Hoof Bruises
By Paige Poss [with some editing from Claudia Garner]

While vivid red hoof bruises are alarming, they are not a sign of impending doom.

Of all the external hoof issues, bruises seem to cause the least number of problems.
While they look alarming, horses are rarely lame from them.

Bruised soles are often cited as the reason horses are sensitive on gravel or other hard
surfaces, but I think that it is rarely from bruises. Instead, I think it is inflammation (low
grade laminitis) or thin soles causing the horses to be so sensitive.

The hoof is designed to take wear and tear. The healthier the hoof, the more concussion it
can withstand. Dings here and there are normal.

In my experience, small bruises aren't fatal.

If hoof bruises aren't serious, do they mean anything?

Bruises are like little red flags on the hoof. It tells you specifically where there is too much
pressure.

Bruising on the walls is the easiest to interpret. It generally means this section of the wall is
too long and there is too much pressure or leverage.

Bruises on the bottom of the foot, might be from trauma or from too much of something,
like a laid over bar or high heels.

Personally, I don't go digging around looking for bruises in the bottom of the foot. I will
occasionally stumble on a bruise when I'm trimming the bars, but I am not as curious as I
used to be.

I was an over-trimmer in a past life. I liked looking at the details, but the horses often
wanted what I was cutting off.

Most of my students get shy when they see pink in the hoof. But the discoloration is giving
them clues. Here again, I am mainly talking about the walls and heels. When they see pink,
that is the very section of the foot that needs attention.

Where do you commonly see hoof bruises?

anywhere on the walls

the sole gets bruised
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the heel buttress is another common area
the bars
the tip of the frog

and the white line can be bloody looking

Hoof Bruises and the Clues They Give

You see bruises most often in white feet, but that is only because bruises are not as
obvious in the dark feet.

Bruises on the walls

The most common area to see bruising is right near a dish in the hoof wall.

I think this comes from a crimping of the lamina between the hoof wall and coffin bone. This
causes just enough pressure to burst a few blood vessels so that we can see the red.

Looking at these feet you can see they are unbalanced.

Generalized Blush or a Ring in the Wall?

Sometimes I see a more general discoloration on the walls. Sometimes it is a vivid ring right
below the coronary band.

This hoof shows a slight ring, but sometimes it is even more clear. [It also may be that the
heels are high and there is pressure on the coronet from high heels]
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This horse had gone back into work during a very wet spring, and he was worked on firm
surfaces.

A vet working with this horse suggested this combination was responsible for the overnight
development of this blush to his feet.

I also always suspected he had ulcers. I am not a vet and cannot diagnose ulcers, but have
seen many horses with feet like this. What do I mean by feet like this?

Some hooves appear more translucent than normal. It is like I can see the underlying pink
of the lamina. It is hard to convey in pictures but I will try.

Translucent Walls

Healthy

I've enlarged this picture to show a healthy section of white hoof wall.
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Notice that the wall gives the impression of being thick and strong. There are slight rings
and a bruise, but that is from being unbalanced.

Translucent/ Not Healthy

Even below the darker pink ring, tiny little bruises show. Not a great picture but the next
one may be more clear.

This guy had just come home from the track. He was not in the best of shape and showed
all the classic symptoms of ulcers, thin, unthrifty, cribbing and his feet looked like this.
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He was started on ulcer meds and they found him a new home, so I couldn't track the
changes. [Remember the theory of the meridian endpoints, this may well have something to do
with the health of the horse]

Unhealthy Hoof vs Unhealthy Horse

The hooves are a wonderful source of information. Sometimes I see hoof problems and
other times the clues involve the health of the whole horse.

The first hoof is from a pony that is basically healthy except for the one laminitic episode a
few months prior. I've indicated this with an arrow. Her bruises are a hoof problem not a
general health problem.

Her feet were unbalanced, but the hoof quality is good.

The second hoof is from the gelding with ulcers. He had many other problems too. His feet
indicate bigger health issues that trimming will not fix.

Hoof Bruises on the Sole

On the sole, but I don't see bruises as often as I did in the past. I no longer scrape the soles
clean. I'm just not as curious any longer.

In the environment where I work, the horses are usually more comfortable with the soles
being left alone.
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Sometimes I do find angry looking bruises on the sole/ bar area. What I find interesting is
that even when they look this dark, the horses often don't complain.

These were under lumps of sole and bar that was exfoliating anyway. When I scraped it with
the knife this is what I saw.

There was a little pink in the white line too. This means there was a little leverage on the
wall.

Hoof Bruises on the Heel Buttress

I sometimes see bruises in the heel buttresses. Usually when the horse is a new client.
[High heels in combination with hard ground and/or hard riding]
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Hoof Bruises on the Bar

I rarely see this. [Often when the bar was laid over, these bruises appear and the horse may
be a little sensitive for a few days on soft terrain]

Bruises on the Frog

Bruises on the frog are fairly common. The usually are at the tip like this one. [Therefore we
recommend slanting the frog into the sole]

Pink in the White Line
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One of the most common forms of hoof bruise I see is pink in the white line.

It can mean a touch of laminitis, but it is often the mechanical type of laminitis. The wall
had a little too much leverage on it.

These poor horses were trimmed during my overzealous period. I rarely clean the bottom of
the foot up enough to see this much detail. These horses did fine, but many do not. It isn't
worth taking the chance.

The first picture shows a little discoloration and I put the second up for comparison. Both
white lines are what we refer to as tight meaning there is no stretching like you see in full
blown laminitis. [In the left picture you see quite some breaking within the wall, which means
the heels have been indeed high for a while]

© Hoof Care North America



