Unlocking the Mysteries of the “Undiagnosables”

By Dr. Steve Allday

They are the maladies every horse owner dreads the most.  Not because they are deadly, but because they cost you days if not weeks in wasted time, and hundreds of dollars in extra diagnostic tests.  They are the undiagnosables—those commonplace but hard-to-pin-down disorders that can hang up even expert vets. 

When I was asked to write on this topic, my first thought was…how do you narrow it down?  Equine medicine has dozens of conditions that are often missed, misdiagnosed, or flat-out ignored.  But there are a few which, if you stop to check for them at the first sign of trouble, will allow you to get to the heart of the problem, quickly.  So I’m offering you my top five list of offenders.

#1 Ulcers

Is your horse training relatively well, acting hungry like he wants to eat, but then turning up his nose at his food?  Chances are, it’s not anything more challenging like worms or colic.  Chances are, it’s an ulcer.  While humans get ulcers from bacterial infections in the stomach, in horses, they tend to be from stress.  They release too much stomach acid and it makes it hard for them to eat.  Your vet may have to scope your horse’s stomach to make a definitive diagnosis. Medications like Prilosec for horses will control stomach acid and attach to the lesions to help them heal.  You might want to consider lightening up a little on your horse, too.  If he’s this stressed out, you’re probably pushing him too hard.

#2 Sore Feet

I know this sounds ridiculous, but plain old sore feet can affect a horse just like it does you or me.  But what can simply be a matter of getting more rest for a human is a more complex issue for a racehorse.  Chronically sore feet for a horse can set the stage for much more serious injuries down the line.  At the very least, it can make a perfectly good horse drop in class.

The best way to diagnose sore feet is to touch your horse’s ankles and feet after a workout.  If the horse flinches at your touch, or if his feet are hot to the touch but not swollen or full of fluid, sore feet is usually the problem.  Finding the cause of the soreness can be trickier.  Sometimes it’s due to a structural defect in the foot.  Sometimes it’s a simple matter of the horse’s shoes being placed in the wrong spot, too tight or too loose.  Experiment with the shoeing until you get it right.  If that doesn’t work, have your vet check the horse for any kind of structural problems.

#3 Strained Cannon Bone

The cannon bone is the bone that extends from the knee to the ankle of the horse.  When a horse is having trouble with a weak or bruised cannon bone, he can’t extend his legs as far and loses free-flowing movement.  He shortens up his stride, his head comes up when he runs, and he loses speed.  This problem is often misdiagnosed as any number of other leg ailments, or worse, ignored.  But I’m here to tell you, you ignore a cannon bone problem at your peril.  A horse with chronic cannon bone tenderness can develop micro-fractures, joint issues and possible career-ending leg injuries.  A vet can confirm the diagnosis with a nuclear scan.  Your horse will need to rest for 90 to 120 days to recover.  It can be a bitter pill to swallow if you have great ambitions for your horse.  But the rest can save a horse’s future.

#4 Airway Problems

A horse with airway problems is often diagnosed with N.R.F.E.—“Not Racing Fast Enough.” But in fact, these horses that are mysteriously slow may have a progressive illness or congenital defect in their airway that causes their lungs to bleed when they exert themselves.  The bleeding is internal, so it’s nothing anyone initially notices.  Consequently, many trainers think all they need to do to fix the problem is train a little harder.  This can cause a horse to collapse, or worse.  

If your horse seems like it isn’t nearly as fast as it should be, check with your vet before you make any big moves in your training schedule.  He could have a lung infection that needs antibiotics, a chronic lung disease that needs more advanced treatment, or a lung defect that makes him unsuitable for racing.

#5 “Tying-Up Syndrome”

This is an extremely common condition that’s usually not very serious, but can be pretty scary to witness.  Tying-up syndrome is so named because a horse’s muscles literally become “tied up.”  The large muscle groups in the horse all cramp at one time, making the horse’s muscles rigid.  It can affect just one area, or completely paralyze a horse.  It can be caused from a reaction to certain medications.  More commonly, it comes from an electrolyte deficiency that gradually builds up over time to a crisis point.  If you choose to ignore this cramping, the condition can progress to the horse’s kidneys and cause permanent damage.

If your horse starts cramping for any reason, your first course of action should be to give it a good electrolyte solution and antioxidants per your vet’s instruction, and stop all medications you can afford to stop.  Don’t wait.  With the proper treatment, tying-up syndrome can be reversed in just a couple days.

Whole anthologies of equine medical books have been written about mysterious maladies in horses.  But when it really comes down to it, all these hard to diagnose problems can be avoided or quickly treated if you’re just paying attention to your horse.  They may not have the gift of language, but the messages they send you are usually pretty clear.  All you have to do is listen.
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Unlocking the Mysteries of the “Undiagnosables”

By Dr. Steve Allday

They are the maladies every horse owner dreads the most, the ones that cost days or weeks in wasted time, and hundreds of dollars in extra diagnostic tests.  They are the undiagnosables—those hard-to-pin-down disorders that can hang up even expert vets. 

Equine medicine has dozens of conditions that are often missed, misdiagnosed, or flat-out ignored.  But there are a few which, if you stop to check for them at the first sign of trouble, allow you to get to the heart of the problem, quickly.  Here’s my list of top five offenders.

#1 Ulcers

Is your horse training relatively well, acting hungry like he wants to eat, but then turning up his nose at his food? Chances are, it’s an ulcer. Your horse gets stressed, releases too much stomach acid, and loses his appetite. After getting a good diagnostic scope, medications like Prilosec for horses will control stomach acid and attach to the lesions to help them heal.  A more realistic schedule for your horse will prevent relapse.

#2 Sore Feet

Plain old sore feet can affect a horse just like it does you or me.  But in horses, it can set the stage for more serious injuries, or in the very least make a horse drop in speed class. Check your horse’s feet after a workout. If the horse flinches at your touch, or if his feet are hot to the touch but not swollen or full of fluid, sore feet could be the culprit.  Finding the cause of the soreness can be trickier. It can be as simple as a poor shoeing job, or a more serious structural defect.  

#3 Strained Cannon Bone

The cannon bone extends from the knee to the ankle of the horse.  When a horse is having trouble with a weak or bruised cannon bone, he can’t extend his legs as far and loses free-flowing movement.  He shortens up his stride, his head comes up when he runs, and he loses speed. This can be cured with 90-120 days of rest.  Left untreated, a horse with chronic cannon bone tenderness can develop micro-fractures, joint issues and possible career-ending leg injuries.  A vet can confirm the diagnosis with a nuclear scan. 

#4 Airway Problems

A horse with airway problems is often diagnosed with N.R.F.E.—“Not Racing Fast Enough.” But in fact, mysteriously slow horses often have conditions causing their lungs to bleed when they exert themselves. Many trainers don’t see the internal bleeding, and think all they need to do is train a little harder.  This can cause a horse to collapse, or worse.  

Have your slow horse checked by a vet for a lung infection that needs antibiotics, a chronic lung disease that needs more advanced treatment, or a lung defect that makes him unsuitable for racing.

#5 “Tying-Up Syndrome”

Tying-up syndrome is so named because a horse’s muscles go into a systemic cramp simultaneously, becoming “tied up” – sometimes causing complete paralysis. It can come from a reaction to medicines or from an electrolyte deficiency that gradually builds up to a crisis point. If ignored, the condition can progress to the horse’s kidneys and cause permanent damage. The cure can be achieved in just a few days with an electrolyte solution and antioxidants.

Whole anthologies of equine medical books have been written about mysterious maladies. But in truth, the mysterious problems aren’t so mysterious if we merely listen to the signals our horses are giving us, loud and clear. 
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Unlocking the Mysteries of the “Undiagnosables”

By Dr. Steve Allday

In a lot of ways, taking care of a sick horse can be a lot like taking care of a sick toddler.  You can tell they’re hurting, but they don’t have the words to tell you what’s wrong.  Horses are such hardworking, compliant animals, they often fail to tell us “no” until they’re seriously injured.  So it’s up to us, as their caretakers, to read the sometimes very subtle signals they give us.

That’s not always easy. Equine medicine is filled with baffling and confusing symptoms. But there are some hard-to-diagnose conditions that, if checked for first, can take you right to the heart of the problem.  Here’s my list of the top five contenders for most common “undiagnosables.”

#1 Ulcers

Is your horse training relatively well, acting hungry like he wants to eat, but then turning up his nose at his food? Chances are, it’s an ulcer—not worms or colic. Your horse gets stressed, releases too much stomach acid, and loses his appetite.  The acid creates lesions in his stomach that hurt.  Your vet can diagnose it with a simple scope and prescribe a version of Prilosec for horses that will reduce the acid and help heal the lesions.  Figure out what is causing stress in your horse’s training schedule and eliminate it in order to prevent a relapse.

#2 Sore Feet

Plain old sore feet can affect a horse just like it does you or me.  But in horses, it can set the stage for more serious injuries and make them significantly slower. Check your horse’s feet after exercise. If the horse flinches at your touch, or if his feet are hot to the touch but not swollen or full of fluid, sore feet could be the culprit.  Finding the cause of the soreness can be trickier. It can be as simple as a poor shoeing job, or a more serious structural defect.  

#3 Strained Cannon Bone

The cannon bone extends from the knee to the ankle of the horse.  When a horse is having trouble with a weak or bruised cannon bone, he can’t extend his legs as far and loses free-flowing movement.  He shortens up his stride, his head comes up when he runs, and he loses speed. This can be cured with 90-120 days of rest.  Left untreated, a horse with chronic cannon bone tenderness can develop micro-fractures, joint issues and possible career-ending leg injuries.  A vet can confirm the diagnosis with a nuclear scan. 

#4 Airway Problems

Mysteriously slow horses often have conditions causing their lungs to bleed when they exert themselves. Many horsemen don’t see the internal bleeding, and think all they need to do is work the horse a little harder.  This can cause a horse to collapse, or worse.  If this sounds like your horse, have him checked by a vet for a lung infection that needs antibiotics, a chronic lung disease that needs more advanced treatment, or a lung defect that makes him unsuitable for competitions where speed is the objective.

#5 “Tying-Up Syndrome”

Tying-up syndrome is so named because a horse’s muscles go into a systemic cramp simultaneously, becoming “tied up” – sometimes causing complete paralysis. This can be a pretty scary thing to witness. It can come from a reaction to medicines or from an electrolyte deficiency that gradually builds up to a crisis point. If ignored, the condition can progress to the horse’s kidneys and cause permanent damage. If you get to it early, it’s not a serious condition at all. The cure can be achieved in just a few days with an electrolyte solution and antioxidants.

So the next time your horse is acting a little “off,” don’t just chalk it up to a bad day.  A horse should be tame at all times.  Most horses like what they do, and if they are acting up, that is their way of trying to tell you something. Something else could be going on, and it’s up to you and your vet to solve the mystery.  Your horse will give you the answers.  All you have to do is listen.
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