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When it  
comes to  
hooves, 
we find again and again that 
many horse owners contrib-
ute unknowingly to causing 
their horses to suffer, simply 
as a result of incorporating 
many of the most widely ac-
cepted and traditional practices 
into their horse-care regimen. 
The health of horses shows 
up in their hooves, and heal-
ing must be achieved through 
management practices that 
are species-appropriate. This 
means providing the right diet, 
in the right amounts, in the right 
manner to horses accorded 
a life and lifestyle appropri-
ate to the species in order to 
keep them genuinely sound 
and healthy. We’ll explain what 
that means—and how to do it!
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The hooves that horse owners 
refer to as “shelly” are typically 
just unhealthy due to an unnatural 
diet—such as living in a pasture 
24/7—or resulting from other un-
natural management practices such 
as sugary feeds and supplements 
and too-frequent deworming, 
vaccinations and/or other medi-
cations. This is the left hind hoof 
(pre-trim) of a horse who had been 
diagnosed with laminitis by the 
owner’s vet a few weeks earlier.

Approximately 18 months 
following recommended di-
etary changes and a consistent 
schedule of natural trims, the 
hoof has completely transformed 
into a more natural, healthy 
shape. Instead of free-choice 
pasture, this horse is provided 
with free-choice grass hays as 
the foundation of his diet.

Can you rehabilitate a foundered horse to be a 
sound barefoot trail mount?

Jill: Absolutely! But the management practices that got the horse into 
this state in the first place must drastically change to those that are 

appropriate for the species. Of course, there are variables, but if a strict regimen 
of natural horse-care practices is implemented, the outlook for a full recovery is 
very optimistic. 

One of my horses, an Arabian gelding (now 17) was diagnosed with acute 
laminitis in 2005. His pain was dramatically reduced within a short time, thanks 
to my vet’s instructions that he be immediately removed from all access to pasture 
grass and all sugar be removed from his diet, and to my then-farrier, who advised 
the shoes be removed as soon as the pain abated. 

Once I discovered the Association for the Advancement of Natural Horse Care 
Practices (AANHCP) along with Jaime Jackson’s books in late 2006, including 
“Paddock Paradise*,” I set to work making numerous changes at my farm. By 
summer, he was “on track” without access to any grass whatsoever and had the 
benefit of increased movement, which had been lacking while he was relegated 
to a “dry lot paddock,” and his hooves also began showing increased signs of 
improvement.

Jaime: The diet of horses at the AANHCP Field headquarters, where 
our horses live 24/7 on track in a Paddock Paradise, is based 

loosely on my observations of wild, free-roaming horses of the US Great Basin. 
The wild horse diet consists of a broad range of high desert bunch grasses, legumes 
and many minerals they mine right from the ground with their hooves and teeth. 
While no scientific investigation of the wild horse diet has yet to be conducted, 
I learned that feeding a variety of grass hays low in sugar, whole (unsweetened) 
oats and salt, proved to be a reasonable safeguard—particularly for laminitic 
horses. Jill was lucky that her vet and farrier went in this direction, because it is 
a tragic fact that most horse owners continue to believe that grass pastures are 
safe for horses. So, yes, rehabilitation is very promising if horse owners diligently 
follow the “wild horse model.” 

http://www.4source.com
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This trencher, 
which can be 
leased for $50 
a day, uses an 
attachment to 
create a 12-inch 
wide path of any 
depth that can 
be packed with 
road bed to cre-
ate a dry track 
for your horses.
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How can one avoid thrush and white line disease 
in muddy, hot and humid conditions? We are in 
Florida right next to a swamp. 

Jill: Eliminate access to any grass pastures and put the horses on track as de-
scribed in Paddock Paradise. If you provide your horse with a reasonably 

natural diet—one with a foundation of low-sugar/low-carb grass hays provided free 
choice—and eliminate molasses, sugars, beet pulp, corn, rice bran, pasture grass 
and most processed feeds, you’ll soon see an improvement in their hooves. Add to 
the dietary changes some dry “high ground” made of dirt and gravel, and you’ll 
no longer find the adjacent swampy conditions problematic. In many ways, it is 
not that dissimilar to the idea of building a road—or even a home—in a swampy 
area. You must choose the right location or modify it and prepare the foundation 
before beginning construction.

Jaime: You can create a track in most climates, including Florida’s, by 
doing what Jill recommends—running your track over high 

ground. You can cut a narrow, foot-wide trough six inches deep packed with 
“road bed” (cheap stuff country roads are made of) inside the track. You can rent 
a machine that does this for $50/day at your local equipment rental store. Run this 
“path” on high ground and horses will instinctively take it and keep their hooves 
out of perpetual mud. Paths are natural in the wild; horses (and many other wild-
life) use them to navigate through their home ranges. More important, don’t feed 
horses a diet that “feeds” the pathogens responsible for thrush infections. It’s not 
mud that causes thrush—wild horses slosh through mud months on end during 
winter, and I never saw a single case of thrush.

The path made by the horses 
is quite narrow. Most of the 
paths within the fenced tracks 
of a Paddock Paradise are 
about 12 inches wide. If your 
property does not have this 
sort of naturally, well-draining 
and rocky ground, you can 
trench a narrow path so the 
horses can get on dry, high 
ground throughout the year. 

http://horsehealthusa.com
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How can I ensure my pastured horse is getting the best nutrients to make sure 
his hooves are strong?

What is the difference between a “‘natural” barefoot trim and a regular, so-called 
“pasture” trim? What are the pros and cons of each?

Tell me about barefoot horses’ needs for boots vs. barefoot. It seems difficult to 
decide when it’s okay to ride them with slightly “ouchy” feet vs. always boot-
ing to avoid the “ouch” completely.

Jill: You need to know the cause of the tenderness or 
“ouchiness.” There is nothing wrong with using 

boots while riding to make the horse more comfortable as 
long as the management practices are not contributing to or 
causing the discomfort—such as over-trimming (invasive 
trimming) that would render him sore or a diet that is causing 
tenderness. Put them on, go for a ride and then immediately 
remove them. 

Jaime: There shouldn’t be any stigma about using 
boots. If your horse is dwelling in a habitat 

that is anything less than our rugged Paddock Paradise, they 
may very well require boots if you’re going to ride them over 
rough ground. Boots don’t have the downside of horseshoes. 
They also offer superior protection. At the last Tevis Cup 
endurance ride, most of the top 10 horses were barefoot and 
wearing boots. The rest of the time they could toughen up 
their hooves going barefoot.

Jill: Unless you live in the US Great Basin or a similar 
biome, it is almost impossible for your horse to 

have strong, healthy hooves if turned out on a typical green 
pasture. But let’s assume your horse is on a pasture in an 
environment such as the arid, high desert Great Basin. In 
that case, you will not have to worry about the detrimental 
effect of the pasture grasses but will want to make sure you 
are providing him with a constant supply of grass hays—as 
many different kinds as you can find—in addition to a basic 
vitamin/mineral supplement free of sugars, preservatives, 
artificial flavorings, etc. One that is organic and non-GMO 
is ideal. And, of course, a constant supply of water and loose 
salt. That’s a good basic foundation and, from there, you can 
provide a small amount of whole oats, some flaxseed, fresh 
fruits, veggies and miscellaneous cut herbs or plants. 

Jaime: The mindset that inf luences us to put 
horses out to pasture is not one that is well 

informed. It is now well known from research that there is 
no safe grass turnout for any horse. I worked as a farrier in 
Arkansas, the “laminitis capital” of the US, where horses are 
commonly turned out to pasture. Some 70 percent or more of 
those horses were suffering from laminitis, many chronically, 
and their owners didn’t have a clue that was the reason for 
their horses’ sore feet. Carcass removal companies I queried 
recalled thousands of horses dying yearly from “fescue foot” 
and “seedy toe” and other misnomers for laminitis. I would 
say that horses living in city boarding facilities aren’t faring 
any better due to feeds laced with molasses, beet pulp and 
cane sugar. So, the message is, get your horse out of the pasture 
and out of a stall. 

Jill: The natural trim mimics the natural wear patterns 
on the hooves of the wild, free-roaming horses 

in the US Great Basin and, as a result, more natural growth 
patterns occur. A “regular” trim is a result of myriad other 
ideas but none that are necessarily related to the hooves of the 
healthy horses living naturally in an adaptative environment.

Jaime: Jill’s differentiation is an important one 
because the natural trim follows directly 

from a large population of horses that are sound and free of 
hoof problems that plague countless domestic horses. The 
natural trim is proven daily, year after year, at the AANHCP 
Field Headquarters for those who want to see exactly how 
it works. I would be suspicious of any method not based on 
nature and without empirical evidence to back it up. I would 
ask, “Is this method proven by a large number of horses 

trimmed precisely to the method year after year without 
veterinary intervention?” If this population of horses cannot 
be produced and evidenced by outside observers, chances are 
it is flawed and problematic.

Typically, hoof care standards are left to equestrian authori-
ties by discipline rather than by nature. And it is no wonder 
then that, according to Walt Taylor, co-founder of the American 
Farriers Journal, “Of the 122 million equines found around 
the world, no more than 10 percent are clinically sound. 
Some 10 percent (12.2 million) are clinically, completely 
and unusably lame. The remaining 80 percent (97.6 million) 
of these equines are somewhat lame... and could not pass 
a soundness evaluation or test.” (American Farriers Journal, 
November 2000, v.26, #6, p.5)
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This descending horizontal split 
(“abscess vent”) in the hoof’s outer 
wall is likely the result of injury and/
or infection at the coronary band.

What causes abscesses? What can I do for an otherwise 
healthy, fat horse with absolutely 
terrible, shelly, cracked feet who is 
out on good pasture? He absolutely 
doesn’t need grain.

Jill: It seems that horses on an unnatural diet and/
or suffering from laminitis will frequently have 

abscesses anywhere from the coronary band on down but 
we also see them in horses who have received—from others 
before us—what we refer to as an “invasive trim.” The hooves 
have been over-shortened or the sole has been pared away 
too thin. And, of course, stepping on something that invades 
the hoof capsule may cause this.

Jaime: An abscess is a collection of pus that has 
built up inside tissue, usually caused by 

a spectrum of invasive bacteria that cause an infection. In-
vasive trimming, errant horseshoe nails and drilling by vets 
will cause abscesses because they open the dermal foot to 
environmental pathogens (i.e., bacteria, viruses, and fungi). 

Dr. Christopher Pollitt of the Australian Laminitis Re-
search Unit has detected bacteria in the dermal structures 
of the foot during laminitis, which triggers enzymatic deg-
radation of the hooves’ laminae. He even demonstrated that 
placing bacteria strains on open tissue (e.g, an invasively 
trimmed hoof) could cause separation of the white line. 
What all this means is that hooves are being invaded by 
mismanagement.

Use the natural trim, a reasonably natural diet and Pad-
dock Paradise, and your horse’s foot will not be at risk of get-
ting an abscess. If an abscess is suspected in the hoof, I don’t 
recommend opening it or drilling a hole to 
relieve it. This will only open the door to 
the environment and trouble. Antibiotics 
are not recommended except possibly in 
the case of nail wounds, in which case a 
veterinarian’s services should be solicited.

Jill: Get him out of the pasture! A “good pasture” for 
a horse is not likely what you, as a caring horse 

owner, have in mind. In reality, a good pasture for a horse is 
basically the arid, high desert biome of the Great Basin where 
bunch grasses grow few and far between, and the landscape 
is made up of a lot of dirt, rock and scrub plants. 

One of the most obvious visual characteristics of laminitis 
are hooves like you describe and so, the question of grain 
is a moot point in this scenario. Get the horse out of what 
you feel is a “good pasture,” put him on a track around the 
pasture and watch the cracks disappear. Ruggedness will 
replace the shelly, brittle walls. I would highly recommend 
you read another of Jaime’s books, “Founder: Prevention and 
Cure the Natural Way.”

continued next page

http://www.lifedatalabs.com
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Chakra, a 1997 Arabian gelding, illustrates how horses can fully recover 
from a diagnosis of acute laminitis such as he received in summer 2005. 
Whether at liberty or while being ridden, he easily moves across the rug-
ged, rocky landscape with unshod hooves as a result of changing manage-
ment practices to more natural ones starting in early 2007. At the time of his 
diagnosis, Chakra was discovered standing in the typical “founder stance,” 
where horses try to mitigate the pain by rocking back on their heels.

Chakra in a lush Minnesota pasture in 2004 
prior to succumbing to the rich carpet of grass 
and receiving a diagnosis of acute laminitis.

While Apollo’s heels ap-
pear to be excessively 
long, there is no way to 
know simply from looking 
at the photo if the hoof 
can be trimmed to reduce 
the heels or if the heels 
are contracted due to the 
shoes (and/or invasive trim-

ming). If they have grown pathologically long as a result of being shod, it may take 
close to a year (or longer) to grow a hoof that has the characteristics of a naturally 
shaped hoof, and only if other management practices change. If one attempts to 
force the hoof into a dramatically more natural shape in one trim session, the horse 
will likely be sore. In this particular instance, it was not possible for Apollo’s hoof to 
transform until other changes took place in the way he was being managed.  

How can I determine the length of my horse’s heels? I’m never really sure of this.

Jill: This discussion requires having an in-depth un-
derstanding of the natural shape and range of heel 

lengths of the horse. Horses in the wild appear to be walking 
on their heel bulbs, but most domestic horses are not in envi-
ronments where they have the sort of natural movement—or 
the amount—that facilitate their hooves growing in this man-
ner. Ultimately, the trim stimulates natural growth patterns 
to facilitate the emergence of a more naturally shaped hoof. 
The shortest answer is that the heels should be a structure 
of active support just slightly distal to the hard sole plane.

Jaime: Determining the length of your horse’s 
heels, like trimming them, is the responsi-

bility of your hoof care professional. Shortening and balanc-

ing the heels is very complex, in fact, one of the most difficult 
things to do correctly in the natural trim. For example, the 
left/medial and right/lateral heels are seldom the same length 
nor do they typically sit in the same position across the frog. 
Horseshoes mislead us into thinking otherwise. Heels that 
are too long cause the hoof to “run under,” stressing joints of 
the foot, the legs and the back. They can also cause “slipper 
toe” in laminitic hooves, and exacerbate navicular syndrome. 
Heels that are too short can cause the frog to become sore or 
injured, affect the horse’s stride, and stress the tendons. The 
best way to avoid all these problems is to hire a professional 
who is knowledgeable about the natural trim.

Apollo’s diet, lifestyle, 
environment, terrain and 
trimming all converged to 

send him in the direction of 
healthier, more natural growth 

seen in this photo taken in 
December 2014.
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What levels of biotin and other key 
hoof nutrients are recommended 
for optimal hoof quality? 

Jill: We can’t separate the hoof from the rest of the 
horse, so we are really talking about ‘key nutri-

ents’ versus ‘key hoof nutrients,’ since a healthy horse will 
have healthy hooves. A quality vitamin/mineral supplement 
will likely have biotin listed among the first 10-15 ingredi-
ents on the label. In the vitamin/mineral supplement we 
use, biotin is the ninth ingredient listed on the label.

Eating a reasonably natural diet with as much diversity of 
grass hays as you can possibly (and diligently) source, along 
with salt, water and some whole oats is an excellent founda-
tion along with a general vitamin/mineral supplement that 
is free of any laminitis triggers. As Jaime mentioned, the 
diet of healthy, sound horses living naturally in the wild 
has never been thoroughly studied and so we have to do 
our best to simulate and speculate. But with regard to actual 
‘amounts’ of any vitamin or mineral, it is speculative, which 
is why we encourage people to feed a reasonably natural diet 
consisting of a wide diversity of safe grass hays.

Jaime: I’m unaware of any animal studies that 
attribute toxicity to the vitamin biotin. 

Our experience shows us that providing a reasonably 
natural diet including traces of biotin, as Jill explains, 
contributes to our very healthy horses. 

What is the best way to trim a horse 
that is extremely flat-footed?

Jill: It is impossible to provide trimming instruction 
without context. Get a second opinion if you 

believe your hoof care practitioner or farrier is putting your 
horse in this situation. Horses should not be trimmed in 
a manner that forces them to walk on their soles as their 
primary support structure.

Jaime: There is much discussion in the barefoot 
community about “concavity,” including 

low concavity or “flat-footedness.” In the wild, there is varia-
tion in the amount of sole concavity, but—relative to horses 
that are overtrimmed, undertrimmed and shod—there is 
really very little. Nature determines the degree of concav-
ity needed by any hoof, and the natural trim facilitates this 
variation. My many dissections of domestic and wild hooves 
reveal that the thickness of the sole and its “convexity” just 
below the coffin bone (P3) are of greater significance than 
what we see at the bottom of the hoof. That is a very techni-
cal discussion! On the other hand, “dropped” or “bulging” 
soles are symptoms of chronic laminitis and are considered 
a medical emergency.

Jaime Jackson is the author of six books, a hoofcare 
professional, Great Basin wild horse expert and 
natural horse care consultant. He is the founding 
member of the nonprofit humane equine advocacy 
organization, Association for the Advancement 

of Natural Horse Care Practices (www.aanhcp.net) and the principal 
instructor for the Institute for the Study of Natural Horse Care Practices 
(www.isnhcp.net), which he and Jill Willis formed in 2009. He can be 
contacted at jacksonaanhcp@gmail.com or his through his website at 
www.jaimejackson.com

Jill Willis is a writer and natural horse care consul-
tant. She and Jaime Jackson have been business 
partners since 2009 when they formed the Institute 
for the Study of Natural Horse Care Practices and J. 
Jackson Publishing. She is a member of the board of 

directors for the nonprofit Association for the Advancement of Natural 
Horse Care Practices and a staunch believer that all horses deserve to 
be cared for in a humane and natural manner. Her herd of five horses 
serves as the sound healthy models managed under the pillars of Natu-
ral Horse Care at the AANHCP Field Headquarters in Lompoc, California.

Paddock Paradise

* “Paddock Paradise: A Guide to Natural Horse Boarding”
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