Hilary Vernon, Myler Bitting Clinic Hazeley Farm, Nr Twyford 14th January 2006
I had first met Hilary last autumn to hear her speak so I was keen to see the more hands on side of her work.  Lynn Chapman’s training yard nr Twyford is a great place to visit, with a calm atmosphere, lots of interesting horses and a great lunch. So I was really looking forward to the day.  

The day started indoors with a 45 min talk about bitting in general and the different types of Myler bits, how they compare to the more traditional bits we use and which bits are competition legal.  Hilary spoke about resistance and how all aspects of the horse must be taken into account, especially dentistry.  But all the other areas need to be covered too – saddle fit, feeding, rider ability, conformation and possible back problems, bitting is almost the last place to go when the others have been addressed.
The clinic then move outdoors into the rain.  Thankfully we did not melt…
Horse 1

A 7yr old gelding TB x a tiny bit of Arab,  this horse was homebred and had been a serious challenge for the owner to be able to ride, hack and start competing at Endurance.  The most striking comment was that a year ago this horse would not have willingly come from the yard through a gate into the school let alone have an audience watch him without falling to pieces.   This is a real compliment to the dedication and open mindedness of the owner in persevering with this very handsome sensitive chestnut horse.  

The rider took great care to ride with a loose rein to encourage the horse forward but as she wanted to start some more serious work and jumping it was now time to look at the finer detail of his schooling.  The horse had a habit of working with his head high and although he would round and soften it was not for very long and not consistent.  He was already ridden in a Myler bit, an O2 snaffle for hacking and a Combination O2 for schooling.

Hilary felt that a horse this sensitive needed to have a little less tongue pressure to encourage him to drop his head so suggested a slotted cheek D-ring with an O4 mouthpiece (low port comfort snaffle) bit for him.  Next the horse was asked to do an exercise Hilary calls “Transitioning”.  Hilary takes the reins and standing slightly in front of the shoulder she asks gently for the horse to accept and round into the bit.  Immediately releasing and praising when the horse obliges.  The exercise is repeated several times until the horse has an understanding of the new feel of this mouthpiece.
With the rider back on board they are first asked to walk round on a loose rein to let the horse adjust to the new feeling.  Then the rider is asked take a little more contact and to ride in loops and 10 metre circles so the horse can learn about the independent movement of the bit when turning.  After this the rider can take more of a contact and start trot work
This horse began to lower his head and round more often, the rider was consistently lightening the hands as the horse came down to the frame that allowed his withers to rise and his quarters to come underneath him.  Hilary felt that there was more that could be done so introduced a strap under the jowls, like a curb strap but fitted a little bit higher, so that when the rein was pulled the bit could only go to about a 45 degree angle before there was an additional pressure from under the jaw.  The difference was amazing!  The horse started to work in a rounded frame, with a light but consistent contact.  The rider’s grin spoke volumes!

Hilary advised to spend a short period of time with the strap to establish the work and then to remove it so that it became a tool to train the horse that this was the best way physically for him to carry his head rather than up in the air where his back could not be fully used.  Hilary suggested using the strap on the bit for hacking, jumping and endurance competition as it would give a more stabilized control but to remove for general schooling unless the head rising started to re-appear.

Horse 2

This smart 16hh black Trakener 9 yr old mare had a lot of baggage in her past. Before coming to Lynn she had been mis-understood (but very well loved) and had unfortunately developed into a Rearer as a way to cope with the situations she found herself in.  With her unsettling behaviour, it is likely that the Dentist had been unable to attend to her teeth correctly for year’s which compounded the mare’s misery even more.  Since being with Lynn’s she has improved beyond belief, she has seen the dentist, is hacking happily and about to start a new future doing riding club and x-country.  Unlike when she is out hacking, when she is in the school the mare will not tolerate any contact on the bit, she switches off, goes backwards, putting herself in a corner (literally) and refusing to move if she feels in anyway pressured!!  With her new rider on-board (3rd time together in the school) Hilary could see that this mare was very sensitive and responsive.  She was smart and would not quickly forgive if things went wrong.   Already in a Myler O2 comfort snaffle Hilary felt this was too much tongue pressure for her to go into.
The bit that Hilary put the mare into was a slotted cheek O5 mouthpiece (medium wide port comfort snaffle), following the “transitioning exercise” the rider was put back on and worked on a loose rein and then again on the turns and circles.  The most noticeable immediate improvement was the walk.  It was long striding and energetic, from a mare that hated being in the school it was good.  There were glimpses of rounding and moving into a correct frame especially on turns.  It was widely acknowledged that it would take time for the mare to adjust to a contact in the school again, but the change in bit was giving her a chance to work it out.  

Horse 3

At 17:2hh and Shire x TB this 7yr old bay gelding was an impressive sight!  Having come from a trekking centre in Wales he had found the move to Hampshire unsettling and turned from a safe hack to quite a bit more than that.  He has a strong flight instinct and when he feels worried he will leave and that is a lot of horse to persuade differently.  The rider has 2 bit he uses regularly, a French link fulmer for schooling and the French link 3 ring gag for jumping or hacking as breaking was vital for this horse.

The horse had a high upright head carriage, but gradually worked down to a more rounded carriage with some effort from the rider.  Hilary chose an unusual bit for this horse, one she uses mostly for shire or draught type animals that have used their size or strength to avoid the rider.  A slotted cheek 41 (correctional ported barrel) was used.

What a difference!  After “transitioning” the horse rounded and came into much lower head carriage with little or no effort from the rider other than a soft consistent contact.  The grin on this rider’s face spoke volumes too!  The horse was a little less forward off the leg but was stretching and moving into the bridle, not tucking his chin in or raising his head.  Hilary suggested the use of a strap in the same way as for Horse 1 for hacking or when more control was needed.  Hilary also suggested long reining in the bit as this was part of the horse’s current training program.

Horse 4

This elegant 17hh 9yr old TB steeplechaser belongs to Lynn’s husband and is ridden quite happily with a bit-less Dr Cook bridle.  The history of this horse was in racing and using racing snaffles with a strong contact.  When racing last year, he was trained using the bitless bridle, moving to a ported Myler bit for the racing itself.  Not racing this year, his next venture will be dressage and possibly some other competitions so it was felt that it was time to re-introduce a bit.  As a long horse the bitless gave directional control but none of the finesse needed for schooling. The rider’s main concern was not to make the horse worried or uncomfortable.

Hilary decided that as the horse was used to nose pressure that the next logical step would be a Combination 04 mouthpiece (low port comfort snaffle) short shank bit as this worked off face pressures before the mouth pressure to help the horse make the change back to working off a bit.  The transitioning took a little longer as Hilary started with the noseband loose and gradually tightened hoe by hole it so that the horse learned to feel the pressure, it did not simply pull on his nose from the first touch on the reins.  Explaining how to fit the combination and how it worked the rider set off to try.  Bear in mind he was quite happy to go back to his bitless bridle at the first sign of worry.

Another change, it took 2 feet off the length of him!  He started to bring himself up and lift his withers, move his quarters underneath and move really well.  His rider felt a much quicker response to turns but the horse was still soft and unconcerned by wearing a bit.  Lynn was persuaded to climb aboard and was impressed by the change in response.  Hilary suggested that if he needed a bit more support then trying a long shank combination bit may help, as he had a history of being quite heavy when wearing a bit..

Hilary was fun, clear in her explanations, patient with questions and moved the day along in a positive way.  A natural teacher, Hilary is not afraid to ask the rider to adjust their riding so that the horse has every chance to learn about the new bit without belittling or embarrassing the rider.  For a wet day in Hampshire the time passed very quickly.  As a spectator I was disappointed to find the day ending so soon as the conversation and company was very enjoyable but time had flown without me getting bored, miserable or freezing to death. A big compliment indeed to Hilary as instructor and Lynn as host - thanks ladies!
Kayti Harvey
Botley, Hampshire
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