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In above diagram, red = soreness / orange = tightness

Sonny – Quarter Horse – gelding – 10 years old

Sonny has a history of stifle surgery dating back to when he was a young horse. Owner noted that 
trainer had sensed a stiffness when riding Sonny. 

Initial review of conformation showed a nice, well-tied together conformation. There was nothing 
remarkable in the conformation that would indicate a cause for stiffness.

While free-lunging, there was nothing appreciable at the walk. At the trot and canter, Sonny showed 
restricted movement in both hind legs. Sonny has a tendency to exhibit limited forward movement from
both hind legs. There is no difference in the mobility of either hind leg.

There was no pain noted along the loins, stifle or the hips. There was noted tightness in each of these 
areas though. Attempts to stretch the hind legs forward, up-under, were met with much resistance from 
Sonny. At the start, this resistance was so severe that he nearly off-balanced himself enough to fall over.
Following a long, repeated course of massaging from the loins through the hips to the stifle, using deep 
press-release technique, eventually led to an increase in mobility enough to stretch the hind legs up to 
the full extended position on both sides, though the right side did take longer and overall mobility was 
the most severely compromised from the start. 

Throughout must of the rest of the massage, there were no areas of concern with either pain or tightness
and Sonny relaxed through the massage. The only other area to show any signs was along the cervical 
spine, in about the position of C2/C3. At that level on the left side only, Sonny showed an aversion to 
pressure indicating pain. This is most likely a cause of over-compensation for the lack of mobility that 
is more significant on the right hind with the head/neck acting as a pendulum to offset that lack of 
mobility. I worked the entire neck on both sides using press-glide and neck stretches with pressure. 



Following massage, Sonny did show improvement in his movement, but it's still not perfect. I would 
suspect that Sonny may have some arthritis at work in the stifle, as the surgery is several years in the 
past. The good news is that Sonny can and should be worked though not to (at least at this point) to a 
high level. He is in good overall shape and has nice conformation which will help him.

Recommendations: Sonny should always have his hind legs stretched prior to riding, no exceptions. 
Start going only as far as he will allow and alternate between some light massage at the hip returning to
stretch the leg further until full forward stretch is achieved. 

I am including this excellent article that offers more stretches and exercises for helping horses with 
stifle soreness and other problems:
https://aaep.org/sites/default/files/issues/proceedings-11proceedings-158.PDF



Addressing Neck issues:
Neck Releases
Execution:
This exercise is done at a halt. The rider sits square and balanced in the saddle and her legs hold the 
horse’s body straight.

1. The rider takes contact with one rein in order to stabilize and support the horse’s neck. This becomes 
the outside rein.

2. The rider’s other hand moves outward, away from their body, just enough to bring the horse’s head 
around to where the rider can see the horse’s eye. The outside rein gives enough to allow the horse to 
turn its head in response to the movement of the inside hand.

3. The rider will hold the horse’s head in that position for a few moments, and then allow it to return to 
center. Repeat this a few times, and then ask the horse to turn its head in the other direction.

4. Follow the steps described above except that the rider’s hand will lead the horse’s head around to the
side a little more, enough to get a bend in the middle of the neck. The horse should be stretching the 
outside of its neck around to the inside without twisting its head. The rider may have to experiment 
with hand position in order to achieve this.

5. To mobilize the joint and muscles at the base of the horse’s neck where it joins the rib cage, the rider 
would bring her hand out and around enough to get a bend at the base of the neck. The other side (the 
outside) should have a long smooth stretch to it. You do not want the rider to bring her hand around to 
her knee as that would cause the horse’s head to twist at the poll.

For each of these neck positions, the rider will alternate moving the head both left and right. Each time 
the horse brings its head to a side, it should release tension in its neck and lower its head slightly. By 
gently moving the neck back and forth in this manner, the rider should gradually get the horse to lower 
its neck more and more.


