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orses are magnificent animals, who are known for their grace, pace, and stamina. One of 

the most fascinating aspects of these animals is their gaits—the distinctive patterns of 

leg movements that define how they walk, trot, canter, and gallop. Whether in the wild or 

under professional riders' guidance, horses display various gaits each with its unique rhythm 

and purpose. In this article, we will go into the realm of horse gaits, covering everything from 

the innate, natural motions that all horses do to the specialized, ambling gaits that need 

special training. We'll explore the intricacies of every gait, understand the principles that 

govern them, and applaud the beauty and practicality that they contribute to horse movement. 

This guide will provide you with a thorough understanding of the various ways horses move 

and the significance of those motions, whether you're an enthusiastic rider or just fascinated 

by these magnificent creatures. 

Understanding Horse Gaits: A Comprehensive Guide 
The repetitive pattern of leg motion that defines how a horse moves is known as gait. Horses 

display a variety of gaits either by nature or with human-assisted specialized training. This 

article delves into the classification of horse gaits, highlighting both natural and ambling gaits 

and their importance. 

Classification of Gait 
1. Natural Gaits: Natural gaits do not require specialized training as horses exhibit these 

gaits inherently. These include the Gallop, Canter, Pace, Trot, and Walk, each progressively 

slower than the previous one (Harris and Susan, 1993). Most domestic horse breeds and wild 

horse populations naturally utilize these gaits (Ensminger, 1990). 

• Walk: The walk is a four-beat gait where each hoof strikes the surface independently in a 

rhythmic manner as follows: right hind leg, right front leg, left hind leg, left front leg. This 

creates a steady 1-2-3-4 beat, with the horse’s head and neck swaying slightly up and down to 

maintain an equilibrium of the body (Harris and Susan, 1993). The walk is not like other gait 

it is slower than others, with an average speed of about 7 km/h. 

• Trot: The trot is a two-beat gait where the horse moves its legs in diagonal (Crosswise) 

pairs: right front leg with left hind leg, and vice versa. This gait provides stability and 

requires minimal equilibrium of the body for motions from the horse's head and neck (Harris 

and Susan, 1993). The trot is the primary means for horses to travel rapidly and can be 

retained for up to 60 minutes by well-nourished horses. The average speed of a trot is about 

13 km/h. 

• Pace: The pace is a two-beat gait where the horse moves the legs on the same side of its 

body forward together (lateral). It is preferred by certain harness racing breeds like the 

standard breed and generally allows for quicker locomotion than the trot. 
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• Canter / Lope: The canter is a controlled three-beat gait, faster than the trot and pace but 

slower than the gallop. The sequence of moves is as follows: First, forward with one rear leg, 

then the opposing diagonal pair, and lastly the leading front leg. The average speed of a 

canter ranges from 16 to 27 km/h (Harris and Susan, 1993). 

The horse may be led by either the left or the right while cantering. The left leg of a horse in 

the left lead would contact the surface before the right leg or vice versa. When turning left in 

a circle, the horse should be on the left lead; when turning right in a circle, the horse should 

be on the right lead means the inner leg in a circle should be the leading leg. 

• Gallop: The gallop is a four-beat gait, similar to the canter but faster and more surface-

covering. It is the fastest gait, used by horses to flee from predators or cover short distances 

more promptly. The sequence of movement involves each leg hitting the surface in a specific 

order. The order is as follows; Right hind, left hind, right fore, and lastly left fore leg strike, 

followed by a moment when all four legs are in the air. The average speed of a gallop is 40 to 

48 km/h (Harris and Susan, 1993). 

2. Ambling Gaits: Ambling gaits are smooth, distinctive four-beat footfall pattern that can 

occur naturally in some horses but typically require specialized training for a horse to respond 

to a rider's cues (Ensminger, 1990). These gaits provide a smoother ride compared to a trot or 

pace and are ideal for long periods of trail riding. 

• Fox Trot: Associated with the Missouri Fox Trotter breed, this four-beat diagonal gait 

features the front foot of the diagonal pair landing before the hind foot (Ensminger, 1990). 

• Rack / Racking: The rack is a four-beat gait with equal intervals between each beat and 

speeds similar to the pace (Harris and Susan, 1993). 

• Running Walk: A four-beat lateral gait with greater speed and smoothness compared to the 

regular walk. This is a natural gait of the Tennessee Walking Horse breed (Harris and Susan, 

1993). 

• Stepping Pace: This term refers to various slow lateral gaits. It particularly describes a gait 

in which the animal simultaneously moves its legs forward on the same side of its body in a 

smooth, effortless, and well-coordinated manner. 

• Tolt: Unique to the Icelandic horse, the tolt has the same footfall design as the rack but with 

more freedom and fluidity of motion (Harris and Susan, 1993). 

• Rewal Chal: This four-beat lateral gait is associated with the Kathiawari or Kachchhi-

Sindhi horse breeds of India. The rewal chal is particularly useful for long-distance riding, 

making these horses ideal for horse safaris in dry regions such as Rajasthan and Kutch 

(Ensminger, 1990). 

Importance of Understanding Gaits 
 Optimal Riding: Choosing the right gait improves easiness and control. 

 Effective Training: Modifying training to improve performance and prevent injuries that 

cause lameness as we know a horse has no worth without gait; without leg movement, 

anything is not possible. 

 Clear Communication: Using signals that are associated with particular gaits develops 

better horse-rider relationships. 

 Competitive Advantage: Understanding the gaits is essential in competitive riding 

disciplines such as dressage, show jumping, and racing. 

 Breed-specific gait: Helping in selecting the proper horse for specific activities or 

preferences. 

 Appreciating Diversity: Recognizing and appreciating the natural beauty and diversity in 

horse movement. 
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Conclusion 
Understanding horse gaits is important for more than just riding; as we all know, a horse 

without legs is worthless. It also helps us to establish closer relationships with these amazing 

animals. It allows riders to enhance their skills, trainers to optimize performance, and 

enthusiasts to appreciate the intricate beauty of horse movement. Mastering horse gaits 

enhances the whole riding experience by ensuring that the horse and rider move in harmony 

whether for relaxing rides or competitive races. 
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