


 

The chain gives extra assistance to stretch out the 

dog if it s going to be uncooperative. The dog will 

learn good manners much more quickly this way. 

 

To slip the harness over the head in the first 

place, one simply waits until the dog looks up at 

the handler's face as all inexperienced dogs will 

do when someone is straddling their backs. Eager 

experienced dogs will be head-up and ready the 

moment the handler is in position (often with 

forelegs paddling, trying to put their feet through 

the openings before the harness has even cleared 

the ears). If a sour dog hangs its head to avoid the 

harness, one leans farther on either side of the 

neck and scoops up the head from underneath. 

Using this system, there's no escape, the dog 

gets harnessed. 

 

If a harness fits right, and the dog is very long or 

thick haired, the only way it can be put on is by 

working the neck piece all the way onto the 

shoulders at both top and bottom. The bottom is 

the most important. There will then be plenty of 

room to lift the forelegs through. Then give equal 

attention to getting body hair out of the way before 

stretching the harness out to the tail. This is 

especially important when checking the fit of a 

new harness. A few minutes of pulling will settle 

the harness into the fur, of course, but if there's 

any doubt about the fit, it's easier to take the extra 

minute to work the fur through by hand. Certainly 

this should he done with a freight harness or a 

weight pull harness before hooking up. Otherwise, 

the bar may rise up on top of the tail for a long 

time, wearing away the hair and making the dog 

very uncomfortable until the tail finally works 

through. 

 

Only a careless musher fails to re-check his 

harnesses before he starts out on the trail. A lot of 

under- arm chafing happens because the harness 

has pulled off to the side by typical hook-up 

acrobatics before the dog even tightened up its 

tug. It doesn't t take long to walk down the line, 

slipping a hand down the front of each dog on the 

way back to release the snow hook. 

 

I've seen racers start off the line with both harness 

underarms over on one side of a dog after a lot of 

countdown bucking and backing and rolling. 

Sooner or later, it has to be corrected -during the 

countdown is pretty nerve-wracking, but far better 

than one mile along the trail. 
 
 

 

 

Mel Fishback Riley is a long-time musher: She is the 

owner of Mel's Custom Harnesses in Marion, 

Montana. Mel and her husband, Lee have written 

extensively on sled dog training and equipment. 



 

TOWLINE TRUTH: 
DON’T NEGLECT WHAT’S HOLDING YOUR TEAM TOGETHER 

BY MEL RILEY 

 

What item of the gear-
box means less to 
mushers than any other? 
No doubt about it; the 
towline or gang- line. Not 
many drivers decide to 
build a sled. The majority 
of drivers buy their 
harnesses and snow 
hooks. But almost all dog 
drivers make their own 
towlines, often with 
ghastly results. 
 
It is surprising that this 
essential part of the outfit 
is regarded as so 
unimportant. It can make 
all the difference between 
an efficient, free moving 
team and a disorganised, 
jerky pack of uncoordinated 
dogs. Because the towline is 
the bond that holds the 
entire team together, it must 
be made of good material 
(often hard to get) and it 
must be put together 
properly. To top it off it is 
subject to great strain and 
suffers severely from 
weathering. So it is the last 
item in the outfit that should 
be left lying on the basket 
after a training run, but it is 
often the only item that is so 
casually ignored! 
 
To write about the proper 
making, use and care of 
towlines, it would be easy to 
fill ten pages. The best we 
can do here is consider a 
few of the most basic facts 
about working with rope - 
and making the rope work 
with the dogs. 
 
First of all, look at the 
illustrations (which are not in 

proper proportion).  "A" 
shows a sort of normal hook 
up for a racing team. It is 
impossible to give exact 
measurements for every 
team because the type of 
harnesses and size of dog 
will make such a difference. 
If "A" is made with the exact 
measurements shown, for a 
team of small females the 
tug lines will have to be 
placed several inches closer 
to the front than if one is 
making "A" for a team of 
long, rangy, houndy males. 
Or (there's always an "or") 
the tail loops on the harness 
must be made much longer 
or shorter. 
 
If you have very small and 
compact dogs, you may not 
wish to have the tug line 
snap swinging wildly at a 
distance of six to eight 
inches behind the dogs. 
Therefore, the normal/' A" 
towline, which is typical of 
the line an outfitter will sell 

you, may need to be 
changed while it is still brand 
new. This means that how it 
is put together will matter a 
great deal. Still, it is easier to 
make loops longer or shorter 
than it is to change a 
towline. So if the gap is not 
too extreme, the mushers 
choice should be to change 
the harness. This goes for 
mixed up teams too. If some 
dogs are large and some are 
small, and especially if they 
are moved around in 
different positions, changing 
the loops to match all the 
"dogs lengths" more closely 
is the only choice. the snap 
resting on the tail loop, the 
loop harness. This goes for 
mixed up teams too. If some 
dogs are large and some are 
small and especially if they 
are moved around in 
different positions, changing 
the loops to match all the 
"dogs lengths" more closely 
is the only choice. 



 

If you make "A", how should 
it look? A section of centre 
line should be laid out on the 
floor with the neck lines 
already installed as close to 
the loop at the front (lead) 
end as possible. Lay the 
neck lines back at an angle 
of 45 degrees: - not straight 
out to the side, not directly 
back to the centre line. Now 
select an average harness 
and arrange it about six 
inches, behind the neck line: 
snap, right alongside the 
towline. Do not stretch it out; 
pretend there is a dog in it. 
Pick up a tug line and lay it 
in a straight line with the 
snap resting on the tail loop, 
the loop end touching the 
centre line. Where this 
happens, the tug should be 
inserted into the centre line. 
It absolutely cannot pull 
loose. It does not deform the 
centre line (but you must 
make sure that your tugs 

naturally point in the right 
direction - toward the dogs 
tail -and the neck- lines point 
in the opposite direction, 
back toward the dogs head!) 
Anyway, this form of 
attachment will neither come 
out or rip the centre line and 
it makes the smallest 
possible lump in the towline. 
 
If you lay everything out as 
described above and the 
back of the tug is more than 
a foot ahead of the end loop 
on the centre line, you may 
move the necklines back a 
few inches, put slightly 
longer loops on your 
harnesses, and try again. It 
is usually not practical to 
have more than one foot of 
"bare" centre line between 
pairs of dogs when your 
whole tow-line has been 
assembled. Attempt to 
balance the "bare" space 
between the front and back 

of each section so that, no 
matter how you combine 
section, the pairs will be 
spaced evenly. You can 
usually make it work with an 
eight-foot centre-line section, 
no matter how large or small 
your dogs are. If it just won't 
work, you will have to make 
the entire line longer or 
shorter. Do not compromise. 
Making the neck-line longer, 
or changing the angles at 
which they lie, or making 
them allot shorter will not 
make it work better! 
 
That brings us to the 
proportions of the towline: 
neck-lines versus tug-lines. 
Look at illustration "B". One 
seldom sees a towline like 
this one nowadays. It was 
popular in the days of 
smaller teams racing on 
high-speed courses. Now 
that most unlimited speed 
teams number at least 14 



 

dogs -and often more -a ten-
foot centre section places 
the leaders so far out that it 
takes a genius to negotiate 
any but the gentlest of 
curves without a disaster. 
The extra long towline 
designed for maximum free 
running has been forced to 
give way to some- thing like 
"A", although never anything 
like "C". 
 
If a person thinks he can use 
a "B" type of line, giving 
each pair the greatest space 
to run without interference 
from the heels of the dogs 
ahead, he must always stick 
to the basic rules. Even 
though a shorter neckline 
might seem to eliminate 
potential problems by 
keeping dogs closer to the 
towline, it won't work. The 
dog gets no extra freedom 
with his long tug line, if the 
neckline restricts him. But 
can you give the dog a much 
longer neckline to enhance 
that freedom? No, because 
a neckline long enough to 
drop near the ground at any 
time will be more likely to 
catch a foot. And the longer 
the neckline, the less chance 
that the dog can get his leg 
off it, once he’s stepped 
across. 
 
So, even if you make "B" 
because you have only ten 
dogs and you're running a 
15-mile perfect oval track on 
the tundra, you must still 
keep the proportions intact. 
The length of the neckline 
determines how much actual 
freedom the dog will have 
and the length of the tug 
determines how much speed 
the dogs can turn on without 
interference from other dogs 
or jerking them out of stride. 
And you must always 
remember that every foot of 
extra centre line can 
represent extra slack, extra 
whipping, and (in a tangle) 
extra trouble. 

What on earth is "C"? It's an 
old freight line! As you can 
see, it packs rge mosr dogs 
into the leasr space. This will 
work fine with a slow team 
that does lots of heavy 
hausling. It will pass the 
team through heavy brush, 
among close trees, and 
around sharp corners. The 
short necklines, while still 
coming back to the collars at 
a small angle, are almost 
impossible to step over. At 
the speeds the dogs travel, 
clearing a leg from such a 
neckline (which is almost 
always tight) is relatively 
easy. The short tug on the 
close-spaced short centre 
line applies maximum pull 
without stretch or spring. 
 
BUT! Every dog is directly 
affected by the actions of the 
dogs ahead and behind, as 
well as the dog alongside. 
The line is not practical, 
except at slow speeds, and 
certainly is out of place at a 
speed race.  (But it doesn’t 
take long to find one among 
the limited team ranks at any 
rave!) 
 
Once again, you may think 
that you can give the dogs 
extra freedom by making the 
necklines linger on towline 
"C". No way Jose. All you do 
is give them the opportunity 
to step over the line and get 
tangled. On the other hand if 
you are working on a freight 
team and the landscape is 
so rough that the dogs are 
being yanked around 
continuously, the wheeler 
can't clear obstacles, and 
none of the dogs has room 
to lung into the trail breaking, 
you are better off to work the 
dogs with no necklines at all 
(if you can get away with it). 
 
 
Other rules and truths 
A well matched team can get 
away with less of everything. 
When you see pictures of 

old teams running on 
towlines that had little more 
than a spliced in snap for a 
neckline and a few inches of 
tugline, you are usually 
looking at dogs that were 
within an inch or a few 
pounds of being identical to 
each other in every way. 
(And these teams, while 
beautiful to see, did not 
travel at modern speeds.) 
The more mismatched a 
team, the more running 
room the dogs should be 
given, if it is practical. 
 
Extra tug length near the 
wheel only accomplishes 
something if it has a direct 
effect on the dogsled. A 
wheeler with a five-foot tug 
line can cut a sled into a turn 
faster and more powerful if 
his tug joins something rigid 
on the sled bridle. If it joins a 
loosely hanging loop two 
feet out in front of the 
brushbow, it is a waste of 
time giving the wheeler the 
long tug. He affects only 
what he is attached to. Look 
at some peoples racing 
lines; the long wheel tug is 
spliced into the towline three 
feet ahead of the brush- bow 
or bridle. Then why bother 
with an extra long tug? All he 
does is move the centre line 
over from a considerable 
distance. So it is indeed a 
waste of time. 
 
The original idea of the long 
wheel tug was to allow the 
dog to stay well ahead of the 
sled, yet still apply direct pull 
to the side when needed. If 
your set up doesn't put that 
extra grab directly to the sled 
bridle, you are getting very 
little improved turning power 
-although your dog is safer 
from being hit by your sled. 
 
Why have sectional lines? 
Certainly the extra loops and 
joints are unsightly 
compared to a continuous 
line?   Well, over a period of 



 

time, all rope stretches. In 
the course of training, your 
wheel dogs may be strung 
up by their neck lines if you 
don't change the line. By 
making sectional lines, you 
can switch sections around, 
making certain that all 
sections receive equal wear 
and strain.  If you like a long 
wheel section (longer tugs), 
you should make more than 
one and quite possibly, for a 
big string, use a thicker 
diameter centre line. In the 
some vein, there is no point 
in having the leaders hauling 
on a section of centre line 
that is sized to withstand the 
jerking strength of 12 dogs. 
Sectional lines can be 
tapered from wheel to lead 
as the driver sees fit. And a 
single fray does not destroy 
on entire towline. 
 
What about shock cord? If 
you wont to use it and you're 
not on expert, keep it 
separate from your main 
towline. Put it inside some 
poly if you wish, but connect 
it at the some point you put 
the towline, snowhook and 
bridle together, reaching 
bock to the staunch ions or 
basket. If your bridle is 
designed and supported 
properly, you can get your 
shock relief without having 
any of your rope dragging on 

the snow during a slack. If 
you choose to put the 
bungee cord inside any port 
of the towline, remember 
that, even when the team is 
making a strong pull, the 
cord takes up space inside 
your towline ropes and 
shortens them. How much 
extra rope to allow for this 
effect depends on how thick 
the rope is, how thick the 
shock cord is, and how long 
the cord is! That is why it is 
better not to mess up the 
proportions of the towline 
itself with bungee cord - 
unless you know exactly 
what you are doing. 
 
Common problems and 
solutions 
Are the lines sagging in the 
middle of the team, when the 
leaders and front end dogs 
are running tight? (Looks like 
the centre line are too long 
toward the rear.) It's the fault 
of the leaders and front end 
dogs! Your whole front end 
is pulling nothing except the 
weight of the towline. Do not 
shorten your centre line with 
all those famous knots! If 
you can find the single pair 
among those front-end dogs 
that is not doing its share 
and rev up the leaders and 
the rest of the front end, 
you'll cure your "towline" 
problem. 

 
Dogs constantly stepping 
over necklines? They're 
either too far back on the 
centre line or they're too 
long. Or both! 
Dogs appear “stretched’ by 
the neckline?  Could be, if 
the line is well used.  Move 
the necklines back a couple 
of inches.  It’s easy if you 
made your line properly 
 
Sled won’t corner properly, 
weave on the straightaway?  
Assuming the sled tracks 
nicely when you ride it 
without dogs, there’s 
probably too much space 
between your wheel pair’s 
pulling pivot and the pivotal 
turning point of the sled (as 
mentioned above).  Get rid 
of some excess rope 
between the wheel tugs and 
the bridle. 
 
Studying towlines is 
interesting and everybody 
has time to do it. The right 
towline can give you extra 
miles per hour. You must 
read your dogs, read the 
trail, correlate your 
harnesses with your whole 
towline setup, and 
understand why everything 
does what it does. It will 
certainly be a help. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


