
D
ry spots, white spots and sore spots

on a mule’s back is an interesting

subject and has received a lot of

press in recent years. Many authorities

today point to poor saddle fit as the cause

of dry spots on a mule’s back. However,

there are many aspects of saddle fit that can

contribute to this phenomenon. The four

major components of saddle fit are the

mule, saddle pad, saddle, and the rider. One

thing is certainly true about this subject, dry

spots may or may not be the sign of saddle

fit issues, and an even sweat pattern may or 

may not be a sure sign of good saddle fit.

DRY SPOTS

It’s the end of a perfect ride, and you

have returned home to some cool refresh-

ment while you peel your saddle off your

favorite mule. First, off comes the saddle,

then off comes the saddle pad or blankets,

and you notice dry spots surrounded by

sweat on your mule’s back. A lot of current

wisdom is that your saddle doesn’t fit and

many people panic and head for the local

tack store or custom saddle maker for a new

saddle. It is a common belief that dry spots

are the result of pressure from a poor fitting

saddle, right? Maybe yes, maybe no! Before

you write that check, stop and do a little

analysis of your mule and your equipment.

In a recent video released on the internet,

the great horseman, Bob Avila is pictured

talking about dry spots. In not so many

words it is his opinion that dry spots have

taken off on their own. He notes that he oc-

casionally has dry spots on his horses after

riding, but he gives them little concern. Dry

spots can be the result of many things, not

all of which are due to a poor fitting saddle.

Dry spots can be the result of too much

pressure, or no pressure at all. To illustrate

this, look at photo #1. The outline of the

saddle is obvious from the sweat mark, and

the spine is dry from lack of pressure. 

The sweat on a mule’s back that develops

during a ride is dependent on many vari-

ables. Temperature and humidity are two

parts of the equation that have a major im-

pact on sweat patterns. Obviously, the heat

and humidity in Florida in July is going to

produce more sweat than the dry cool

mountains, with extremely low humidity

here in Arizona where I live. With this in

mind, heat and humidity can create enough

sweat to override any dry spot that a poor

fitting saddle might cause. The length of

time you ride, and the conditions under

which you ride all have an impact on the

sweat that will be seen on your mule’s back

when you pull the saddle off, and any dry

spots. The overall health and physical con-

ditioning of the mule has a big impact on

sweat you will see on a mule’s back, and his

diet certainly has an influence on how much

he may or may not sweat under a saddle pad

or blanket. 

Let’s start by evaluating the mule. A

mule’s back, by all rights, should be even,

or symmetrical, from side to side. In other

words the right and left side should be a per-

fect match in dimension. However, this is

often not the case. A few years ago, I had

the opportunity to spend a couple of hours

getting a one on one tutorial from an equine

chiropractor. I had always thought equine

chiropractic’s fell into the voodoo category

of equine science, however, not any more.

That session opened my eyes to what an

equine chiropractor can accomplish on a

horse or mule with back issues. 

I have seen all forms of back issues with

mules over the years, and one of the most

common problems is the front shoulders, or

scapula’s not matching. Most often, one will

be lower than the other. This wreaks havoc

with saddle fit. When one shoulder is lower

than the other, or one is larger than the

other, there is no way a saddle will fit prop-

erly, and this asymmetrical confirmation

will lead to lots of problems, including dry

spots. Look at photo #2. This is a down the

spine photo looking from the mule’s rump

to her neck. Note the difference between left

and right scapula’s on this molly mule. The

right shoulder is much larger and lower than

the left. A saddle on a mule with this prob-

lem will have a tendency to ride toward the

lower scapula.

Likewise, other places on a mule’s back

can be a source of dry spots if things are not

as they should be. A mule with his back out

of place can cause the mule to not travel in

a balanced manner, changing the way a sad-

dle sits on his back. A good equine chiro-

practor can fix a large share of mules with

uneven shoulders and spinal problems. 

Does the mule have large depressions be-

hind the scapula? Photo #3 shows a mule
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Photo #1 The mule's back in this photo shows a dry spine,  from lack of pressure.



with this condition complicated by very

high and long withers, and a raised back

bone. Any one or all of these conditions will

require a special pad to correct these prob-

lems before an evaluation on dry spots can

be made. Till these problems are accounted

for, even the best fitting saddle can leave

dry spots. Is the mule’s back slanting down-

hill, or does he have a roach back problem?

Does he have low withers and a round

back? Is he narrow or wide in the back and

shoulders? Is he narrow behind and wide in

front? All of these things can affect the pres-

ence of dry spots.

Moving up the ladder, check out your

saddle pads. Saddle pads are supposed to

aid the saddle in fitting the mule. Along

with this, we want them to wick moisture

(sweat) away from the mule’s back, allow

air circulation to help cool the mule’s back,

and at the same time lessen the shock to a

mule’s back as the mule performs. That’s a

pretty big order for a few layers of cloth,

and various other materials to fill for any-

one. No amount of padding can correct a

badly fitting saddle, but it can go a long way

toward making a good fitting saddle a great

fitting saddle. However, you can’t just ig-

nore a saddle pad or blanket and expect it to

provide first class service for very long.

Saddle pads and blanket do require some at-

tention along the way to keep them in good

shape.

I sold a saddle to a lady a couple of years

ago, and was told after the purchase how

great the saddle was working on the ladies

equine partner. However, that all changed

about a year later, when she called to say

that she was finding large dry spots when

she took the saddle off after a ride. She went

on to say that she was not using anything

different than when she started riding the

saddle, but the dry spots had her really con-

cerned. I asked her what kind of pad she

was using and she replied with a well-

known national brand name. She went on to

say she had been using the pad for seven

years. I asked her when she last cleaned it.

She replied she had never cleaned it. I en-

couraged her to buy a brand new version of

that same pad and check the label for clean-

ing instructions. Several months passed and

she emailed me saying the dry spots stopped

as soon as she started using the new pad. 

Wool felt pads are a real popular saddle

pad with a lot of people. Wool is a strange

fabric in many ways, as it won’t absorb

water, but it will absorb sweat. The “wick-

Photo #2 Notice the right shoulder is

larger than the left shoulder.

Photo #3 In this photo the mule's back has

high and long withers, deep pockets be-

hind the scapula, and a high ridge back

bone due to muscle atrophy along the

spine. Not the best back for saddle fit.



ing of moisture” is one of the current buzz

words that is touted by many as being a de-

sirable aspect of a saddle pad, in other

words, drawing moisture (sweat) away from

the mules back. Couple this with the circu-

lating of air to the mule’s back to keep the

back cool, and you don’t have the best in-

gredients for judging sweat patterns. 

If you check the label on most new wool

felt pads, you will see they can absorb up to

80% of the sweat that comes in contact with

them. This is going to have a drying effect

on the mule’s back. The lesson here is that

many dry spots on your mule’s back, when

using wool felt pad, or any other “wicking”

type pad, may just mean that your pad is

doing what it was designed to do. 

Using a pad that is too thick can be a

problem in that it can cause a saddle to

pinch the withers on some mules; the thick

pad may have taken a 6 ½ in gullet and

turned it into a 5-inch gullet.

There are those who will say that a saddle

that fits does not need a pad or blanket. My

answer to that is saddle your mule that way

and head out on a 200 mile ride and let

everyone know how far you get before back

problems bring the trip to a screeching halt. 

Another cause of dry spots can be old in-

juries. Old healed saddle sores may be the

cause of dry spots. Not all saddle sores will

heal over with white hair. The extent and

depth of the tissue damage will determine

how it grows back. Photo #4 illustrates one

of my mules, Buggs, with arrows indicating

two spots that show on his back when he

sweats. They are not completely dry, but

they do not sweat as much as the rest of his

back. These spots appear, no matter what

saddle I use on him or what pad/blanket

combination I use. There is no way to say

beyond a shadow of a doubt, but these are

very likely the location of old tissue in-

juries. When his back is dry they are not vis-

ible (photo #5). 

One area on some mules that can show

dry spots is an area just few inches behind

the scapula and slightly down on the mules

side. Some folks call these fat pockets or fat

pads. All mules have the potential to de-

velop these, but not all mules have them. It

may just be my imagination, but it seems

that I have seen more of these “fat pockets”

on molly mules than on john mules. The

other thing that I have noticed that seems to

go hand in hand with these pockets is that

the mule is either over weight, or at the

maximum weight they can carry and not be

headed to an over-weight condition. The

molly mule shown in photo #6 illustrates

this condition.

There are a great many high tech saddle

pads on the market today. The makers of the

majority of these pads tout with great pride

their pads ability to remove moisture and

heat from the mule’s back. With this in

mind always evaluate what your space age

pad is doing when you see dry spots on your

mule’s back, especially large dry spots.

After looking your saddle pad over, eval-

uate your saddle, and remember dry spots

can occur from a lack of pressure as well as

from too much pressure. A warped saddle

tree will not put even pressure on a mule’s

back. The tree may have been warped from

the time of manufacture, or may have

warped over a prolonged period of time

after the saddle was made. With a rawhide

covered tree, water can get to the wood in

the tree when the sinew or thread holding

the rawhide in place breaks, or could be ac-

cidentally cut by a saddle maker at the time

of manufacture, or from some later uninten-

tional compromise of the surface of the

rawhide, in the long run, even plain old nor-
Photo #4 Arrows indicate possible 

old injuries.

Photo #5 The two spots are not visible when Buggs back is brushed and dry.

Photo #6  Red arrow points to fat pocket.  Note maximum weight condition of the mule.



mal wear can be responsible. A warped tree

can be responsible for too much pressure

and not enough pressure. Problems from a

warped tree can be tough to diagnose with

any amount of certainty without tearing the

saddle apart. Most, but not all tree makers,

only offer a five-year guarantee on their

rawhide covered trees. 

Construction of the saddle itself may con-

tribute to dry spots. Saddle strings that go

completely through the tree bars and skirts

can contribute to dry spots as these loops

(photo #7) of leather can put pressure on the

mules back. These strings can be looped

through in such a manner as not to put pres-

sure on the mule’s back, but require a cou-

ple of steps that some makers will not do in

the interest of faster construction. Saddle

skirts that are not properly made can also

cause dry spots. The weight of the rider

should be supported only by the saddle tree

not the skirts. Skirts that are too long can

cause dry spots as they can put pressure on

the loin area of a mule’s back. Naturally a

saddle that is too narrow in the front of the

gullet can cause dry spots, and a saddle that

has a gullet that’s too wide can cause dry

spots on the spine just behind the withers if

the bottom of the ground seat hits the spine. 

When dry spots appear just below or in

back of the scapula, everyone wants to

claim the problem is a gullet that is too nar-

row and immediately start clambering for a

wider gullet. You can get the front gullet so

wide the saddle won’t fit a water buffalo. A

wide gullet is not necessarily a magic wand

for saddle fit. When dry spots appear at the

withers, more than the gullet width has to

be considered. The angle of the bars on the

tree, and width of the bar spread must also

be considered along with the confirmation

of the mule’s back. These two factors go

hand in hand with gullet width, and must be

adjusted accordingly. If all you do is widen

the gullet on a new tree, the dry spots will

just start showing up in a different place on

the mules back as the wide gullet falls down

on each side of the mule’s withers. 

A saddle with too much rock in the bars

can cause dry spots, usually in the center of

the mule’s back, but can cause them on both

sides of the mule’s withers, from the saddle

sliding forward and putting pressure on the

mule’s scapula. Also, a set of stirrup

leathers made from thick leather can cause

dry spots on each side of a mule’s back

where the leathers pass under the bars of the

saddle trees. This is often seen on saddles

made with an Arizona style of bars on the

saddle. The thickness of the stirrup leathers

will press down through the skirts and cause

dry spots on the mule’s back. This condition

is often associated with dry spots on a mule

with pronounced fat pockets. The dry spots

will appear on the fat pockets.

Finally, look at the way you saddle your

mule. Where you place the saddle can have

a big impact on dry spots. It is not at all un-

common to see a mule and rider going

down the trail with the saddle setting too far

forward on the mule’s back. A lot of mules

Photo #7 Loop of saddle string can cause dry spots.

Photo #8 This saddle is sitting too

far forward.



are built in such a way that everything you

put on them wants to slide up on their neck.

A saddle set too far forward, as in photo #8,

can cause dry spots on the shoulder and the

middle of your mule’s back. Even a good

fitting saddle can slide forward on a mule

when conditions are right. In this case the

addition of a properly adjusted crupper or

britchen is needed to keep the saddle where

it belongs. At the same time, a mule with the

right confirmation can cause a saddle to

slide too far back and cause dry spots. If the

saddle fits reasonably well, a good breast

collar is the answer to this problem. Some-

times, mules and steep trails are a problem

even with the best fitting saddles.

Do an evaluation of your riding style. A

rider who rides constantly off to one side

can cause more pressure on one side of his

saddle. Also a rider who has a tendency to

sit on the back of the cantle on his saddle

will put more pressure on the loin area and

less on the front near the scapula. All else

being equal until the rider sits where he or

she belongs, it’s stretching the point to

blame the saddle for dry spots

Don’t rush to judgment on dry spots until

you have done your homework; to do so

could be an expensive mistake. Big wide

dry spots may not be a problem. However,

small dry spots, one to three inches in diam-

eter, in the middle of a sweaty back, deserve

further attention. A dry spot on the top of

the spine at the rear of the saddle, sur-

rounded by sweat, could be the first indica-

tion the saddle is putting pressure on the

mule’s spine. Pressure on these spinal

processes has the potential to be especially

debilitating to a mule. Keep in mind that a

lot of truly troublesome dry spots are the re-

sult of poor saddle construction rather than

poor saddle fit, and can be corrected by a

good saddle maker. Along with that fact is

that many dry spots issues can be solved

with a good saddle pad.

In closing, keep in mind that sweat pat-

terns may or may not be a good way to eval-

uate saddle fit, as there are a lot of variables

that can affect dry spots on your mule’s

back. If you have thoroughly evaluated your

mule, saddle pad, saddle and the way you

ride, and everything honestly passes the

test, then get a second evaluation from an

equine professional, preferably one that

does not sell tack, about the fit of your sad-

dle. Also, if your current saddle fits you and

your mule, don’t change, there are no guar-

antees the new saddle you buy is going to

fit you or your mule. 

Join me next month for Part Two of Dry

Spots, White Spots and Sore Spots.

Terry Wagner

To contact Terry Wagner for 

information on this article or 

prior articles, e-mail: 

terry@threebellsmules.com




