GAITED HORSES AND CANTERING

A soft floating canter is truly a pleasure to ride, and if a gaited horse can canter, he is that much more appealing! There are gaited horses that have wonderful canters. They can canter on both leads in a correct 3 beat pattern, and lengthen or collect like any other horse. When a horse starts the canter, he should rock back on his hindquarters, elevate his forehand, and lift into a smooth and balanced canter. Developing a good canter usually takes practice, strength, and agility.


Although there are gaited horses that canter well, there are others that don’t. Some have trouble maintaining a canter and do a lot of shuffling around, which can involve an inconsistent mixture of trotting, pacing, cross-cantering and wrong leads. It would seem that with practice, a horse should be able to learn how to canter, but I have found that some gaited horses just don’t do well with it and when pushed, the quality of their gait deteriorates.


In Tennessee, Walkers are known for their “rocking chair” canter, while in Kentucky, Gaited Saddle Horses are often looked on as “gaiting machines supreme”, and are not allowed to canter under saddle. Instead, trainers try to develop the gait at both slow and fast speeds. So, there is a bit of debating going on about whether to canter gaited horses or not.


When at liberty, all gaited horses can gallop, so it would seem that they should all be able to canter as well.  Keep in mind that a gallop is a 4 beat lateral gait, which is natural for a gaited horse. While the canter seems the same as a slow gallop, it is only a 3 beat gait, which makes it different, and consequently more difficult for some gaited horses. 

Before attempting to canter your gaited horse, your first priority should be to gait well when under saddle. If you can’t get the feel of your horse’s gait- trying to work on the canter may confuse him and interfere with his gait development. The horse’s gait should be correct and consistent before starting canter work. You want to build that solid 4-beat muscle memory in your horse, and not confuse him with a lot of changes. 

Remember, to canter well, the horse has to engage his hindquarters. The same holds true for gaiting. Developing a good gait with proper impulsion from behind will build the strength your horse needs to prepare him for a well-balanced canter. So, keep gaiting until the gaiting gets good, before moving on to cantering.

Once your horse gaits well, you can move on to cantering. If you have a round pen, small paddock or arena, you can introduce your horse to cantering by free lunging him at a canter first. It is easier for your horse to organize his feet and balance at a canter if he doesn’t have to worry about the rider’s weight shifting or bouncing around. Giving your horse an opportunity to learn to canter on his own will make it a lot easier for you too, when you start cantering. Make sure that as you practice canter groundwork you teach your horse a “canter” voice command. You will then be able to use this same command later when you are riding and cueing your horse to cantering.

If you choose to canter while trail riding, it is easy to urge your horse forward, especially if you are with other horses that canter. Usually the horse picks up whichever lead feels the most natural for him and helps him stay balanced. If you are going through a turn and the horse breaks his canter, let him, he may need to switch leads to rebalance. Then you can push him into a canter again.

When you are in an arena, cantering in a straight line and not worrying about leads is the easiest way to help your horse get cantering. If you have room, move into a canter while riding down the center of the arena in a straight line. When the horse picks up his left lead you would then turn and circle to the left, and when the horse picks up his right lead, then move and ride him to the right.  This method gives the horse a chance to get the feel of cantering in balance and on the correct lead. By breaking it down you help your horse learn to canter without the stress of having to learn leads right away.  The first step if for the horse to learn to canter, mastering correct leads on cue at the canter departure comes much later in the horse’s training. The simplicity of taking it step by step will set both you and your horse up for success!

If you have any questions regarding this article or other training issues, please contact me at:  jsrequine@gmail.com ~  815-568-0017 ~ www.goldengaitstable.com
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