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Each day we mount our horses it really pays to 
keep in mind the fact that it’s really only a convenient fact 
that the thoracic spine and ribcage of the horse is a shape 
that we can strap a saddle on and sit upon it.  The horse’s 
thoracic spine and ribcage, while being the most stable 
portion of the axial skeleton, faces a lot of unnatural forces 
to the region when we put on a saddle and ride them.  

Any person who has ever worn a bra that is too 
tight will know how restrictive and uncomfortable (at 
best, painful at worst) it is to have our ribcage function 
compromised. Our breathing becomes shallow, we feel 
the need to fidget to help try to relieve the pressure, 
sometimes we even start to feel pain in our neck or 
shoulders or even our lower back as our body tries it’s 
hardest to compensate for the restriction. Ultimately we 
want to get that darn thing off as soon as we possibly can. 
We certainly wouldn’t be pleased to be asked to perform 

willing and capable in her role as a ridden horse, we need 
to ensure the saddle fits. This applies to both horse and 
rider. A saddle which fits the horse but not the rider tends 
to create a loss of balance in the rider, which will impact 
both the horse and the rider’s comfort and performance. 
A saddle which doesn’t fit the horse will, sooner or later, 
cause pain, reduced performance and ultimately behavioural 
changes as the horse attempts to communicate that pain. 
Further, it will often put the rider in a poor position due 
to the saddle’s imbalance on the horse, adding additional 
poorly controlled weight and movement to the equation. 
Ideally, a well fitting saddle should not have a need for bulky 
saddle cloths or risers.  In reality our horse’s backs change 
shape regularly for a myriad of reasons (physical growth, 
muscular development, weight changes with seasons or 
change of work schedules etc), so a healthy relationship 
with a professional trained in fitting saddles, who also 
understands the changes that are likely to occur in the 
horse and how to use pads/shims to get through these 
changes is crucial. As time consuming and costly a process 
as it can be, getting your saddle checked with each change 
of season is a worthwhile endeavour. A huge amount can 
change in your horse with 3 months of good work, and 
neglecting these changes can set your progress back, or 
create biomechanical dysfunction and pain locally or distally.

Subtle signs that your saddle may not be fitting well 
can include a new reluctance or difficulty with established 
work, increased spookiness or lack of concentration, 
a period of ‘cold backed’ behaviour when first saddled, 
unexplained shifting lameness, stumbling or tripping, 
hollowing of the back or loss of straightness or bend. More 
significant signs include bucking, rearing, obvious pain in the 
back; dry patches, localised sweat patches or white hair 
patches under the saddle, or pressure sores developing. 
These changes can happen quite quickly with work so it’s 
crucial to make a quick back and saddle check part of your 
daily routine. When faced with a horse who is showing 
signs of poor saddle fit, it is well worth making sure that 
you have his body in as good shape as possible before 
undergoing the saddle fitting process. When horses have 
been carrying a poorly fitting saddle, or old problems in 
the saddle area or the body as a whole, the musculature 
that ultimately carries the saddle and rider is generally 
poorly developed or overtly atrophied along with the 
significant restrictions that can occur in the joints of the 
thoracic spine and ribcage. Addressing these problems with 
Osteopathic or similar care, will improve the health of 
these tissues and joints, which will often change the shape 
of their back significantly.  By doing this before the saddle 
fitter arrives you can be sure you are starting the process 
from the best place possible. This will allow the quickest 
progression in your horses training and development, and 
minimise the cost by cutting out unnecessary visits from 
the fitter to make changes to the saddle. 

Next we need to think about what we are using 

Saddle up and get on that horse! 
Easy right? Or is it?  

any significant athletic endeavours whilst wearing such a 
restrictive garment. Now think of how it would be to be 
asked to stick a small animal on top and go for that run. 
Not a particularly appealing notion is it? 

So, to make this analogy relevant to our horses lives, 
we need to think about the gear we put between us and 
our horse, how it fits him, the anatomy that it creates an 
interface with and of course, how we add our weight as a 
rider to that equation. I always think it’s a minor miracle 
our horses tolerate our curious notions, even when 
everything is just right; never mind how incredibly honest 
they are to carry on when we get it wrong.

Let’s start with the saddle. Thankfully over the last 
number of years it has become a fairly universally accepted 
fact that in order to ensure our horse remains happy, 

between the saddle and the horse. Saddle cloths come in a 
huge array of materials and designs, from the simple cotton 
with light foam variety through to the synthetic, sheepskin, 
gel, rubber and memory foam varieties, and that’s just 
the basics. Ultimately the goal is to maintain breathability 
with any item you are placing between the saddle and the 
horse, to avoid impacting on the balance of the correctly 
fitted saddle (or temporarily aid the fit of a professionally 
assessed saddle while your horse is changing), and to allow 
the horses back to move comfortably with the saddle and 
rider in place. 

Many of the newer, very lightweight and thin pads 
make some fairly significant claims with regards to helping 
minimise pressure points and solving poor fit, and while 
most of these won’t adversely affect the fit of a well fitted 
saddle, there is still a scarcity of solid evidence that they 
will solve a poorly fitting saddle’s effect on the horses 
back. So again we are back to doing our best to ensure 
the saddle actually fits the horse, and if you begin thinking 
of saddle cloths/pads as a fix, make sure you know it 
is generally a temporary solution until the saddle can 
be adapted to fit the horse or the horse’s body change 
sufficiently to allow the pads to be simplified.  With regards 
daily fitting, it’s important to make sure there are no saddle 
cloth seams sitting between the panels and the horses back, 
and that the saddle cloth is sitting away from the spine 
without creating folds or creases. A simple way to achieve 
this once the saddle and cloth are in place, is to lift the 
saddle cloth and saddle forward onto the wither, with the 
saddle cloth lifted into the gullet at front and back, then 
slide the whole shebang back behind the shoulder in the 
direction of the hair. Placing the saddle into the correct 
position before adjusting the saddle cloth can create hair 
direction disturbance and friction which add up significantly 
during a ride. 

Again, it’s worth making it a daily practice to check 

Image:  Karin Zabret

Image:  Ken Lawson

By Sam Sherrington



Page 26 Page 27

Samantha Sherrington - 0452 472 959
Osteopath - Human - Equine - Canine

Centaurus Osteo       www.ourosteo.com

your horses back and saddle cloth for signs of uneven 
pressure, wear or friction both before and after a ride. 

Onto the girth. As with the saddle and the saddle 
cloth, what suits one horse won’t definitely suit another, 
however some general principles will help respect the fact 
that we are applying a potentially quite tight band around 
structures which are designed to move, especially when 
exercising. The horse’s ribcage is a highly mobile unit, 
with two points of synovial articulation at the spinal end 
of each rib, and highly flexible cartilaginous joints at the 
sternal end of the ribs. The mobility of these joints play 
a significant role in a horse’s comfort and performance, 
either limiting or allowing full lung function as well as subtle 
movements required for the healthy bend, lift and carry 
required of a well trained ridden horse. Furthermore, the 
forelimb movement of the horse in motion is also crucial 
to consider, especially in the case of long billets and short 
girths. Traditionally girths have been either un-elasticated 
or elasticated at only one end, and it’s easy to see how an 
un-elasticated girth might create undue restriction to these 
functions of the ribcage if over tightened. Many of us have 
been taught to get that girth as tight as possible for stability, 
however if the saddle fits well, it should be possible in most 
cases to loosen the girth off significantly. Round Thelwell 
type ponies and horses are a couple of obvious exceptions 
to this suggestion, however most horses do well with 
a looser girth when the saddle fits well.  The one sided 

elasticated girth, despite giving some added movement and 
leeway against over tightening, does so on one side only. 
This can create a torsion effect on the ribcage, which has 
the capacity to negatively affect the horse’s symmetry, and 
in turn the symmetry of the saddle and rider. Mitigating 
this by alternating the side the elastic is on can help, but 
again, it tends to be a band-aid fix rather than a permanent 
solution. In addition, it’s important not to overcompensate 
for the elastics movement by over tightening even further. 
This will only serve to negate the effect of the elastic 
during breathing and movement, as well as damage the 
elastic very quickly. 

Currently there is a plethora of girths on the 
market with elastic at each buckle, which allows for extra 
movement/breathing room, as well as minimising the 
torsion effect of single sided elastic. When doing up the 
girth it is ideal to start low on both sides and slowly go 
up a hole on each side alternately. This will add an extra 
degree of protection against torsion from hoicking the 
girth up from one side only. 

Newer on the scene are girths which have an elastic 
portion at the sternum. The anecdotal reports I’ve heard 
have been overwhelmingly positive, and they make a lot of 
sense as far as the expansive nature of the ribcage function 
goes. 

Next we need to consider the length of the girth 
and as such the level the buckles will sit when adjusted 
correctly. Every horse person becomes aware, sooner 
or later, that the girth area is a particularly sensitive area 
of the horse, so the last thing we want is unnecessary 
pressure in that space. Long girths typically avoid this 
problem as the buckles are up under the flaps of the saddle, 
however short girths should be long enough to allow 
the buckle to be adjusted to the last 2 or 3 holes on the 
billets. This should bring the buckle away from the elbow 
in movement. An easy way to estimate where the buckles 
should ideally sit is to hold your arm horizontally from the 
point of the shoulder along the horse’s side. Where your 
forearm sits is the height the buckles should be in a most 
comfortable position for the horse. 

The final big thing to think about girth wise is 
where your horses girth groove is in relation to the billets 
(girth points) of your saddle once it is settled into a stable 
position behind the shoulder and wither. Many horses with 
big shoulders or long withers have a girth groove that falls 
significantly forward of the girth billets and this may create 
some big problems such as the saddle pulling forwards 
into the back of the shoulder blade. Others have a very 
shallow girth groove which may allow the girth and saddle 
to shift backwards or forwards. Once again, consulting your 
saddle fitter to discuss the position of the billets as part of 
a full fitting process is the ideal. It may also be necessary 
to look into anatomic girths which attempt to bring the 
girth to the groove without uneven pressure through the 
front or back of the girth. There is considerable debate as 
to how successful various girths are at achieving this, so it’s 

well worth keeping in mind that whilst an anatomical girth 
may be part of the solution, it is unlikely to be the whole 
solution, and therefore keep a close eye out for signs of 
uneven pressure at the front or back of the girth as it 
lies against your horses 
ribcage as well as signs 
of friction as the horse is 
working. So now we are 
ready to mount the horse.  
Finally! 

One of my biggest 
peeves is our human 
tendency to congratulate 
ourselves for being able 
to do things the hard 
way. Let’s be honest, we 
horsey sorts, especially the 
smaller stature women 
amongst us, are loathe to 
admit that we can’t do 
anything with these big 
beasts of ours. Mounting 
from the ground is one 
of those things!  At some 
point we realise it’s not 
worth it for the sake of 
our own body, but well 
before that stage hits, 
it’s worth considering all 
the work we have put 
into ensuring the saddle 
is fitting both us and the 
horse beautifully, that the 
girth isn’t causing undue 
pressure or torsion and 
that our tack is as safe 
and comfortable as possible for everyone. Then we lever 
ourselves up from the ground creating a huge degree of 
torsion into the horse’s spine and the saddle itself. Nope. 
Back it up! If you have any pennies left after the process 
of getting the saddle fit right, then invest in a big solid 
mounting block from your friendly saddler. If not, a solid log, 

3 milk crates made into steps and tied with cable ties or 
similar do an admirable job. Just try not to jump too hard 
on the middle of a crate and add them to the list of things 
to check for signs of damage as they have been known 

to crack under repeated 
pressure. Whatever your 
solution, find a way to get 
yourself as close to the level 
of your stirrup as possible. 
This will allow you to get 
your centre of gravity over 
your horse quickly, which 
can come pretty close to 
eliminating the pull of the 
saddle against the horses 
back. It also minimises the 
stress put into the stirrup 
leathers, stirrup bar and 
tree of the saddle. Finally, 
it minimises the chance of 
jabbing your horse in the 
ribs with your toe, and 
adding more trouble to 
your day as he careers off 
into the distance with you 
partially attached. Overall 
it’s a win, and a crucial part 
of your daily mounting 
approach. 

Once you have been 
through this whole process, 
the chances your horse will 
be a comfortable, sound and 
more willing participant in 
your goals are improved. 
Leaving only yourself to  

          work on, a topic for   
          another day! 
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