The Snaffle
Misunderstood
By Manuel Trigo

M

any people are often very surprised when
learning more about the snaffle. Their beliefs
are unfortunately far or even the opposite of the reality.
Most riders believe or they have been told that the
snaffle is gentler than a curb bit. Really? Thinking they
are doing something good for their horses, they will ride
them for years in a snaffle. One more time I’ll tell you to
put yourself for a little while in the shoes of your horse
and then tell me if I’m right or not.
If only riders would think more, horses and riders
could be so much happier. Even if I sound pretentious,
please keep reading this article until the end. Do it for
your horse.

this is dependent on your courage, stubbornness and
endurance. But soon, the pain will cause you to submit.
This is what makes the difference between snaffles
and a curb bit. It is not that the bit has a shank as many
riders believe. But the way the mouth-piece works in
the horse’s mouth.

The more control is needed, the more the design of the
bit works on the tongue

and in a more severe way. This is the design of the bits
of first level.
From now on I will use the term “severe” and “severity”
to make my words more acceptable, but let’s be honest
and clear. It is about how much pain the rider produces
on the tongue or bars or other places in the horse’s mouth.
Unfortunately this is the way bits work and has been for
The Most Painful Bit
Yes! The snaffle type bit, in general, is probably “the” six thousand years. If the metals and finish have evolved,
or at least one of the most painful bits we can put in a the principles unfortunately have remain the same. I know
horse’s mouth. Don’t trust me; test it yourself ! How? for some people this article could be hard, but as a rider
Read the side bar on page 17 - How to test the severity you have the duty and responsibility towards your horse
to learn more about how bits work and what happens in
of your horse’s bit .
The severity of the snaffle is huge and there is nothing the mouth of your horse when using a bit
wrong with that if you know how it works and if you
When less control is needed, the design of the bit will
really need it.
start allowing some release of the tongue
to keep the horse more comfortable and will work
So why do we put a painful snaffle on the very young
more on the jaw’s bars, where some fine tissues are still
or green horse?
Because the young or green horse is not yet trust worthy
and we need a way to control him. Simply for safety
reasons. Just imagine for a second that someone put an
artifice on your tongue to restrict it, collapse it, squeeze it
and pinch it to control your will. Will you give up and do
what he or she wants? As horses do, probably not at the
beginning. You will first fight for a while or for longer,
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sensitive enough to have some control. But in case of
disobedience, the design of the bit is done in a way that
after a certain number of degrees backward of the shank
or ring of the bit, the mouth-piece will go back to restrict,
pressurize or pinch the tongue for more control. This
being bits of level 2.

Finally when the horse has learned his job or he is
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HOW TO TEST THE
SEVERITY OF YOUR
HORSE’S BIT
Bend your arm to 90 degrees, and put the
snaffle or curb on the crook of your elbow.
Ask a friend to stand directly in front of you
and to grab both rings or shanks and to
simulate the different action on yourself as
you will do riding your horse.
You could be very surprised!
It hurts!
So imagine what your horse feels on his
tongue and bars.
Usually that hurts more or less according
the perfection of the bit. Nevertheless, you
can feel what the horse will feel on the
tongue and the bars, if he can relax or not,
if he can swallow, etc.
Execute this test with various types of bits
so you will learn more about the bits you
are using.
Lift one of the rings of on the jointed snaffle.
Feel it definitively pinch at the center.
Now you can understand why some riders
make a big mistake when their horse has a
resistance and go to a more severe bit. So
remember to change to a softer mouthpiece
when the horse resists the bit.

more trust worthy, the idea is to have a design that first
will give as much comfort as possible
to the horse and then in case of need will give control
working more on the bars avoiding as much as possible
to restrict the tongue. This being bits of level 3.

If the rider knows about bits and uses the correct
design to get the respective effects, there are no issues

and the bit is the correct one. But what about the
thousands of people using an incorrect design to meet
their expectations, forcing sometimes for years, their
A jointed snaffle with loose rings.
horses? Even worse is when the horses are showing
One of the most popular snaffles. The jointed part puts pressure
you the truth, displaying very visibly their discomfort,
on the center of the tongue, pinching when lifting one side,
frustration and misunderstanding. Unfortunately, most
producing a strong cracker-nuts effect and does NOT give
of the time when the horse tries to say something, too
any downward effect. So not the best snaffle to put a horse
many riders don’t listen and will just shut their horses
on the frame.
up. The ways of shutting a horse up for a while or forever
are numerous: flash-band, tight nose-band, jaw-band, all
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kind of martingales and several combinations of those
together. The next evolution in this direction, as I like to
joke, “will be the all-purpose duck-tape!” LOL!
I might sound frustrated. I believe riders don’t do this
on purpose.They do it from the lack of knowledge and the
lack of reflexes to try to Understand what is happening in
their horse’s mouth, this is the origin of my frustration.
Don’t get me wrong; if the horse deserves stronger
control due to bad behavior or safety reasons, I don’t see
why not to use a more severe bit. But in many cases the
horse is not necessarily the origin of the problem.
Let’s not forget that the federal system will allow you
3 ways to restrict the opening of the horse’s jaw to avoid
any defense.

In the young horse, the mouth is very sensitive and
the goal of the rider/trainer should be to preserve such
sensitivity

I have a strong respect for the mouth of the horse.
The horse’s mouth is the place (using bits) to mainly
communicate for the rest of his life. If the mouth gets
wounded or traumatized, then there is no more good
communication possible in the future. So, since the
beginning it’s necessary to take great care of the horse’s
mouth. In the young horse, the mouth is very sensitive
and the goal of the rider/trainer should be to preserve
such sensitivity. A good way for that is at the early stage
of training, to avoid to work on the mouth as much and
for as long as possible. The horse could be
ridden on his nose (riding serreta, Bosal
etc) or even better in 4 reins mainly on
the nose and punctually on the mouth
to perform jaw-flexion to relax him, as
soon as the rider feels the need or that
the horse is offering a resistance of force.
Later in his training, when the horse
reaches a certain degree of balance
and obedience, only then, he will be
“upgraded” to a double bridle.

The benefits as a training tool of the
double bridle are huge, if used properly.

Each of the bits has a different function.
The bradoon (the snaffle) will bend the
horse, lift the neck, lift the nose, perform
the half-halts while the curb will lower

Offers For Sale
Two 2015 Friesian fillies, 3 Friesian
mares ages 6 through 11 for brood
mares or dressage prospects.
All Friesians mares have proven
themselves at inspections with 1st or
2nd premie.
They have 3 or more generations
of proven Dressage horses in their
pedigree. All sires are Grand Prix .
Prices from $7,500- $12,000

For more information please contact.
Linda Kindle
Okjen Farm
360-966-4407
linda@okjenfarm.com
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French way of holding 4 reins.
The top reins connected to the bradoon
remain on the top, the bottom reins
connected to the curb remain on the
bottom. The contact will be assumed on the
desired reins with the desired pressure just
playing with the wrist. In my opinion the
most efficient way of using 4 reins.

French way of holding 4 reins.
Showing the left hand, view from
outside.

Manuel Trigo
Classical
Dressage
Clinics
at
Okjen Farm
July

10th - Private Lessons
10th - Garrocha Lessons
11th-12th - Clinic Lightness Proof of Balance

French way of holding 4 reins.
Showing the right hand, view from inside.

August

the neck, lower the nose, relax the horse requesting a jawflexion and finally will bring the horse’s head backwards.
All this in real-time and according to what the rider
could need at a precise moment. Of course for this, the
4 reins have to be held in a way allowing the use all the
subtlety and benefit of 2 bits. To take full advantage of
the double bridle, in my knowledge and experience, the
French way of holding the reins is the most convenient.
The rider can separate each effect or combine them at
his will. The degree of refinement is considerable.
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21st - Private Lessons
22nd-23rd - Clinic Collection, Piaffe, Passage

September

18th - Private Lessons
19th-20th - Clinic Lightness Proof of Balance
For more detailed information please contact.

Linda Kindle
Okjen Farm
360-966-4407
linda@okjenfarm.com
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Common Mistake with a Loose-Ring Snaffle
There is a common mistake that numerous riders
make with a loose-ring snaffle. The loose-ring in this
snaffle is one of few rings or shank than don’t produce a
downward effect on the mouth of the horse, asking him
to lower his nose and relax the poll. The loose-ring was
designed to lift the horse’s head/neck when needed. At
no moment when a rider lifts his hands will the bit will
request the horse to lower the nose. The bit will request
the opposite. It will slide up on the bars, reaching the
corner of the lips and will ask the horse to lift his poll.

of which bit comes into contact with the tongue...(yes,
I’m sure you get it)... the horse will lower his nose! Now
the 2 bits are redundant and the double-bridle doesn’t
make sense anymore to the horse.
From this moment on, the rider has two options: to
carry on with the double-bridle without taking advantage
of the two bits - or - to re-school his horse. In the case of
the second option, the horse will clearly give his opinion!
Try to understand; he has been forced in his mouth,
sometimes for years, to do something that was not clear,
painful and suddenly for the beauty of the sport, without
warning, the rider is expecting something else. The horse
So what it is the mistake?
will have to say a word, clearly a bad word! Most of
The mistake is to use the bit to try to lower the nose. them will dive and dive going easily under the vertical
The mouth-piece’s effect will be inappropriate and will and even worse than that, really on the forehand, at the
confuse the horse. The horse over a period of time will moment, in the training of the horse, where collection
fight the rider’s hands as the pressure backwards on the is desired. This could be the little grain of sand that will
tongue produced could be huge. But finally he will figure stop the entire gearing! Collection will be for a while…
out what the rider’s want and will lower his nose as the but unfortunately…this is only a dream.
rider expects. Unfortunately he will be conditioned to
lower his nose as soon as the mouth piece comes in contact
I hope this article will help you to better understand the
with the tongue regardless of no effect of downward
snaffle.
And if you are still riding your horse in a snaffle, I
rotation of the mouth-piece.
hope this article will motivate you to change to other bits.

What’s wrong with that will you tell me, you ask?

At first sight nothing, but what about the happy day
when the same horse is upgraded to a double bridle? Well,
this is where the problem will start, because now regardless

As always,
Un saludo
Manuel

Rollkur or hyperflexion of the horse’s neck defined as “flexion of the horse’s neck achieved through aggressive
force.”
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