
  



It All Begins with the Saddle Tree 

In the simplest terms, a saddle is an upholstered saddle tree. Some trees require the saddler 
to create and shape the saddle seat, but the underside shape, or 'fit', is not routinely altered 
by the western saddler. Therefore, how your saddle fits, or conforms to your horse's back, is 
determined primarily by the shape of the tree inside. If the tree doesn't fit properly, neither 
will the saddle. There are pads that enable you to fill in the spaces created by or resulting from 
an improper fit. These function well for fine tuning a relatively close fit, but cannot completely 
compensate for a drastically improper fit, so should not be used as a permanent substitute for 
a truly properly fitting saddle. 

  

What is Proper Fit? 

Proper fit is defined as achieving contact between the tree and the horse's back over as large 
an area as possible while not creating pressure points during normal riding activity. This 
distributes the combined weight of the rider and equipment over as large an area as possible, 
thus reducing the pound per square inch ratio (the more square inches of bearing surface, the 
less weight per square inch with a given load). There is no single, absolute definition of proper 
fit because different riding disciplines benefit from slight variations. For instance, a barrel 
racing tree gives the rider an advantage if it has additional clearance at the ends of the bars so 
that 'bridging' and the associated restriction is not an impediment to the horse when bending 
around the barrels. A cutting tree gives an advantage to the rider by having a flatter rear rafter 
angle. This allows the rear of the saddle to float, thereby not restricting the horse's 
manoeuvrability by locking the horse's rear end to its front. There are as many of these slight 
variations as there are disciplines but, in general, more contact means less pressure per square 
inch and thus less likelihood of restricted blood flow and skin/muscle trauma. 

  

Fit Classification- Confusion Rules 

Despite the near-universal use of measurements (gullet, spread, etc.) and breed- or body type-
specific descriptions (semi-quarter, full quarter, draft, gaited, etc.), there are NO INDUSTRY-
WIDE ACCEPTED AND UTILISED STANDARDS for saddle tree fits! It's every saddle tree maker 
for themselves; one tree makers' 'quarter horse' fit is not necessarily the same as another's. 
Even within some tree maker's own lines, the same fit description can be applied to entirely 
differently shaped trees. Furthermore, it is impossible to accurately describe - especially for 
comparison purposes - the complex, three dimensional shape of a saddle tree using a few 
measurements from one side to the other. 

  
 

 



 

  

Left is an example of the tree fit form 
mould fitting the horse well. Below is a 
picture of the actual Equi-Fit Flexible Tree 
that the mould corresponds to. 
 

 
 

 

Steele Equi-Fit saddle trees are the only ones on the market that adhere to an across-the-board 
standard of fit that can be readily tried or demonstrated on your horse using 'Fit-To-Be-Seen' 
(FTBS), the Equi-Fit saddle tree fit designation and demonstration system. An overview of Fit To Be 
Seen® (FTBS) follows. 
 

The FTBS System provides for both identification of existing fits 
and demonstration of these fits on individual horses. 

The surest way to know how a saddle truly fits the horse is to put a saddle tree identical to 
the one inside onto the horse's back; something both impractical and often impossible to 
do. This situation arises because there are no official, industry-wide standards or a uniform 
classification system for the fit (underside shape) of saddle trees and thus saddles. Tree 
makers, saddlers and riders must use either ambiguous, breed-specific names or the three 
frequently used measurements (gullet height, gullet width, and bar spread) to describe or 
classify the many fits available. Even when a saddle is said to have a certain fit, there is no 
real way to know the true shape of the tree inside, i.e. a saddle labelled as a quarter-horse 
fit.  

To eliminate any uncertainty regarding Equi-Fit ® saddle trees and the saddles built on them, 
Steele Saddle Tree Company introduces Fit To Be Seen® (FTBS), the Equi-Fit ® saddle tree fit 
identification and demonstration system. FTBS consists of nine 'fit forms'. These fit forms are 
fibreglass mouldings that duplicate precisely nine of the most widely used fits in our Equi-Fit ® 
saddle tree line.  

When placed on the horse's back, the fit forms literally allow the fit to be seen unobstructed 
by the saddle skirts, rigging and stirrup leathers. We realize that not everyone is an expert on 
fit, but serious fit problems are usually obvious with an unobscured view.  

It is not possible to accurately describe the three dimensional shape of the bottom of a saddle 
tree using three measurements or a breed specific name. Absent universally accepted and 
utilised standards, FTBS enables us to clearly identify and actually demonstrate a cross section 
of our extensive variety of fits. 



 

The picture below explains some saddle tree terms that you will need to familiarise yourself 
with before using the Fit to be Seen Tree Fit Kit: 

 

A: Illustrates the amount of Rock or 
Rocker a tree has. 

B: Shows the degree of twist of the 
bar and the way the bar curves to 
the side going from front to rear. 

C & D: illustrates the flare of the 
curve up at the front and rear of the 
bars. 

 Diagram courtesy of "The Western 
Horses Pain-Fee Back and Saddle Fit 
Book" by Joyce Harman. 

 

Rafter Angle relates to the angle of the bars from the centre of the gullet to the lowest edge of the 
bars. Also referred to as the angle of the forks: 

 

 

 

 

 



 

FTBS FIT DESIGNATIONS - There are currently 2 Fit Forms available that 
correspond to an Equi-Fit Flexible Bar Tree. 

 
D - Standard Quarter Horse (SQ) - Approximate 92º front rafter angle. Good front flare, 

bow and upturned tails to avoid bridging and bar edge pressure points. 
 

LT - Gaited Horse (GT) - Steeper rear rafter angle, additional front flare and more bow 

relative to the 'D' fit. 

 

 
 

  
 

  

 

 
  

 

First of all make sure  that your horse is standing on level ground and is standing perfectly square 

with his head and neck facing forwards and in a neutral position.   

Now  have your horse perform  a belly lift by scratching him along the midline of his girth region to 

his belly. Your eyes should be level with his back at this point so you will see when he lifts his back 

(usually around 1 to 2 inches is normal).  Keep your other hand on top of the fit form.   



 

   Scratch your horse along his midline, usually in the girth area but    

some horses prefer being scratched further back. Just experiment and 

watch for the back to lift behind the withers. 

 

 

 

 

The front edge of the bars of the tree fit form should sit just  

behind the back edge of the horses shoulder blade when 

standing still. This is why having a reasonable amount of 

flare on the front of the bars is important: it allows for the 

shoulder blade to pass underneath the tree unrestricted 

when the horse starts moving.  

The picture below demonstrates the amount of flare you 

want to see: 

 

Do not worry about how much Wither OR spinal 

clearance that the fit forms offer, as they are not 

indicative of pommel and gullet height of the finished 

saddle. The Wither tracing that you will also need to 

do, to determine the correct gullet width required, will 

dictate the clearance of the finished saddle. The Tree fit 

forms primarily illustrate how the underside of the bars 

of your new saddle will fit your horse. All the Equi-Fit 

Flexible trees can be made wider or narrower in the 

gullet - taking the wither tracing is crucial. Read on for 

instructions on how to do this. 

 

 

 

 

 



The fit form on the previous page is a pretty good fit. There is a VERY slight "bridge" in the middle 

of the bars which is good. I put the word "bridge" in inverted commas as this is not what true 

bridging looks like. True bridging would be an inch of gap showing with all the pressure on the front 

and rear of the tree.  Around  1/4 an inch gap is needed to allow the horse to bring his back up once 

he starts moving.  This is why it's important to make your horse do a belly lift whilst assessing the fit 

of the moulds on your horses back. However also remember that the Kuda Saddles are built on 

flexible trees so we don't need to get too bogged down in our thinking here!   

Here are some examples of the fit forms showing a bad fit: 

 

The picture below shows that this fit has too much 'rocker' in the bars so is falling downwards in 

front.  You can see there is absolutely no contact between the fit form and the horses back at all in 

the back third of the bars at all.

 



 

This tree would be the best 

choice for this horse. The spread 

of the bars is good (standard 

gullet width) and there is enough 

flare front and back. It would 

also be highly recommended 

that this horse be ridden with a 

good quality pad that takes 

shims to fill in the gaps until he 

has re-built some top line 

muscle. 

 

 

So what to do next?  

Have a play around with the fit forms on your horse, remember to ask for belly lifts and make sure 

that your horse is standing square and on level ground with his head in a neutral position. Take lots 

of photos from front, side (both sides) and rear. Up-load them onto your computer and take your 

time assessing each photo. You'll be amazed at what you see on your computer screen that you did 

not see when out trying them on your horse!  

When you have narrowed your selection down, email us the photos. Please reduce them to under 

1MB and save them as jpeg files before sending them to me.  I will be back to you within 24 hours 

with my assessment. 

Please keep in mind that Kuda Flexible Bar Saddles are built on the Equi-Fit FLEXIBLE Tree,  so all of 

the models fit  better when in motion (dynamic fit).  The Pommel and Cantle are the only ridged 

components used in the trees.  

It is ALWAYS better to go for a tree that is slightly too wide for your horse than one that is too 

narrow! A wide saddle can be lifted and slight gaps can be (temporarily in most cases) filled in by 

well placed, tapered edged shims. You will find that your horse will start to fill in these gaps himself 

with muscles that he re-builds, after being ridden (correctly), and being able to move freely,  thanks 

to his new unrestricting Kuda Flex Saddle. Don't ever underestimate this - your horse will change 

shape for the better very quickly and as you now have a FLEXIBLE tree saddle, these changes will be 

accommodated very well. 

 

 



These diagrams show the direction of flexion possible with the Equi-Fit Flexible Trees. 

 

 

 

Wither Tracing 

Doing the wither tracing is the best way to select the correct gullet width for you horse so please 

ensure you do this also. Use a flexible curve dress makers or wire that holds its shape once bent 

into place.  Measure 2 inches behind the back edge of your horses scapula as shown below.

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please see our "Saddle Fitting" page on our website if you need more information on how to do the 

wither tracing but it's pretty straight forward and easy.  Its recommended that you take the 

measurement 3 times in a row. If you keep getting the same number then you know you've got it 

right. 

Any questions please don't hesitate to call or email me. 

Cheers  
Di Pascoe 
 
 

info@kudasaddles.com.au 
03 5427 3330 
www.kudasaddles.com.au      
 
 

Narrow 5.5" 

Medium  6.5" 

Wide 7.0" 

XXW 7.5" 

 XXXW 8.0" 


