strengthen, muscles must be
able o contract and release ful
Iy. And to keep contracting and
releasing properly, those muscles
need to be loose.

Tight muscles are shortened
muscles that lack the ability to
release fully. So a tight muscle is
a weak muscle—and it cannot
get any (rmng:r until it can re

Trail Ride in Costa Rica
Gallop along 17 beaches, swim with your
horse, stuff yourself with fresh seafood.
SpeuaJ departures for solo travelers.

CROSS COUNTRY INTERNATIONAL
800-828-8768

www.equestrianvacations.com

lease. srength
en muscies, but it alows 3 musce
(0 be sengihened by keeping it
loose. Massage iniiates the re-
lease process of the muscle

As an example, let's look at
the sequence of problems that
can result when your horse's st
fles are not strong enough for
the work you ask him to do.
The weak muscles themselves
(he quadriceps in this case)
tighten; 50 do the surrounding
muscles that are tryin to com
pensate for the weakness. As a
esult, he has dificulty making
his hind feet rack up under his
body o propel him forward.

Because your horse's hind
legs and lower back work to
gether, this weakness and diff
culty may create lower back
tightness—and that compounds
the problem. To allow his hind

back must be loose; a tight low-
er back makes tracking up even
harder. A kind of Catch-22 situ
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Anationally cetfied and lcensed

Moagher Sportstherapy. (s Web sito ks
wew.sportsmassageinc.com) Her ol
cal practic inclues both equine ang
uman athletes.

ation occurs: Your horse is't as
strong as he needs to be, and
the effects of his weakness fimit
his abilty o get stronger.

Thisis where sportsmassage
comes in. Massage, such as the
Meagher (pronounced “Mar')
system of sportsmassage that |
use (see details in the box on
page 84), may aid in the com
plete strengthening of the horse
because itloosens muscle
groups, allowing them 10 con
ractand release fully. Strong
muscles should feel soft like cot
ton; they should have flexibily
Muscies that feel hard like rocks
actlike rocks—they don't move.

A horse with weak stiles
tries o lighten the load by shift
ing some of his weight to his
front end. So when | work on a
horse with weak stifes, | expect
10 also find tghtness in the mus
cles of his shoulder girdle in the
chest (as | mentioned at the be-

ginning of this artile), and in
the long thick muscle of the
neck where it comes out of the
point of the shoulder.

Even i stifle weakness s the
reason I've been asked to work
on a horse, however, | don'tfo
cus the sportsmassage on just

Jo-An was the sparts therapist
for the US Equestian Team's 2000

Otympis three-day-event squad, win-
ners ofindividgal gold and team
bronze medls at the Games in Sy
ey, Ausrala, She's also worked with
Grand Prx dressage horses represent
ing the US at World Cup competitons,
and with horses and rders competing
I the 2003 Pan American Gam
throe-day competition atthe Fai Hil
International Festival.Her daily work
Includes horses of all orts, from in-
temational athetes 10 pleasure hors
es,in il disciplines ofriding, driving,
and racing, She also teaches work
Shops forhorse owners and a special-
i2ed progeam fo icensed massage
jonats worldwide.

those muscle groups. His body
must function as a unit, syn
chronized in allits motion-and
muscle tightness transmits from
one muscle group to another.
Therefore, | always work on the
whole horse.

Quadriceps at Work
A simple way to understand
how important the srength of
your horse’s quadriceps muscies
e to his work is with compar
fsons from the human activites
of sking and tennis
n a downhillskiing tun

clled the tem chrsc the sier
must bend her inside knee and
use her quadiiceps to pick up
the inside ski, match it and
place i paalle o the outside
i, and carry he hips in the di
ection of the turn as her body
Totates toward the mountain to
make the wrn. A comparable
aetion for your horse i the can
‘er prouete: He has to bend
is sils using his quadriceps
and hocks to cary is ips and
body as he tums or rotates, cre
aing th pirouete. Both actvi
tis requie strong quadiiceps
and knees to cary the body
through the turn.
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Trottngn stight ne on eve ground, on
aligntbut defnte rein contact,is a good
workout for stfes—in orout f the ring

Another simple human move
requiring strong quadiceps is
the backhand stroke in tennis. If
a right handed tennis player
wants o hit a backhand stroke,
she faces the net and thrusts her
tight leg forward, bending her
knee in a 90-degree angle. Her
hips remain straight, parallel to
the net, while her shoulders and
torso (b cage) move toward the
left no more than 45 degrees,
Her lft leg must carry her body
forward and bend at the knee to
support her shoulders as she ex
ecutes the swing. Producing this
combination of forward move

ent and a powerful swing re-
quires strong quadriceps. For the
horse, a movement with similar
requirements s the shoulder-in

(which is the foundation of oth
er lateral movements): He must
maintain forward motion while
bending at the rib cage, moving
his shoulders off the track and
keeping his hindquarters straight
As his outside hind leg comes

forward, hs inside hind must

bend at the sifl, staying straight
on the track propelling his body
forwar

For their help, the editors thank
Olympic eventer Torrance
Watkins, who demonsirated exer-
cises at her Morningfied Farm in
Hardwick, Massachusetts, and
Judy Ross; who demonstrated
cavalleti work at The Ark in
Harvard, Massachusett.
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