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Wolf teeth are small peg-
like teeth that sit just in 
front of the first cheek teeth 
of horses. They have no 
function and if present are 
normally found in the maxilla 
(upper jaw), although 
mandibular (lower jaw) 
wolf teeth are found very 
occasionally.

They are often shed when 
the first cheek tooth cap is 
shed at around two and a 
half years of age. They may 
sometimes also be knocked 
out by the bit or when 
routine equine dentistry is 
performed. They are extremely variable in size from being small pegs only a few millimetres in 
diameter to having roots up to two centimetres long. 

Studies suggest that they normally erupt between birth and 18 months. 

It is impossible to gauge the size of the root from an examination of the crown, except to say 
that if the crown is mobile it is very unlikely that there is a large intact root.

Wolf  teeth should be removed under sedation and 
ideally local anaesthetic. It is essential that the whole 
tooth including the root is removed and that minimal 
gum trauma caused. Use of  a headstand and adequate 

light are essential to ensure safe and complete removal 
of  the tooth. 

Wolf  teeth can be removed using a variety of  
instruments. These are used to cut the ligament that 
attaches the tooth to the underlying tissue. Once loose 
the tooth can be grasped with forceps and extracted.

Some wolf  teeth may be displaced and may sit below 
the gum line, often lying at an angle. These wolf  teeth 
are called ‘blind’ wolf  teeth. These are identified by 
careful examination on the area of  the gum in front of  
the cheek teeth. Removal of  the ‘blind’ teeth requires an 
incision of  the gum prior to extraction.

After removal, horses should be given tetanus antitoxin 
(if  not vaccinated) and a period of  time off  work 
without a bit being placed in the mouth. This will vary 
depending on the size of  wolf  tooth removed but may 
be as long as ten days.
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Choke is a relatively common condition seen in horses 
and ponies and is typically caused by obstruction of the 
oesophagus (food pipe) with food; occasionally a foreign 
body can be involved e.g. wood or plastic. Fortunately 
many cases of choke resolve quickly and spontaneously 
and only cases in which the obstruction lasts for longer 
than 30 minutes are likely to require veterinary assistance. 
It is important to note that this is not the same as the 
life-threatening condition in humans, where the term 
“choke” refers to blockage of the windpipe rather than the 
oesophagus. This difference means that unlike humans, 
horses with choke can still breathe.

Choke

KEY POINTS

Don’t panic! Choke is rarely life-threatening and 
many cases will resolve spontaneously. 

Seek veterinary advice if  the choke lasts more than 
30 minutes and while waiting for the vet remove all 
food to prevent your horse eating and worsening 
the obstruction

Following an episode of  choke it is worth monitoring 
your horse’s respiratory rate (normal <16 breaths/
min) and rectal temperature for several days.

Arrange regular dental check-ups for your horse 
to reduce the risk of  choke as a result of  a painful 
mouth.

•

•

•

•

Clinical signs:
difficulty/repeated attempts at 
swallowing

stretching/arching of  the neck

coughing

food & saliva discharging from the nose

drooling

disinterest in food

occasionally a lump may be seen or felt 
on the left side of  the neck.

If  you suspect your horse is suffering from 
choke it is important to prevent your horse 
eating as this will make the blockage worse 
and more difficult to clear.

If  the obstruction doesn’t clear quickly of  its 
own accord then veterinary assistance must 
be sought. There are a number of  steps 
your vet can take to help to confirm and treat 
the problem.

Horses and ponies with dental problems 
(that prevent them grinding their food 
properly), individuals that bolt their food too 
quickly and those fed dry pelleted or cubed 
feeds are all at increased risk.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
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General Care

do wolf teeth  
cause problems?
It is commonly believed that wolf  teeth cause problems 
with some horses when bitted. There are also many 
horses with wolf  teeth that work very effectively and 
without discomfort. Displaced or sharp wolf  teeth can 
cause pain on the cheeks when pressure is put on by 
the bit and bridle. Some wolf  teeth do become loose, 
diseased or associated with persistent ulceration, 
which may cause pain.

X-ray studies of  horses with bits in their mouth have 
shown that the bit sits in the ‘bars’ in close proximity 
to the front lower teeth (rather than the upper cheek 
teeth and wolf  teeth). It is therefore unlikely that small 
wolf  teeth that sit immediately in front of  the first upper 
cheek teeth cause any pain or interference with the bit. 

The decision to remove wolf  teeth will depend on many 
factors such as size, position and reaction to pressure 
over the wolf  teeth. It will also depend on the age 
of  the horse and the behaviour of  that animal when 
worked. 

never ridden or bitted;

older horse that works well.

●

●

leave wolF teeth alone IF...

young animal before backing;

blind wolf  teeth;

wolf  teeth in lower jaw;

any doubt as to horse’s comfort on the bit;

wolf  teeth are mobile/wobbly.

●

●

●

●

●

remove wolF teeth IF...

a BlInd wolF tooth

If  your horse has wolf  teeth and you are uncertain 
whether they should be removed please discuss 
with your veterinary surgeon.

Despite extreme care in removal, some wolf  teeth may 
fracture leaving a fragment of  root deep in the gum. 
These root fragments often don’t cause a problem, but 
at a later date may work loose and appear at the gum 
surface and may require future extraction. 

Adjacent to the wolf  teeth is the large palatine artery, 
damage to which must be avoided! 

The risks of  root fracture and artery damage can be 
minimised by effective sedation and local anaesthetic. 

what are the rISKS oF wolF 
teeth removal?

loCal anaeSthetIC BeInG  
InJeCted around a wolF tooth
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