
The most common problems that I have come across are:

Restricted Movement
(The horse soon becomes trained to move in this manner.)

Unnatural Movement

(This causes problems for both the horse and rider!!!)

Behavioural Attitude Problems

Some Restricted and Unnatural Movement symptoms are:

Constantly working in a hollow frame, refusing to work up on the bit, and bend.

Pony strides either in front or behind.

Hopping into the trot transition from a walk.

Skipping in the hind legs during a downward transition.

Refusing to canter on the right leg, or switching leads.

Disuniting in the canter behind.

Stumbling in the front.

Stepping into imaginary holes with a hind leg.

Some Behavioural Attitude Problems are:

Head tossing.

Girth shy/Cold backed.

Constantly tries to run away with its rider.

Lazy and nappy.

Bucking, rearing, kicking and biting.

It is my opinion that the unfortunate horse who suffers from any of the above, is probably suffering from problems caused by an ill-fitting saddle.

When the horse is uncomfortable under saddle, he will try to minimise the discomfort or pain in any way he can, even if it requires him to move his body in an unnatural way.

Try to imagine yourself carrying a backpack: 

You are feeling discomfort and pain from a can of baked beans digging into your back.  If you were unable to rectify the problem immediately, what you would do? You would arch your back away, and tighten your muscles to minimise the discomfort and pain. After a few hours, you would be sore.  After days or weeks, you would be in a great deal of pain, requiring specialist attention. 

Horses respond, in the same manner under an ill-fitting saddle.  After a period of time the horse will automatically learn to use his body in an unnatural way.  It is this unnatural movement that we term restricted and the horse soon learns to move unnaturally like this, in order to minimise any discomfort or pain.  His body may well break down, resulting in a sore back and strained muscles and this causes wasted muscle.   Most people will get specialized treatment for the symptoms; only to find the symptoms will keep coming back, as the original cause (ill-fitting saddle) has not been identified and rectified. 
For the rider trying to school (or train) the horse, these problems often make it incredibly complex! Trying to isolate what is causing the problem, can be very frustrating. Over a period of time the rider can, and often does, doubt his/her ability to school the horse, resulting in a loss of self confidence.

This can result in the owner/rider trying to sift through a whole range of areas. Vets and other therapists are called in. Is the horse sound?  You end up looking at the horse’s body, bones, legs, shoulders, quarters, hocks, knees, hooves, teeth, etc!  This process usually is very, very, expensive, and can also result in many conflicting ideas as to what the original cause of the problem is.  (How many of us have not been there!!!!)

Is the horse lazy, stubborn, and hot headed or just plain stupid!  All this is very frustrating for the rider to analyse.

Is the bit, or bridle, causing the problem!  Easy enough to try another bit or bridle.

Is it the saddle!  Unfortunately most of us do not recognize what a good or bad fit is.   Most people do not recognize what their horse’s natural movement should look like, or what unnatural movement is, in order to begin to analyse (from the horse’s point of view) if the saddle fits.  Few people know how to interpret their horse’s body language.

The problem of trying to fit a saddle to a horse that has an unnatural back shape (i.e. wasted muscle) becomes almost impossible for most.  What usually happens is that a smaller saddle is purchased (because the horse’s back shape/wither appears smaller) and this in turn causes more muscle wastage and discomfort and pain for the horse. 

If riders find another saddle that is a slight improvement (the saddle fits differently with different pressure points) and the horse appears happier, it can quite often be short lived and the horse often returns back to having the original problem.  Sometimes changing the saddle can result in a whole new set of problems.

Identifying the Natural Stride
This can be viewed by watching the horse move freely in the paddock, lunged (with no side reins), or ridden bare back. All ridden work should be done on a loose rein, and in a calm, quiet area, as too much pressure or distraction can also result in tension.

Some things to look for are:  

· What is his body posture like? Low neck posture with a downward nod at the walk? Relaxed?

· How long a stride does the horse naturally take? Should be in a good workman-like fashion.

· How much does he over track? Should track up, or over, at the walk and trot.  In canter, the hind should come up and under his body and his hind legs should follow straight, i.e., follow the same line as the front hooves.

· How high does he lift his knee up? Should be a consistent height, not too low.

· How much does he allow his knee to toe length (lower leg) to extend in working paces? Should extend the full length and not be round and dumpy.

· How does he land on his hoof?  He should land heel then toe. 

· Does he use his back and top line?  You should see a jelly-ripple effect around the lower back, behind the saddle, which results in a relaxed top line.

· How does he carry his tail?  Should be relaxed and straight, with the bottom of the tail swinging up alternately to the left and to the right [swang], which shows a relaxed, correctly working body.

· How forward and happy is he with his movement? He should move forward with even and regular paces and without resistance during the transitions.  The happiness can be seen in his face with ears forward and a soft look in his eye. 

· How happy is your horse going downhill?  He should move forward willingly with a good length of stride.

· Behavioural attitude.  He should try to understand what you ask of him, and should try hard to please.  

· As his training progresses, his behaviour should be consistently good.
Identifying Restricted Movement
This is usually easier to see if the horse is ridden under saddle, as the weight of a rider will easily show up any unnatural or restricted movement.  Again all ridden work should be done on a loose rein, and in a calm, quiet area for all the reasons listed above.
Some things to look for are:

· Body posture will be uptight, with a rigid neck posture.  He will not have a downward nod at the walk and he will feel stiff to ride.

· The Horse will move with shorter strides with the front legs going up and down (sewing machine action) instead of up and swinging forward (whole leg action).  He will not want to lengthen.

· The horse will be unwilling to naturally track up at working paces.  The hind legs fall behind the front hoof print.  Some horse will actually look like they have pony strides behind and hack strides in front.  It can also show up in the reverse. He may not follow straight with the hind, landing to either side of the front hooves.

· He will not lift his knees up as high as he would in his natural stride.  This results in low action (towards the ground) which will often get lower with each stride. This will eventually cause the horse to stumble.  He will then lift his knees up for a few strides but the process will repeat itself.  This type of horse appears to stumble, especially on uneven ground.

· His knee and toe (lower leg action) will round off, showing reduced extension of the lower leg.  The horse would move as if he is unable to lengthen his lower leg at working paces.  With some breeds like the Clydesdale (or some part-bred Clydesdales), they naturally have a rounded action, so you need to know what the natural action for your breed looks like.

· When the hoof lands, it should come down heel to toe. If it looks like he is walking on hot stones, or appears to be foot sore, it can also be the result of the horse dumping (rounding) his action to minimise any pain or discomfort.  You really need to watch how he naturally lands on his hoof to see if there are any differences.

· His back and top line muscles will be tense.  You will see no, or very little, of the jelly-ripple mentioned above. The horse would also feel stiff to the rider and resistant to any bend. The body feels ridged from poll to tail. The horse will not work up on the bit in a true, relaxed manner and will often argue with you.

· His forward movement should not look like it is uneven or irregular at any pace.  The horse will often accelerate, or want to slow, and is unable to keep up a regular rhythm.  

· When going downhill, the horse should not want to shorten, or mince, his steps.

Identifying Behavioural Attitudes  

Some things to look for are:
· Girth shy and cold backed. 

· He is generally grumpy and bad tempered under saddle.  Your angel in the paddock turns into a monster in the arena. 

· He could buck, rear, or kick out under saddle.

· He could have hissy fits under saddle.  

· He’ll be a poor performer and his training will be difficult with slow progression.
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