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Hoof Whisperings Notebook  
 

by Paola di Paolo 

-  

- Notes about horses living barefoot and naturally – 

For Marie Dean Horse Protection Initiatives Canada 

Education Program   

 

 

For further information regarding natural hoof care, please visit email:  

info@mdhpic.org and we will forward your questions to Paola. 
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Hoof Whisperings 
by Paola di Paolo 

 
 

Healthy Hooves: 

Healthy hooves are essential for your horse.  A healthy hoof is a hoof that is 

functional and allows the horse to have healthy alignment of its joints, improved 

circulation as well as detoxification of the body.  

 

The hoof in this picture is of our thoroughbred gelding.  Many think a 

thoroughbred horse must have shoes.  But Skitz is very sound as a barefoot horse.  

His hoof is rugged, and toughened from living on a terrain that includes rocks, 

sand, mud, and sparse grasses.  His hay is at one end of the paddock, water is at 

the other end.  And his companion horses make sure he moves a lot.  He is never 

in a stall.   

A hoof becomes healthy through proper trimming, lots of movement, and 

appropriate food.   Because his hooves are rugged, it may be hard to see what you 

are looking at.  We included labels.  Skitz’s bars are not too long and not too 

short.  They support the hoof, but are not causing flares or internal pressure.  The 
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heel area and base of the frog is opening and making contact with the ground 

when he weight bears on this hoof.  The toe is not long and so does not catch as 

he walks.  A long toe can catch on the ground as your horse walks and thus 

weakens the connective tissue that holds the coffin bone in place.   Also, when 

toes are long, the hoof wall levers down as the horse walks.  This downward 

pressure decreases the circulation into the connective tissue of the hoof wall and 

causes a weaker hoof overall.    

When you pick up your horse’s hoof look for the following: 

- Does dirt fall out easily or does it get caught? 

- Is the toe long? 

- How high are the heels – high heeled horses are prone to navicular pain as 

well as thrush, and joint problems.   

- Are there chips, flare, and cracks that are persistent? 

- Is the hoof concave or flat?  

A healthy hoof does not trap dirt or bacteria.   Barefoot trimming can help horses 

maintain healthy hooves without shoes.   

Your horse’s environment is very important and should mimic the wild horse 

environment as much as possible.  Healthy hooves need movement every day.  

And your horse should walk over a variety of ground types – hard, soft, sand, and 

rocks – in order to be optimally conditioned.  If your horse lives in a soft 

environment only, his hooves may be soft and bacteria can set in.  When you take 

a horse from a soft environment and walk him on a hard or stony surface he may 

be ouchy.   Think about bringing in a load of sand and river rock.  Trimming is 

important, and so is diet. But hooves need to be conditioned as well.    



4 
Copyright: Paola di Paolo, 2017 

 

In this picture you can see stones and dirt – for hard strong hooves.   

Not only is the environment important, but your horse needs to move.  Healthy 

hooves, body, lungs and mind require wide open spaces for your horses to move 

in.  Keep your horses outside 24 hours per day, 7 days per week.  During the 

winter, run in sheds and blankets can protect them from the cold and wind.   

Food and nutrition are other important factors for hoof health.  Your horse’s diet 

should suit his breed, age, and activity level.   A diet high in sugars and non-

structural carbohydrates can lead to laminitis, founder, and thrush.  When nights 

are cold and days are sunny, sugars accumulate in grasses.  Some horses can 

become laminitic when fed lush grasses free choice.  Sometimes we will look at 

our paddock and think it is just weeds – but weeds have sugars and proteins that 

may be too rich for an easy-keeper horse.  So be careful.  Some easy-keepers 

need a true dirt paddock.  Many pasture seeds support grasses that are rich in 

protein and sugars – this may be ok  for working horses in vigorous training.  But 

such pastures are not so good for many horses.  Keep in mind that horses evolved 

to be ‘thrifty’ – they evolved over time to be able to extract calories out of sparse 

wild grasses.   

Your horse’s hooves detoxify his body and reflect the health of his gut.  When 

sugars are too high in the gut, they disturb the natural bacteria level in the gut 
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which can lead to ‘leaky gut’ syndrome.  As toxins from the gut enter the blood 

stream, the hooves start to grow rapidly in response to those toxins.  The 

connective tissue holding the coffin bone in place becomes inflamed, and the 

coffin bone can rotate resulting in founder.  

Healthy hooves need commitment from you the owner – keep your horses as 

close to their natural horse environment as you can.  Keep it simple.  

 

 

 Before these ponies came to our farm, 

they had both foundered very badly.  

Here we are walking 2km in February of 

2014  - on a cold cold day.  We walk 

regularly – in snow, in rain, and in the sun.  

Movement is essential.    
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Can my horse be sound with a Barefoot Trim and What are its 
Benefits? 

 

Barefoot hoof trimming is much more than not putting a shoe on a hoof.  In 
barefoot hoof trimming we trim to maintain the integrity of the internal anatomy 
of the horse and to promote optimal hoof health and function.   
 
Barefoot hoof trimming supports: 
 

- Circulation - The pumping action of a well trimmed barefoot horse pumps 
up to 1 cup of blood for every gallop – think of your horse as having 4 extra 
hearts.  If the pumping action of the hoof performs poorly, more strain is 
put on your horse’s heart.  
 

- Waste removal – a hoof is a metabolic organ.  Horses with hooves that are 
not functioning well may have impaired kidney and liver function.  Blood 
flowing to the hooves carries metabolic waste from the horse’s body to the 
hooves.  This metabolic waste is transferred through the lamina (connective 
tissue) to the hoof wall.  When the hoof is trimmed well, it is able to grow 
and continue its function of detoxing your horse.  
 

- Traction – a well trimmed barefoot horse has excellent traction. 
  

- Sensation  - A barefoot hoof can sense vibration of other animals moving 
even when they cannot be seen.  A barefoot hoof can sense changes in 
texture of the ground, as well as temperature and moisture changes.  
 

- Integrity – A well trimmed barefoot hoof maintains its integrity.  Conditions 
such as cracks, navicular, and abscesses are often caused by poor trimming 
and shoes. Once a horse with these conditions is on an appropriate 
trimming schedule with the appropriate diet and environment, his chances 
of become sound again are vastly improved.  
 

- Movement – a horse with well balanced hooves moves well.  The ligaments 
and tendons in a barefoot horse are not strained when a horse walks, trots, 
canters, or gallops.  The hoof of a well trimmed horse acts as shock 
absorption when it lands:  the concussive force of the weight of the horse is 
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transferred into the earth.  In a shod horse – these forces ricochet back up 
the leg and destroy cartilage, ligaments, and tendons.  Some evidence 
points to the possibility that ‘bleeders’ at race tracks experience bleeding in 
the lungs due to the concussive force of horse shoes ricocheting back up 
the legs to impact the lungs.   
 

- Protection  - a well trimmed barefoot horse can grow healthy sole, hoof 
wall, and frog to protect the inner structures such as the corium, blood 
vessels, coffin bone, navicular bone, tendons, and bursa sacs.  
 

*** 

 

 
Merlin  - born outside November 2011 – healthy and sound.  His mom, 
Stella, had foundered, her coffin bone has dropped.  She also lives outside 
and is healthy and sound as well.   
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Hoof Conditions 
 
We look for the causes of the conditions, remove the cause, establish the right 
environment for the horse, and let the horse heal his/her own hooves.   
 
Cracks:  Toe and quarter cracks are concerning – a crack allows bacteria to 
enter the hoof wall and deteriorates the integrity of the hoof wall.   Cracks are 
often caused by too high and/or contracted heels.  When a horse with healthy 
heels walks, the heels release away from each other.  This allows blood flow to 
circulate.  But in a horse with contracted heels when the hoof lands the heels 
are levered together.  This pinching action at the heel of the hoof creates 
pressure at the toe and pulls the toe area apart – a toe crack may result.  
Quarter cracks can be caused by bars that flare, or by a quarter area that is 
lower than the heel and the toe.  In any case, cracks are a sign that there is 
pressure on the hoof from poor trimming and the horse’s hoof is trying to 
relieve this pressure in the only way it can – i.e., by cracking.  
 
White Line Problems:  I prefer to call this ‘white line problems’ instead of 
‘white line disease’ because using the word ‘disease’ sounds like the condition 
is something that was mysteriously visited on your horse.  White line problems 
can be caused by poor trimming.  The lamina (white line that you see when 
you look at the bottom of the hoof) is the area between the sole and the hoof 
wall.  This lamina is connective tissue: it holds the hoofwall and the sole 
together.   Causes of strain on this connection can be:  a long toe or the 
wearing of horse shoes.  With a long toe, or the action of shoes, the 
connective tissue can become strained as the horse walks.  As it is strained, it 
stretches and bacteria can enter at this point – resulting in white line 
problems.   Barefoot trimming can alleviate this – your horse may need hoof 
soaks with organic apple cider vinegar on a regular basis as well as 4 week 
trims.  
 
Abscesses:  These are often due to an internal bruise  The horse’s immune 
system acts as if the bruise were a foreign object and sends an ‘immune 
response’ of white blood cells forming pus.  The pressure from the pus builds 
until the abscess finds a way out:  sometimes at the toe or at the band at the 
top of the hoof.  Internal bruising can be caused by bars that are overlaid or 
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too tall.  Soaking or poulticing the hoof is often recommended.  Proper 
trimming is essential. 
 
Thin soles:  Thin soles can be congenital and are exacerbated by poor 
circulation to the sole of the hoof.  There are various causes for thin soles: high 
heels, shoes, and lack of movement, and genetics.  When circulation is 
decreased the sole corium which grows the sole does not receive adequate 
blood supply to grow a healthy sole.  Proper barefoot trimming with frequent 
appointments as well as outside living 24/7 and lots of movement over various 
types of terrain such as soft, hard, rocky and wet are essential for growing a 
healthy sole for your horse.  
 
Flat Hooves:  Hooves and be flat due to genetics, but also due to previous 
trimming techniques.  Flat hooves present a problem in that they do not 
support good circulation – the hoof should act as a plunger when the horse 
moves.  Flat hooves are also problematic as a flat footed horse can be sensitive 
when walking on gravel and/or rocks.  Barefoot trimming optimizes the 
concavity of a flat hoof by encouraging the hoof to become more concave.  
The hoof is placed on the stand and filed with the file at a 90 degree angle.  
We also encourage owners to walk their horses on sand such as in an arena to 
allow the horse to grow a healthy callous.  
 
Club Foot, Contracted Heel, and navicular:  Some horse people believe that 
club foot and contracted heels are the way the hoof grows or are from the way 
the foal was positioned in the womb.  This may be a contributing factor.  
However, if the foal lives outside from day one and moves around, a club foot 
from in utero can release when the foal moves.  When a horse walks his heels 
should move away from each other on impact with the ground – this is part of 
the pumping action of a healthy hoof.  In the case of contracted heels, the 
heels move towards each other instead of away from each other as the horse 
walks.  This means that the bars and heels lever up into the hoof.  This levering 
action can cause pain in the heel leading to a diagnosis of ‘navicular’.  Also this 
levering action decreases circulation in the heel and thus limits the amount of 
blood flow to the sole leading to thin soles.  Barefoot trimming as well as hard 
ground can release the contraction and problems associated with club foot, 
navicular, and contracted heels.   
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Laminitis & Founder:   Laminiae are the connective tissues that hold the coffin 

bone within the hoof in place.  When a horse ingests too much sugar and toxins 

the laminae can become inflamed.  The laminae of the hoof must release and re-

engage as the hoof wall grows down.  When the laminae go into ‘over-drive’ to 

detoxify the hoof, the laminae become inflamed.  This, in turn, can lead to 

founder which occurs when the laminae are so inflamed that the coffin bone in 

the hoof drops down – a very painful condition.   

Causes of laminitis can include the following: 

- Ingestion of toxins such as a ‘grain overload’, feeding horses and ponies 

grain that is too rich in carbohydrates can lead to laminitis and founder 

- Inappropriately rich grasses for the breed, activity level,  or age of the horse  

- Dental issues resulting in poorly masticated food which leads, in turn to 

toxins in the gut 

- Equine Metabolic Syndrome, (EMS) 

- Insulin resistance (IR) 

- Pituitary Pars Intermedia Dysfunction (PPID) formerly known as Cushing’s 

Disease,  

- A negative reaction to certain veterinary drugs and vaccines    

- Prolonged exposure to stress, or a deeply traumatic stressful event which 

causes a chemical imbalance in the body.  

 

If you have a laminitic horse, consider all of the above factors and address each 

one of them.  Helping a horse with laminitis requires that we address food, 

exercise, trimming, and internal changes such as those associated with Equine 

Metabolic Syndrome, and PPID.  Some ponies do not show external signs of EMS 

or PPID.  A blood test by your veterinarian is essential.  Proper trimming, 

appropriate diet, and environment are equally essential.   

 

We designed a dirt paddock for our 5 foundered ponies.   All had experienced 

severe lameness before arriving at our farm, but all are now quite sound.  We 

grow hay that is low in alfalfa, and low in non-structural carbohydrates.  The pony 

paddock is dirt – no grasses, no weeds.  This means that we have to feed them 
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hay year round.   If the ponies go into a grass paddock for a ‘run around’ we use 

muzzles in order to slow down their consumption of grass.   We also ensure the 

ponies have friends that are playful, and encourage one another to move about.  

Play is important to healing – when ponies and horses play, the body releases the 

‘feel good’ hormones that help the body heal itself.   Healing laminitis and 

founder takes dedication, care, and knowledge.  To see a pony recover from 

lameness to soundness makes it worth the effort.    

 

 Blue is miniature horse who arrived at our farm in 2011.  After the first set of x-

rays our veterinarian advised us to euthanize her.  I thought we would try to help 

her become sound through proper diet, daily exercise, hoof soaks, and trimming.  

Six years later, Blue is still enjoying her life.  

 
This is Blue’s right front hoof in 2011.  Note the 

tipped coffin bone and thin sole – founder.  We 

began a routine of:   

 Food that was low in non-structural 

 carbohydrates – no grain and no grass. 

 Daily walks starting at ½ km and working up 
 to 3 km 
 Daily hoof soaks and weekly trimmings 
 
 
 

 
 
 

This is Blue’s right front hoof 2 years later in 
2013.  The sole is much thicker and the 
coffin bone is more ground parallel.  
We now walk and soak as needed.  Blue is 
still off grass as she is too sensitive to the 
sugars.   
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The Optimal Environment for Healthy Hooves 
 
The optimal environment for horses includes:  

 
- Other horses to keep everyone moving and happy,  
- Lots of space (about 1 acre per horse);  
- Hard and soft ground;  
- Non-lush pasture grass. Unless your horse works hard, lush fertilized 

pastures can be dangerous for your horses due to the sugar content in the 
grasses;   

- Exposure of the hooves to water daily (flood the area around the trough).    
- Healthy horses need to be able to move, to roll, and to interact with one 

another.  When stressed, their instinct is to move.  Through movement the 
hoof allows the horse to detox stress hormones.  

 
This is Blaze:    When I met Blaze 
he was feral and 4 years old.  He 
lived outside in a large paddock 
with rocks, a stallion, and a 
stream.   He had infrequent hoof 
trimmings as he was hard to catch 
and did not stand well for the 
farrier.  Over time, Blaze has 
accepted being caught, and 
stands very well.  As a 
clyde/hackney cross we have to 
watch his exposure to fresh 
grasses and legumes such as 
alfalfa.  He lives in a large paddock 
where he and his horsey friends 
can gallop and play.  He is never 
blanketed and never stalled.   


