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Cold Backs, 
Cinchy-ness,

Saddles and Feet
By Jim Masterson

Dear Jim,  Can you explain how to deal with “cold back”? I’ll 
be massaging a horse who has a “cold back”, and who is very 
cinchy - it takes almost a half hour before they can cinch him 
tight enough to mount the saddle. Thanks.

Hi Thanks,

There are a couple of possibilities for a horse that is Cinchy or Girthy. 

a)  It could be suffering from a (very) sore back; meaning that when the 
saddle is cinched up he’s reacting to the pressure of the saddle, or b) he 
could be reacting to pain in the girth area.  We can try to narrow down where 
the soreness is by poking around in a few places, and maybe by taking a 
look at the horse’s history, but we also want to find out what’s causing the 
soreness in in the first place so that we can work to eliminate it. 

Of course some horses will overreact to any slight discomfort just because 
of their personality (we’ve all come across the drama queens), but even if 
that is the case it’s worthwhile to eliminate the possibility of actual physical 
discomfort.

Regarding any unwanted behavior in the horse, the horse always behaves 
the way it does for a reason. Sometimes the reason is that it’s been con-
ditioned (usually by us or someone before us) to react to our behaviors; 
sometimes it’s out of fear or insecurity; sometimes it’s reacting to pain or 
physical discomfort. It might also be that the horse is just feeling energetic, 
tired, sick, or hormonal at the time; but if you look at it from the point of view 
that the horse always does what it does for a reason, and you can determine 
what that reason is, you may be able to change the unwanted behavior.

First let’s talk about the possibility that the girthiness is caused by the back. 
A sore back can be caused by a lot of things, not necessarily the saddle, but 
if the back is sore you have to look at the possibility that poor saddle fit is 
the culprit. If it is the saddle, it may be sore from the present saddle, or may 
have accumulated pain from poorly fitting saddles in the past. 

You can determine if your horse’s back is sore by palpating for soreness; 
searching for soreness by dragging the hard tip of your finger or fingers 
across certain areas of the back, with the intention of finding where the 
horse may be covering up excessive or abnormal pain. If the horse is sore 
in an area, as you go over it he will react by tensing the muscle, flinching, 
dipping away from your finger. In some cases you may have to press pretty 
hard, or if the horse is very sore you may not, but if you’re pressing hard 
enough the horse will tell you if an area is sore. It may take a little practice 
to get the feel for this, but palpating the back for soreness is a good habit 
to get in to.

These areas you will want to palpate are 1) down the middle of the spine 
from the withers to the croup 82R6916, 2) where the panels of the saddle 
sit along each side the spine 82R6918, and continuing on to the lower back 
behind the saddle on each side of the spine towards the pelvis. Combined 
with a saddle fit check, if the reactions show up in areas where the pres-
sure, bridging or twisting occurs, then there’s a good chance that these are 
adversely affecting the horse.

What creates a “cold back” as opposed to a sore back is time. If a saddle 
continues to create soreness in the back, over time the muscles will atrophy 
and the back will become stiff, flat and dull to pain. If your horse has a cold 

back and is girthy, then the back 
is probably not the cause of the 
girthiness.

There can be other causes of 
sore back besides saddle fit; pain from past injury, such as slipping or fall-
ing (this shows up often in the lumbar and sacrolumbar area); unfit and 
overweight horses (I see a lot of sore backs on overweight horses); and sore 
front feet (when both feet are sore, the horse will get sore behind the with-
ers in an effort to take weight off of the front end. 

Speaking of feet, let’s look at the next possible - and even more common - 
source of girthiness in the horse; pain in the girth area. This area can also be 
palpated for pain, specifically where the two pectoral muscles run between 
the front legs, on each side down below the “armpit”. This is where the girth 
runs underneath and behind the front legs. If you get a pain reaction here on 
one or both sides, then this could be the cause of the girthiness. 

So the next question is, what’s causing the soreness there? If the horse 
is ridden in a western saddle, then it’s possible the horse has been over-
cinched in the past and some damage done to the muscles here. This is less 
likely to happen with an English saddle as the girths don’t have the leverage 
of western girths, and have elastic on one or both buckles.

More commonly, pain in this area is an indicator of a sore front foot or feet.  
If you get a more painful reaction on one side than the other, that points to 
the possibility of soreness in the foot or lower leg on the same side. If the 
horse’s neck and poll are tight and/or sore on the same side, it’s another 
sign that this might be the case. If you get a reaction on both sides then it’s 
possible that the pain is due to over-cinching, but there is also the possibil-
ity that both feet are sore, especially if you have accompanying pain and/or 
tension in the neck and poll.

Pain that causes girthiness can be eased with bodywork, but if the source 
of the problem isn’t taken care of, then the girthiness will continue to come 
back. I hope this might help you get to the source of the problem.

Good luck. 
Jim
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