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When a horse moves, enormous 
forces are generated which need to be 
accommodated by flexible structures of 
the lower legs.

With a large body mass, long legs, 
single toes and a biomechanical action 
that propels and elevates (see main 
image above), everything is geared 
for movement and impact. It is a 
highly evolved system of springs and 
shock absorbers that has undoubtedly 
contributed significantly to equine 
survival as a prey animal across the 
millennia.

Then we go and add the weight of rider 
and saddle to the equation! A well used 
old racetrack adage suggests that every 
ounce in the saddle becomes a pound 
on the hoof. There are implications for 
long term soundness.

But wait, there’s more. What about landing 
after a jump, or stopping on a dime, or 
working for long periods in a deep surface, 
or forcing tight changes of direction or 
sustained galloping at absolute top speed?

Even though the lower leg of the horse 
is an engineering masterpiece, it is finely 
tuned. Too much pressure or strain and 
things can break. Not only can there be 
short term trauma to connective tissue such 
as tendons and ligaments, but ongoing 
stress leads to long term degradation of the 
coffin joint and navicular bone regions.

Unfortunately, scar tissue is not flexible. 
Injuries to the structures of the lower leg 
are better prevented than fixed, which 
means that forces acting on the lower leg 
need to be minimised. Hoof management 
has a huge bearing on this.

An understanding of equine movement 
underpins principles of correct hoof 
management.

A horse’s movement is fluid and without 
delineation, but for the purpose of study, 
it can be conveniently broken into the 
individual phases of landing, loading 
and breakover. Within each phase the 
grand equine design has inbuilt features 
to deal with mechanical stresses (see 
image 3).

Landing
When a hoof lands, there is massive 
deceleration requiring correct 
alignment of all the lower leg joints. 
This is coupled with a high frequency 
shockwave that needs to be captured 
in the hoof and kept away from load 
bearing structures above the hoof.

Breakover is probably the 
most commonly discussed 
phase of equine movement 

- and for good reason 
too - because it is the part 
of a horse’s stride that 
incorporates the greatest 
pressures. There is more 
to an efficient breakover 
than a short toe, as Master 
Farrier Andrew Bowe, 
‘The barefoot blacksmith”,  
explains...

The truth about breakover
By Andrew Bowe. B.App.Sc., Master Farrier
www.barehoofcare.com
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