Relieving Back

TIGHTNESS

You can address some types of back pain in your horse
with a safe, simple sportsmassage technique.

By Jo-Ann h Sandra Cooke ® Photos by

ow do you feel and behave when you get
out of bed in the morning with tight or pain
ful back muscles? Chances are you move
stifty or tentatively and your range of motion
is restricted. Until you get relef, you don't
have your usual enthusiasm for normal tasks

Its much the same for your horse when his back muscles

are stif or hurting. He may

 flinch or sink away when youre saddling him;

 uravel with his head elevated and/or his back hollowed;

B caner less freely than usual;

® experience a decrease in coordinated power;

B trail his hind end rather than stepping under himself;

® jump flat rather than with a rounded bascle;

 dift sideways, either on the flat or over jumps

 resistlateral work.

One thing your horse will not do as a response to back

pain or tightness, by the way, is buck. He needs to round

o flex his back to buck, whereas his normal reaction to pain

and tightness in his back i o move away from the discomfort

by hollowing

What's Hurting
The muscles whose tightness i frequently a cause of these signs are the longissimus
dorsi-the longest and largest muscles in your horse's body and a powerful extensor of
Hhis spine--and the longisimus costarum, which li below the longissims dorsi across the
tibs on each side and are important in lateral lexion of the spine and in breathing (see
photos page 66 for the location of these muscles)

As part of understanding how tightness develops in thesc and other muscles, et
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A horse whose back isfightor sore fends to brace with his head and
neck and hollow his back behind the saddle, as Tosha Zubri
is demonsfraing here. His hind legs are trailing ot the cante
stepping correcHly up under his cente of gravily.

ky's horse

toad of

take a quick look at how muscles work.
Every muscle has two ends, each con
nected to bone by a tendon. One end is
the anchor and the bone to which it is
connected doesn't move. The other end

is connected to a bone that moves when
the muscle is used. The middle part of the
muscle, which does the work of moving
the bone, is called the belly.It's composed




comforiableshorse's good Werking
"canter: His frame s round, his expression
is happy, his neck s reloxed and flexed
and his hind legs are coming well
underneath him.

of hundreds of tiny fibers, each of which
hasits own blood supply. When a muscle
is working normally, it tightens, then
immediately relaxe
tightness occurs when the muscle doesn't
releas
becomes chronically tigh, th
lie closer together. This constrcts the
flow of blood through the musce belly,
somewhat
reduces the flow of water. The muscle

or releases. Muscle

as it should. When a muscle
fibers

pping on a garden hose
operates less effectively when it tight,
and it may be painful.

All muscles work i pairs of opposites:
As one muscle contracts, its opposite.
is tight,the
release process of the muscle is affected
‘The back muscles extend the horse’s

releases. When a muscl

spine, and tight back muscles can't releas
to allow for the spinal flexion your horse
e, round himself

for a bascule over a fence or a nice cot

needs to, for instas

d canter. Tightness in the longissimus
costarum will also affect your horse's abil
ity to bend around your inside leg,

What Causes It

Back muscle tightness can result from

 the strain and exertion of repetit
schooling, s
one canter lead than the other;
 footing that s v

working much more on

or t00 hard,

' an illitting or out-of balance saddle;

W a very imbalanced rider (whose horse

Al

BN

will ttempt to compensate for her
onesidedness)
 poor saddle placement (for instance,
t00 far up on the withers, which drives
the cantle into the bad
100 many pads under a correctly fitted
saddle. Contrary to some riders belief,
this does not reduce pressure on the
horse's back but is more like cramming
w0 pairs of socks inside your shoes.
“Tight back muscles can also signal a
deeper problem such as hock or ankle
issues, weak sifles or ligament problems.
can you know whether you're deal
ing with simple muscle tightness or with
something more serious? If your horse
discomfort s not relieved after you have
done

muscles);

‘massage and exercise sequence
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Here s one of the two muscles we'll focus on: the longissimus dorsi, which both extends the
horses back and flexes his spine laterally.

11l describe on the next two pages
couple of times, you need to involve your
veterinarian. (As a general ule of thumb,
in my 20 years of practice as a massage
therapist, i 1 find persistent tightness in the
forward area of a horse's back, it may indi-
cate a deeper problem in his front end; if

Saddle Check

the muscles remain tight in the area near
his haunches even after massage, there
may be a bigger problem in his hind end)

Palpating for Tightness
When the taining orperformance
problens ve described suggest your

\

ABOVE: The longssimus costarum, just
below the longissimus dorsi, extends across
the horse’s ribs. This musclo asssts in ox-

tonding the spine and in flexing it laterally.

horse may have tightness in his back
muscles, you can use palpation-—simple
hand pressure on the muscles—{o get
more information

Youll palpate the longissimus dorsi and
longissimus costarum muscles on both sides
of your horse’s spine. Whichever side.
You're working on, position your horse so
that the hind foot on that side is slightly
10 the rear of the foot on the opposite
side. This configures his muscles to give
You the best feel for what's going on.

Starting near his withers where the
ongissimus dors begins, place the palm or
heel of your hand on the muscle, push
in gently, then release. Keep your elbow
bent during this motion, which needs to
be soft, yet firm. Work your way down
the muscle, moving slowly and calmly
If the tissue rebounds as you release the
pressure and fill your hand, the muscle
is not tight. On the other hand, if the tis
sue feels unyiclding like a board and does
not rebound from pressure, the muscle
is tight. When you palpate tight musc
tissue, your horse may move away from

you because his instinct is to move away

from pain. If the tightness is severe, he
may hollow his back when you palpate
an especially tight arca.

Common palpation errors to avoid:
B running a hard obiect (such as 2 hoof
pick or ball-point pen) down the length

Y
This saddle shows an vmbalnn(e belwnn lhe
right and lof asymmetry.
contribute o a ﬁgm bﬂck (Censull a smi:lfe
fitte to correct this type of problem.]

is symmetrical, hold it
50 that you can look s

down the gullet
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Palpate the muscle using the heel and palm of your hand softly yet

for whether the muscle issue has “g

of his back;
B grabbing at the muscle with your fingers;
 jabbing or poking at the muscle with
your fingertps.

Al of these incorrect palpations stimu
late sensiive nerve endings on your horse's
skin surface, causing him to flinch away
whether the muscle tissue istight or not.

After palpating the ongissus dorsi,
follow the same procedure with the lonis
simus costarum.

Massaging for Relief
IF palpation sugggests that one or both sets

of these back muscles are tight, you can
safely use a basic Wilson-Meagher Sports
massage technique—compression-as a
possible way of alleviating the probiem.
Thisis a technique anyone can use without
extensive training

Compressions are a way to gently
spread the constricted muscle fibers,
increasing the space between them for
improved blood flow and radually loos-
ening the muscle. You perform them
with an open hand, using the heel and
palm for pressure while your fingers

ly.
e and springs bock from pressure orrem

fecling

Poking o grabbing the muscle
yithyour fngrs simules the
hnm'} supe

B
sl gt o

remain soft and extended but are not
pressed into-the muscle.

Begin with the longissimus dors at the
forward-most point where it accessible,
just behind the withers. Position yourself
for sability as I'm showing i the photo
at the top right of this page, so that your
energy i directed from your foot up
through your trunk and am to your mas
saging hand. Place the heel of your hand
on the muscle and press straight in and
deep; your horse's skeleton becomes the

To massage effecively, stand on @ dvugnnnl fo
the horse as 'm doing here. When w

o it oo Tpoutem ey I I e o
50 that I can pusl  right hand.

backdrop that enables the compression to
spread the muscle fibers

Using moderate pressure, apply about
seven compressions every five seconds in
a rhythmical pumping action, gradually
working your way down the length of the
muscle. Repeat the seven-compression
sequence a few times in one spot, then
move down. When you reach the point
where the longissimus dorsi and the gluteal
muscles of the hind end come together,
keep going! The back muscles and the

2010 « PRACTICAL HORSEMAN 67



When g

echnique on fhe lo

bone, begmmng ot e the wilhrs and continuing ulang f s rengm of the muscle.

Hor musingthe ool of my hand o pororn compresion mssge o he lngisimus
lood

low and to relieve ightness.

muscles of the haunches work together
and massaging both will do a more thor.
ough job. Repeat the compressions on the
longissimus costarum, then move to the otk
er side. Check that your stance is correct
and start again. Altogether, the massage will
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technique gently separaes the constricted musce fibers o increose bl

take you about 20 minutes

Follow Up With Canter
To maximize the benefitsof massaging
his back muscle,ride your horse afer
youire done and be sure 0 incluce several

minutes of canter work in a stretchy but
connected frame (not flopping on the fore
hand) in both directions. This kind of canter
encourages your horse’s back muscles to
lengthen and loosen. It the equine equiva
lent of the familiar backstretching exercise.
You may use for yourself on those mornings
when your back feels tight: bringing a knee
0 your chest. To see photos of this, go to
www PracticalHorsemanMag,com.

If your horse's problem is simple back
muscle tightness, you should see some
improvement after the first massage/exercise.
session. You may need to repeat this
another time or two for the most benefi.

The compression technique is useful
when your horse shows signs of back mus
cle tightness, and if you do it on a regular
basis when no symptoms are present, it
may prevent tightness from occurring If the
issue(s) that prompted you to try massage
contine to be noticeable, of course, is time
t0 contact your veterinarian. 3
Clinican, author, researcher and teacher,
Jo-Ann Wilson i a natonally cerfied and
licensed massage therapist. fo-Ann recently
produced an educational DVD, A Course in
Equine Sportsmassage, (available at
www.HorseBooksEtc.com) and has been
selected to present educational serinars llled

Sportsmassage for the World's Largest Athiete
at the 2010 Allech FEI World Equestrian
Gannesin Kentucky. She was sports therapist for
both horses and ridersof the US Eventing Team
at the 2000 Olympic Games, and her current
pracice includes horses of all discplines and
levels. She is drector of Wikon and Meagher
Sportstherapy, a program that rains professonal
therapists in equine sportsmassage and offrs
workshops for horse owners; www sports
massageinc.com.
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