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Unattended? 

(The photos in this article are for illustration purposes only and were staged in an extremely brief period of time and edited 

to show examples of good and bad practice.  We would rather not have had to stage photo examples of an unattended 

turnout, but our experience tells us that many people better understand best practices from visuals.) 

More people looking to social media for help with their new carriage driving activities.  Along with this, 

we are able to see firsthand the number of people who are truly unaware of the dangers of turnouts 

(the combination of horse and carriage) being unattended.  Many beginners want help learning how 

to adjust their harness, how to put their horse to the cart, or just share the excitement of putting their 

horse to the vehicle for the first time.  In 

these cases, many beginners will hitch 

their horse, stand back six to ten feet, and 

snap a photo to quickly upload to the web, 

only to be met with “Please don’t leave 

your horse unattended while put to the 

vehicle” comments by experienced drivers. 

They may respond back with, “Thank you.  

I didn’t know that,” but there are instances 

where the person responds with, “He is 

attended.  I’m right there taking the photo!”  

This article is meant to address what 

“unattended” means, considering that 

American Driving Society rules are many 

times cited as the authority for driving 

safety practices. 

The ADS rulebook addresses “unattended” in a couple of places in the General Rules: 

“Having the horse under control at all times is a safeguard not only for a driver and his 

passengers, but for everyone involved in the sport.”  (Article 5.1)  (Emphasis added by author)  

“The horse must never be left unattended while put to a vehicle.” (Article 6.2) 

“The ADS strongly recommends that no turnout should rely solely on a groom or other attendant 

standing on the ground to control the horse or horses, with the exception of hitching and/or 

unhitching.  If a driver dismounts for any reason other than to make minor adjustments to 

harness, vehicle, or to unhitch, the reins should be given to a driver seated on the vehicle.”  
(Article 5.7)  

So what does this all really mean?  I tell my students that as soon as that horse is safely put to the 

vehicle, there needs to be a “warm body” on the seat with reins and whip in hand.  Those of us who 

have been around the carriage driving world for a while have witnessed the results of loose horses 

with vehicles attached, so the spirit of the rules is to reduce the likelihood and instances where 

turnouts do not have persons holding them from the box seat.   

This pony is completely unattended.  This is incredibly 

dangerous and should never be done. 
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If no one is holding the horse at all, or the horse 

is tied to something while the vehicle is attached, 

and that horse happens to get away, the results 

are much more disastrous than if it were just a 

loose riding horse.  That vehicle becomes a 

weapon which has been known to take out 

anything in its path…if it even survives the 

experience.  We’ve seen twisted, mangled metal 

carts, and completely splintered wooden vehicles 

as a result of loose turnouts.  Experienced 

drivers (and insurance adjusters) have seen 

smashed fences, cars, trailers, injured people, 

and even other injured horses that had to be put 

down as a result of being tangled with a loose 

driving horse put to a vehicle.  Again, the spirit of 

the rule is to reduce the amount of time that a 

horse is put to a vehicle without someone on the 

box seat.  With someone on the box, there is a 

greater chance that the turnout can get under control before something more major happens.   

This also goes along with the last rule (recommendation) I cited above, that no turnout rely solely on a 

person holding the horse from the ground.  Why is this stated as a recommendation?  All rules have 

to be enforceable with some sort of consequence, hence the term “rule”.  There can be many 

instances where the driver needs to get out of the vehicle to make an adjustment and there will not be 

anyone on the box, which makes a rule of this nature hard to enforce.  However, if that same person 

gets out of the vehicle to go to the bathroom, for example, and leaves the turnout being held by 

someone on the ground, that is against the 

recommendation.  It really isn’t that hard for a 

hitched driving horse to get away from a handler 

on the ground.  Since the horse knows it can’t 

spin around the handler like it would if it were 

being held in just a halter, it will throw itself 

forward or back, knocking the handler over, and 

breaking away from the handler.   

Many new drivers will cite the practices of the 

Amish in terms of justifying tying their hitched 

horses, “The Amish do it all the time…”  The 

difference between the average Amish horse 

and the average competitive or recreational 

driving horse is that the Amish horses are 

working horses who travel for miles every day or 

exert plenty of effort in the field.  They aren’t 

companion animals that are worked once in a 

Above: The driver is in the trailer only a few feet 

away from the pony, but she is looking at her phone.  

This pony is unattended in more ways than one! 

Above: Sometimes adjustments do have to be 

made, but the driver’s time on the ground should be 

very limited and strong caution should be taken. 
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while for an hour or two.  And their drivers are 

lifelong horsemen.  That being said, I know of a 

few Amish who have been left at the store while 

their horse somehow untied itself and trotted 

home!  Just because one group does something 

does not make it best practice for the entire 

driving community.  

The other comment we hear is that “My horse 

knows how to stand, he won’t move.”  This is 

great!  We all love driving horses who stand like 

rocks.  The spirit of the rule, however, addresses 

the “what if”.  Horses are naturally flight animals.  

If it reacts to a sudden loud noise, it may not 

stand.  If the horse gets stung by a wasp, it may 

not stand (and who would expect it to!).  We’ve 

seen horses who react to something and expect 

the driver to be there to take ahold of the reins.  

For that split second, the horse pauses after they 

react, almost like they are looking for 

reassurance.  When the contact does not happen after they pause, they continue into panic mode, 

looking for the opportunity to save themselves considering that their driver wasn’t there for them.  

With the driver in the seat, (s)he is there to give that trusting horse the reassuring hold it needs to 

stay in the spot in which it was told.   

 

Hopefully, this helps clarify the intent of the 

“unattended” rules and reduces the number 

of instances of loose turnouts overall in the 

driving community regardless whether or not 

the turnout is at an event.  Please be 

safe…and get in the seat.   

 

 

Written by Myrna Rhinehart.  Adapted for use by the American Driving Society Education Committee, 2020. 

Above: Even though the driver and her friend are 

only a few steps away, if the pony would decide to 

pull back and break away from the trailer, it could 

quickly get away before they could do anything 

about it, resulting in a large disaster. 

Right: With the exception of putting the 

horse to the vehicle, unhitching, and 

making quick adjustments, on the box seat 

is the only place the driver should be when 

the horse is put to! 
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