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How To Put A Saddle On A Horse

Introduction: Mastering the Skill of Saddling a Horse

Learning how to put a saddle on a horse is one of the most fundamental skills any rider
must develop. Whether you are a complete beginner taking your first riding lessons or an
experienced equestrian brushing up on the basics, proper saddling technique is essential
for both your safety and your horse's comfort. A poorly fitted or incorrectly placed saddle
can cause  discomfort,  pain,  and long-term physical  issues  for  the  horse,  while  also
creating an unstable and dangerous riding position for you.

Saddling is not merely a mechanical task; it is a moment of connection and partnership
between you and your horse. The process requires patience, attention to detail, and a
genuine understanding of equine anatomy and behavior. In this comprehensive guide, we
will walk you through every step of how to put a saddle on a horse, from preparation to
final  adjustments,  ensuring that  both you and your  horse  are  ready for  a  safe  and
enjoyable ride.

Before You Begin: Essential Preparation and Safety

Gather Your Equipment

Before approaching your horse, ensure you have all the necessary equipment clean, in
good condition, and within easy reach. Proper preparation prevents unnecessary delays
and reduces the risk of accidents.

You will need:

A clean saddle pad or blanket that is appropriate for your saddle type and the
weather conditions.
A well-fitted saddle that matches your horse's conformation and your riding
discipline.
A girth or cinch that is clean, free of cracks or wear, and correctly sized for your
horse.
Stirrups and stirrup leathers that are adjusted to the correct length.
Grooming tools such as a curry comb, stiff brush, and soft brush.
Optional but recommended: a breastplate or crupper if your horse requires
additional stability for the saddle.

Safety First

Always approach your horse calmly and speak in a soothing tone. Tie your horse safely
using a quick-release knot or have a helper hold the lead rope. Never attempt to saddle a
horse that is loose in a pasture or stall, as sudden movements could startle the animal and
lead to injury. Ensure you are working in a clean, dry, and well-lit area with good footing.

Step 1: Groom Your Horse Thoroughly

Before placing any equipment on your horse's back, you must remove dirt, dust, loose
hair, and debris. A clean back is essential because even a small piece of grit trapped
under  the  saddle  pad can cause a  pressure  point,  leading to  discomfort  or  a  sore.
Grooming also provides an excellent opportunity to check for any injuries, swelling, or
sensitivity that might be aggravated by saddling.

Start with a curry comb in a circular motion to loosen embedded dirt and stimulate
circulation. Follow with a stiff brush to sweep away the loosened debris, and finish with
a soft brush for a smooth, clean finish. Pay special attention to the withers, the spine
area, and the girth region where the cinch will sit. If your horse has a thick winter coat,
you may need to spend extra time ensuring that the hair lies flat and smooth.

Step 2: Position the Saddle Pad Correctly

The saddle pad serves multiple purposes: it absorbs sweat, protects the horse's back from
friction, and helps balance the fit of the saddle. Place the pad high on the horse's withers,
then slide it back into its natural position. This technique lifts the hair and ensures the
pad lies flat without wrinkles. A wrinkled pad can create pressure points that cause
discomfort and even pain over time.

Your saddle pad should extend at least one to two inches beyond the front and back edges
of the saddle. Many pads have a visible spine line or a cutout that helps keep pressure off
the horse's spine. Align this feature carefully. The front of the pad should sit just behind
the horse's shoulder blades to allow unrestricted movement. If  the pad shifts during
saddling, take the time to reposition it correctly rather than hoping it will settle during
the ride.

Step 3: Position the Saddle Gently and Accurately

Now for the core of how to put a saddle on a horse: placing the saddle itself. Approach
your horse from the near side (left side). Lift the saddle with both hands, placing your
right hand on the pommel and your left hand on the cantle. Raise the saddle to the level
of your horse's back and lower it gently. Do not drop, toss, or slam the saddle onto the
horse's  back,  as  this  can  startle  the  animal  and  cause  a  negative  association  with
saddling.

Once the saddle is resting on the horse's back, check the placement. The saddle should sit
approximately  two to  three inches  behind the horse's  shoulder  blades.  The pommel
should clear the withers by at least two to three fingers' width. If the saddle touches the
withers or presses down on the spine, it is either too narrow, too wide, or positioned
incorrectly. Adjust the saddle forward or backward as needed, always lifting it slightly
rather than dragging it across the horse's back.

Step 4: Secure the Girth or Cinch

With the saddle in position, reach underneath the horse to retrieve the girth. If your
saddle has a billet system, attach the girth to the correct billets. If using a Western cinch,
ensure the cinch ring is properly aligned. Always fasten the girth on the near side first,
then thread the latigo or buckle on the off side.

Important:  Tighten the girth gradually. A common mistake is to cinch the girth too
tightly all at once, which can cause a horse to become anxious, hold its breath, or even
kick out. Start by tightening just enough to hold the saddle in place, then walk your horse
a few steps or perform a brief lunging session. This allows the horse to relax its muscles
and exhale, making it possible to tighten the girth further without causing discomfort.
Check the girth again after a few minutes and tighten as necessary. You should be able to
fit one or two fingers comfortably between the girth and the horse's belly.

Checking Girth Tightness

Throughout the saddling process and even during your ride, periodically check the girth.
Horses can expand their ribcages when a girth is first tightened, so rechecking ensures
the saddle remains secure. A loose girth can cause the saddle to slip sideways, potentially
frightening the horse and unseating the rider.

Step 5: Adjust the Stirrups

Once the saddle is secure, adjust the stirrups to your leg length. For English saddles, the
stirrup leathers should be even on both sides. A general guideline is that the bottom of
the stirrup should reach your ankle bone when your legs are dangling freely. For Western
saddles, the fenders should hang straight and the stirrups should be at a length that
allows a slight bend in your knee when your foot is placed in the stirrup.

Always run the stirrup irons up or secure them when not in use, especially when leading
the horse. Flapping stirrups can hit the horse's sides, causing spooking or irritation. On a
Western saddle, pull the stirrups forward over the saddle horn or tie them with the latigo.
On an English saddle, run the stirrup irons up the leathers until they are snug against the
saddle.

Step 6: Final Security Check

Before mounting, perform a thorough safety check. Walk around the horse and inspect
every component of the saddle setup:

Girth: Is it straight, not twisted, and properly tightened?1.
Saddle pad: Is it visible at the front and back, with no wrinkles?2.
Stirrups: Are they the correct length and secured if not in use?3.
Billets or latigo: Are all straps threaded correctly and free of damage?4.
Saddle stability: Does the saddle shift when you gently push it from side to side?5.

If  everything passes inspection, you are ready to mount.  If  not,  make the necessary
adjustments before proceeding. Rushing this final check can lead to accidents that are
easily preventable.

Common Mistakes When Putting a Saddle on a Horse

Even experienced riders can fall into bad habits. Here are the most common mistakes
people make when learning how to put a saddle on a horse, along with tips to avoid them:

Placing the saddle too far forward: This interferes with the horse's shoulder
movement and can cause pain and restriction. Always ensure the saddle sits behind
the shoulder blades.
Ignoring the spine clearance: A saddle that presses on the horse's spine causes
immediate discomfort and long-term damage. Use a spine cutout pad if necessary
and check clearance with your hand.
Over-tightening the girth: This can cause the horse to hold its breath, leading to
discomfort and resistance. Tighten gradually and allow the horse to relax between
adjustments.
Saddling a wet or dirty horse: Always groom thoroughly before placing the saddle
pad. Dirt and moisture lead to chafing and sores.
Using a damaged or dirty girth: A cracked or stiff girth can rub the horse raw,
resulting in girth galls that take weeks to heal.
Rushing the process: Horses are highly sensitive to human energy. Rushing
creates tension and anxiety. Take your time and remain calm throughout.

Understanding Different Saddle Types

While the basic steps of how to put a saddle on a horse remain similar across disciplines,
there are some differences worth noting. English saddles are lighter and have a more
streamlined design, with billet straps and a single or double girth. Western saddles are
heavier and feature a cinch system with a front cinch and sometimes a rear cinch. The
rear cinch should be attached loosely and snugged only after the front cinch is secure,
with enough space to fit a flat hand between it and the horse's belly.

Dressage saddles have longer, straighter flaps and require precise placement to allow the
rider's leg to hang correctly. Jumping saddles have forward-cut flaps for shorter stirrups.
Endurance saddles are lightweight and designed for long hours in the saddle, often with
extra padding and attachment points for gear. No matter the style, the principles of fit,
placement, and gradual tightening apply universally.

Signs Your Saddle May Be Causing Discomfort

Even when you follow every step correctly, your horse may still experience discomfort if
the saddle does not fit properly. Watch for these warning signs:

Tension in the back muscles when you approach with the saddle
Flattening of the ears or swishing of the tail during saddling
Reluctance to move forward or a hollow-backed posture under saddle
White hairs or raised welts after unsaddling
Excessive sweating in specific spots under the saddle pad

If you notice any of these signs, consult a professional saddle fitter or a veterinarian
experienced  in  saddle  fitting.  An  ill-fitting  saddle  can  cause  serious  physical  and
behavioral issues that compromise the horse's well-being and your riding experience.



Conclusion: Practice Makes Perfect

Learning how to put a saddle on a horse is a skill that improves with repetition and
mindful practice. Each time you approach your horse with the saddle, you are reinforcing
trust, building routine, and ensuring safety for both of you. The process is not simply
about  strapping  equipment  onto  an  animal;  it  is  about  reading  your  horse's  body

language, respecting its comfort, and taking pride in doing a job well.

Remember to always prioritize fit, cleanliness, and gradual adjustment. Your horse will
thank you with a willing attitude, a relaxed back, and a partnership that makes every ride
more enjoyable. By following the steps outlined in this guide, you will saddle your horse
with confidence and care every single time.


