
americanfarriers.com	 Answers To Common Backyard Horse Owner Questions� 7

Loose Shoe And  
No Farrier In Sight

Learn how to remove a shoe in an emergency and take  
an important step in preventing additional hoof damage   

Sometimes a horse owner is faced 
with a loose shoe between farrier 
visits. If you are out on the trail 

and a shoe is clanking and dangling, it 
needs to be removed, or it may catch on 
something and pull off, tearing the hoof 
wall. It could also injure the horse’s 
opposite leg, or cause a corn or bruise.

An emergency removal is easier if 
you have pliers. You can often get hold 
of still-holding nails and either pull 
them out or unclinch them to a point 
where you can get hold of them to pull 
out. Then you can remove the shoe 
without tearing the hoof. If you try to 
wrestle the shoe off, the hoof wall may 
tear where clinches are still holding.

That’s one reason it makes sense to 
pack a few basic tools in your saddle-
bags for a trail ride. A hoof boot can 
also be a good thing to have, to serve as 
a “spare tire” of sorts if needed.

Farrier Tools Work Best
Not surprisingly, farrier tools work 

best for this job. A shoeing hammer, 
clinch cutter, nippers and rasp will 
make the job easy. But you can also use 
a flat-edged screwdriver in place of a 
clinch cutter and a carpenter’s hammer, 
if necessary. If you don’t have pulloffs 
(and the shoe is quite loose) you can 
use a pair of Vise Grips or pliers.

The shoe will be most easily and 
safely removed if you first unclinch any 
remaining nails that are still holding, or 
remove the clinched nail ends. 

You can use any kind of hammer to 
drive the clinch cutter or screwdriver 
under each nail end so you can pry up 
the clinch and straighten it. Be care-
ful not to cut into the hoof wall with a 
screwdriver. 

Once you have each nail unclinched, 

cut off the nail ends, with nippers if 
you have them. If you don’t have a 
clinch cutter or screwdriver, rasp off 
the clinched nail ends with a rasp or 
file. Rest the horse’s foot on your knee 
and rasp each clinch until it is gone or 
can no longer hold.

Other Methods
If you don’t have a rasp or file, you 

can use nippers, Vise Grips or good 
pliers, especially with a loose shoe. 
Hold the hoof in shoeing position 
(between your legs for a front foot, 

across your thigh for a hind). Place the 
nippers or Vise Grips between the shoe 
and hoof at the heel, starting at the loos-
est side.

Close the handle and push it away 
from you to loosen the heel branch of 
the shoe. Then use a downward force 
(pushing slightly toward the middle line 
of the foot) to pry and loosen the shoe, 
working alternately along each branch.

Start at the heels and work down 
each branch toward the toe as the shoe 
comes loose. Always push the handle  
toward the center of the sole rather than 
outward. Prying outward may tear a 
chunk of hoof wall.

As you pull the shoe loose, hold 
the foot securely. Never twist or pull 
crookedly, or you might strain the fet-
lock joint.

Another way to pull a shoe is to 
slip the claws of a carpenter’s hammer 
under the heel of the shoe, then push 
the head of the hammer toward the frog, 
prying up the shoe at the heel. Then 
slowly work the hammer claws around 
the shoe, loosening it as you go.

If you haven’t been able to rasp off 
or undo the clinches, you can still pull 
the shoe — though it will take more 
strength and leverage, since you must 
pull the clinches loose and on through 
the hoof wall. The clinches will 
straighten as you pull the shoe, and 
the nails will come out with the shoe.

Dealing With Tight Nails
Be aware that if some of the nails are 

still tight, you risk breaking part of the 
hoof wall when you pry off the shoe, 
unless you take out each nail as you 
loosen it. To get hold of the nail head, 
you may have to gently pound the shoe 
back down against the hoof again, so 
the loosened nail head will protrude 
enough to grasp with your tool. Pull the 
nail out, then loosen the shoe enough to 
take out the next nail, alternating along 
each branch.

It’s always better to pull the shoe 
than to just cut the nails between hoof 
and shoe. Cutting the nails with a hoof 
nipper or pincers will leave pieces in 
the hoof wall, which must be removed 
after the shoe is off. Using a tool to pull 
out nail pieces is not as easy as when 
they are still attached and come off with 
the shoe. Those pieces are also more 
likely to break or crack the hoof wall.

If a nail breaks off and stays in the 
hoof wall, grasp it with pliers or nippers 
and pull it. Don’t leave nails in the wall. 
A horse can hit itself with a protruding 
nail, causing a painful injury.   

It’s always better  
to pull the shoe 

than to just cut the 
nails between hoof 

and shoe…
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