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“I frequently tell my friends that out of every twenty bits I make, nineteen are for men’s heads and not more than one really for the horse’s head.”

—Benjamin Latchford
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THE ULTIMATE
BOOK OF HORSE BITS


CHAPTER - 1

SO MANY BITS

“I have always found in my long experience that the horse’s mouth and temper may be compared to a lock, so made, that only one key will fit it; and to find the right bit patience and perseverance are necessary in so doing.”

—Benjamin Latchford

When I walked into Teun Van Riel’s horse van-turned-mobile tack store during the German Young Horse Championships in Warendorf, Germany, I knew right then what a project writing a book about bits was going to be.

I had just gotten the contract for this book based on an article I had written for the United States Equestrian Federation’s magazine, Equestrian. As a way to begin my research, I’d started taking photos of any and all bits I came across. But in Van Riel’s mobile tack store, I became overwhelmed with questions, all of which led back to one fundamental issue: How does one choose?

I certainly was no expert when I began this journey. Although I understood the basics of training and the purpose of bits, I didn’t have any more knowledge than the slightly above average amateur. While writing the article for Equestrian, I had disabused myself of some of the things I’d heard about bits during a lifetime of riding. I “knew,” for example, that a snaffle is a soft bit and a curb a more severe bit (which turns out not always to be true). I didn’t know why, or that there are a million nuances that disprove those two statements. In my personal collection were three or four double-jointed snaffles, a mullen-mouth, and a single gag bit purchased long ago for a horse that liked to take over on the cross-country course. The gag was recommended by a trainer and I had purchased and used it with much trepidation. I didn’t understand how it worked, and in retrospect I probably shouldn’t have been using it. I also had a couple of what are now considered old-fashioned single-jointed snaffles—one eggbutt and one full cheek—that I’ve had for at least three decades.
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At the Bundeschampionat in Warendorf, Germany, I found Equine Industry’s mobile tack store. It was wall-to-wall bits.

So I came to this project relatively ignorant of my subject matter. To make it that much more challenging, I decided that I needed to make this book as broad as possible, encompassing as much of the bitting universe as I could. As a long-time English rider who started out in the jumper ring, moved to eventing, and is now trundling around the dressage arena, I knew little about Western bits and riding. I had a very judgmental attitude about those giant curb and spade bits I saw in Western horses’ mouths, because they looked to me like instruments of torture.

Little did I know . . .

The Dutchman Van Riel described himself as a “bit obsessive,” and indeed, if you talk to Europeans about bits three names come up: Hilary Vernon of Abbey Saddlery in the U.K., Heinz Baumann from Herm Sprenger in Germany, and Teun Van Riel from the Netherlands. At the Young Horse Championships, his mobile tack store was a museum of modern-day bits. He keeps hundreds of bits in inventory. And it’s a stunning snapshot of just how vast and complicated the world of horse bitting is. For every traditional single-jointed snaffle bit on his pegboard wall, there was a unique design or a gadget-like addition. There were bits with rope mouthpieces, bits with lozenges of different sizes, bits with rollers, bits with a figure-eight in the center, bits with multiple links, bits made of German silver, bits made of sweet iron, bits made of plastic mounted on ropes, bits with a three-inch rotating ring in the center. There was a certain delightful beauty in the bit wall and I probably took a hundred photos of his inventory. He didn’t have any Western bits, but I ran into several bit makers and suppliers later in my research that could rival him in terms of sheer quantity of inventory. They had snaffles; curbs with shanks of different lengths, ornate and simple; curbs with ports of varying heights and widths. You name it, they had it. Even our small local mercantile has plenty of Western bit inventory.

I’ve come to appreciate Van Riel’s obsession. Since starting this project, I’ve purchased several new bits, but I’ve also started examining bits much more closely. Even on casual trips to the local feed store, I’m in the bit aisle feeling the cool metal, laying the bit over my hand to gauge its balance, rubbing the edges and moving parts to determine whether or not they have sharp edges.

One thing I’ve learned about bits is that having a lot of them doesn’t necessarily solve your bit-related problems. It may save you money eventually because you can experiment with different options without forking over $50 to $100 (for quality) or more for a bit every time you want to try something new. But in the long run, problem solving takes skill, training, and thoughtfulness, not equipment. For many years, I owned an event horse that hung his tongue out of his mouth. It was a habit that started long before he came to me. In fact, he’d been doing it since he was born, and although there’s no science documenting that tongue hanging is hereditary, his brother also had been known to hang his tongue.
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Herm Sprenger GmbH has been making bits in Iserlohn, Germany, since the 1800s.

You would think that I would have learned something about bitting during the sixteen years that I owned him. After all, every instructor I encountered just had to try to fix it. I tried special nosebands and tongue depressors and stuffing his mouth with peanut butter right before going into the dressage arena. I heard an astonishing number of rather cruel suggestions as to how to fix it: tie it down, cut it off, crank the noseband so tightly that the tongue can’t stick out and the noseband leaves a dent in his chin. None of it ever helped. Volare’s tongue habit stuck with him from birth to death, in January 2009 at the age of twenty-one.

It was just a few months after Volare died that my young horse decided that I was destined to learn even more about bitting and mouth problems by sticking her own tongue out of the left side of her mouth. I was right in the middle of my research for this book. I felt cursed, and yet blessed. Here was an opportunity to solve the tongue problem, using my newfound bitting knowledge. Turn to chapter 11 to see what happened.

Right now, there are thousands of different bits on the market at any given time. For each bit that’s currently for sale, there’s probably a new bit under development. And you can’t deny that some of this proliferation in bit choices is a result of the marketing machine—the desire of bit makers to sell more products or for horse trainers to supplement their incomes with their own signature lines of bits. After all, how many double-jointed snaffles and variations does one need?

As it turns out, you can try many different bits and never quite find the right one. And two handcrafted bits that look identical can feel vastly different in the horse’s mouth. It is one of the most sensitive parts of his body, able to pull a tiny sprout of grass delicately from beneath the dirt and direct it into his stomach. And as we learn more and more about the horse’s anatomy thanks to science’s advances, we’re better able to determine how individual horses react to bits and what happens in their mouths when they are wearing bits.

During a visit to the Herm Sprenger bit factory in central Germany, where they have been making metal products for horses since the 1880s, Brigitte Schulte and Heinz Bauman, director of marketing and product developer, respectively, told me that designing bits wasn’t just a market demand process (dressage rider Lisa Wilcox needs a new bit!)—it was a process of innovation. Sprenger has relationships with Germany’s veterinary universities and is actually able to perform some research studies related to how bits work, what makes horses perform better in certain kinds of bits, and the materials that seem to suit horses’ mouths. In fact, they are almost always working on new bits, whether for an upcoming catalogue or because one of the world’s elite riders has contacted them for help with a particular bitting problem—a common occurrence (and yes, there is now a Lisa Wilcox WH Ultra from Sprenger).

Nonetheless, bit-making is a business and has been since the very first loriners (bit makers) invented a new design for better battlefield control. Today, bit companies keep us buying by producing what could be the latest and greatest new tool to hit the market since we stopped using bones and ropes in our horses’ mouths. And maybe because we don’t know enough about training, or aren’t as educated riders as we should be, we’re convinced that the next bit will be the one to solve our problems.

Add in the fact that bits come in and out of style, just as certain styles of nosebands, saddles, pads, and everything else change according to whims of fashion. Some of these trends have been very, very useful to the horse and rider. Some have not. And for every “great new bit” there’s someone who will tell you it’s not worth the metal it was made of.

Fundamentally, all bits have the same purpose: to allow us to control our horses better. But when you dig deeper into bit theory, you can see all the small issues that can affect bit choice: the size of the horse’s mouth, the thickness of his tongue, how high or low the palate is, the width and depth of the bars, the horse’s training, his way of going, his taste preferences (some horses love sweet iron; some don’t), how he reacts to the bridle, and how it is adjusted. His conformation, his habits, and even the fit of his tack have an impact on which bit to choose and how to use it.
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The horse’s delicate and sensitive lips are designed to find food no matter the conditions.

The manufacturers, too, incorporate subtle differences into their bits; a stainless steel simple D-ring snaffle may look the same from one catalog to the next, but manufacturers are rarely able to produce identical products from two different factories. As we know, horses are highly sensitive creatures and that stainless D-ring from X Company may have a slightly different weight or balance than the one from Y Company. It’s quite possible, with a magnifying glass and close examination, you’ll find an almost imperceptible difference between seemingly identical products.

And then there is the rider: How sensitive is he? How correct are his aids? Has he trained the horse effectively, using knowledge of the scale of training for his chosen discipline? What’s the difference between a Western horse’s training and that of a dressage horse? Can a horse really feel differently in two bits that seem identical? What if the horse gets used to one bit and then doesn’t respond as well? How does the bit figure in to the overall happy horse equation? Or should it at all?

The variables are mind-boggling.

Still, it’s hard to imagine needing some of those more obscure items on Van Riel’s bit wall. And, for the average amateur horse owner, there’s probably no need for a silver dollar–sized lozenge on an oversized loose ring. Yet exploring some of the intricacies of bit design can bring us a great deal of insight into how the bit should work, what our horses’ mouths are like, and how to use a bit humanely and wisely in concert with correct training. That, fundamentally, is the goal of this book.


CHAPTER - 2

IN THE BEGINNING

The museums of the world are full of bits. From simple bronze-age single-jointed snaffles, turned green with age and frequently found displayed alongside accoutrements of early Chinese and Mongol warriors, to Henry the VII’s sixteenth-century curb bit with high port, players, balls, and rollers—a bit so elaborate it’s more a piece of artwork than a riding tool. No matter the style—what’s clear is that the ability to control a horse from his back has been an important part of humankind’s development for a very long time.

THE DOMESTICATION OF THE HORSE

The first bits are said to have appeared in early pre-Roman times, circa 3500 BC, although archaeologists believe riding began as early as 4000 BC or even earlier, predating the development of the wheel. Before 4000 BC, horses appeared in cave paintings, but were probably hunted for meat rather than used for transportation and labor.

According to equine archaeological specialist David W. Anthony and his colleagues, the earliest major horse-related archaeological find appears at Dereivka, in what is now the Ukraine in the area south of Kiev. The people here practiced agriculture, and the number of horse bones in the refuse and burial pits is about twice what is found in other similar finds. A second area of horse domestication is located in two sites of the Botai, located in what is today northern Kazakhstan, dated about 3500 to 3000 BC. Eneolithic Botai culture thrived between 3100 and 3700, and archaeologists found evidence of mare’s milk in bowls as well as other signs of domestication in the pit house communities they found there. It’s likely that horses had been hunted as prey prior to this time, but with the discovery of some skeletal remains with clear tooth wear, archaeologists posited that the Botai had graduated from eating horses to using them for agricultural pursuits—or at least some of them, anyway.

The Botai site showed researchers how bit wear—even from “natural” bits, such as rope—can affect the teeth. There is no direct evidence of bits, since metal bits had not yet been invented and any rawhide or other soft material rotted into oblivion. But the Botai people moved heavy items, such as boulders, long distances. That suggests that they probably used horses (kept in corrals adjacent to their homes) as pack animals. A study conducted in 1992 by Anthony and Dorcas Brown on the Botai horses studied wear patterns on teeth of early Botai skeletal remains. They examined thirty-six sets of premolars from horse remains of different ages. The wear patterns suggest the use of a bit, although the true changes in horses’ teeth patterns and evidence of bridling came much later.

Some scientists theorize that horses became domesticated in much the same way dogs did—in a symbiotic relationship wherein both parties realized the benefits of having the other around. While there’s little clear evidence of this, it would be difficult to domesticate the horse without some cooperation on his part. It might have been that farmers tracked harem bands that followed regular paths and were able to find ways to corral them. It may be that older, slower, or infirm horses were the first domesticates. We can postulate that those horses that were easy to handle were bred, and bred again, leaving those who were not to forage on the steppes and be hunted for meat. During this same period, man was abandoning his hunter-gatherer lifestyle for a more staid, agricultural existence. As he planted and grew crops, horses became more and more necessary as pack animals and as traction to move items around the farm, although the cart had not yet been invented. The diminishing game herds close to their settlements forced these evolving bronze-age hunters to travel for their meat. Hence the riding horse and the bit were born.

However it happened, man and horse alike found value in their mutually beneficial relationship and the world changed significantly.

THE FIRST BITS

Much of what we know about the bridling and bitting of horses in ancient times comes from the art and artifacts that have been dug up. For the most part, skin-based saddlery disintegrates, so there’s little left of ancient harness work, but archaeologists have found depictions of horses and other equids partaking in various activities such as plowing, pulling chariots, and being ridden. Horses didn’t appear in the Middle East until around 2200 BC, although people in this region had already been using asses for draft work. Through close examination of the archaeological record we are able to, more or less, recreate the horse’s early uses and training. For example, horses are depicted in the Standard of Ur, an ancient box from Sumeria (modern-day Iraq) that dates from around 2600 BC. The box is covered in an elaborate mosaic depicting war and peace. Here, horselike animals pull wagons and chariots, clearly wearing a round-ringed bit device—possibly even a ring through their noses.
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Our understanding of ancient horsemanship comes primarily from the depiction of horses in art and archeological finds. The Standard of Ur is from Sumeria (modern day Iraq), dating from 2600 BC. It depicts horses and their harnesses as used in warfare.

Of course, the very first bits were made before the development of metals, using materials that were close at hand, such as hemp rope, bone, horn, or hard wood. Antlers with holes drilled through them for rope appear to be the first real bit, although we can’t be sure.

When man learned to mine iron out of the earth and smelt it with tin to create bronze, another age of horseback riding began. The horse became widely used for warfare, sport (chariot racing), and agriculture. In some early finds, horses’ remains have been found buried with chariots, bridlework, and human bodies, which gives us some inkling of the importance that horses had gained since their early days as an animal hunted for meat. Art from ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Greece, as well as from China, depicts ornate bridle and harness work; already man’s understanding of horse training had evolved beyond just using an ox harness or nose ring to a more sophisticated training and steering system—a device in the mouth attached to some form of rope from which the rider or driver controls the horse’s head. In excavations of the Dereivka, archaeologists found long, slender pieces of antler that had holes in them. These were most likely the first “full cheek” cheek pieces ever invented. Shaped like a half-moon, the antler piece would have applied cheek pressure and bar and tongue pressure simultaneously.

THE WAR HORSE

What happened next? The horse’s use evolved as man changed. Greek bas reliefs circa 900 BC show evidence of horses being used to pull chariots. They did not wear a cavesson, but instead were guided by a rope in the mouth. Early Indo-Aryans, Mongols, and Chinese were the first serious inventors of bits, the designs of which remain in use today. Museum collections contain simple, single-jointed snaffles made of bronze that look like they could be found in tack stores today.

Enter the chariot: In the classic movie Ben Hur, a chariot race scene is one of the most anxiety-filled for any horse lover. The wildness of the race scene and the use of the chariot as a weapon to dislodge the competitors, although colorized by Hollywood’s fine set of paints, was nonetheless a somewhat accurate depiction of the use of horses during the Roman Empire. The horse’s use during that time was as just another piece of weaponry. The Romans employed the weight of their animals and their chariots to trample and upset enemies.

Horse and chariot warriors, however, faced some problems. The reins of the original “bits,” or steering devices, went back through the harness and allowed the drivers to exert leverage on the horse’s mouth to stop the forward motion—but that’s all. They really had no steering to speak of. Charioteers wrapped the reins around their waists and leaned their body weight to influence their galloping chariot horses while holding a whip in one hand. Archaeological records show that bits during ancient Greek chariot races had straight bars. Drivers put the strongest horse on the outside of the team so he’d be able to turn the vehicle.

Experts postulate that the curb bit appeared in the fourth century BC, most likely an invention of the Celts. The leverage action of the curb provided a great deal more control for warfare—the primary use of the horse at that time—and allowed the horserevering people a canvas on which to express their coat of arms or affiliations. The addition of the long shanks, often carved or endowed with royal crests, allowed for an incredible military advantage and may have allowed the Celts to earn their reputation as warring barbarians. They actually attempted to sack Rome but were driven back to their territory on the northern side of the Alps.
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Although fictional, the movie Ben Hur factually depicted the use of horse and chariot for sport in Roman times.

As horses from different areas interbred, their sizes and shapes changed. As they ate more and grew larger and more powerful, the need to control them became a foremost military effort. Bits turned from benign to barbaric in a matter of a few years, although they also evolved aesthetically at the same time. The ornamentation and complexity of the decoration of that time serve as models for the craftsmanship we know today in Western bits.

Examples of early bits show an innate understanding of equine nature: The cheek pieces were adorned with all manner of spikes and pegs and other devices to encourage the horse to turn away from pressure. Unfortunately, bit makers invented devices that would inflict pain when the bit came in contact with the horse’s cheeks. Nonetheless, there were a few “aha” moments in horse training: It was acknowledged that a horse who kept his head down and his poll flexed was easier to control. A more balanced seat was also coming into fashion. It was around this time that the martingale and draw reins were invented to keep the horse’s head down, allowing more control.

The greatest horsemen of the ancient world were warriors, first and foremost. It was a tough world back then—a kill-or-be-killed type of environment. Bits of the last few centuries BC reflected man’s need to be tough in battle, and the need for the warrior to be able to maneuver quickly with minimal wasted movement. Those bits can be viewed today with particular disdain from our viewpoint of “natural horsemanship.” Nonetheless, such devices paved the way for the Egyptians, Celts, and Romans to become great ancient warriors of their times.

THE AGE OF XENOPHON

Xenophon’s The Art of Horsemanship, which appeared around 350 BC, was the first writing on horsemanship that advocated gentler riding methods. As he explains in the chapter on how to make a horse more magnificent and striking, “You must refrain from pulling on the bit.” While we hear that all the time today, remember that back then riders knew no other method of controlling their horses. Xenophon goes so far as to recommend that every horseman should have two bits: one smooth with disks of good size and the “other with the disks heavy and not standing so high, but with the echini sharp so when he seizes it, he may drop it from dislike of its roughness.”
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Xenophon was a Greek historian who lived from 430–354 BC. His work The Art of Horsemanship describes the proper use of bits. He believed they should be used in conjunction with a well-developed and balanced seat, not as the sole form of control. He was well ahead of his time.
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