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Lesson 4 
Tack, Gaits, Shoes 

 

Today’s lesson was very difficult to condense, so I apologize if you find it a bit much to 
follow, bear with me, there are lots of links to help sort it out. And please send questions 
when you have them 

 

TACK (the equipment used to ride horses) 
 

 Tack is extremely varied across a broad spectrum of riding disciplines, however, it all 
boils down to pretty much either English or Western style, (Aussie, Cavalry, and treeless 
saddles seem to be a combination of the two).   

 English and Western riding have one glaring difference (besides the saddle horn and 
stirrups), and that’s the way the reins are used.  

 English style requires two hands on the reins for directing the horse, while Western 
riders mostly use only their left hand on the reins, leaving the right free for roping, 
leading, or perhaps drawing their six-gun in the days of early America.  

 English riders pull the rein on the side of the direction they wish to turn—pull the right 
rein for a right turn—physically turning the horse’s head and pointing it in the desired 
direction. 

 Western riders, turning the horse to the right, will (with both reins in the left hand) 
move their hand to the right, thereby laying the left rein against the left side of the neck. 
Visualizing an exaggeration of this, you can imagine the rein against the neck is pushing 
the horse’s head/neck the direction they want it to go. This is called neck-reining. 

 Stop/whoa is accomplished by pulling on both reins evenly, no matter if English or 
Western. 

 Go—getting the horse to move is also basically the same, using the lower leg to squeeze 
against the horse. Even when wearing spurs, it is still a squeezing motion. Less 
experienced riders, will kick the horse with their heels. 

 Chirping (kissing sound) is often used to urge a horse to move or to encourage them to 
go faster. Clucking is also a sound used which for the life of me I cannot describe, but 
the dictionary doesn’t do a bad job “to represent a hen’s call – used to imitate the short 
low clicking sound made by a hen.” 
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 Whips are used in many disciplines. Long whips are generally to make a sound or to 
establish a tiny touch from a distance, or to indicate direction when a horse is 
performing at liberty (free without tack or rider). 

 To learn about saddles and the differences, go to google images and type in labelled 
English saddle, then look for what is similar in many of the pics, as there will be a few off 
the wall items. Choose one, then open another google image and do the same for 
Western Saddles. 

 Comparing the two styles, you will see that several of the parts have the same names, 
such as pommel, cantle, stirrup, etc. And there are a few things specific to each. 

 In a work of fiction not specifically about one or another riding discipline, you really only 
need the basics like: Girth/Cinch, stirrups/irons, reins/lines, saddle pad /pad/ or saddle-
blanket/blanket. Very few people besides saddle makers or sellers will use terms like 
panel, gullet, twist, or even fender, pommel and cantle. 

 

 

 

Saddles 
 

 

 WESTERN ENGLISH 

The rider's foot goes into the… stirrup iron, stirrup iron, or stirrup 

The stirrup is attached to the… fender stirrup leather 

The strap holding the saddle on is the…  

 

and it is fasted with… 

cinch 

 

a latigo 

girth  

 

billets 

Between the saddle and the horse there is a… saddle pad or saddle blanket a saddle pad 

 

 

 On a Western saddle, a rider uses the latigo to fasten/tighten the cinch. But if the back 

cinch is also used, it is buckled onto the billet strap and is not there to keep the saddle 

on, so isn’t tightened to the degree the front cinch is (as this will create a bucking 

reaction on most/many horses) 

 On an English saddle, the girth buckles onto 2 of the 3 billets of the saddle.                  



HORSES for Fiction Writers Online © 2017Kathryn Jane. All rights reserved.             Lesson 4                   3/6 

 

 English -- Rhonda tightened the girth, slid her stirrups down, took a deep breath and 

clambered aboard. 

 Western -- Rhonda tightened the cinch, took a deep breath and clambered aboard. 

 When you look at English saddles on google images, you will notice that most often, 

when there isn’t a rider in the saddle, the stirrup is way up high, with a strip of leather 

apparently hanging from it. In fact, the stirrup hangs on a loop of leather and when not 

in use, the stirrup is slid up the underside half of the leather to keep it out of harm’s 

way. 

o A properly trained, responsible rider will always run their stirrups up when not 

on the horse. This prevents the stirrup/iron from swinging and banging against 

the horse (which can either spook or annoy), and also prevents an accident with 

the horse’s mouth. 

o Twice in my career I’ve seen what happens when a stirrup is left down and a 

horse swings his head around at just the right angle—possibly in response to the 

stirrup tickling, or just in curiosity.  

o Both times the horses caught their mouths on the stirrup and couldn’t get free. 

These horses had opposite reactions. One simply crumpled to the ground and lay 

still, groaning in distress and brilliantly waiting for rescue.  

o The other panicked and fought for his life, flinging himself around, trying to 

wrench himself free, screaming and grunting until he finally lost his balance and 

went down (fell). We were then able to approach him and cut the stirrup 

leather. Not a pretty sight, and needless to say, the person responsible for the 

accident likely never again forgot to run her stirrups up!  

o Luckily both horses survived. Not all are this lucky. A broken jaw or broken neck, 

are the worst outcomes of this type of accident. 

But I digress  

  

 

Bridles   

 A bridle is made up of the headstall—the strap that goes from one side of the bit, over 
the head, and down to the other side of the bit (which is in the horse’s mouth), the bit 
(metal, plastic or rubber mouthpiece of various designs) and reins/lines. Some bridles 
include a chin strap which fastens to the bit on both sides while crossing under the chin. 
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 Then of course, just to complicate matters, there is the bitless bridle. (see google 
images) 

 There are lots of videos to see how a horse is bridled, and or saddled.  Here are a few.  

  

Western bridle http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7lNcLGwcBgY  

Western tack  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dshzBh6roZ4 

English tack  http://www.videojug.com/film/how-to-saddle-a-horse-3  

Bitless bridles   http://www.summersidetack.ca/pages/a-bit-less-the-explanation-of-
different-bitless-bridles  

 

 

Driving 
 

 Harness for driving/carriage horses is a subject I know little about (although I’ve ridden 

beside the driver of an eight-horse hitch of Clydes, and Clydesdales are among my all-

time favorite breeds). However, through some connections, I can recommend a couple 

of good websites to find detailed information.  

 This is a catalogue with fabulous photos and 

diagrams…  http://www.zilcoharness.com/driving-catalogue-vol4.htm 

 The following video series is a very thorough set of lessons on harnessing a carriage 

pony. I found it painfully slow to watch, but there are a few items in the beginning (tying 

the pony to the wall with a proper slip knot for safety, and picking its feet) which are 

great illustrations for any discipline of horsemanship. Interesting to note the white pony 

shows quite a few grumpy moments with his ears going flat back. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J1zSpvhioQo&list=PL90CFB68A52D73D29&index=1

2 

 

Dressage 

 If you’re on Facebook, check out this page for great pictures and conversation about 
dressage. Even comments about a horse for sale being sensible, sweet and flashy, could 
come in handy while you’re writing.  

o https://www.facebook.com/pages/Andrea-Taylor-Dressage/246064432072122 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7lNcLGwcBgY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dshzBh6roZ4
http://www.videojug.com/film/how-to-saddle-a-horse-3
http://www.summersidetack.ca/pages/a-bit-less-the-explanation-of-different-bitless-bridles
http://www.summersidetack.ca/pages/a-bit-less-the-explanation-of-different-bitless-bridles
http://www.zilcoharness.com/driving-catalogue-vol4.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J1zSpvhioQo&list=PL90CFB68A52D73D29&index=12
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J1zSpvhioQo&list=PL90CFB68A52D73D29&index=12
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Andrea-Taylor-Dressage/246064432072122
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***Side note: Facebook pages are a fabulous resource for learning how people talk about 
anything from horses to knitting  

  

GAITS 
 

 Gait refers to movement. But like the theme in this lesson, there’s a big difference 
between terminology across the various styles and disciplines. 

 I’ve chosen to leave out the complicated topics such as Gaited-horses, Dressage etc. 
Instead, I’ll continue the theme of the differences between English and Western styles 
of riding.  

 English            Walk, Trot, Canter, Gallop  

 Western          Walk, Jog, Lope, Gallop  

 English riders post to the trot (butt rises from the saddle in time with one of the horse’s 
front legs), while Western riders stay sitting in the saddle for the jog. Western riders 
sometimes post or simply stand up in their stirrups when riding a horse with a rough or 
bumpy trot. 

  

  

HORSE SHOES 
  

Opening note: The correct term is hoof or hooves, but horsemen will most often use the words 
foot or feet instead. 

  

 A horse shoe is a u-shaped piece of metal right? Well, not exactly. 

 Pre-made shoes come in steel, aluminum and plastic, the former being the most 
common.  

 Racehorses in North America commonly wear aluminum or plastic shoes, for many 
reasons, one being the simple weight difference, another being the specialization of 
design used to enhance or improve efficiency of gait/speed (think human orthotics).  

 Premade shoes of steel and aluminum generally come with holes drilled for 8 nails, 4 on 
each side. Racehorses are often shod using only 3 nails on each side of the shoe. 

 Plastic shoes are glued onto the foot/hoof. 

 Hot-shoeing means the piece of steel is heated to red hot and then shaped to fit the 
horse’s foot/hoof. Great websites with detailed explanations can be found on google 
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which fully explain the perceived benefits of hot shoeing vs cold shoeing with premade 
shoes. It’s a hot topic (no pun intended). 

 Who puts the shoes on the horse? Well, depending on where you are and what 
discipline you’re in, it will be a person called one or more of the following: Blacksmith 
(an old term), smithy(short for blacksmith), farrier, shoer, plater.  

 The term Farrier is considered modern and correct. But farriers at California racetracks 
are called platers (racehorse shoes are often called racing plates), and at the tracks in 
western Canada, they’re called blacksmiths by some, farriers by others.  

 Farriers where I live are trained at the local college or take up shoeing as an apprentice 
with a mentor.  

 Lots of women are farriers for saddle horses, but not many racetrack farriers are female. 

  

If anyone wants more information on shoes and shoeing, just let me know. 

  

Homework: 
 

1.What disciplines do you want to know more about? Give me some specifics (examples: Tack 

for racehorses, boots and special equipment for cutting horses). 


