
HORSE AND MULE SHOEING

For want of a nail the shoe was lost; for
want of a shoe the mule was lost. For want
of a mule the whole trip came to a halt.
Foot and back problems of the mule prob-
ably bring more back country trips and
every day trail rides to a halt than any other
issues. Saddles that don’t fit and sore a
mule’s back are problems that today are
still ongoing. Sore footed mules, improp-
erly shod mules and shoes lost on a ride are
also recurring problems. The Long Riders
Guild, a website devoted to those who
under take rides of 1,000 mile or longer, list
lack of hoof care and saddle fit as the two
things most likely to bring a long ride to a
halt.

Many years ago, I thought shoeing horses
was a great way to spend time and earn a
little extra money. By the time you read this
I will be past my sixty-seventh birthday,
and shoeing a mule or horse all around is
not high on my list of fun things to do. I re-
ceived a lot of guidance in learning to shoe
from the late Wayne Cozart, a great old
Arkansas farrier who was displaced to Cal-
ifornia by the US Navy. Guy Logan, long
time Yuma, Arizona horse shoer provided
good advice for me along the way. I try to
keep from shoeing anything now if I have
the choice; however, circumstances have
put dents in that effort from time to time, as
well as the occasional loose or lost shoe on
the trail.  

Having a visit from your farrier is a pretty
standard affair anymore. He or she, arrives
in a truck, unloads an anvil and starts by re-
moving the old shoes. Today’s farriers have
the advantage of a large selection of shoes
made in various sizes and styles to accom-
modate all but the most exotic equine hoof
problems.  

Today the cost of having new shoes
tacked on your mule will set you back a
whole lot more than it cost when I was a
kid. I can remember as a kid, farriers charg-
ing $8.00 to shoe a mule or horse, and that
was with hot shoes, that required a forge to
fit and shape.  The sized shoes available
today weren’t even on the horizon in those

days. At best, the length of the shoes had to
be cut by heating the shoe and cutting with
a hardy vertical cutting tool, inserted in the
anvil. 

If you want to learn to shoe your mules I
would encourage you too. However, re-
member that it is a lot easier to shoe six
mules a day than to shoe six mules every
eight weeks. However, it certainly is within
the ability of the average mule owner to
learn to replace a lost shoe, or tighten a
loose shoe on the trail.  

Learning the basic skills needed to re-
place a lost shoe or tighten a loose shoe can
be a lifesaver on the trail, especially if you
are miles from home or the trailhead. In re-
cent years there has been a trend toward
people wanting to leave their mules and
horses barefooted under all conditions. I
won’t say that it can’t be done. It’s probably
easier done with a mule than a horse, just
because the mule’s hybrid foot is tougher
than a horse’s foot. However, if you go far
enough and long enough, eventually the
barefooted mule or horse is going to have
to have some kind of protection on the feet,
especially the front feet, as they are sup-
porting about 2/3 or more of the mule’s
weight.   

If you want to use any of the numerous
hoof boots on the market today, made of
various space age materials, I won’t tell you
not too. However, they are no substitute in
rough country for a good set of steel shoes
properly installed on your mule. Rick
Bousfield, owner of Huckleberry Stables in
Pineville, Missouri, has told me more than
once, that he has seen a lot of foot problems
when it comes to bare foot mules and
horses on the sharp, rock littered trails of
the Missouri Ozarks. Ed Haefliger, author
of the Packers Guidebook, (an experienced
packer in the Northwest) made known to
me his issues with the current barefoot
horse and mule trend, in a recent phone
conversation.  

I have personally seen only two or three
mules or horses in my lifetime that could
stand a steady regimen of rocky trails with-
out being shod. When something goes

wrong with your barefoot mule program
you want to be sure to have your Nike’s
along as you will be hiking, and they may
just come in handy. Like a lot of people
more knowledgeable than I am, I want my
mules shod all around as the back feet are
drive train on the vehicle and just as impor-
tant as the end keep the mule from falling
on his chin.

SHOEING TOOLS FOR THE ROAD

A full set of shoeing tools should be rel-
egated to your truck or trailer.  Photo #1
shows my full set of shoeing tools ready to
roll up in a heavy nylon tool roll. When on
the road, I carry this in the front of my
trailer. From left to right the tools include a
rounding hammer, nail puller, shoe puller,
nail cutter, hoof nipper, two rasps, clinch
block, rasp handle, pritchel, clinching tool
and driving hammer. All of this, with a sup-
ply of horseshoe nails, weighs around fif-
teen pounds.  

Next you will need an anvil. Taking a full
sized anvil on the road, in the front of a
horse trailer is simply not practical. Photo

Photo #1 Complete set of shoeing tools
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#2 shows a “portable anvil” a friend gave
me many years ago. It’s made from a one
inch thick piece of steel plate, and a stan-
dard two-inch piece of receiver hitch. It’s
nothing I would want to attempt shaping
some kind of special corrective shoes on,
but there is no trouble shaping the everyday
mule shoe on it. I have shod a lot of mules
and horses with this handy gadget, weigh-
ing only about twenty pounds and fits eas-
ily in the tack room of my trailer. I have
found this to be better than most of the
portable stall jacks and portable commer-
cial anvils. All of the commercial portable
anvils I have seen require that you do all the
work while bent over or sitting on your
knees. With my receiver hitch anvil I can
work standing up. 

Last fall, Sandy and I and another cou-
ple, Gus and Beryl Holck from California,
made a trip to Pennsylvania to ride in Get-
tysburg National Military Park. About eight
days or so into the trip, my mule Buggs re-
quired new shoes. Shoeing him in the
southern Illinois heat and humidity was an
experience I will not soon forget, and my
condolences go out to any farrier working
in the area. I have never been so wore out
from shoeing any mule or horse, as I was
that September morning. I should have paid
more attention to his shoes before we left
on the trip. I checked the other two mules I
brought, Andy and Jones, and pronounced
their shoes good for the duration of the trip.
As luck would have it, both Andy and Jones
walked out of their front shoes the last
week of the trip and I had to shoe both of

them. Having learned to shoe a mule or
horse kept the trip on schedule and I didn’t
have to go hunting a farrier in strange coun-
try. Most farriers are booked up weeks in
advance in this day and age and you could
wind up waiting days for a farrier’s serv-
ices.

TOOLS FOR THE TRAIL

Tools available to carry on your saddle
mule to tighten or replace a shoe on the trail
are a little limited. Photo #3 shows two
tools most often carried by trail riders and
packers. The top tool is a common fence-
working tool and the bottom tool is a plam-
mer. Both of these tools are great for
removing a rock stuck in your mule’s shoe
however, they are pretty limited in their
ability to tighten a loose shoe on the trail.
You can drive a nail with either of them and
you can, with some practice, ring a nail off
with the fence tool, and then drive it down
against the side of the hoof wall. It won’t
be a pretty job, but with a little luck, it will
work. Both of these tools have the ability
to cut heavy wire, which is in their favor.
The plammer has an advantage over the
fence tool in that the claw end of it will ring
a horseshoe nail off.  

Many times a loose shoe will require one
or more nails to be pulled from it then re-
placed with a new nail. One of the most
needed things these tools usually won’t do
is pull a nail out of a shoe. If I am going to

carry one of these, my choice is the plam-
mer accompanied by a heavy duty Leather-
man tool that can be used as a clinching
block and a few horseshoe nails; you have
a good combination for local trail rides that
don’t take you overnight from the trail head
or your front porch. Keep in mind, that if
you are not a lot of miles from home, a cou-
ple of miles barefooted usually won’t hurt
most mules. 

For pack trips and overnight rides, photo
#4 illustrates a shoeing tool kit I put to-
gether years ago. It consists of a small claw
hammer with the handle cut off, a rasp cut
off to nine inches, a clinch cutter with
pritchel end, horseshoe nails, and a pair of
pliers with the end ground down to use for
pulling nails. This simple and cheap kit can
handle about anything from tightening to
completely replacing a shoe on the trail or
in a remote camp.

When bundled together with a piece of
bailing twine, it packs easily in a cantle bag
or saddle bag.  

I have since, however, found a tool sys-
tem that works better than my old kit.
About a year or so ago, Ed Haefliger, who
I referred to earlier, and who is also a con-
tributor to Western Mule Magazine, wrote
an article about an all in one shoeing tool
called a “Shoe Fix Tool” (Below, photo #5).
I took one look at Ed’s article and decided
I had to have one. Made by the Delta Com-

Photo #3 Top: Fence tool, 

Bottom: Plammer

Photo #4 Set of saddle bag shoeing tools

that the author used for many years

Photo #2 Portable reciever hitch anvil
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pany, a manufacturer of quality horseshoe
supplies, I figured it would be a first class
tool. I wasn’t disappointed when it arrived.
This one tool incorporates a driving ham-
mer, clinching tool, nail ringer, nail cutter,
nail puller, and heavy duty hoof pick. The
Shoe Fix Tool fits easily in a cantle pouch
and is a first class tool for the trail rider or
packer. It also will easily remove rocks
stuck in your mule’s shoes.   

As soon as it arrived I had to try it out.
At first glance I was a little skeptical of the
hammer face, but found it did a great job of
driving a horseshoe nail and had good bal-
ance when doing so. The angle of the nail
ringer did a good job of ringing the nails off
close to the hoof wall and the clinch
worked like a champ. I haven’t had to use
the nail puller under trail conditions, but
using an old shoe with some nails still in
the shoe, it did a good job pulling the nails
from the crease. The only negative I found
was the nail cutter was not the best. I will
always have the Shoe Fix close at hand.

MULE SHOES FOR THE TRAIL

A lot of times your mule will lose a shoe
as opposed to just coming loose and you
getting the opportunity to simply tighten
the loose shoe. As long as you have your
full set of shoeing tools and anvil handy it’s
not a problem. When you are miles away,
at a hunting camp for instance, it’s a prob-
lem. Trying to shape a horseshoe with a
hammer of some sort and a rock is an exer-
cise in futility.  One of the most interesting
anvils I have seen for a packer, was a large
block of aluminum that worked as well as
anything I have seen packed on a mule or

horse. To use it you had to half bury it in
the dirt to keep it from moving out from
under a shoe when you were shaping it.   

Another system works well and elimi-
nates the necessity for shaping a shoe in the
wilds. When you have your mule shod,
have your farrier shape a second set of
shoes for each mule. Or, if your old shoes
have some wear left in them, have your far-
rier clean them up, level them off and take
them with you on your next pack trip or
overnight.  

I mark my shoes for this purpose so I
know which mule and foot the shoe is fitted
too.  Photo #6 shows a set of used shoes
from my mule Jones. The upper left shoe
corresponds to the left front foot and has no
mark on it. The lower left shoe corresponds
to the left hind foot and has one mark at the
toe of the shoe. The upper right shoe has
two marks on the toe telling me it is the
shoe for his right fore foot. The lower right
shoe has three marks on the toe telling me
it is for his right hind foot. There are no
other marks on the shoes. Photo #7 shows
a shoe taken from our mule Andy. No

marks on the toe indicate it’s from his left
front foot. The mark across the heel on the
right side tells me it fits Andy. If it was for
Jones, there would be no mark on the heel.
Two marks across the heel, with none on
the toe would be for Buggs left fore foot.
You can make up any ID system you want,
but this will always be there no matter how
long before the shoe is used, and you can
just put all the shoes in a feed sack and pack
them. If you want to cut the load by half,
carry shoes just for the front feet of each
mule. You can use a file to make the marks
or a hammer and sharp edge of an anvil or
piece of steel.

GETTING STARTED

To get started learning how to reset your
own horseshoes, read any of the good
books we have today on horseshoeing and
hoof care. Then, talk to your farrier. For a
few bucks ask him if he will give you in-
structions on how to reset shoes on your
mules.  If for some reason he won’t help
you, most of the packer classes for guides
and other outdoor skills courses for horse-
man offer basic shoeing instructions and
are well worth the investment. Resetting
mule shoes is not rocket science and after
having someone walk you through a few
resets, you will be on your way to keeping
your mule on the trail and free from the
problems of lost or loose mule shoes.

Photo #6 Used shoes marked for each foot

Photo #7 Andy's left front shoe indicated

by mark on the right side heel

To contact Terry Wagner for information
on this article or prior articles, e-mail:

threebellsmules@yahoo.com.


