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WHAT IS A FOXTROT

A foxtrot is a diagonal gait that has a moderate speed resembling that of a trot.  At the foxtrot the horse lifts off and sets down the diagonal pairs of feet independently by a second or two giving the gait a cadence of four rather than the two beat cadence seen in a regular trot.  There is a hesitation between set down of the diagonal pairs which gives the gait a syncopated broken cadence unlike any other gait save the stepping pace.

At the foxtrot the front foot lands prior to the hind foot with the hind foot having a particular sliding action as it steps down rather than a slapping placement as would be seen at the regular trot.  In a true foxtrot one front foot is always on the ground.  There will be diagonals touching the ground at all points of the stride sequence. That is what makes the gait so remarkably stable and sure footed.   

A horse that caps it’s tracks is not necessarily short strided.  Short strided horses are horses that are not efficient in their stride.  That means they either fall short of the projected set down of the feet with full use of the shoulder, or they bend at the knees and come down short in their stride.    An efficient horse that extends well from the shoulder outward in a straight line of the leg and travels forward to the full potential for that stride is not short strided.  Many horses do this and still cap their tracks!   This should not be confused with a big lick type horse that maximizes it’s stride through overstride.

When a horse has a huge overstride it is more difficult for it to pick up a lead and balance for a change in action.    Short strided horses often times do not use their shoulders well and put little effort into their forward extension of the front leg. 

There is a world of difference in quality of gait.  It is important that a person actually learns how to distinguish the difference between styles and quality of gait and select the type that most suits their needs.   There is good service to be had by all the various types.

On average the horse will carry it’s head slightly elevated with it’s face sloped to about the same angle as it’s shoulder.  Some, however, will travel naturally with a higher head and some with their faces nosed way out.   Very few will travel naturally with their faces perpendicular.

Because there is a genetic balance that determines gait, there is a range of tolerance within each gait designation. Therefore at the foxtrot one horse may be almost lateral while another may be very close to the hard trot in it’s rhythm.   Those horses falling between those two extremes are generally going to be the smoother, more consistent and natural horses.   They will generally be the ones that will tend to hold the gait easier without support from the rider.

There is another quality that affects the gait and how smooth it is to ride. That is the spring to be found in the hind leg assembly at set down of the feet.  If a horse comes down solid and straight on it’s hind leg it will have more bump to the stride than if a horse has better shock absorption.   In the really smooth horses when the hind foot touches down it  will give and spring.  The hock and fetlock will spring downward and then up taking up the shock of the set down while keeping the back level and smooth.    This quality is not found in every horse but those that have this ability are smoother riding than those who lack it. 

There is no right or wrong way for a horse to foxtrot so long as the horse is truly going at the proper gait, however some styles are more functional than others.

Because there are so many different styles and such a variety of quality to the gait, it behooves a purchaser to try a number of horses to find the one that FEELS best to them prior to purchasing.   What feels smooth to one person is not always as comfortable to another.  Comfort of ride is as individual as there are horses and riders.

The foxtrot should be smooth enough that anyone would feel good about riding it all day long.    If you hear people scoff and say the gait is not smooth, then that person has  not ridden a good foxtrotting horse.

There should be no pounding or bumping to the foxtrot.  A slight pat to the seat may be felt but should not jar or bounce the rider at all.  

When the organization was founded a good foxtrotting horse was EXPECTED to cap it’s tracks.  In the show ring a horse with a large overstride was discounted in preference to those with a true foxtrot. 

The gait was named for the fact foxes cap their tracks leaving only one set of prints.   The original foxtrotting horses also capped their tracks and left one set of prints.

This form of foxtrot is extremely balanced and functional however it tends to have less speed range than those of a horse with overstride.    Too much overstride, however, detracts from or indeed prostitutes the gait into something entirely foreign to a true foxtrot.

The original foundation of the breed was based primarily on Saddlebred and Morgan stock.   For the most part those old horses did cap their tracks at the foxtrot even though at the running walk or rack they displayed large overstrides.

 Eventually the Tennessee Walking Horse was brought into the breed and with it’s advent a different type of hind end structure began to appear.  The difference in conformation affected the way a horse traveled and executed the gait.   

Before long the show ring began to look favorably upon the longer striding, faster moving horses.   The show ring of the Missouri Foxtrotter as is the case with nearly every other breed, dictates the trends of the breed at large.

Today the drive is for longer and longer stride with  more and more overstride. With that comes some negatives however.  The longer the stride the less balanced the horses become and often the less athletic they are at other endeavors.   Many of the show ring horses of today are more than two thirds Tennessee Walking Horse by blood  if not 100%.    There are very, very few Missouri Fox Trotters that have less than 50% Tennessee Walking Horse blood.  Because of this ratio, the abilities of the Foxtrotters are changing to be more consistent with that of the Tennessee Walking Horse.   

This evolution has caused a good deal of rancor within the membership of the breed. Those who prefer the original style of foxtrot  wish to preserve the old style of functional horse while those preferring the “show style” foxtrot claim their horses to be superior.  

So long as the horse is executing a true foxtrot and not a prostituted gait there is no right or wrong to it.  There are simply different styles.   A horse cannot physically reach beyond a certain point, however before it must lift the front foot off the ground.  When that becomes an issue is when that front foot leaves the ground prior to the other front foot setting down.  In a true foxtrot one front foot MUST be on the ground at all times.   If a horse has both front feet off the ground at one time then the horse is not performing a true foxtrot.  That front end lift creates “fly time” which will result in a sharp bump at impact. That is not a true intermediate gait and is certainly not a true foxtrot!

In today’s show ring many of the horses competing are being ridden beyond their true foxtrot gait.   When this occurs the ride becomes much rougher and unpleasant to view as well as to ride!   When a horse performs a true foxtrot the ride is smooth with variances dictated only by conformation and natural ability.  While all the horses within the breed are from shared ancestry, how that comes together in the individual horse can be extremely variable.

The foxtrot is a very enduring, secure, working gait that most good Foundation bred horses can carry for long periods of time even in rough country and difficult footing.   Though it is generally a bit slower than some of the other intermediate gaits, it is the most stable, sure footed, and athletically functional of them all.   

