CAN MASSAGE
HELP HORSES?

A CALIFORNIA BODYWORKER SEEKS HANDS-ON AND SCIENTIFIC PROOF
THAT DEEP-TISSUE MANIPULATION CAN IMPROVE THE LOCOMOTOR
WELL-BEING OF HER EQUINE CLIENTS.
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background and personal involvement with horses. A
horse owner herself, McCormick moved into the
world of equine massage after 15 years of training and
practice in human massage therapy and has been
working with a variety of California performance
horses for the past eight years. She was trained as a
physical therapy technician for a chiropractic practice
and certified as a massage therapist through the Mas-
sage School of Santa Monica, where she now also
teaches courses. In addition to ongoing study of vari-
ous bodywork techniques, McCormick also has been
influenced by lessons learned from her own training
as a long-distance runner,

McCormick used hands-on experimentation to
adapt bodywork techniques to her equine clients and
particularly enjoyed working with lame horses whose
“clean” radiographs showed no skeletal reason for
their problems. By experimenting with various mas-
sage techniques and training programs for these
“problem horses,” including two aging, top-level
jumpers who just wouldn't stay sound, no matter
what, she developed an effective rehabilitative and
preventive strategy. “My goal,” she says, “is to correct
problem areas over the long term. When I started
developing a bodywork technique for horses, I was
searching for a treatment that would last, not just a
temporary fix.”

In addition to bodywork, McCormick’s “research”
subjects followed exercise programs that worked dif-
ferent muscle groups rather than focusing solely on
sport-specific training. Varied exercise challenges con-
tribute to locomotor health. “Cross-training keeps up
the fitness level,” says McCormick, “and it also helps
bring more movement to joints and muscles we phys-
ically can’t reach. The right kind of movement acts
almost like internal massage by warming up and soft-
ening some of the body parts that a bodyworker can't
warm up manually.”

McCormick’s exercise programs include a combi-
nation of flatwork, galloping, jumping small fences
and hacking on the trail. Scheduled rest is also a criti-
cal part of the program. “I cannot stress enough the
importance of downtime to allow muscles to recu-
perate and repair,” she says. “So many injuries are
caused when people overlook downtime and treat
their horses like machines.”

What's the system?

But massage is the center of McCormick’s equine
program. The hands-on sessions locate and release re-
strictions in muscle function caused by old injuries or
chronic strain. Her technique, called myofascial re-
lease, is similar to Rolfing, a style of human bodywork
that aligns the major body segments through manip-
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ulation of the fascia. Fascia is the connective tissue
that envelops and anchors all anatomical structures, ¢ '
including muscle bundles (the prefix “myo” = “mus- in the upper le
cle”). “If you have ever pulled the skin off a chicken to reduce stress
breast and seen that thin, filmy layer of tissue under- '
neath,” explains McCormick, “you have a general idea
of the way the fascia surrounds the muscles.” Equine

fascia is quite thick, forming strong “sleeves” around 1 ; tissue can

the muscles. When it’s healthy, this connective tissue ~- these mu:

is pliable and well lubricated, allowing the muscle | together, which
bundles to move easily and slide over each other. k : _ can result in

Unrestricted muscle action is self-perpetuating: Flu-
id movement stimulates the conditions that support
further fluid movement. But when injury or underuse
of the muscles restricts motion, the connective tissues
constrict and lose elasticity, reducing the horse’s over-

all flexibility, range of motion and comfort. The Regardless of
guarded postures and restricted movement following the horse's
locomotor injury are important to healing, with pain discipline, keeping
serving as the reminder to ease off and give the injury : the shoulder area
time to mend. Yet the limp or body imbalance can ' ee and mobile
persist to become a chronic condition in which the . helps distribute the
connective tissues stay contracted and tightened in . force of concus-
the protective position. For full recovery from every- Y sion and increase

day aches and major injuries alike, the myofascial ? ' range of motion.
connections have to “learn” to let go. '

That’s where the hands-on intervention of body-
workers can help. Like Swedish massage, the most
common method used with human subjects, the
myofascial-release technique does encourage relax-
ation and increase circulation to flush toxins from
damaged tissues and bring in healing factors, but
there’s a critical distinction between the two. “Unlike
traditional massage,” McCormick explains, “deep-
tissue work involves going layer by layer, working
through to deeper muscles.”

To trained hands, the quality and texture of the
deeper layers of muscle and connective tissue indicate
areas of constriction needing release. Manual manipu-
lation of the tissues and separation of the muscle
bundles increase range of motion, which, in tumn, en-
courages freer movement. Deep-tissue work generally
involves slower strokes and more direct pressure ap-
plied across the grain of the muscles, as compared
with standard relaxation massage. Yet deep pressure
isn't always necessary, McCormick says, although
horses typically need more pressure than human sub-
jects, McCormick uses her fingers and hands for the
more superficial work, but when she needs to manip-
ulate the deeper muscle tissues, she often uses a
currycomb, her fist or even her elbow. Most horses
respond with pleasure, leaning into the pressure to
“help” her find just the right spot.

In a business that’s all about pain, sensitivity to the
horse’s subtlest responses is the bodyworker’s critical
feedback loop. McCormick closely observes the
horse’s body language, watching for signs of protec-
tiveness, warning or submission. “When a horse first
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begins bodywork, we often need to negotiate,” she ex-
plains. “There may be some real problem areas that I'll
work on very lightly the first time. Once the horse
‘gets it’ and realizes I'll listen, I usually can work more
deeply during the next session.” Equally important is
distinguishing between a chronic condition in need
of release and an acute injury that could be made
worse by physical manipulation. “A horse might be
hesitant or cranky when I work on the area of a previ-
ous injury,” says McCormick, “but showing obvious
pain is another thing. There are instances where mas-
sage is not appropriate, where a muscle injury needs
time to heal before bodywork can help restore it.”

McCormick usually recommends a day off from
normal training following a massage session to give
the horse’s muscles time to recover. Hand walking, su-
pervised turnout or a quiet hack the next day provides
sufficient exercise without overdoing it. Jil Walton, an
Olympic-level three-day eventer who uses Mc-
Cormick’s services, testifies to the need for some
downtime following bodywork sessions. “Aleta works
on my horses and my clients’ horses, but she also has
worked on me,” she says. “If I ride several horses after
a massage session, I'm a bit sore the next day. 'm sure
my horses feel the same way, and I like them to have
a day to recuperate.”

Who needs it?
Certainly, top competition horses in rigorous train-
ing programs are candidates for deep-tissue work both
for preventive and restorative purposes. Given veteri-
nary approval, massage also can be a key ingredient in
a physical therapy program that gets an injured horse
back on his feet. (See “The Case for Body-
work,” page 54.) “For the more elite
horses, bodywork helps to main-
tain a good balance in their
bodies,” says top dressage
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THE CASE FOR BODYWORK

Horses in demanding training
are prime candidates for Aleta
McCormick's brand of bodywork, and
periods of change—=either physical
or emotional—are often indications
for some deep-tissue manipulation.
The following cases are typical of the
California practitioner’s clientele:

Previous injury: Some riders
look to bodywork to solve dramatic
problems with their horses. Take Will,
for example. The Irish Thoroughbred,
owned by dressage trainer and former
eventer Larisa Mantor of Moorpark,
California, had suffered a broken hip
that ended his career as an advanced-
level event horse. Although Will was
completely sound when purchased by
Mantor, he arrived with some
“issues.” The pencil-thin, 17-hand
horse hated to be touched and would
tolerate being groomed only with a
soft rag. He was stiff and locked up
throughout his whole body, says
Mantor, who had already seen regular
deep-tissue work produce great
changes in her FEI-level Dutch warm-
blood. “I knew Aleta’s massage had
helped Dutch Chocolate,” she says.
“His whole body had changed, his
muscle mass had probably doubled,
and he was more responsive and
looser in his back. He seemed more
relaxed mentally.”

Mantor signed up her new horse
for regular bodywork, and after six
months, Will was a different animal.
“His whole demeanor completely
changed within a couple of months,”
says Mantor. “Now you can brush
him anywhere, he has bulked up and
has this huge crested neck, and he
$eems S0 much happier. He's really
comfortable in his body and is work-
ing well. People who had seen him
before can't believe it.”

A changed attitude: In some
cases, riders give massage a try when
the horse's attitude changes or his
progress suddenly slows. Heather
Toma of Somis, California, says
that's what prompted her to have

McCormick work on her Thoroughbred
dressage horse, Lyric. Several years
ago, at the start of training in highly
collected movements, including tempi
changes and passage, Lyric became
sore and resistant. “1 think he under-
stood what was being asked, and he
really likes to work,” Toma says. “He
would have done it if he could. He was
sound, but | felt that he must have been
hurting somewhere to resist.”

Lyric began a program of frequent
bodywork with McCormick, and their
training program got back on track.
Qver the next few years, bodywork
helped support him through the peaks
in his training. Now 16 years old and
shawing at international level, Lyric
has remained sound and cooperative in
his work. “One of the benefits of body-
work is that it helps loosen up the
horse’s stiff side,” says Toma, who has
studied deep-tissue massage with
McCormick and is developing a prac-
tice of her own. “Maost horses have a
‘bad’ direction, and a lot of owners say
that their horses feel more even or
balanced after bodywork. Helping
horses become more symmetrical and
balanced is something I'm really inter-
ested in as a practitioner.”

Entering a new training pro-
gram: Al Olympic-level eventer Jil
Walton's barn in Walnut, California, the
newcomers usually receive deep-tissue
massage as an aid to their transition
into the demanding work awaiting them.
“When | get new horses that are already
going, we tend to work them pretty
hard, so | often put them on a three-
month program with Aleta. 1 also like to
have her work on horses as we're get-
ling close to a three-day event.”

What changes when horses begin
receiving bodywork? “It seems that they
give themselves to you more easily,”
says Walton. “There's less resistance,
and it really helps across the topline. |
had an advanced-level horse, Polaris,
who really improved with regular body-
work, especially in his topline. He was a
real ‘Aleta junkie' for a while!”
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McCormick uses her fingers and hands for the more
superficial work, but when she needs to manipulate
the deeper muscle tissues, she often uses a curry-
comb, her fist or even her elbow. Her deep tissue
bodywork technique sometimes requires up to 100
pounds of pressure per stroke.

trainer Betsy Steiner. “In any discipline, certain mus-
cles are being stressed and used every day. Massage
helps keep the balance between overexerted muscles
and supporting muscles to help prevent injury.”

Race training and competition is probably the
most rigorous occupation for horses. “Racehorses tax
their muscles fully,” says Chris Alpin, an exercise rider
at Southern California racetracks for 25 years. “They
have the same stresses as other very athletic horses,
but they also run in a left-hand pattern all the time, so
their bodies develop accordingly. They need regular
maintenance, and massage really helps them along.”
McCormick calls racing “the ultimate extension,” ob-
serving, however, that race trainers are probably the
least receptive of all horsepeople to using bodywork
for preventive or therapeutic reasons.

Horses in any discipline, at any level, can enjoy
the relief that deep-tissue bodywork brings, particu-
larly when age is a factor. Freedom of movement and
flexibility tend to diminish as horses grow older, and
deep-tissue massage can reduce that sort of general-
ized stiffness for an immediate result. The added
benefit is that the increased flexibility and comfort
encourage greater activity, which perpetuates greater
range of motion. McCormick’s current clients are
primarily in English disciplines, but she sees no divi-
sions along sport lines in the need to manage athletic
demands. “Western disciplines can place the same
kinds of stresses on horses as English disciplines,” she
says, “and Western horses can benefit from the same



types of bodywork. Athletes are athletes.”

Standard training practices tend to en-
courage the development of chronic stift-
ness and limited range of motion over the
long term. “As part of a normal training
routine, horses sometimes move in repeti-
tive ways that cause problems,” explains
McCormick. “Repeating the same exercis-
es day after day builds certain muscles,
while others can become underdeveloped
from limited use, Fven moderate work
can reduce flexibility and cause discom-
fort if the work fatigues the same muscle
sets repeatedly.”

While adding more variety to the
horse’s exercise can provide part of the so-
lution, it may be necessary to first “undo”
some of the muscular damage that may
have occurred over time. Deep-tissue ther-
apy can help wipe the slate clean, so to
speak, so the horse can resume training
with greater freedom of movement.
“Bodywork is a great way lo manually
remove some of the collagen® buildup
that forms as scar tissue around damaged
muscles and keeps them from moving
correctly,” says McCormick. It doesn't
take a major injury to create this condi-
tion, she adds. Even horses who are
sound and seem to be doing okay proba-
bly have some scarring of connective
tissue that restricts movement.

How does it work?

Countless hours spent working on
horses and walching the way they move
have provided McCormick with many
theories about bodywork’s long-term ef-
fects. [n 2000, she founded Omni Equus
Research Center, a nonprofil organiza-
tion, to further the practice and study of
cquine bodywork techniques and rehabil-
itation methods. McCormick has enlisted
equine locomotion and gait researcher
Hilary Clayton, BVMS, PhD, MRCVS, pro-
fessor in the department of large animal
clinical sciences at Michigan State Univer-
sity, to study bodywork and other
rehabilitation methods. “There are many
excellent bodyworkers in this country,
and many who have developed their own
style or technique,” says Clayton. “Aleta’s
technique seems to work well, and we
share an interest in trying to quantify the
results of bodywork.”

Clayton says an objective study re-
quires choosing appropriate evaluation
methods, along with developing an ex-
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AND LIMITED RANGE
OF MOTION OVER
THE LONG TERM.

perimental design that's suitable for statis-
tical analysis. The goal is to apply a set of
conditions to a group of very similar sub-
jects with only one difference In the
protocol: Half of the study horses would
undergo bodywork and half would not,
Conducted as a “blind"” study, the data
collectors would be unaware of the sub-
jects’ treatment status to avoid bias in the
results. For a study of the effects of body-
work, says Clayton, cach horse would
likely be evaluated before and after the
bodywork or the “sham"” treatment. Use-
tul measurements might include stride
length (at constant speed), range of mo-

‘tion of each joint, back flexibility during

locomotion, torque developed around the
joints, mechanical power developed
across the joints and clectromyographic
studlies of muscle aclivity.

Laboratory studies offer the advan-
tages of a controlled environment and
precise measuremertts. Two treadmill-
based evaluation tools used in Clayton’s
gail studies are a motion analysis syster,
which uses infrared cameras to record
joint movement, and a force plate, which
measures the impact of the horse’s hoof
on the ground. The data from these sorts
of tests can be analyzed for significant dif-
ferences in the movement of the treated
and untreated research subjects. l'icld
studies are less controllable and possibly
subject to other influences,; but they also
mighl provide useful information regard-
ing the effects of bodywork, such as
recovery rate from injury, electromyo-
graphic activity during recuperation and
changes in muscle size, “A study that
quantifies the effects of bodywork would
be exciting,” says Clayton, "because there
have not been a large number of con-
trolled scientific studies on this topic.”

Withour objective evidence showing
specific health benefits to horses,
massage and other alternative therapies
will continue to be met with some skepti-
cism in the larger horse-care community,
McCormick's interest in working with
Clayton to document the measurable
effects of bodywork is her response to
that skepticism. Skepticism also arises
because alternative practices have little to
no oversight or required training.
“Practitioners may not have much train-
ing," McCormick observes. “Tor some
therapies, anyone can hang out a shingle
and begin offering his services with mini-
mal training.”

Horse owners are ultimately responsi-
ble for doing the policing when they
choose to involve unregulated practition-
ers in their horses’ maintenance and re-
covery program. This means checking on
the person’s training, certification, experi-
ence and references and consulting with
the horse’s regular veterinarian about the
advisability of applying alternative prac-
tices, given the specifics of the case. “Lis-
ten to the professionals,” Steiner advises.
“It takes a whole team to produce a top
athlete, whether it's ourselves or our
horses. That means the trainer, vet and
farrier and maybe other elements, like
chiropractic work or massage therapy, are
needed to get the very best results. You
want to find out a lot about someone be-
fore you put your horse in his hands.”

Steiner’s own preliminary check,
including bodywork sessions for herself
to help her understand the technique,
convinced her to have McCormick work
on most of her horses when she was
training in California. “Her work made a
hig difference in their supplencss and the
quality of their muscling, and the horses
were more relaxed,” says Steiner. “I'm in-
terested in getting a higher level of per-
formance and keeping it, and I'm very
loyal to the concept of bodywork to help
achieve that goal. It all boils down to
putting our horses' well-being first. After
all, horses work hard for us, and we ask
them to do very difficult things. Keeping
them happy and comfortable really is the
least we can do.” (!

More information about Aleta McCorrmick’s
work is available at www.omiti-eguus.org.
Also, for a varicty of horse information go to
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