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Horses are an icon of early American history. Farmers 
once hitched horses to wagons to haul their commodities 
to town and pick up farm supplies or to pull their farm 
plows. The Pony Express used horses to deliver the mail. 
Paul Revere famously rode a horse through the streets 
of Lexington to alert the minutemen that the British 
were coming. Horses pulled army caissons and they 
made cavalry possible. Even today there are those 
(like the Amish) who continue use the larger breeds 
(like Belgians and Percherons) as work horses. 

Introduction 
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Taking care of one of your best friends means transporting 
them just like you would your children.
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 While tractors, cars, and trucks have largely replaced 
horses for work, horses have not disappeared from the 
American landscape. So, it’s ironic that horses now ride 
in trailers more than they pull them.
 It’s common to see dozens of horses grazing on 
summer pastures as you drive along rural roads. These 
horses are more like companion animals than livestock. 
Horse owners enjoy owning these majestic animals, 
whether it’s walking to the barn to feed them, or riding 
them across pastures and through the woods. There are 
always horse shows, including the annual county fair 
where 4-H members showcase their horses and riding 
skills while competing for awards, cash, and trophies.

A highway crash is enough to give any horse owner anxiety.



Transporting horses involves placing them in an 
enclosed trailer, sometimes for hundreds of miles 
and several hours. While most owners seriously try to 
keep their horses healthy and safe, they often overlook 
how dangerous it is to move large animals on busy and 
congested highways. Sadly, there are plenty of examples 
of horse trailers detaching from trucks, killing the 
horses and endangering other motorists. 

Following trailer safety isn’t just about obeying 
the law — it can save lives. Consider this real 
story of how safety chains saved a trailer from 
going over the edge of an embankment with two 
horses inside. Austen Gage had a terrible crash 
on the icy roads of Indiana. It could have been 
much worse if she did not have the proper safety 
chains on her trailer. 

S A F E T Y  C H A I N S 
S AV E D  M Y  H O R S E S  

Here’s how Gage describes what happened.

“Driving down the highway, we hit a patch of 
black ice. The horses in the back (two of them), 
must have shifted in the trailer because it started to 
fishtail. The icy roads caused the whole situation 
to escalate quickly. Truck and trailer fishtailed all 
over the highway for approximately 600 yards. 
 “Several times I thought I had us straightened 
out, only to lose the trailer again. The roads had 
no traction to speak of. Finally, the trailer jack-
knifed hard into the truck bumper, popped off 
the hitch, and flipped onto its side. Until I heard 
the loud boom of the trailer flipping behind me, 
everything was in slow motion. After the bang, 
my mind was a complete blank.
 “Somehow the truck stopped, and my traveling 
companion and I got out. The truck and trailer 
were sideways, blocking the entire highway.
 “I wish I had the words to express what I felt 
when I looked into the back of that trailer. I think 
‘ hopelessness’ is as close as I can get. After asking 
my companion to call 911, I remember saying out 
loud, ‘I can’t do this. I don’t know how to do this.’ 
 “The inside of the trailer was just a jumble of 
bodies and legs. The way the trailer had fallen, my 
companion’s horse was on the bottom, but propped 
up halfway by the roof of the trailer. His legs were 
mostly free, but one was in between the slats of my 
trailer. I was afraid to open the trailer doors, in 
case he decided to back out and twist it. My horse 
was on his side completely, his halter and break-
away lead still attached to the trailer. His head 
was twisted up, and his neck was at a 30-degree 
angle against the front of the trailer. Both horses 
were breathing heavily, and their eyes were wide. 
Neither was panicking or moving, which was a 
miracle.”

Losing a Horse 
From Injury Can 
Be Catastrophic 
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 There are numerous newspaper and personal  
accounts of instances when overloaded trailers push 
light-duty tow vehicles forward through stop signs 
only to be broadsided by oncoming traffic. We invest 
a lot of money and emotion in our horses, so losing 
a horse in a crash can be catastrophic for individuals 
and families. 
 Knowing how to safely operate a truck and loaded 
horse trailer is just as critical as properly feeding, 
sheltering, and providing veterinary care for your 
horse. Whether the destination is 500 miles away 
or just around the corner, it should be a top priority 
to safely transport the horses that trust you enough 
to go into a trailer. 
 Horrific things can happen to horses when you 
overlook or ignore maintaining the trailer floor, 
hitch, coupler, or other structural components that 
could cause the trailer system to fail. It puts your 
equine friends and people at risk.
 It’s true that even the most safety-conscious drivers 
can be involved in highway crashes. But many crashes 
that involve trailers loaded with horses might have 
been prevented if the owners had taken a few minutes 
to bring their equipment up to highway standards. 
 After a crash, it’s common to hear drivers remark,  
“If I had only known about that, I could have repaired 
it.” But after the fact, it’s too late.
 This publication provides information about what 
it takes to safely attach a livestock trailer to a truck. 
We also will discuss examples of maintenance issues 
you need address as part of “the rig.” While we em-
phasize safely transporting horses in trailers, the same 
principles hold true for transporting other livestock. 

Some horses survive the trauma of a trailer crash; others are less fortunate. 

 In an incredible story of bravery and level thinking, 
Gage worked with emergency response personnel 
to remove her horses safely from the flipped trailer. 
The photograph shows the trailer after responders 
removed the safety chains from the truck.
 It is easy to see that if Gage did not have stout 
safety chains, the trailer probably would have 
flipped, and it could have gone off the road and 
over the embankment, making the conclusion of 
the story much less favorable.



 Here are some common examples of transportation 
rig system problems and what can happen: 

•	 A loaded trailer that is too heavy for a lightweight  
 tow vehicle — the trailer can push the tow vehicle  
 forward when an emergency stop is required. 
•	 A trailer that is loaded unevenly with too much  
 weight on the back — this can pull up on the  
 coupling attached to the ball. Under these conditions,  
 the trailer could uncouple and disconnect from the  
 tow vehicle, or the vehicle could handle erratically  
 at highway speeds. Not enough weight on the ball  
 also makes it more likely that the trailer will sway at  
 highway speeds. With a tagalong hitch (a.k.a. weight- 
 carrying) trailer always place about 10 percent of its  
 total weight down on the coupler. For example,  
 if you have trailer with gross vehicle weight rating  
 (GVWR) of 7,000 pounds fully loaded to 7,000  
 pounds, then 700 pounds of must be on the ball. 

It’s common for us to view the truck and trailer separately. 
Each has its own driving characteristics, braking patterns, 
load capacities, and tire sizes. When we join them, how-
ever, they become one unit. Each component (truck and 
trailer) depends on and influences the other while they 
move on the highway. When your tow vehicle-trailer 
system is not operating in unison or your equipment is 
mismatched, crashes do occur. 
 Because of this interdependence, it is useful to think 
of the towing vehicle and the trailer as a single system.

Consider the Horse 
Transportation 
Rig as a System 

•	 An undersized truck, hitch, insert, or ball —  
 such components can break if the load you’re  
 pulling exceeds the capacity of any component. 
•	 An unbalanced trailer — this can make the trailer  
 sway and cause the driver to lose control. Bad  
 weather or other poor driving conditions can  
 exacerbate this problem. 

A safe journey is the goal for you, your passengers, 
and your horses.
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like stopping suddenly or swerving to miss another 
vehicle. Such moves cause the horse’s weight to shift, 
which makes it challenging for any driver to regain 
control.

The good news is that there are things you can do to 
make your equipment and your horses as safe as possible. 
You can be safer if you better understand how to properly 
attach a truck and trailer, learn to identify where problems 
can arise, and know what maintenance issues need closer 
inspection.

At first glance, the major components of a horse 
transport tagalong hitch and a gooseneck rig look very 
different (see Know Your Hitch, page 12). But it may 
surprise you to learn that they are more similar than 
dissimilar. The major difference between these two 
hitch types is the location of the hitch ball. In a tagalong 
rig, the trailer’s coupler mechanism is attached to the 
ball at the rear of the towing vehicle. In a gooseneck 
rig, the ball is above the rear axle of the truck (inside 
the truck bed).

Hauling horses and other livestock isn’t the same as 
moving inanimate payloads like mowers, furniture, 
boats, or campers. Before transporting nonliving loads, 
most drivers firmly secure all cargo with chains and 
straps to keep the load from falling off or moving 
around. You can’t tie down a horse. And because horses 
have high centers of gravity and will move in the trailer, 
this creates a “shifting” or “live” load.
 A live load can directly influence the tow vehicle 
during normal driving, but the real problem occurs if 
you have to engage the truck in evasive maneuvering — 

The Anatomy of 
a Trailer ‘Rig’

A horse trailer with a 
tagalong (weight-carrying) 

rig couples to a ball 
mounted at the rear 

of the truck.

A horse trailer with a 
gooseneck rig couples to a 

ball above the rear axle of the 
truck (inside the truck bed). 
Note that a gooseneck rig is 
different than a fifth wheel. 

A gooseneck uses a ball, a fifth 
wheel uses a flat “kingpin” 
receiver similar to a semi.
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Know the Weights, 
Unlock the Mystery
Many people wrongly believe that as a truck’s size 
increases (half-ton, to three-quarter-ton, to one-ton) 
that its towing capability automatically increases, too. 
That’s not necessarily true.

Each vehicle has a specific tow rating based on its 
design. Tow ratings (as defined by the manufacturer) 
can vary significantly among the same models of a single 
truck. For example, a three-quarter-ton Ford F-250 may 
actually have a lower tow rating than its half-ton F-150 
cousin — it all depends on how the trucks were built.

Trucks that have higher tow ratings are equipped with 
higher performance features such as heavy-duty engines, 
springs, transmissions, frames, U-joints, rear axles, and 
brakes. These features have nothing to do with whether 
a truck is called a three-quarter-ton or half-ton.

forward into the stopped car. When a truck tows more 
weight than it is designed to pull, the driver is more 
likely to lose control of the towing combination. 

Each horse trailer should have a placard that provides 
more information about the trailer. Look for the trailer’s 
gross vehicle weight rating (GVWR). For example, if a 
trailer has a GVWR of 9,760 (as in the photo below), 
then the trailer is designed to carry this amount — which 
includes the weight of the trailer itself plus the cargo.

 Look in the owner’s manual for your truck to get the 
specific tow rating. To work properly, your truck should 
lead the trailer and control its movement. A “light” truck 
pulling a heavier trailer will instead react to what the 
trailer is doing. If a car suddenly stops in front of a truck 
that is pulling a trailer that exceeds the truck’s towing 
capacity (even if the truck driver slams on the brakes), 
the weight of the loaded trailer will push the truck 

 If you don’t know the general weight of your trailer 
and its load, you will be unprepared to manage the trailer 
in unforeseen situations. A horse trailer’s loaded weight 
includes the trailer, horses, and equipment being carried. 
 Let’s say you have a trailer that weighs 3,500 pounds 
empty, two horses that weigh 1,250 pounds each (a total 
of 2,500), and 500 pounds of show gear, water, and feed 
(see Table 1). Simple math puts the total weight of the 
loaded trailer at 6,500 pounds.
 To be safe, your truck must have a minimum towing 
capacity of 6,500 pounds — it is always preferable to 
have a truck that can exceed the minimum capacity. 
In addition, the trailer should have a GVWR greater 
than the load it will carry (that is, greater than 6,500 
pounds). You need to consider everything when 
calculating total weight.
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Look at the anatomy of a “bumper hitch” (no trailer 
should ever be placed on the actual bumper even if  
there are holes there for a ball). More precisely a bumper  
hitch is, called a tagalong, or weight-carrying hitch. 
Modern truck bumpers are more cosmetic than the  
custom-ordered bumpers of the past. Most bumpers  
can be pulled off or bent when a trailer’s weight exceeds 
the bumper’s rated capacity. 

Typically, you can find a bumper’s towing capacity 
written directly on the bumper. You might be shocked at 
first that the bumper is only rated from 2,000 to 5,000 
pounds. A frame-mounted receiver hitch is vastly superior 
to a ball mounted on the bumper. 

Know Your Hitch
There are two main types of frame-mounted hitches: 
tagalong (weight-carrying) hitches and gooseneck 
hitches.

•	 A tagalong hitch carries the trailer’s tongue weight  
on a ball at the rear of the truck. 

•	 A gooseneck hitch is mounted in the center of  
truck bed, which allows the truck’s frame, springs,  
and axles, to support the trailer’s tongue weight  
directly over or slightly ahead of the truck’s rear axle.  
A gooseneck hitch allows a tow vehicle (with properly  
rated axles and tires) to pull more weight, because the  
coupler or “pin” of the gooseneck exerts a vertical  
force on the axle rather than the lever action of a 
rear-mounted weight-carrying hitch.

Let’s Get 
Hitched 
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Hitch Component Ratings Matter
In practice, a truck’s tow rating is just one factor to 
consider when determining whether you can safely 
pull a trailer. Just as important, is the maximum towing 
capacity of the entire hitch assembly, which consists 
of the receiver, insert, and ball. These three devices 
together will determine how much of your truck’s towing 
capacity you can use and the weight it can pull.

The entire hitch assembly is only as strong as its 
weakest component — analogous to the weakest link 
in a chain. Never let the weight of a trailer and its load 
exceed the rating of any one of the three hitch assembly 
components. If you do, the metal can bend or break, 
because the load exceeds the manufacturer’s design 
specifications.

Know Your Hitch Assembly 
Components
Each component of a hitch assembly is individually 
rated for the maximum load it can tow. Operating 
safely means you must work within maximum load 
limit for each component of the hitch assembly. 

The components of a hitch assembly are: 
•	 Receiver
•	 Insert
•	 Hitch	pin
•	 Hitch	ball

A C C E S S O R I Z E

You can purchase weight-distributing (load-leveling) devices 
for towing extremely heavy trailers on weight-carrying 
hitches. These accessories use springs, levers, bars, or 
chains to distribute the vertical load from the rear of the 
truck to the front of the truck and to the rear of the trailer.
 When a driver adjusts and tightens the support bars on 
the hitch, that action lifts up the back of the truck by 
creating a stiffer connection between the trailer tongue 
and the ball, thereby reducing the down force of the trailer 
on the ball. It will transfer some weight to the trailer’s axles.

This tagalong hitch 
shows its connection 

components.
Receiver

Insert Hitch pin

Hitch ball
(under the trailer coupler)


