
The girth shy/cold backed horses I believe are one of the most misunderstood horse types around.  If this type of horse is usually good to handle and/or groom, then why does it exhibit such outrageous and sometimes quite dangerous behaviour during the saddling up process?  I believe that these types of horses are trying to tell us that they do not like the fit of their saddle which is causing them discomfort or pain.   I have found consistently that a common problem with these types of horses is that their saddles all tend to be too small and narrow.  

If the saddle doesn't fit the horse, the more you work him, the more pronounced the problems will become.  This can turn an easygoing horse, into one that has an “attitude” with behavioral and/or training problems.

These common reactions (listed below) during the procedure of saddling up the girth shy or cold backed horse can be read, word for word, like a textbook.  How they react proves to me that horses do have a language and that we must learn to interpret the horse’s postures and gestures into a language we humans understand. 

What a lot of us tend to do without realising it – is that we basically tell our horse to shut up, or else!  We do this from frustration that can result in anger, as we have not correctly interpreted what the horse is trying to tell us.

.
Saddling up the girth shy or cold backed horse
Let us look at a list of the most common reactions shown from this type of horse.

As you try to saddle up the horse, he can show any of the following symptoms: 

Tries to move away from you.

May refuse to stand still while you try to place the saddle on his back. 

Ears may go flat back as the saddle is placed on his back.

May jerk his neck up and down and/or swing his neck side to side in an agitated manner. 

Tries to lunge, bite and/or kick out at you. 

Bite or gnaw at a handy post or rail.

The back will become braced in either an arched or hollow frame.  

Tail swishes in an agitated manner. 

His whole body tenses throughout in anticipation of what is to follow and he may exhibit moderate to extreme anxiety. 
Once the horse is saddled – either with or without a rider, he may:
Jump or hop around.

Buck or try to run away.

May try to bite at your leg when you try to ride him.

May show moderate to extreme anxiety.  

The horse after some time may settle down or his behaviour will become more agitated and difficult while you try to ride him. 

Let us now review what has happened.

You have put the saddle on and the horse’s ears go back. 

What do you generally think and feel?  Probably - Here we go again! We may growl, yell, and/or hit the horse! 
As you do the girth up and the horse tries to bite you. What do you do? What do you feel?  What is your body language? You may either yell, hit, or are threatening in some way or another with your own body language and voice. 

What you have basically told the horse is to SHUT UP – OR ELSE! 

Tell him this often enough, and he will eventually stop trying to tell you what is upsetting him and stop trying to talk to you in such an obvious manner.  (Obvious manner as in very strong body posture responses.)

Our general excuse for our behaviour:

How dare he do this to me! The horse is cold backed! He always does this! He is just a so and so! Well, you are supposed to get angry at the horse. After all, you are the boss. These excuses will go on and on.

Here I would like you to think about this general response!

Try to retrain yourself to stop, and not react immediately in a human way by getting agitated, angry, yelling, shouting and hitting, etc. Do this provided it is done safely, like having the horse tied up or someone holding him so that he cannot bite or kick you.
Just, for once, observe and try to find out what triggered off his aggressive behaviour. By doing this, you will learn what causes this aggression, and you will be able to change whatever is causing the problem in the first place, so that the horse will not react in the manner that all humans find annoying and sometimes even dangerous. You may have to retrain you horse, by reassuring him the saddle problem has been corrected, and (provided you have changed or fixed the saddle), that it is not going to cause him any further pain or discomfort.  

As you become more aware of what is going on with your horse, you will be able to quickly assess when something is not right, or when things are great with the horse.

It is important to know how to monitor your horses back and recognize what changes have taken place. The fit of your saddle, be it good or bad has a direct bearing on your horse’s behaviour and performance.

If your horse shows any symptoms from the common reactions as listed above, then please listen to your horse and either fix or replace the saddle. 

Don’t Despair! Girth Shy horses do recover reasonably quickly.
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