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bring the center of the limb back in line 
to where it belongs (move the dotted 
line dividing the limb back in line with 
J).

If the front limbs are different, how is 
this possible and what is it telling you? 
Try looking at top line and you will see 
a whole body imbalance and more than 
likely a LLD.

Conformation can also be docu-
mented on each horse with the aid of 
photography and/or computer programs. 
Documentation allows you to access 
you farrier treatment in order to make 
sure the horse is progressing.

After recognizing conformation 
issues, the next step is to balance the 
hoof to the horse’s way of going. This 
can be done in several ways. One way 
is to learn to sight the limbs in a correct 
manner that does not cause false inter-
pretations. Due to the anatomy of the 
hind limb, it is not possible to assess 
medial-lateral balance in relation to the 
long axis in the same way as you do for 
the front feet (even though many farriers 

do this).
Because of the reciprocal apparatus, 

the hind leg can’t be hung loosely when 
picked up. The fetlock cannot extend 
with the hock flexed. Looking over the 
point of the hock gives some informa-
tion, but this alone should not be used to 
decide the exact plane of the foot.

More accurate information can be 
gained by observing the foot on the 
ground and sighting down the leg from 
behind. A foot that is not in balance to 
the body will appear more to one side 
of the fetlock.

In the front leg, a farrier needs to pick 
up the limb between the fetlock and knee 
with the outside hand. Therefore, you 
would use your right hand to pick up the 
horse’s left leg.

Bring the leg up to the knee and 
slowly let it down. In order to not have 
your brain over analyze the balance, only 
take about 3 seconds to determine the 
medial-lateral balance.

Another method — and one of the 
simplest ways to accomplish balance 

evaluation — is to use sidewalk chalk. 
This method can be used on horses that 
are barefoot or shod. Pick up the foot and 
completely clean the ground surface. 
Using sidewalk chalk (I’ve found red 
and blue work best), completely color 
the ground surface of the hoof wall or 
shoe.

Sighting down a hind leg to observe 
imbalances. A hind limb should be 
observed while the hoof is on the 
ground and bearing weight, rather 
than while being picked up, as farri-
ers do with front legs. 

THORO’BRED

For your nearest Thoro’Bred distributor or more information: 
Call: 1-800-854-6059 • Fax: 714-779-1582  

E-mail: thorobred@pobox.com
Thoro’Bred, Inc. 5020 E. La Palma Ave., Anaheim, CA. 92807

SIDEWINDER®

Barrel Racing shoe. Designed for fast turns and 
to prevent side slip in racing or roping. Made 
from the finest aircraft quality aluminum and 
heat treated for strength and long wear. Try the 
SiDewinDeR® for faster turns; it has no equal.

Select No. 206 on Reader Service Card or 
www.americanfarriers.com/ff/products

Select No. 159 on Reader Service Card or 
www.americanfarriers.com/ff/products

p73-79__WholeHorse_0710.indd   77 6/22/10   4:55:16 PM



78	 AMERICAN FARRIERS JOURNAL	 www.americanfarriers.com	 July/August, 2010

Walk the horse in a straight line for 
about 20 feet, preferably on concrete or 
macadam, although with practice, you 
can accomplish this on hard packed dirt 
surfaces. Note how the chalk wore off 
the foot or shoe.

Ideally, the chalk should wear evenly 
off both heels and toe. More than likely 
you will see the chalk worn off one side 
of the foot or off one heel and a toe 
quarter more than the other diagonal 
heel and toe quarter.

If so, this is telling you that the hoof 
is not in balance with the body. The 
chalk wears off the high side or the side 
that hits the ground first. Trim again and 

re-test and you will see the chalk wear 
off the heels and toe evenly. In a horse 
with a conformation issue like that of 
the far right horse in the illustration 
from The Exterior of The Horse, the 
chalk will be more worn off at the heels 
than the toe.

Everything is not always as it seems 
to appear. Chalking can be a very valu-
able tool in balancing a hoof to the body. 
Look at the photos on Page 79. If you 
did not chalk this left front hoof, what 
statement about balance would you 
make? Would you say the horse was 
inside or medially high? Chalking the 
foot told a different story.

Look at the radiograph and check 
out the joint space and balance of this 
hoof after it was shod. Would you 
have removed more medial hoof wall? 
More lateral hoof wall could have been 
removed to balance the foot better.

Assessing Movement
You have now observed the confor-

mation of the horse and trimmed the 
horse in balance to its own body. The 
next step is to observe the horse walking 
away and toward you to assess its body 
movement and how any conformational 
or whole-body imbalances are affecting 
the gait of the horse.

Note how the tail hangs and moves as 
the horse is walking directly away. Does 
it appear to swing equally from side-to-
side, lie motionless in center of body, off 
to one side; or move to one side more ?

Note how the belly or ribs move as the 
horse is walking directly away. Do they 
appear to move equally from side-to-
side, or further out on one side? 

Check the straightness of the front 
limbs from the shoulder joint (or point 
of rotation) perpendicular to the ground 
as the horse walks toward you. Does 
each limb appear straight and perpen-
dicular to the ground, or does one limb 
appear to move inside or outside a 
perpendicular line?

Note the tracking of the hind limbs 
in relation to the front limbs as the horse 
walks directly toward you. Does each 
hind limb appear to land directly behind, 
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Chalking the shoe to help determine 
balance of the hoof.

Chalking can be done on shod or bare-
foot horses. Be sure to chalk the entire 
shoe or hoof wall, from heel to heel.

After the horse has been walked for 
about 20 feet, you can read the chalk 
wear. If the chalk wears off one side of 
the hoof wall more than the other, it in-
dicates the hoof is not balanced. The 
chalk will wear off more on the side 
that hits first.
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inside or outside the front limbs? Or 
does one hind land to one side of the 
front limb and the opposite hind limb to 
the other side of the front limb?

Standing behind the horse, observe 
the hips as the horse walks directly 
away. Does each side appear to move 
equally up and down or does one side 
appear to remain stationary while the 
other hip hikes more?

Now observe the point of the hips 
of the walking horse from the same 
position. Do the sides move forward 
equally? Do the two sides sashay in the 
same manner, or does one side not move 
or sashay at all? Does the cadence sound 
uniform or in beat or does one limb 
sound heavy or lighter?

As you can see, assessing the whole 
horse takes time. Farrier treatment of 
lameness issues due to body imbal-
ances is not a simple, “do this, do that” 
shoeing solution. Over the years, some 
individuals have presented carefully 
thought out whole horse farrier treat-
ments which have had mixed results.

A proper whole horse approach 
requires some knowledge and observa-
tional skills in anatomy and locomotion. 
Increasing your skill level as well as your 
knowledge of chiropractic, massage and 
other related fields will help you move 
along this learning curve.

We sometimes forget that the front 
and hind legs are attached to the same 
body and that the body affects both sets 

of limbs, even as each set of limbs affects 
the other.

For  example, one front foot having a 
more upright heel does not mean that the 
issue is a front-end issue. It is more than 
likely a front-and-hind-end issue and 
may have even been totally created by a 
hind-end issue.

I have seen horses receive chiro-
practic treatment for pelvic issues, go 
completely sound and watched the 
upright heel disappear over a couple 
trimmings. The hoof was deforming due 
to the imbalanced created in the body.

Some key points to remember about 
the whole horse approach. 
• Body asymmetry is often the first clue 

that a horse may have future lameness 
issues. 

• Understanding the prevalence of 
LLD and how these differences can 

contribute to lameness issues will yield 
important clues in helping you provide 
successful treatment outcomes for the 
horse’s biomechanical problems. 

• Addressing the chief lameness issue 
without looking at the interrelation-
ship between the injury and the rest of 
the body allows some problems to slip 
by without being properly identified.

• Learning how to assess the whole 
horse can be a valuable addition to 
your biomechanical exam of the horse. 
Integrating this assessment into your 
diagnostic work-up will yield benefi-
cial results.  

Esco Buff of Webster, N.Y., has been a 
presenter on limb length disparity and 
the whole horse approach to hoof care 
at both the 2008 and 2009 International 
Hoof-Care Summits.

Is seeing believing? Is this a balanced 
or unbalanced hoof? And should you 
remove more medial hoof wall

This is a radiograph of the same foot af-
ter shoeing. Removing more lateral hoof 
wall was actually the correct option.
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