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1. A Bit of Communication
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A horse jumping happily in a pelham.








Riding is all about communication with your horse, whether you’re enjoying your first lessons or competing in the Pony Club Championships. Choosing the right bit and using it correctly plays a vital part.


When you look at how many types of bit are available, it can seem to be a complicated subject—but although there are lots of factors to take into account, it doesn’t have to be confusing. Bitting is a skill, but it’s one that anyone can learn and the ground rules are always the same:




• The rider must be in control and able to communicate with the horse in the kindest and most efficient way.


• Your horse must be comfortable and happy. Bitting isn’t the only factor that will influence this, but it can play an important part. You’ll also find that if your horse is comfortable and happy, control and communication will be easier to achieve!


• The bit must be suitable for the shape of the horse’s mouth, the level of his training and the rider’s ability.


• It must be the correct size and be correctly adjusted.


• As with all tack and equipment, it may need to comply with rules and competition regulations. This applies not just to the Pony Club, but to other organisations.


• You need to understand whether its action will be affected by other tack, such as a design of noseband or a martingale, so that you can look at the overall picture. Again, Pony Club and competition rules may apply.


• You may need to use different bits for different situations. For instance, most riders will be able to find a snaffle that meets competition requirements for dressage and will be able to use it for schooling on the flat. But there’s nothing wrong with using a different bit for jumping or for hacking out if your horse becomes more forward going and it enables you to stay in control without having to use unacceptably strong rein aids.





Taking Up the Reins


It’s important to understand how you use a bit to communicate with your horse. In simple terms, when we apply rein aids, we apply pressure on the bit. This should always be light—think in terms of applying a light touch—and should never cause the horse discomfort.


The starting point is an elastic contact, which tells the horse: ‘I’m here, please listen to me.’ You can only achieve this when the horse is going forward in an active way, but without tension; it does not come from taking a backwards feel on the rein. It’s rather like holding hands with someone in a soft, consistent hold, without one person grabbing at the other’s hand or occasionally dropping the hold without realising.


Pressure on its own won’t work—it will just confuse the horse. Pressure and release, whether within your elastic contact or in the context of giving and picking up a loose rein, will. The pressure is your instruction to the horse and the release is the signal that he has done as you asked.


The pressure should be as light as possible and only be applied for a short period. A good rider on a well-schooled horse can communicate via the rein and other aids in a split second, so the aids may seem invisible. If a horse is not so well schooled, your aids may need to be more obvious, but they should never be harsh and you should always aim to refine them.


Don’t assume that a new bit could be the answer to any problem, or that it could work miracles. Bitting is just one piece, though an important one, in the riding and horse care jigsaw. There is no such thing as a magic bit, though it may be that trying a different bit will make communication easier at a particular stage of your partnership.


If your horse is resisting your rein aids, which can cover everything from setting his jaw and/or opening his mouth to becoming strong when jumping, then of course you need to make sure that you are in control. A change of bit may help, but mouth resistances can be a horse’s way of expressing that he’s uncomfortable or unable to do as his rider asks.
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There are many reasons why a horse may resist the bit.








It might be simply that he finds it difficult at that stage of his schooling and that as he progresses, he will find it easier. Alternatively, he might be showing that you are asking him in a way that makes him uncomfortable, or that he has discomfort in his mouth.


It may also be that he is experiencing discomfort or pain in another part of his body that is totally unrelated to the bit. Demonstrating resistance, whether this be through evading the bit, napping, bucking or other forms of behaviour, is the only way he can show you that things are not right.


We all want to be kind to our horses and bits are often classified as being mild or severe. It may be a cliché to say that a bit is only as mild or severe as the hands on the reins, but it’s also true. It’s better to use a potentially stronger bit in a gentle way than to use a ‘mild’ one roughly.


You may be tempted to try a particular type of bit because a top rider or a friend thinks that it has helped solve a problem or improved a horse’s way of going. Again, look at the overall picture.


This is where a knowledgeable eye on the ground is invaluable. In particular, a good instructor will help solve rider and schooling problems and a vet with a special interest in equine dentistry or a British Equine Veterinary Association-approved equine dental technician will check for and treat dental problems.


Rider preference may also come into play. We all aim to have an elastic contact with the horse’s mouth, but some experienced riders find that certain types of bit suit their riding style. Some prefer bits that remain relatively still in the horse’s mouth, whilst others always start by using a bit with more play.


It isn’t that one design is necessarily better than another, just that it complements the way they school and produce their horses or their perception of what seems right. If a good rider knows that using an eggbutt snaffle, which stays still in the horse’s mouth, always tempts him or her to fiddle with the reins, it may be better to use a loose ring version, which is more mobile.
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A loose ring snaffle (top) is more mobile than an eggbutt snaffle (bottom).











A Good Mouth


Riders often talk about a horse having a good (or soft) mouth or a bad (or hard) mouth. Strictly speaking, neither are accurate descriptions, but are general terms used to describe a horse’s way of going. It is usually understood that a horse with a good mouth is relaxed in his jaw and responsive to the rein aids and that one with a bad mouth is resistant and/or unresponsive.


Whilst horses have different physical characteristics, as explained later in this chapter, they all have the potential to be responsive and submissive to the rider’s aids. Submission is a term used in dressage tests at all levels and doesn’t mean that a horse is being forced or bullied. It means that he is obedient, but also willing, accepting and confident.


A good mouth isn’t something a horse either has or lacks naturally, it’s something that he acquires through education and being ridden correctly. The right bit can definitely help you achieve that responsiveness, but it will only help if it is used in the right way. A young horse has to be taught first of all to accept a bit in his mouth, then to stop, start and steer in answer to the rider’s aids, of which the rein aids are just a small part.


The farther his education progresses, the more subtle those aids will become. Unfortunately, it’s too easy to become fixated on our hands rather than what we’re doing with the rest of our bodies!


Don’t assume that because a horse is unresponsive, he has a bad or ‘hard’ mouth. He may not understand what you are asking him to do, or he may have been ridden in a way that has dulled his responsiveness, perhaps by someone who uses the reins to try and stay secure in the saddle or who gives conflicting signals without realising. If you’re not sure, get advice from a good trainer. It’s possible to re-educate a horse who has been ridden badly, though it can take a lot of time, patience and skill.


It’s also important to differentiate between a horse who is strong and/or excited and one who is unbalanced and on the forehand. If you can’t tell the difference, chances are that you may not be able to adjust your riding or, perhaps, choose a bit that will improve the situation.


A horse who feels heavy in your hand because he is leaning on the bit needs schooling so that he is able to engage his hindquarters and hindlegs and lift his abdominal muscles. This will enable him to push himself along from behind. In turn, this will see his forehand lighten and you will have an elastic but not heavy feel in the rein.


A particular bit—for example, a loose ring snaffle of some kind—may help to discourage him from leaning, as explained in Chapter 4, but only correct schooling and riding can improve his way of going.


A horse who is excited may want to go faster than you do or may show other resistances such as snatching at the reins and generally moving in directions other than the one you’re aiming for! Whilst you must have control and a different bit and/or noseband may help, you need to work on getting the horse to listen to you. A good instructor will be able to help by looking at everything from your horse’s lifestyle to exercises and techniques to focus his attention and help him become more submissive.


Last but never least, check that you are not inadvertently causing a problem or making it worse. Common scenarios are the rider who fiddles with the reins to try and get the horse to work in an outline, or one who takes a strong, constant hold against an onward bound horse. As always, ask a good instructor for help.
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Correct schooling will help you keep an onward bound horse obedient and balanced.




























2. Comfort First
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Routine dental checks and, when necessary, treatment by a good equine vet or a British Equine Veterinary Association-qualified equine dental technician (EDT) should be part of every horse or pony’s management, whether the animal is in work or retired. This will ensure that he can eat properly and, in the case of the ridden or driven animal, will help to ensure that he is comfortable wearing a bit and receiving signals through it.


Take your vet or dentist’s advice about how often your horse should be checked. In many cases, once a year will be adequate but some horses need seeing more frequently. For instance, young horses who haven’t got their full set of adult teeth—usually in place  by the end of their fifth year—may need checking every six months.


If you notice any problems in between scheduled visits, get your horse checked rather than waiting until your appointment is due. Things to watch out for include quidding, where the horse drops food as he eats, or any resistance which could be related to mouth problems. This includes throwing his head up and down, setting his jaw against the rein aids or sticking his tongue over the bit or out the side of his mouth.


Common sense tells you that there may be other things to check first. For instance, if you buy a new bridle or a new bit and a horse suddenly starts putting his tongue over the mouthpiece or holds it out of the side of his mouth, check the relevant sizes and adjustments, as explained later in this chapter.
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The position of wolf teeth in the horse’s mouth.








Also, tongue resistances are sometimes indicators of stress. If a horse does not understand his work, or is being asked to work in a way that he is not yet ready for, poking out his tongue or trying to put it over the bit may be a signal that he can’t cope.


Sharp edges on the cheek teeth are one of the commonest causes of mouth discomfort. Horses’ teeth, unlike ours, grow at around 2–3mm (0.08–0.12in) per year for most of their lives. Domesticated horses rarely graze fibrous material for long enough periods to ensure that the wear rate matches the growth rate.


When the grinding pattern becomes uneven, sharp edges rub or cut the insides of the cheeks. Some horses may also have teeth which are not in ideal alignment, either because of mouth conformation or perhaps because a tooth has been lost or damaged. Rasping the teeth (called floating in the USA) restores a correct grinding pattern.
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