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SADDLE FIT: KEYS TO KEEPING

 YOUR HORSE HAPPY AND STRONG

*** First and foremost, consult your veterinarian if your horse is having problems.  

This clinic and these tips are not meant to replace the advice of your vet. ***

ALL HORSES ARE NOT THE SAME

Before you slap a saddle on your horse and take off, take a good look at how he/she is put together.  An Arab is completely different from a Quarter Horse.  Yes, I see you Quarter Horse owners rolling your eyes and mumbling “No Kidding!”  It is not just their personalities that differ; it is their entire physical structure. The following questions will assist you in determining your horse’s makeup:

· Does he/she have a short back?

· Does he/she have high withers?

· Does he/she have a large shoulder?

· How old is he/she?

· Is his/her muscle development symmetrical?

· Is he/she lame?

· Does he/she have tenderness in the saddle or girth areas?

· What is his/her fitness level?

· Does your horse have a dipped back?

· Does he/she have hollows on either side of his/her back?

SADDLE DESIGN AND PLACEMENT

These questions pertain to both English AND Western saddles. Although both saddle types are designed for different sports and activities, they have many basic features in common.

· Does the saddle fit close and level?

· Is the saddle clear of the shoulder blade?

· Is the saddle too far forward on your horse’s back?

· Does the saddle have a suitable gullet or correct bars for your horse?

· Where are your stirrup bars?

· Does the saddle extend beyond your horse’s last rib?

THE FACTS ABOUT SADDLE PADS

Here it is, plain and simple.  A saddle pad cannot make a bad fitting saddle fit your horse.  The saddle either fits or it doesn’t.  A saddle pad can’t change that.  That said, saddle pads could make up the difference when your horse’s muscling changes.  Here are some things to look for in a good pad.

· Breathable materials: wool and cotton are a good place to start.

· Adequate clearance over the spine.

· Symmetry and balance in the design.

GIRTHS: TIGHTER IS NOT ALWAYS BETTER!

The girth, or cinch, is not a modern day corset for horses.  It should be tight enough to keep your saddle stable.  If you make it too tight, you limit your horse’s ability to reach with his front legs and make it harder for him to breathe.  The girth is also critical to keeping your saddle in the right place.  Find your horse’s girth line.  Adjust your saddle billets or rigging so that the girth is right on that girth line.  Starting out in the wrong position will cause your saddle to shift and move until the girth finds its way to that natural girth line.

IN THE SADDLE

OK, so the saddle looks like it fits well.  Now, climb up and check it again.  Your weight will change the way the saddle fits, so look for the following problems:

· The saddle is not clearing the withers – you need two or three fingers.

· Your horse sags his back and/or refuses to move.

· Your horse bucks.

· The saddle bounces or moves a lot as you ride.

· You feel thrown to the front or rolled to the back of the saddle.

SIGNS OF A POOR FITTING SADDLE

· White hairs in the saddle area.

· Tiny points (nickel to quarter-sized) under the saddle that don’t sweat.

· Your horse won’t transition smoothly.

· Lameness.

· “Cinchiness.”

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

Here are some interesting facts, tips and pointers to keep in mind:

· Only riding good and hard in the saddle is going to let you know if it fits your horse.

· Work your horse into a sweat, unsaddle, and check the sweat marks in the saddle region.  Look for small, dry spots.  These spots mean that the saddle is pinching off sweat glands in those areas.

· A mare in season can have back pain from enlarged ovaries, which are located near the saddle region.

· Over the last 30 years, horses and humans have been changing.  In the 80’s, the common waist size for jodhpurs was 24/26.  In 2008, the most common size is 28/30.  A full size bit used to be 6 inches but now it is only 5 inches.  Horses have become more “specialized,” but saddle makers are still using older, traditional patterns.

· There is no standard in the saddle manufacturing industry for the measure of the “seat” of a saddle.

· An English saddle tree can only be measured before it is made into a saddle.  After that, there is too much flocking and leather for it to be measured correctly.  Some companies will stamp the size on the inside panel on the left side of the saddle.

If you have any questions or would like to schedule an appointment for an individual evaluation of your horse and saddle, 

Please contact 

Kiki Teague at 972-689-0386 

Or email 

Kiki@TexasTackExchange.com
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