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Y ou’ve decided to step up your horse 
game and buy a truck to haul your 
four-legged friend(s). Maybe you’re 

just replacing your current rig. Maybe 
you’ve outgrown your backyard shows 
and want to travel to bigger venues 
farther away. Or perhaps you just want to 
see more of our great country from the 
back of your horse. Whatever your situa-
tion, doing some research before you buy 
can save you the headache of roadside 
breakdowns or worse: the risk of a wreck 
due to a truck or SUV that’s ill-matched 
to your trailering needs.

Read on to learn about the factors 
involved in selecting a vehicle to tow your 
horse safely and comfortably. 

Before You Shop
Most important as you set out to select 

the right vehicle is knowing what you’ll 
be towing. Know the number, sizes, and 
weights of the horses you intend to haul. 
If you don’t have a trailer already, select 
one that will hold your horses and the 
gear you’ll need (feed, water, buckets, 
saddles, pads and other tack, stable 
equipment, etc.). And don’t forget your 
own gear if you’ll be hauling it in your 
trailer. If you have a living-quarters trailer, 
you’ll be carrying clothing, food and 
supplies, bedding, foul weather gear, and 
entertainment such as books, electronics, 
and maybe even a TV. 

“That kind of stuff adds up quickly,” 
says J.T. Garoutte, service manager at All 
American Trailers, in Norco, California. 
“You could get up to 500 pounds extra per 
horse by the time you factor that in. You 
want enough truck to pull the trailer fully 
loaded.”

Another factor to know going in is 
whether you’ll use your new tow vehicle 
strictly for towing your horse trailer or if 
it’ll double as your everyday vehicle. You 
want a powerful enough truck to handle 

your load without blowing your fuel bud-
get, and one that meets your needs for 
comfort and drivability, as well.

Also, know what kind of braking 
system you’ll need: Does your trailer 
have its own, or will it rely on your tow 
vehicle’s brakes? Surge brakes, a trailer’s 
self- contained hydraulic system, activate 
when the trailer coupler pushes on the 
hitch ball as you decelerate. Electric 
brakes use either a factory-installed 
integrated brake control or an aftermar-
ket brake control unit mounted on your 
vehicle’s dash.

Hand in hand with your braking 
system is your wiring harness. Know 
what type you need to connect your 
vehicle to your trailer’s electrical 
components, such as turn signals and 
brake lights.

To standardize safety requirements 
among vehicle and trailer manufacturers, 
SAE International (initially established 
as the Society of Automotive Engineers) 
uses several measures that will help you 
make decisions:
■  Gross Vehicle Weight (GVW) The actual 

loaded weight (passengers, fuel, and 
gear) of the tow vehicle and its cargo, 
without a trailer. This differs from curb 
weight, which includes the vehicle and 
a full load of fuel, but not passengers 
or cargo.

■  Gross Vehicle Weight Rating (GVWR) The 
value specified by the manufacturer 
as the recommended loaded weight 
of a particular vehicle, including 
passengers, fuel, and gear, but 
excluding a trailer and its load.

■  Gross Trailer Weight (GTW) The actual 
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Your guide to buying a vehicle to haul your horses

Before you buy a truck to pull your trailer, know how many horses and how much gear you intend to haul.
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loaded weight of a trailer. To determine 
GTW, borrow a truck with a full gas 
tank to take your trailer, complete with 
horses and all the gear you’ll haul, to 
a highway weigh station, landfill, or 
other scale and weigh it with a truck at-
tached. Then unhook the trailer, weigh 
the truck separately, and subtract the 
truck’s weight from the total.

■  Gross Trailer Weight Rating (GTWR) 
The value specified by a vehicle’s 
manufacturer as the recommended 
maximum weight of a fully loaded 
trailer that it can safely tow.

■  Gross Combined Vehicle Weight Rating 
(GCVWR or GCWR) The vehicle manufac-
turer’s recommended maximum loaded 
weight for vehicle and trailer combined 
(GVWR + GTWR).
Once you have this preliminary 

information, you’ll be better equipped 
to match a vehicle’s capabilities to your 
intended load. Here are your remaining 
considerations, in alphabetical order.

Chassis Design
The vehicle’s chassis includes the 

framework to which all other systems 
mount. Two options exist: unibody, in 

which the frame and body exist as one 
unit and are made of aluminum or steel 
(lighter in weight and commonly used in 
smaller trucks and SUVs), and body-on-
frame, a rigid steel ladderlike shape to 
which the suspension, axles, engine, and 
body affix. It’s commonly used for full-
size trucks and large SUVs.  

Drive System
You want to know you can get up a 

hill or out of a muddy field when needed. 

Toward this end, know that vehicles come 
in FWD (front-wheel drive, undesir-
able for a tow vehicle because its power 
isn’t directed to the weight-bearing rear 
wheels); RWD (rear-wheel drive, the most 
commonly used system for towing); AWD 
(all-wheel drive, one method of delivering 
power to all four wheels); and 4WD (four-
wheel drive, its alternate method). 

“Depending on the territory you live in 
and the conditions you drive in, you may 
feel safer with four-wheel drive,” says 
Tom Hubbard, president and co-owner of 
Bob Hubbard Horse Transportation, in 
Colton, California. “But in most situa-
tions, it isn’t necessary.”

Fuel Type
When it’s time to decide between a 

gasoline- or diesel-powered engine, cost is 
a huge factor. “The cost of going to diesel 
power is roughly $8,000 to $10,000,” says 
Hubbard. “So you have to match the 
difference between how much you’ll use 
the vehicle. In today’s world, most of the 
higher-towing-capacity engines are diesel-
powered.

“Typically, a diesel will get 30-50% 
better fuel economy and will have a 
longer life expectancy—maybe almost 
100% longer,” than gas-powered trucks, 
he adds. “These days, most diesel-
powered vehicles have more power than 
those using gasoline, strictly because 
manufacturers know that people buying 
diesels are towing things. To get techni-
cal, a diesel engine will typically have 
more torque, and torque is what starts a 
vehicle from a dead stop and what takes 
it over hills.”

Hitch Type
The trailer dictates the hitch. Basically, 

it’s either a bumper-pull, a gooseneck, 
or a fifth-wheel—the latter two being 
mounted in the truck bed, slightly in front 
of the truck’s rear axle. For this reason, 
SUVs aren’t towing options for gooseneck 
or fifth-wheel trailers.

“Gooseneck and fifth-wheel hitches will 
have a higher capacity than ball hitches,” 
says Hubbard. “My personal preference is 
to go with a fifth-wheel or gooseneck for 
anything over two horses.”

“Some factory hitches aren’t compatible 
with a fifth-wheel,” adds Garoutte. “Most 
factory hitches will handle a gooseneck, 
but a fifth-wheel requires an A-frame ap-
paratus to put the pedestal on.”

Hubbard adds that aftermarket-type 
hitches are very safe and capable of doing 
their job.

Suspension
Although manufacturers match their ve-

hicles’ suspensions (the springs and shock 
absorbers that cushion the vehicle from 
road conditions) to their load capacity, 
some offer an additional air ride kit, which 
Hubbard says attaches to the suspension 
in a variety of ways. 

“It’s typically an air bag that cushions 
the ride between the vehicle’s axles and 
frame to soften the shock of the road and 
give a smoother ride,” he says.

Tow Packages
Tow packages typically include the ex-

tras you’ll need for towing a trailer. Some 
are built in at the factory and others get 
added later. They include the hitch, the 

Your trailer will dictate the type of hitch your truck should have: a bumper-pull (left), a gooseneck 
(right), or a fifth-wheel.
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Typically, a diesel  
will get 30-50% better 
fuel economy and will 
have a longer life 
 expectancy—maybe 
almost 100% longer—
than gas-powered 
trucks.” 
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wiring harness, the brake 
system (if it’s set up to haul 
with electric rather than 
a trailer-contained surge 
system), and a steering-
column shifter that changes 
the shift point to compen-
sate for the trailer’s extra 
weight. 

“It shifts sooner and at 
a different RPM, so you’re not losing a 
bunch of speed while the truck is shifting 
gears,” says Garoutte.

Transmission
If you grew up shifting gears on a 

manual transmission, you might prefer it 
to an automatic. But manual shifting has 
a lurch factor that can be uncomfortable 
for your horse. These days, Hubbard says, 
most people prefer the ease of automatics. 
“We use automatics in almost everything 
these days. It’s just easier for the driver 
and gives a smoother ride for the horse.”

Wheelbase
Wheelbase is the distance from the tow 

vehicle’s front axle to rear axle. Simply 

stated, a longer wheelbase can up a 
vehicle’s towing capacity. “My generic 
statement is that the longer the wheel-
base, the more stable the vehicle will be,” 
says Hubbard.

Weighing Your Options
When you’re shopping for your new 

tow vehicle, do some online research: 
Check out each vehicle manufacturer’s 
website for its trailering guide. It’ll spell 
out which vehicles are more suited to 
safely pull your trailer’s loaded weight. 

“You’ve got to buy enough truck to safe-
ly pull, but more importantly, stop your 
trailer,” says Garoutte. “Getting going isn’t 
the problem; getting it slowed down and 
stopped is your biggest concern.”

Be aware that the towing 
capacities of vehicles that 
seem similar in power, size, 
and weight can vary widely, 
and some aren’t rated for 
towing at all. 

Take-Home Message 
When in doubt, overesti-

mate the weight your truck 
will need to handle. After all, we know 
that horses—and gear—are addicting! 
And don’t neglect the comfort factor. Test-
drive any potential tow vehicle to be sure 
the seat and back provide adequate sup-
port for your body and that the steering 
wheel sits at a comfortable level.

Finally, before signing on the dotted 
line, check your driver’s license to make 
sure your new vehicle is within your 
licensed driving classification for weight. 

Network with other horse owners to 
find a dealer you can trust, and lay out 
your needs. Then use your knowledge 
to make an informed decision and buy 
a truck that’ll serve both you and your 
horses most comfortably, economically, 
and safely. h
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