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Introducing the Bit
by Leslie Hammel-Turk
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aking the first ride in a halter — changing only one thing at a time —
gives a horse something familiar as a starting point. Now that Espejo has
experienced a couple of uneventful and successful rides in the rope halter,
it is time to switch to a snaffle bridle. This is the first time he has ever experienced a
bit and I feel a lot of responsibility. This month’s video segment chronicles this ride
in the bit.
But why go to a bit? Why not stay in the halter, or a bosal, or go bridleless?
This question has as many answers as there are riders, and the discussion can get
pretty heated. One thing that a snaffle bit can do in the hands of a knowledgeable
rider that none of the others can, including curb bits, is help develop lateral
flexion. When a horse is yielding laterally, it cannot engage its full power in a bolt,
buck, or rear because these moves require that the horse have a straight spine and
heightened physical and mental tension.
A big lesson from my time spent working with Ray Hunt was that true
lightness in riding came only when the rider rode the horse’s feet. Lightness on
the bit has to be connected to the horse’s feet or we are creating a foundation of
heaviness. That connection can occur only when the rider is using their entire
body, feeling for the timing to the horse’s hind feet, helping the horse to realize
that the desired response is from the feet, not the mouth. At the same time, the
rider instructs their horse that when they lay their leg against the
horse’s side and pick up the bit on that side, the horse is expected
to raise its abdomen on that side and gently arc around the
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rider’s leg, stepping the inside hind in front of the outside hind.
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Thus, the rider has a means of disengaging the horse’s power and
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communicating that bolt, buck, and rear are inappropriate. The
rider is telling the horse: “All is right with the world. You can
relax.” This conversation is put in place by rewarding when the
horse gives not only the physical change, but more importantly
the mental change. During this stage of the horse’s development, when the extreme
movements mentioned above are more likely, it is the ideal time to instill lateral
flexion in the horse’s “vocabulary,” with the snaffle as the only true lateral bit.
It is important to identify the actual problem when the rider feels the horse
is heavy or bracing. When the horse is pushing against the bit, that push is not
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isolated to its jaw, head, or neck. The
push is anchored on the ground with
the hind foot that corresponds to the
active rein and travels through the
horse’s entire body to the rider’s hand.
Frequently, I hear riders say that the
horse is resisting. The reality is that the
horse either doesn’t understand what
is being asked, or the timing is wrong
(the horse needs to move a foot that
all of his weight is on) — or both. In
this way, the rider is actually setting
up their horse to brace against their
hand. When the young horse that has
not experienced pressure from the
bit pushes instead of yields, the rider
needs to wait until the horse gives the
proper responses before rewarding
the colt. When the colt gets enough
repetitions of being rewarded for
proper yields, it will start doing what
it had done last (and was rewarded
for) first. This builds on the work that
was begun earlier while drifting the
hindquarters, first from the ground
and then from the saddle in the halter.
Now the mouth has been added to the
equation as another important pathway
of communication, and the work for
the elusive bit–hind leg connection
begins. What was discussed here is just
the start, but it is the foundation for
everything that follows. We will revisit
this territory many times in the future.
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(1) Espejo has had only a halter on until the day I start riding him with a bridle. He
is used to the crown piece of the halter coming up around his neck to behind his ears.
The bridle will come from in front of his face and over his ears. I use the lead rope to
mimic this action so that it isn’t such a big surprise when I present the bridle for the
first time. In the first photo, I bring the lead rope up to both sides of his face. (2)
Next I pass the lead rope over his ears. (3) Horses explore the world with their
muzzle and mouth, so it’s natural for them to inquisitively accept ropes, metal, chaps,
and other hardware in their mouth. Here I mimic putting the bit in his mouth by using
the lead rope as the “bit.” Next I will let him immediately spit the “bit” out. (4) The
bridle is set up with a mecate rein and lead rope, attached to the bit with slobber
straps. Since I do not use a cavesson to keep the horse’s mouth closed, the bit has a
bit bail (curb strap) to keep the bit from running through the colt’s mouth while he is in
the process of learning to yield to the bit laterally. The mecate lead rope runs around
the saddle horn and is tucked through my belt in a way that will pull free if necessary.
Because there is no cavesson holding the horse’s mouth closed, my focus will be to
teach the horse how to carry the bit in a relaxed fashion, and learn to respond with his
feet. Ray Hunt always said, “when they are right on their feet, they will be right on their
mouth.” Espejo is already yielding to mild bit pressure, based on what was requested
and learned earlier in the halter.
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