How much can a Horse Carry?
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"Those who study equine anatomy and physiology agree: if you really want 
an animal that's built to be ridden, you'd be better off seeking out a 
camel than a horse. Even a cow would be the more logical choice, from 
the point of view of its vertebral construction: it has interlocking 
lumbar spinal articulations which, in theory, make it capable of bearing 
considerable loads (though its suitability as a riding animal can be 
questioned in a number of other ways!)

Equine spines lack these strength-lending links. With its 
suspension-bridge construction, the equine spine is actually rather 
poorly designed for weight-bearing--as anyone will attest who'd felt a 
youngster, being backed for the first time, hollow and sink toward the 
ground in discomfort and confusion.

Much more logical a skill for the average horse is weight-pulling. 
Without pressure from above on the spine, horses are able to round their 
toplines and put their prodigious haunches to good use for the task of 
pulling weight while in harness.

...In the days when horses were essential for travel and combat, this 
was a crucial consideration. And though fewer of our horses are in 
danger today of being worked to death, it's still a good question--and 
one which can dramatically affect the outcome of some horse sport, most 
notable racing under saddle (where specific weights are assigned as a 
handicap to put better horses at a disadvantage, and thus provide a more 
exciting contest).

Endurance and 3-day riders also pay attention to weight-carrying... 
Another avenue where weight is important is with police horses, who may 
work long shifts with a 6'2", 250# police officer on board.

The answer to the question, of course, is: it depends. The optimum 
weight a horse can safely carry will vary according to his size, 
conformation, condition, age and the duration of the work to be done, as 
well as the footing and the speed with which it's done."

***
Comments:
The article continues with general rules put into practice for the upper 
limit of weight bearing. A reasonable figure is put into practice by 
most horse people.
The most common is the 20% rule. "By this estimation, an average 1,000# 
horse would be capable of carrying a 160-180# human (with another 
20-40#s added for tack." Also discussed is live vs dead weight, and the 
width of the horses back vs the height.  "I once witnessed a very large 
rider pull her Appaloosa completely off its feet after the mare refused 
to jump a small fence. The loss of balance this valiant, but 
unfortunately obese, woman experienced when her horse zigged and she 
zagged, overwhelmed the pair of them and left them flat on their sides 
in the mud. In this instance, live weight was infinitely more unstable 
than dead wight would have been."

This article is an interesting read quoting Veterinary-Major Frederick 
Smith, Karen Gellman, DMV, PhD, Claire Farley, and Deb Bennett, PhD.
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