An Introduction to

Saddling the Endurance Horse
Look around at any ride and you’ll see an unending variety of saddles: all purpose and dressage saddles, both leather and synthetic, swinging fender and stock saddles, military models, a range of specialist and sometimes highly innovative endurance designs, plus an array of treeless saddles.
How do you select a saddle for this sport? It’s not always easy. Ask any seasoned rider and they’ll most likely have been through the process of trying out saddle after saddle with at least one of their horses. No saddle fits every horse, not even treeless, and, as everyone in endurance discovers, saddle fit involves a lot more than simply finding the right gullet width.
There are multiple reasons why saddles are such an issue in the sport. Unsurprisingly, these are topped by the nature of distance riding itself. Over even 40km, a minor saddle fit problem can escalate to the extent that the horse is vetted out due to back pain. Even if the horse passes the vetting, there may be a problem that worsens over months to come. This is complicated further by the fact that many horses lose weight over the course of a single ride, while its musculature changes over the course of the training and ride season.

As you probably know, the saddle should distribute the rider's weight evenly across its contact area with the horse's back. This may be the case with your saddle, but it can change due to the way the horse moves during the event. If the gullet is a bit narrow, there will already be constriction on the trapezius and back muscles. In a fully extended trot, the rotating shoulder blade is more likely to be encountering restriction. The continued trotting also leads to long periods of exaggerated sideways movement at the back of the saddle, leading to rubs and sores. 
Also, when a horse pulls during a ride, its head rises and its back flattens out or hollows. Where the underside of the saddle (the panels) previously made contact across their whole area, there are probably now large areas where there’s very little contact at all. Weight distribution is focused into small areas and pressure points rapidly occur.

Yet there’s more. A large percentage of endurance horses are Arabians and of these a significant number are both short-backed (17 ribs) and ‘dippy’ backed. Many saddles are either too long to fit without bridging (when there is a gap beneath the saddle’s centre) or are too straight through the panels to accommodate the horse’s profile lengthwise. The result is that the rider’s weight is focused into smaller areas, again causing undue pressure.
Arabians are strong enough to carry bigger riders than their size would suggest. However, the issue is where to place that weight. Saddles should distribute the riders’ weight to either side of the thoracic spine – ie, over the rib cage, where the horse has greater support and deeper layers of muscles. At the same time, the shoulders should be unrestricted. Many saddles are too long, as this is what the rider requires, and this leads to weight being transferred to the weaker lumbar area, behind the ribcage.
What about the rider? It’s obviously impossible to separate yourself from this equation. Your position is important! If you sit well back in the saddle with your feet forward, you may be more comfortable riding long distances, but what about your horse? For many, the rider’s weight is being angled back onto that vulnerable area over the lumbar spine.
The consequences of poor fit can range from minor to career-ending. In the short term, you may get vetted out due to back soreness. Your horse may develop white patches under the saddle area, sometimes within days of a ride, but there again, it may not – some of the most serious issues don’t present clearly visible signs. Indeed, signs of many emerging problems fall outside the range of the ride vetting. Meanwhile, it becomes progressively harder for your horse to move effectively.
Some of the worst damage can come from the change in posture that happens when the horse is experiencing ongoing discomfort: back muscles tighten or atrophy, vertebral joints misalign, pelvises rotate and sacroiliac ligaments tear. To compound things, the more these problems progress, the harder it is to fit a saddle effectively. 

So, what can you do? It’s impossible to test ride a saddle pre-purchase in a way that will give you warning of problems over distance – the only way is to borrow one to try out, or buy a saddle and sell on if it doesn’t work out.
Meanwhile, do your utmost to become ‘saddle fit aware’. By being conscious of the problems that can develop, you can do more to prevent them arising. Don’t just rely on others to tell you that your saddle is OK – learn to check your horse’s back yourself or get a bodywork professional to do it.
Importantly, accept that you may have to save up for a new saddle (or two!) and that it’s your responsibility to help your equine athlete work comfortably, happily and to the best of his or her potential. Doing so can only be to your advantage!
