
Haflinger Saddle Fit
If you’ve been around Haflingers, you may have 
noticed they can be on the wide side. Typical-
ly, they have broad, strong backs. While this fea-
ture can be very beneficial for many different horse 
sports, it does make fitting a saddle a trickier job.

Too often, a Haflinger is deemed a “problem horse” that 
bucks, runs away, or simply won’t go when the real prob-
lem is poor saddle fit. Sometimes, poor saddle fit can 
make a horse look (or even become!) lame. If your horse 
is demonstrating poor behavior under saddle, check the 
fit of your saddle right away. Even saddles that fit well 
initially might cause issues if your horse has gained or 
lost muscle or fat. Therefore, it’s important to check the 
fit of your saddle regularly and enlist the help of a trainer 
experienced in saddle-fitting or a saddle fitter as needed.

Cut

Every Haflinger is built a little bit differently, but some 
Haffies, especially smaller types, have shorter backs. This 
can make fitting some kinds of saddles difficult. For ex-
ample, large Western saddles are often long from front 
to back. When fitting a Western saddle, be careful that 
the saddle doesn’t go too far down the horse’s back. If 
it does, this could place uncomfortable pressure on the 
horse’s low back, which houses delicate structures. Some 
Western saddles are available in Arabian cuts, which 
are shorter front to back and can mitigate this issue.

Generally, English saddles will not have this particular 
problem. However, if you ride in a saddle that is 18” or 
larger, you may want to check the fit of the saddle to en-
sure the saddle isn’t sitting too far back on the horse’s back.

Girth channel

Different breeds have different girth channels, or places 
where their girths should go. Haflingers and other smaller 
breeds tend to have girth channels that are farther forward 
than other horses. This means that in order for saddles to 
stay in place correctly, they need to have a billeting system 
that allows the girth to stay forward on the horse’s bar-
rel. If the billeting system does not allow for this, a sad-
dle on a Haflinger will often slip forward, moving onto 
the horse’s shoulders and prohibiting free movement.

Many saddles, especially newer ones, have V-billeting 
systems that can help with this issue. If your saddle does 
not have such a system and you have difficulty with 
the saddle slipping forward, try buckling the girth on 
the first two billets rather than the first and third billets. 

If you’re still having trouble keeping the saddle in place, you 
may want to consider adding an extra billet to the saddle. 
A saddle-fitter or repair expert should be able to do this for 
you, and it’s a good option if your saddle fits otherwise. 

Just like a breastplate or breastcollar can help keep a saddle 
from slipping backward, a crupper can help the saddle from 
slipping forward. While we do not use cruppers while rid-
ing, this may be an option for a saddle that slides forward, 
too. This may take the horse some getting used to, especially 
if he/she is not a driving horse. Just as when introducing 
any new piece of equipment, exercise caution – safety first!
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On this saddle, the billets were placed too far backward. 
We modified the saddle to place another billet further for-
ward, which allows the saddle to stay in place on the wider 
Haflinger back with the more forward channel. This way, 
the saddle does not move forward onto the horse’s shoulders.



Saddle fit continued
Width

The typical Haflinger has a broad, flatter back with mini-
mal lift in the withers. Depending on the horse, a saddle 
marked as a “wide” might be too narrow. Keeping that 
in mind, it’s very important to rely on the fit of the sad-
dle on the horse rather than what the saddle is marked.

If a saddle is too narrow, you will be able to tell in several 
ways. First, the pommel might sit too high, as though the 
saddle is going uphill, even when it’s level on the horse’s 
back. This is because the saddle can’t sit where it’s sup-
posed to because the horse’s width is preventing it from 
doing so. The saddle will also be tight in the shoulders. 
That is, when you run your hand between the front of the 
panel and the horse, there will be a significant amount of 
pressure. This tightness might mean that the saddle isn’t 
sitting properly on the rest of the horse’s back, too – there 
might be air underneath the panels where there should 
not be any. The saddle should sit flat on the horse’s back 
with no gaps underneath the panels. Finally, if you look 
at the “V” of the front of the saddle compared to the 
“V” of the horse’s back, there will be a mismatch – the 
horse’s “V” will be wider than the “V” the saddle makes.

While the Haflingers in our barn are of different widths, 
the very narrowest horse goes in the Bates/Wintec red 
gullet, which is marked as a wide. Our saddles range in 
width from there, with the widest being a 36 centimeter 
Duett, although we have friends who have 38 centimeter 
Duetts. Our horses have a range of saddles, as we strongly 
believe in proper saddle fit so a horse can go his or her 
best. In our closet, we have a variety of brands, includ-
ing Wintec, Bates, Duett, Hintermeyer, Albion, Schleese, 
and Antares. So while it can be tricky to find the right 
saddle for your Haffie, you have options!
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Duett, Thornhill, Thorowgood, and Wintec are reputable 
brands that make saddles specially for Haflingers or other 
wide horses, and we’ve had luck with them.
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To the left and right, 
you can see a well-fitting 
saddle. It is even with 
the horse’s shoulder, giv-
ing enough room for the 
shoulder to move, and it 
sits in a level, balanced 
position on Vanessa’s 
back.

This saddle is too narrow, as you can see from the 
high pommel. Additionally, if you look at the level 
place of the seat, it is too far back on the saddle, which 
is another sign that it is too narrow in the shoulders.



Saddle fit continued
Channel width

Because Haflingers tend to have shorter backs, you may 
also consider the width of the channel when purchasing or 
fitting a saddle. These shorter backs means that the lower 
lumbar and sacral vertebrae may be under the panels of 
the saddle. The vertebrae of the horse widen as you get 
closer to the horse’s hips; that is, the closer to the horse’s 
hindquarters the vertebrae, the wider they are. This means 
that you want to make sure your saddle has a wide channel 
throughout the whole gullet, even at the cantle end. If the 
channel is too narrow, the panels of the saddle may sit on 
the horse’s vertebrae, which is very uncomfortable for the 
horse. Look for well-fitting saddles with wider channels to 
avoid this problem, especially on horses with short backs.

Saddle pads

I’m going to let you in on a little secret – a well-fitting 
saddle shouldn’t need a saddle pad. However, saddle pads 
can be very useful and beneficial – they protect the saddle 
from the horse’s sweat and dirt, they can absorb impact 
from the concussion of riding, and some can even help 
the rider’s back. Under certain circumstances, some sad-
dle pads can even improve saddle fit. 

Most horses just need a simple saddle pad with billet/
girth loops and keepers. Saddle pads should fit under the 
saddle (if they’re too short, they may cause pressure
points), and they should also provide room for the horse’s 
withers. You can help ensure this by pulling the saddle
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pad into the gullet of the saddle for wither relief. While 
there are many materials available for saddle pads, they 
should be at least somewhat breathable and absorbent, such 
as cotton or sheepskin.

At Happy Haflingers, we are lucky enough to have several 
quality halfpads that we use for different reasons. Thinline 
materials offer shock absorption for horse and rider as well 
as breathability, so we have several Thinline halfpads that 
are used regularly. We’ve found these to be especially useful 
for horses who are working with beginners, as these rid-
ers might bounce a bit and we want to protect the horses’ 
backs! Thinline pads can also accommodate shims, which 
would help a saddle that’s too wide fit better. We also use 
Ogilvy halfpads, which offer excellent shock absorption, 
weight distribution, and comfort. These saddle pads are de-
signed not to alter saddle fit, but merely distribute pressure.

Halfpads are not essential, and they should only be used 
when they are not interfering with or are enhancing saddle 
fit. However, if a halfpad is in your budget, it’s a good in-
vestment for both you and your horse, as it should improve 
rides for you both.

When investing in a pad or a halfpad, please keep the com-
fort of the horse’s back and body in mind at all times. Poorly 
made materials can be detrimental to the horse, as can ma-
terials that trap heat. Put yourself in your horse’s hooves 
and think about what you might like against your back and 
belly. Keeping that in mind, remember to wash your pads 
and girths regularly – a dirty, sweat-caked pad can cause 
discomfort, rubs, or sores!
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Here you can see a saddle with a wide channel 
that remains wide toward the cantle. This helps 
ensure plenty of space for the horse’s lower verte-
brae and can keep the horse moving freely under 

Here is a selection of some of the halfpads we use at 
Happy Haflingers. From left to right we have a Thin-
line, a Thinline Ultra with sheepskin, and an Ogilvy.



Saddle fit continued
Summary

It’s not at all uncommon to find that the cause of a mis-
behaving Haflinger is an ill-fitting saddle. If your horse is 
exhibiting behavioral issues under saddle such as buck-
ing, balking, rearing, or running away, check your saddle 
fit before assessing other causes of the problems. If your 
horse bites, kicks, or puts his ears back as you tighten the 
girth, check your saddle fit. And if your horse is mov-
ing differently under saddle than moving free, check your 
saddle fit. Enlist the help of a saddle-fitter or experienced 
horseperson to help you, and keep the unique needs 
of the Haflinger in mind as you find the right saddle!
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The right saddle can help you to create a cheerful, willing equine partner who is happy to meet the chal-
lenges of riding. Here, Alouette IK, a Haflinger/German Riding Pony cross, is ridden during her first 
Novice event.


