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They may sound alarming, but periodic pops or clicks coming 
from the joints of a comfortable, sound horse are nothing to fret 
about. Noisy joints in horses are caused by the same physiological 
process that allows you to “crack” your knuckles: Stretching of the 
joint capsule releases gas within the fluid rapidly. After a period of 
time, the gases return and you can crack the same joint again.  

The equine joints you are most likely to hear crack are the highly 
mobile ones closest to your perch in the saddle: knees, hocks and 
stifles. Occasionally you may hear a pop from a joint in the back or 
neck. 

Regardless of its location, cracking does not mean a joint is “tight,” 
“loose” or in any way misaligned. In fact, if your horse is otherwise 
sound and comfortable, there is no reason to worry about clicking 
joints, even if you’ve never noticed it before. 

Some injuries and orthopedic conditions can cause structures of 
the joint to rub against each other in a noisy manner, but in those 
situations, the horse will nearly always be obviously lame. n

What Noisy Joints Mean
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BOOTS with Kaitlin Gustave

Back Boots the Pros Use
DAKOTA KIRCHENSCHLAGER
HORSE: Spoonful of Comfort, 6-year-old
BACK BOOTS: Fastback
Why? They support my horse’s legs really well. They don’t slide up. I’ve had a lot of boots in the past 
that would slide up on the back legs when my horse would stop. These boots usually stay down good 
and they protect the horse’s legs from strains and from burning their fetlocks.
More: $60; fastbackropes.com; 800-479-1851

CHAD MASTERS
HORSE: Clint, 12-year-old; Twinkie, 10-year old; Jackson, 14-year-old
BACK BOOTS: Cactus Gear
Why? My horse slipped out from under himself at a roping and ended up cutting all the way 
through the boot. It’s no telling what it would have done to his leg if I didn’t have a boot on. Since 
that day, I have really been paying attention to make sure that I boot my horses up all the way 
around. I’m really happy with them. They’re pretty long-lasting.
More: $80.99; cactusgear.com; 839-569-4666

TYLER MCKNIGHT
HORSE: Double D, 10-year-old; Houdini, 12-year-old
BACK BOOTS: Classic Legacy 2
Why? I think they’re good to keep your horse from hitting themselves. It also keeps their fetlocks 
from burning when they slide and keeps them stopping good all the time.
More: $84; equibrand.com; 817-573-1884

COLEMAN PROCTOR
HORSE: Carmine, 17-year-old
BACK BOOTS: Iconoclast
Why? I like their double strapping system. It seems like it gives them more support. You can range 
them to where they’re taller or shorter. They last—I use mine hard every day, especially when I’m 
home. What I love is that I have a washing machine treatment in the barn and you give those boots a 
little washing machine treatment every now-and-then, the velcro stays good and they last.
More: $155, westernlegacysales.com; 972-741-3513

CLAY O’BRIEN COOPER
HORSE: Maximus, 13-year-old
BACK BOOTS: Cactus Gear Leather Skid Boot with Velcro
Why? If I’m practicing or at a jackpot roping I usually use the velcro skid boots because they’re going 
to be on for a long period of time. They’re cooler and they still protect the fetlocks when they slide. 
The piece that protects the fetlock has kind of a hard-shell protection. The skid boot might protect 
better if they skid on a rock or something, but the sport boot probably protects more of the tendon 
and leg area. Mostly, I’m just trying to protect his fetlock area for sliding.
More: $78.99, cactusgear.com; 839-569-4666
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WRAPS

A Question of Wraps

Do they fit well and can I put them on 
properly? 
This is perhaps the most important con-
sideration. Shipping boots that are too 
large or small, or wraps that aren’t ap-
plied appropriately, can trip or entangle 
a horse, causing injury. If your shipping 
boots typically end up on the trailer floor 
by the end of the ride, they don’t fit well 
and you’re probably better off not using 
them. And if you aren’t very confident 
in your wrapping ability (ask you veteri-

narian for an assessment if you’re unsure) 
keep practicing and forgo shipping ban-
dages for now.

What’s the weather like? 
If you are shipping on a hot day, your 
horse is going to be even hotter under 
boots or wraps. Also keep in mind that 
riding in a trailer is an athletic event for 
a horse, so he will be producing more 
body heat than if he were simply stand-
ing. Leg coverings may not increase his 
overall body temperature, but studies 
have shown that tissues directly under 
boots and wraps---including tendons---
can heat up, and potentially overheat, in 
hot weather.

What kind of hardware is my horse wear-
ing on his feet? 
Shoes that have bars, trailers or a bigger 
fit can injure both the horse wearing 
them as well as a travel companion on 
the other side of a partial partition. Bell 
boots can help, but if the shoes look like 
a hazard, they probably are. 

What kind of traveler is my horse? 
Seasoned shippers going short distanc-
es aren’t likely to scramble and step on 
themselves. Likewise, traveling compan-
ions who are comfortable in the trailer ar-
en’t likely to step on each other. Shipping 
wraps or bandages may not be necessary 
in those situations. For inexperienced or 
fussy travelers, however, leg protection is 
important. Also, keep in mind that while 
it’s not unusual for a freshly wrapped or 
booted horse to take a few exaggerated 
steps as he first moves out, some hors-
es never become comfortable with leg 
coverings and move unnaturally or even 
panic whenever they are applied. 
As with many horsekeeping issues, the 
question of whether to use shipping 
bandages or wraps has no hard-and-fast 
answer. In the end, it’s a judgment call 
you’ll have to make for every trip and ev-
ery horse.

The trailer is hooked up, the hay 
nets hung and the gas tank is full. 

All that’s left is to wrap your horse’s legs 
before loading him up and hitting the 
road.  
But maybe not. Shipping wraps and 
bandages do protect lower legs from 
trauma in the trailer, but they aren’t al-
ways necessary and in some cases may do 
more harm than good. When making a 
decision about shipping wraps, consider 
the following questions:



SENIOR HORSE CARE by Bonnie Wheatly
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JOINT & SOFT TISSUE HEALTH
Arthritis is a common byproduct of 

age and performance demands. Defined 
as inflammation of the joint, arthritis is 
a condition that horse owners can take 
proactive measures to help delay.

Arthritis can advance into osteoar-
thritis, which is a chronic, progressive 
disease that starts with synovitis, or 
inflammation of the synovial mem-
brane that lines the surface of the 
joint. Synovitis, cartilage damage and 
changes to the bony structure of joints 
can painfully exacerbate, or even end, a 
performance horse’s career. Symptoms of 
equine osteoarthritis are all unpleasant 
and include stiffness, reduced range of 
motion, heat, swelling and behavior 
changes.

So what can ropers do to slow the 
march of time against their steady, solid 

and aging equine partners?
“Warm your horses up and cool them 

down to prevent swelling and stiffness,” 
said Joe Stricklin, DVM. “Let them roll, 
offer turnout time, regular maintenance 
and a diet sensitive to the needs of an 
aging performance horse.”

Simple but thoughtful measures 
combined with guidance from a trusted 
veterinary professional can help you buy 
more years of use according to Stricklin.

“With any horse of any age, it’s always 
a good idea to be proactive with respect 
to joint health and maintenance,” 
Stricklin said. “It’s of great benefit as 
working horses age to do what you 
can to keep their joints as healthy as 
possible. There have been a lot of good 
products developed, whether oral or 
injectable, that can help support healthy 
joint function.”

A few such joint therapies have 
been on the market for the past few 
decades and have helped aging equine 
athletes withstand their individual job 
requirements while delaying the onset 
of osteoarthritis. Legend (hyaluronate 
sodium) is a drug that can be admin-
istered intravenously and is commonly 
used to combat arthritis. Adequan 
(polysulfated glycosaminoglycan) func-
tions similarly. Additionally, injectable 
products that contain hyaluronic acid 
or polysulfated-based active ingredients 
such as polysulfated glycosaminoglycan 
(PSGAG) and pentosan polysulfate 
sodium (PPS) are common choices, 
depending upon the progression of joint 
dysfunction, performance demands and 
many other factors to be considered by 
your veterinarian before determining 
treatment protocols.

The Golden Years: Helping Your Senior Horse

Learn how to help avert common senior horse health issues.



“Legend, Adequan, Pentosan and 
Polyglycan are all drugs that work in 
varying degrees to help lubricate the 
joint,” Stricklin explained. “There are 
different combinations that work well 
depending upon the horse’s individual 
circumstances and needs. Some horses 
are going to require joint injections; 
some can be well maintained with 
anti-inflammatory medications like 
Equioxx. There are a lot of different 
modalities that can be incorporated to 
help keep these older equine athletes 
feeling good.”

Stricklin says taking the time to ice 
soft tissue areas and high motion joints, 
or even rehab horses in swimming 
facilities where less concussion from the 
ground is inflicted on their joints, are 
measures that can help prolong your 
horse’s competitive lifespan.

“All these different things can help, 
depending upon the horse,” Stricklin 
said. “I tell people to take the time 
to poultice the lower legs to help in-
crease circulation and prevent stasis of 
those joints. Icing occasionally, apply-
ing poultice and wraps helps prevent 
inflammation and hopefully prolongs 
the onset of arthritis.”

Stricklin is also an advocate of letting 
a horse be a horse by budgeting time for 
them to relax, stretch, roll and graze.

“I think one thing people tend to 
overlook is how horses can keep them-
selves feeling good just by the simple act 
of you unsaddling them and letting them 
get out and roll after a day at the roping 
or rodeo. Lots of self-adjusting goes on 
when a horse gets out to roll and stretch, 
especially one that’s been confined to a 
box stall for a prolonged period of time 
during the course of an event.”

When asked about what issues he sees 
more commonly than others in older 
rope horses, Dr. Stricklin says he sees a 
prevalence of fetlock issues come into 
his practice. He thinks horses deal with 
fetlock and other joint issues simply by 
virtue of their line of work.

“A calf horse that is stopping hard 
has to buffer the jerk,” he offered as an 

example. “The first thing people want to 
look at is hocks and stifles. For so long, 
people have thought about hocks and 
stifles in relation to performance horses 
because these horses are stopping and 
turning at a high rate of speed, but I also 
see a prevalence of fetlock issues that 
tend to be a bit more overlooked.”

Stricklin says the soundness issues 
that commonly develop in older, and 
even some of the younger, performance 
horses, can be successfully treated in 
a variety of different ways. He’s had 
good results using platelet-rich plasma 
(PRP) and interleukin receptor antag-
onist protein (IRAP), two regenerative 
therapies. He adds that stem cell therapy 
is used more so to benefit the tendons 
and ligaments. 

“We have a lot more bullets now than 
we did 15 years ago,” Stricklin said. “It’s 
a great idea to have your veterinarian 
go through your horses in the spring. 
I tell my clients to be riding them a 
little first before bringing them in for a 
physical examination so if lameness is 
going to surface it’s got a chance to show 
up because the horse has been getting 
used. Ride them for a couple of weeks 
and then we’ve got a better indication of 
what the horse is dealing with after he 
goes back to work.”

Beyond regular physicals, Stricklin 
says never ignore an abrupt change in 
how your horse is working.

“Anytime you notice a decrease in 
performance, especially in that steady 
competitor that suddenly changes and 
isn’t working up to the norm, that’s a 
likely indication that there’s something 
your veterinarian needs to investigate 
further.

“Some older horses are not going to 
be the ones you want to use in practice,” 
Stricklin said. “You might want to save 
the dependable, predictable horse for 
the rodeo and practice on something 
else. They only have so many runs in 
them; that’s a fact.”

TRAVEL CONSIDERATIONS
Older horses don’t always bounce 

back from the stress of hauling as well as 
their youthful counterparts. Basic rules 
of hauling tend to be the same for horses 
of all ages, but they become particularly 
important for geriatrics.

“I advise people to feed electro-
lytes, make absolutely certain the 
horse is drinking adequately, and keep 
your hay that you feed on the road the 
same or similar to what your horses are 
accustomed to getting at home,” said 
Stricklin.

Even seasoned road warriors can use a 
little gastric support as well. 

“It’s a smart idea to put horses on 
ulcer medication like UlcerGard (ome-
prazole) when traveling to calm the 
stomach acid that flairs up as a result of 
stress from hauling, stalling and compet-
ing,” said Stricklin.

Stricklin says a little extra TLC can 
go a long way to discourage the stiffness 
and fatigue that can result from a long 
trailer ride.

“When you can, it’s a good idea to 
give yourself some extra time to get to an 
event a little early so your horse has time 
to rest and acclimate,” he said. “These 
steps in planning help any horse, but are 
especially important for older horses that 
tire a bit more easily. People also have 
good results using hauling boots like the 
Soft-Rides to decrease concussion on the 
legs. Anything you can do to decrease 
stress and increase hydration, get them 
out and move them around, those are 
the best things you can do.”

CUSHING’S DISEASE 
Certain diseases more commonly 

assault senior horses. Pituitary pars 
intermedia dysfunction (PPID), or 
equine Cushing’s disease, is one of them. 
The enlargement of the pituitary gland, 
which causes the release of certain hor-
mones that disrupt the horse’s metabolic 
balance, is what causes Cushing’s.

Symptoms of Cushing’s include long 
hair and delayed shedding, muscle wast-
ing, abnormal fat distribution, lethargy, 
and potbelly or weight gain, among 
others.



“Cushing’s happens more after the 
performance years than when they’re 
taking the constant maintenance,” 
Stricklin said. “You see it lots more in 
kids’ horses that are pretty advanced in 
years. It’s a condition that has to do a lot 
with the function of the thyroid causing 
insulin issues.” 

If your older horse—say late teens to 
early 20s—starts experiencing metabol-
ic imbalance, there are a few signs of 
Cushing’s disease to watch for, according 
to Stricklin.

“Early signs of Cushing’s include a 
cresty neck, they don’t shed off good, 
and they’ll sometimes get a long, thick 
hair coat. Due to the metabolic imbal-
ance, they’ll often become somewhat 
laminitic due to not processing sugars,” 
Stricklin said.

Stricklin says that continued exercise 
and thoughtful maintenance can help 
delay the onset of the disease, thus 
attention to care and the horse’s level of 
activity both become very important.

“In the Open rope horse world, you 
don’t see it quite as much because these 
horses are still used and worked on a 
regular basis,” Stricklin said. “It’s pretty 
well documented that older horses—and 
I’d put that age at about 20 on up—
when those aged horses are able to be 
out and moving around, they do much 
better with metabolic issues. When 
they’re out, they’re moving around, 
which also stimulates production of 
joint fluid. Better joint support as per-
formance horses age is a big deal.”

In general, older performance horses 
tend to do much better with proper 
diet, regular physicals performed by 
your veterinarian and an adequate 
turnout schedule. However, should your 
horse develop Cushing’s, Stricklin says 
there are good treatment options on the 
market.

“We’ve got Prascend®, which helps 
with pituitary gland function. This drug 
helps horses regulate the way in which 
insulin is processed,” Stricklin said.

Prascend® is the brand name of the 
drug pergolide mesylate, which is FDA 
approved for treatment of Cushing’s and 

has been available for about a decade.
Beyond exercise and medication, 

Stricklin says a low starch, low sugar diet 
is helpful for horses with Cushing’s, as 
well as for those with laminitis issues, 
since the two problems can go hand in 
hand.

LAMINITIS
Laminitis is an inflammatory disease 

of the leaf-like laminae that suspend the 
coffin bone within the hoof. In severe 
cases, the coffin bone rotates. Cushing’s 
disease and Equine Metabolic Syndrome 
(EMS) are contributing conditions to 
laminitis. Horses with insulin issues can 
have laminitic issues, and, as already 
noted, will do better with a customized 
diet and exercise program (if exercise is 
an option).

While not all laminitic horses are 
obese, diet and exercise combined are 
the best ways to prevent laminitis. If 
exercise isn’t an option, diet is even more 
critical. Avoid high starch diets, abrupt 
diet changes, as well as an excessive 
amount of lush, green grass that is high 
in sugar. When bland winter pastures 
give way to lush green grass in the 
springtime, it’s tempting to allow horses 
as much pasture time as they can take—
except that horses with insulin issues 
can’t take much of it.

“In the early spring and summer 
months, depending upon the climate 
in the region where you live, you have 
to watch how much turnout time you 
offer on rich, grass pasture. On warm-
er days, you can worry less about it 
because higher temperatures later in the 
day burn the sugars out of the grass,” 
Stricklin said.

In the case of laminitic horses, some-
times less is more and simple diet chang-
es and a little TLC can pay off.

SUMMING UP
Even if your mount is not a horse 

with a household team roping name, 
keeping a good one sound and happy 
does pay off. The “Steady Eddy” in your 
barn deserves great care to age gracefully. 

About Joe Stricklin, DVM
Joe Stricklin, DVM, graduated from 

Texas A&M University in 1980. He 
then established Equine Care Hospital 
in Abilene, Texas, where he practiced 
for 18 years before moving to Colorado 
to teach in the equine division of the 
Colorado State University Veterinary 
Hospital for seven years. Dr. Stricklin 
transitioned to private practice following 
his time at CSU and has been working 
out of his personal practice in Greeley 
for the past 13 years, where his focus is 
equine lameness and dentistry.

Dr. Stricklin was raised around horses 
and is an avid team roper. 
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