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Is Your Horse 
Left-Handed?

Understanding 
the natural 
asymmetry of  
the horse and  
its implications 
for saddle fit.

BY JOCHEN SCHLEESE, CMS,  
EQUINE ERGONOMIST

A saddle that sits straight on the horse’s back will allow the rider to sit properly and in balance, 
making it easier for her to use the proper aids essential to dressage.
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So do horse owners. 
For over 100 years, we’ve been quietly producing horse feed of 

unsurpassed quality. We’ve perfected the art and science of equine 

nutrition and put into play quality assurance standards that are far 

from standard. We rely on local farms for grain to make our feed the 

best it can be. One look at a Buckeye® Nutrition horse and it’s no 

secret what feed he’s on. Learn more at BuckeyeNutrition.com.

©2014 Mars Horsecare US, inc.
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D id you know that up to 90 percent of 
the world’s population is right-
handed? Approximately nine out of 

ten people are said to be right-handed, and 
of the 10 percent who are left-handed, 
males slightly outnumber females. 

Most horses, however, are left-handed 
(or at least what we refer to as dominant 
on the left-hand side), and it is usually 
very obvious. There are many theories as 
to what causes this predisposition. The 
German FN (the governing body of riding 
in Germany) even recognizes in its rule 
books that most horses are born with “a 

natural asymmetry” and that it is 
“cerebral, or determined at birth.” It could 
be caused by the way the equine embryo 
grows in the mare’s womb. At least 70 
percent of the thousands of horses we see 
each year are left-handed, while about 20 
percent are right-handed, and the remaining 
10 percent are relatively even. I am of the 
opinion that asymmetry occurs in part 
because of domestication, and due to the 
conditions in which we train and keep our 
horses (see photos      ,      , and      on this 
page). There are various theories on the 
causes of asymmetry in horses, but I will 

 From the measurements we have accumulated 
over the last 34 years from many different 
horses, we have determined that (a) about 70 
percent are more strongly muscled on the left; 
(b) about 10 percent are evenly muscled; and  
(c) about 20 percent are larger on the right. 
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focus on the issues that arise as a result.
Most of the horses I have analysed over the past 34 

years were kept in stables or living on relatively flat 
pastureland, and most had more musculature on the 
left, over and behind the left shoulder, with a shoulder 
blade that was obviously higher and further back on 
the left (see images      and      on this page). In nature, 
the trend may be to more evenly muscled horses, but I 
have not dealt with enough wild horses to be able to 
comment on this with authority. 

When working with horses, humans seem to cultivate 
this affinity to the left – we mount from the left, lead on 
the left, saddle on the left – some horses are even 
distinctly uneasy when approached from the right. 
When two horses fight, they can be observed turning 
their left shoulder to the aggressor. Often it is easier to 
canter on a left lead. Have you experienced this?

After the age of two, the development of the horse’s 
skeletal structure is pretty much complete. Correct 

training may impact muscular development to help 
counteract natural asymmetry, but this inherent 
asymmetry must be taken into consideration when 
fitting a saddle properly. 

The saddle support area of the horse’s back begins 
immediately behind the shoulder blade at the base of 
the withers. The shape and position of the gullet plate 
in particular needs to accommodate any unevenness in 
the shoulder area. Its function cannot be substituted 
or eliminated by any amount of re-flocking, shimming, 
or orthotics. It is usually necessary to fit the gullet 
plate asymmetrically at the shoulder to accommodate 
the larger shoulder and to achieve the necessary 
support equally on both sides. Fitting a gullet plate in 
this manner will not result in a crooked saddle; logic 
dictates that you fit each shoulder as it should be fit. 
Anyone who has one foot that’s larger than the other 
will recognize this problem when searching for shoes 
that fit: do you buy a pair to fit the larger foot and use 

above: When 
working with 

horses, most people 
have a natural 

preference for the 
left side. We tend to 

lead, tack up, and 
mount from the left, 
and some horses are 

so accustomed to 
this tendency that 

they become uneasy 
when approached 

from the right.
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This cross section shows        an even  
skeletal structure; and        a distinctly higher left 
shoulder blade, with a stronger humerus on the right.
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Lessons and Clinics 
in DRIVING, and ENGLISH 

and WESTERN RIDING

u	LIGHTWEIGHT 
BALANCED 
DRIVING WHIPS 
• Diamond N Whips

u	SAFETY/MARATHON EQUIPMENT 
Quick release shaft loops, traces & pole straps, 
slow moving vehicle signs, safety shackles, etc

u	CARTS & CARRIAGES
u	DRIVING BITS including GLORY BITS
u	COMFY FIT SYNTHETIC & 

SMUCKERS LEATHER HARNESS
u	REPAIR & MODIFICATION 

Hats, aprons, etc. Custom design 
service for driving outfits with colours 
to coordinate with your horse, your 
vehicle, & the formality of your 
turnout. Repair and restoration of 
antique whips & carriage lamps.

NEWBERT 
Equine Enterprises

www.NewbertEquine.com
(403) 946-5194

P.O. Box 528 • Crossfield, Alberta
T0M 0S0  Canada

For all your DRIVING needs:
See us at 

The Mane Event
Red Deer • Apr 25-27

Located in Cloverdale at the corner of  
#10 Hwy & 180th Street Since 1966
CLOSED SUNDAYS & HOLIDAYS

(604) 574-7427 • 1-800-745-5511

NOW SHOP ONLINE
www.stampede.ca
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We are a DESTINATION...
and your source for all your riding needs.

DID YOU KNOW...
We Are Also Your 
One Stop
English 
Shop!

insoles [shims] for the smaller foot, or do 
you squish the larger foot into a smaller 
pair to accommodate the smaller foot? 
Logically, you would buy shoes to fit the 
larger foot, which is exactly why the gullet 
plate should be adjusted to fit the larger 
shoulder at the tree points. If this truism is 
ignored, and you put a saddle with an even 
gullet plate on a horse with a larger 
shoulder on the left or right, it will 
inevitably fall to one side as it will be 
pushed there by the more muscled 
shoulder. This is demonstrated in the photo 
of the rider from the back, a position 
commonly seen; even some of top riders 
when photographed from the back will 
demonstrate this phenomenon.

If the left side is larger, farther down 
the horse’s back the saddle will actually put 
pressure on the left side of the spinal 
column, because it no longer lies in the 
proper position within the saddle support 
area, which keeps the spinal vertebrae clear 
of the panel. What happens to the rider? 
She will shift to the right as well, but will 
try to counteract this by shifting her 
weight to the left. There will be less 
support for her left seat bone because the 
saddle has shifted to the right, which 
causes her to collapse further at the hip. 
This extra pressure will cause the saddle to 
shift even more to the right. Does this 
sound familiar?

A crooked rider will have difficulty using 
the proper aids, especially through the 
subtle muscle contractions and shifts in 
weight intrinsic to dressage. She may find 
increased difficulty with a right canter lead. 
Her back may start to ache, and her hips 
may throb. The horse will feel resistance, 
and the continued pressure of the saddle 
on the left side of the vertebral column will 
increase stress to the sacroiliac joint, which 
can cause a crooked pelvis for the horse 
and possibly lead to complete lameness in 
the right hind.

This is not to say that saddles should be 
made crooked. Rather, the ability to adjust 
the gullet place asymmetrically is essential. 
To accommodate the horse’s conformation, 
adjustment should be possible not just in 
width, which is common for some of the 
saddles with interchangeable gullet plates, 
but also in angle and independently at both 
ends. Changes can then be further 
addressed when necessary as the horse’s 
degree of asymmetry changes over the 
course of its lifetime. Just like a blacksmith 

above: This saddle has a number of problems. Besides having shifted to the right, its gullet is too 
narrow and the panels are compressed.

above: A symmetrical gullet plate may actually 
cause problems as it does not accommodate the 
natural unevenness of the horse.

Below: : This gullet plate has been opened 
wider on the left (as seen from the front) to 
ensure there is sufficient room for the horse’s 
larger left shoulder.
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It’s only NATURAL.
You want your horse to look his best. But have 
you ever wondered what nasty ingredients are 
hiding in your grooming tote? With EcoLicious 
products you get show-stopping results while 
respecting the planet and your health. 

Available at select fine retailers or online at 
ecoliciousequestrian.com

100% free of nasty chemicals, silicones & parabens. 
Now GMO free.

PHOTO: KATHERINE SIMONSEN

we make horses beautiful. naturally.

forms an iron to fit the hoof, a gullet plate 
should be formed to fit the horse, rather 
than being in a permanently fixed position.

Once the gullet plate has been adjusted 
to accommodate any natural unevenness at 
the shoulder, the saddle should be sitting 
straight on the horse’s back when standing 
still and especially during movement. This 
allows the rider to sit properly and in 
balance, and keeps the pressure off the 
horse’s vertebrae. 

Rider exercises to strengthen your core 
will help you to sit straight and balanced in 
the saddle. But unless you take your horse’s 
conformation into consideration when 
fitting your saddle in the first place, your 
personal ability and strengths as a rider 
will always be compromised. Think about 
how much more successful you would be if 
you could actually use the saddle to help 
achieve your riding goals, rather than 
struggling against the saddle to maintain 
your position. b

Jochen Schleese, Certified Master Saddler, 
Equine Ergonomist, is a leader in the 
concept of saddle fit, and teaches his 

Saddlefit 4 Life® philosophy worldwide.  
He is also the author of Suffering in Silence, 

The Saddle-Fit Link to Physical and 
Psychological Trauma in Horses. 

www.schleese.com
www.saddlefit4life.com

above: This rider is trying to compensate for 
her saddle sliding over to the right due to the 
horse’s larger left shoulder. She is counteracting 
by shifting her weight to the left and collapsing 
her left hip.
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