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Singletree Straps 
What Are They and Why? 

 

If you’ve been around the horse driving world a while, you might have noticed that a lot of vehicles 

have a couple of straps around the singletree.  Sometimes they might be leather, sometimes nylon 

with buckles, but there are always two and they are always on the outer edges of the singletree.  In 

the everyday vernacular, they are called (what else) 

singletree straps!  They seem like such a simple 

part of the carriage, they can’t be that important, 

right?  They seem like they would limit the 

movement of the singletree and we want that to 

move with the horse, right?  Well, let me tell you 

what they do.   

First, let’s go over the purpose of the singletree.  Without the singletree, where the traces are 

attached to hooks that are permanently mounted to the vehicle, the breast collar will rub back and 

forth over the chest and shoulders of the horse.  When the harness traces are properly attached to 

the singletree, the singletree moves back and forth with the movement of the horse, reducing any 

friction caused by the harness.  That being said, the singletree is pretty important, too!   

So why do I need those straps?  It’s easiest to understand when you know what can happen if you 

don’t have them.  Unfortunately, I personally know people who have had major wrecks as a result of 

not having the straps.  The straps do two things.  The first is in case a trace might come off of the 

singletree or if it breaks.  Let’s just say it’s the left trace that comes off.  Without those straps, 

especially in a vehicle that doesn’t have a dash like a lot of simple easy entry carts, the right side of 

the singletree will swing forward with the trace that is still attached.  This can result in a couple of 

different disasters or culminate in all of them at once!  Your horse could get smacked in the rear with 

the singletree (and we all know what happens when you smack a horse in the rear!), or the right side 

of the trace could come off as well.  We will get to the result of the horse separating from the vehicle 

in a bit.  With the straps attached, you might have an opportunity to recognize that your left trace has 

come off and those straps will keep the singletree in place to protect the right side from coming off as 

well.  Those straps bide you time.   

The other thing they do still bides you time, but it is in case the singletree bolt breaks or the nut 

comes off.  Without the straps, the singletree can obviously bounce free of the vehicle with the 

harness traces still attached.  This will allow the horse to move forward in the shafts.  When he 

reaches the end of the straight shafts, the shafts will slip out of the open tugs and fall to the ground.  

The sudden resistance causes the vehicle to stop suddenly.  In a two-wheeled cart, this has been 

known to catapult the occupants of the vehicle while the horse continues to take off with what is left of 

the cart (as he is still attached with the breeching straps if they don’t break).  I know of horses that 

have been put into “equine ICU” from such an accident.  If you have the straps around the singletree 

and the singletree bolt happens to come out or break, those straps can again help bide you time to 

recognize that something isn’t right and stop the turnout before anything worse happens!   
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Now that you know why you need those straps, we can cover how to put them on and adjust them.  

Ideally, we want as much motion as possible so that the breast collar doesn’t rub on the chest and 

shoulders.  If your cart has a dash, you may be limited by how much movement of the singletree is 

available before you will get a “tink, tink, tink” of the singletree or the 

trace on the dash or the bracket holding it up.  I can’t stand noises 

made by vehicles, so I will have the straps adjusted so that there is 

as much movement as possible without the potential of interference.  

If your cart has more room for singletree movement, then I like to 

actually put the horse to the vehicle, watch the singletree for the 

maximum distance that it swings with the horse’s shoulders, and 

adjust the straps to allow for that.   

On a wooden vehicle, it is common to use leather or synthetic straps similar to the material of the 

harness used.  We usually use stainless steel screws to attach the ends of the straps to the bottom of 

the cross bar.  Some vehicle makers will wrap the straps around both the cross bar and the 

singletree.  We tend to wrap the straps around the singletree and behind the crossbar before 

screwing to the underside of the crossbar.  I’m not sure we have a reason why we do this, other than 

it is a cleaner look.  It would keep the singletree tighter to the vehicle than putting the straps around 

the crossbar if the singletree bolt came out.  There is also “shaft trim” that protects the vehicle’s finish 

attached to the singletree under the straps.  We do find that leather straps won’t “stick” to shiny shaft 

trim like a shiny synthetic singletree strap may, creating a “squeak”.   

On a metal cart, it tends to be much harder to attach straps to 

the cross bar (or whatever horizontal metal frame there is).  In 

this case, some less-expensive vehicles have simple nylon “dog 

collar” straps that buckle around the frame and the singletree.  

This is an inexpensive, functional, and easy fix for any vehicle 

that doesn’t have singletree straps, albeit not necessarily 

beautiful for a show vehicle.   

Many marathon-type vehicles don’t have straps at all, 

however, the singletree bolt is much larger in diameter 

than the average wooden vehicle.  They also tend to 

have a frame or bumpers that limit the swing of the 

singletree in case a trace did come off.  Most 

marathon vehicles also have closed end shafts that 

limit how far forward the horse could move away from 

the vehicle, allowing the horse to pull the vehicle with 

the saddle instead of the traces.  You still could put 

straps on most of these singletrees if you wanted. 

The contrast to the necessity of the singletree straps is to make sure they never have to be put to 

use.  This means obviously keeping your equipment in good working order.  It can also mean taking 

steps to prevent issues.  We will cover this in the next article, Spotlight on the Singletree.   

Singletree with a dash behind 

and shiny straps. 

Closed end shafts on a marathon vehicle keep the 

shafts from dropping if the singletree came off. 
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