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A Lesson In a Good Foot

The Good Hoof

I was trimming horses yesterday for a friend, Lisa, and she had a new boarder at her barn. Lisa asked me to go 
look at Desi’s feet (the new horse) and guess when he was trimmed last. 

I looked at his feet and guessed that had been trimmed about 4 weeks ago. I was wrong! He was trimmed last 
week! His feet looked like little ‘cubes.’ Not everyone looks at a horse’s foot like I do. This has been a passion of 
mine for 14 years. I believe people need to learn a little basic knowledge about what a ‘good hoof’ looks like 
before it turns into a problem. 

My goal is to help you see what is healthy and unhealthy in your horse’s feet. 
There are a lot of opinions of what ‘correct’ is. Knowing this, I’ve decided to show anatomy from veterinarian 
text so we are talking about a physiologically correct foot. 

First things first, some anatomy:

I would like to start off with the front feet, since they are the ones that tend to have to most ‘problems.’ 

Here are eight things that create a good foot:  
The foot should be compact and the hoof wall should be smooth. When you look at the foot from the front, the 
silhouette of the hoof from the hairline to the ground should be a straight slope. There should not be bumps, 
ridges, dishes, bulges, flares, etc. These are all characteristics of an unhealthy attachment of the hoof wall to 
the internal structures. If your horse has ‘platter feet’ this is not healthy and can be addressed with trimming  
             and/or diet change.
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The hoof wall should be free of cracks and chips. Vertical cracks show
either dietary deficiencies or excess leverage on the hoof wall. Horizontal
cracks are usually abscesses growing out (these always start at the hairline
and grow down the hoof). Chips almost always show places of excess
leverage or ‘hinging’ of the hoof. These are the easiest things to fix on a
foot and can usually be solved with a little rasping.

On the bottom of the foot, the junction between the outer hoof wall and 
the inner structures is the white line. The white line should be tight and 
the same thickness all the way around the hoof. The thickness should be 
between 1/8 of an inch to 1/4 of an inch.  If it’s thicker, in any place, 
there is inflammation occurring. If there are red areas, this is an
indication that the hoof wall may be too long. 

The foot (from the bottom view) should be as close to round as possible. 
This only applies to the front feet as the hinds are typically more
triangular in shape. If you were to measure the width of the foot and 
compare it to the length of the foot, the measurements should be 
relatively close. Most trimmers leave the toe far too long, for fear of 
making a horse sore. This creates leverage on the toe, navicular bone, 
and can create pain up into the shoulder.

The frog should be thick and wide at the back of the foot. The frog is a 
very important piece of the hoof. It aids in cushioning the internal
structures, increasing blood flow, and shock absorption. If you have a 
thin, long frog, the hoof cannot function properly. If you have a crack in 
the back half of the frog, that you can bury a hoof pick into, you have 
thrush. Any flaps of the frog that are hanging or any parts that are very 
soft and rubbery, are not necessary. I always told my customers, “If the 
texture of the frog is the consistency of a pencil eraser, it was working 
and they should leave it alone, if it was the texture of chewed gum, it 
could probably be removed.” 

(Frog with thrush)

(Healthy frog)
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The heel should be a wide base to support the whole horse.
Heel height is too complex to discuss here, but if you want
to know if it is healthy, it should be wide. The heel should
not be curved around like it’s taking over the frog area.  It 
should look like it is capable of supporting the horse’s 
weight (because in essence, it is.)

The sole should be slightly arched and cupped, not flat. There are some differences 
in how ‘cupped’ the bottom of the hoof should be, according to the horse’s
conformation and environment. It should have a nice slope from the white line all 
the way to the grooves on the sides of the frog.  The bars should not be sticking up 
too high, be curved, or broken.

 The angles of the hoof wall should match the angle of the pastern. If you looked at the foot from the side 
while the horse is standing square, you should be able to draw a straight line from the front of the fetlock joint 
to the ground where the toe ends. This information was a ‘game changer’ for me. If that line is hinged where 
the hoof meets the leg, the mechanics are incorrect. This is indicating either your toe is too long or short, or 
your heel is too long or short. This is very important.

I hope this has you headed out to the herd to assess where they ‘stand…’ no pun intended. It helps me to 
take pictures of the hoof from the from the front on the ground, the side profile on the ground, and the 
bottom of the foot. By taking photos you can take your time looking at all the parts of the foot without 
irritating your horse. Please use caution when doing this.

(Curved around) (Healthy)

(Normal) (Hoof pattern axis
broken back)

(Hoof pattern axis
broken forward)


