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What About My Turnout? 

The term “Turnout” not only describes the specifically named Turnout class carriage competition, but also 

how you and your horse are “turned out” or presented.  Your turnout really shouldn’t have to change for 

any other judged class (with the exception of larger shows that have specific classes like “Evening 

Turnout”.)  So what do you need to do to put your carriage driving turnout together?  Well, first read the 

rulebook.  We have copied excerpts from the 2017 American Driving Society Rulebook here that apply to 

what we will be referring, however, you should go back and read the rest of it as well.   

Chapter 4 – The Driver 

Article 11 Dress of Driver and Passengers 

11.1 Drivers and passengers should be dressed conservatively according to the style of the present day. Any attempt to introduce period costumes or gaudy 

trappings is discouraged. 

11.2 Dress for the driver should conform to the type of turnout (i.e. Formal, Park, Country, Sporting). 

11.3 Gentlemen must wear a coat or jacket while appearing in any class unless excused from doing so by the judge and/or show management.  

11.4 Ladies must wear a conservative dress, tailored suit, or slacks. Floppy hats are discouraged. 

11.5 Unless otherwise specified, the driver shall wear a hat, an apron or knee rug and gloves. 

11.6 Protective headgear is acceptable in all classes. Sunglasses may be worn without penalty 
 

Chapter 7 – The Harness 

Article 20 Style/Eligibility 

Drivers should strive to present an appropriate turnout. “Appropriate” indicates the balance and pleasing appearance of the combination of horse and vehicle. 

Factors determining the above include compatible size, type and weight of horse and vehicle. The way of going of the horse may also affect the overall 

appearance, i.e., a high-actioned horse is more suitable for a formal vehicle; the low-going, ground-covering horse presents a more pleasing appearance put to a 

road or country-type vehicle. 
 

Chapter 8 – The Vehicle 

Article 17 Style of Harness 

17.2 Bridles should fit snugly to prevent catching on the vehicle or other pieces of harness. A throatlatch and a full noseband or cavesson are mandatory. The 

use of gullet straps is acceptable. 

17.3 Black harness is considered appropriate with painted vehicles, with shaft and pole trimmings done in black. It is also considered appropriate with a natural 

wood vehicle with iron parts painted any color except brown. Shaft and pole trimmings, dash and fenders are done in black. 

Russet harness is considered appropriate with: 

a. Natural wood vehicle with brown or black iron, 

b. Painted vehicle with natural wood panels with any color iron or 

c. Vehicle that is painted brown with brown iron. Shaft and pole trimmings should match the harness. 

17.4 All metal furnishings should match, be secure and polished. 

17.5 Breast collars are appropriate with lightweight vehicles. Full collars are suggested for heavy vehicles such as coaches, breaks, phaetons, dog carts, etc. 

17.6 A correctly-fitting harness saddle is important for the comfort of the horse. A wide saddle is suggested for two-wheeled vehicles, as more weight rests on 

the horse’s back. Narrower saddles are more appropriate for four-wheeled vehicles. 

 

Attire 

The first thing above to notice is that “Drivers and passengers should be dressed conservatively 

according to the style of the present day.”  Since we don’t often see people wearing fancy hats 

nowadays, spectators sometimes see the hat and apron and think that carriage driving attire is a 

“costume” of some sorts.  To dispel this, mentally take off the driver’s hat and apron.  Underneath, you 

will see that the driver should be able to step out of the vehicle and go to a dressy event, like a business 

dinner or a church wedding.  If the vehicle is Formal, like a Phaeton or a Coach, the ladies’ attire is a little 

more like the “Mother of the Bride”, whereas for a Sporting or Country vehicle, the attire would be more 

like an average guest at the wedding.  In addition to the above rules, a scarf and some modest jewelry 

matching the metal of the rest of the turnout can add color and style.  Gentleman are easy…suit and tie.  

Shoe color should match the harness.  Besides our own closets, we get many of our clothes at higher-

end second-hand stores.  Who wants to spend a fortune to “roll around in the mud” at a horse show? 
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So what about that hat?  The rule of thumb is that ladies’ hats should not 

be outside their shoulders.  If they are, the hat is too big.  A simple, 

demure straw is better than a huge, feathered Derby hat for someone 

starting out.  Once you get more involved in the sport, you can get more 

help finding the “perfect hat” for your turnout.  Again, gentlemen are 

simple…an easy-to-find fedora or flat cap is appropriate for almost all but 

the most formal turnouts.  If you are really confused or can’t seem to find 

the right hat, go ahead and wear your helmet with a nice cover on it.  Just 

make sure it “goes with” the rest of your turnout and doesn’t “stick out”. 

 

The apron is also a required article for your turnout.  It keeps your clothes clean.  I have authored a 

whole article on “Driving Aprons”, their use, and how to make one.  See it on our Educational Articles 

page of our website.  Brown gloves are also required, and since there are so many to choose from, I 

authored an article on those as well, “So Many Gloves”. 

 

Harness and Vehicle 

Most drivers start with a Sporting or Country vehicle, such as a Road Cart or 

a Meadowbrook.  A fancier, more Formal vehicle may look beautiful, but not if 

it is put to a low-going Appaloosa horse when it was intended to be put to a 

high-actioned Park horse.  The harness should “go with” the vehicle, meaning 

that you shouldn’t use a Fine Harness meant for a lightweight jog cart in the 

breed show ring with a heavier carriage.  For more help with that, contact us, 

your carriage driving instructor, or your local driving club members.  We can 

help you determine if your harness is right for your vehicle and your vehicle is 

right for your horse.  Most standard harness made for carriage driving is 

suitable.  Again, Fine Harness, Racing harness, Draft harness (unless you 

are showing a Draft horse) and some Amish road harness is not.  See our 

“Leather or Synthetic Harness” article for a discussion on that. 

 

The most important aspect of your turnout is that it is clean and well-fitted.  A dirty turnout paired with a 

harness or vehicle that doesn’t physically fit the horse is not only unattractive to the eye, but a potential 

cause for disaster since it could be causing the horse discomfort or even pain to which the horse may 

react violently.  A perfectly fitted harness not only fits physically, but is adjusted to a “middle hole”, 

meaning that nowhere on the harness is any buckle on the last hole either drawn all the way up or let 

out.  This allows for adjustment in the unfortunate event that you have a breakage.   

 

So how do I win a Turnout class?  By being clean, polished, and fit to a fault (and have a good drive)!  

We have won Turnout classes against fancier turnouts, but our harness fit better!  There are some 

“peripherals” such as string gloves and spares kits that will add to the turnout, and some judges consider 

them a necessity in the Turnout class.  All else being equal, a higher quality turnout (harness and 

vehicle) will trump an average one.  All-in-all, in the Turnout class, you should look amazing! 

 

There are two more articles that may be of help, “Turnout Tips and Tricks” and “FAQ Carriage 

Driving”. 
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