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Introduction



The horse’s mouth is perfectly shaped for wearing a bit. At exactly the point where a metal bar can be suspended without pinching the lips, the jawbone has no teeth. Properly adjusted, the bit cannot bang against the teeth, nor can the horse grip the bit so firmly that it can ignore the wishes of its rider.

Other animals must be controlled by other means – nose-rings, perhaps, or a noose round the nose or lower jaw – but these methods often rely on inflicting pain to gain obedience.

With a horse, however, a much more delicate signalling system can be established. Depending on its style, the bit acts on different parts of the horse’s mouth and combines with other aids – the voice, legs, the weight and position of the rider’s body – to tell the horse to turn left or right, slow down, stop, or move sideways or backwards.

Bits have been in existence for several thousand years, and horsemen throughout equestrian history have experimented with their shape. Even today, the average saddlery shop carries a wide range of bits and most horse owners are tempted at times to experiment for themselves.

The reason for this is that every horse is as much an individual as its rider; the bit that suits one horse’s mouth may not suit another’s. Some horses have thick tongues, some have thin ones; some are long in the mouth, others short. And the nerve-endings in the mouth can vary in sensitivity.

The difference between your horse’s mouth and the next one’s may not be great, but if you understand the anatomy of the mouth as well as the temperament of your horse you are more likely to find the bit which will suit him best.











Evolution of the mouth



The horse’s remote ancestor was a small fawn-like creature which lived in forests and browsed on leaves. It was called EOHIPPUS, the ‘dawn horse’. Its head was more pointed than that of the modern horse and its profile more convex but, as can be seen from the diagram of its skull (below), the main difference between its mouth and that of its descendants was the shape of the teeth and the depth of its jaw-line.

Eohippus had forty-four teeth. The molars had low crowns and long roots, with conical cusps specially adapted for browsing on leaves in the swampy forests. The jaw-line was less heavily developed than is found in the fossil remains of later horses.

Eohippus lived 50 million years ago. Its descendants grew gradually bigger and their bodies underwent many changes as they developed into the horses we know today. The main change in their skulls, however, lies in the jaw-line, which increased in strength and size to accommodate teeth with higher crowns, as the horses moved out on to the plains and lived on grass rather than leaves.

At around the time of MESOHIPPUS (25-40 million years ago), the gap between the front and back teeth developed. This species and the nearer ancestors of the present horse – MERYCHIPPUS (15-20 million years ago) and PLIOHIPPUS (6-10 million years ago) – all show the same sequence of molars, gap, tushes and incisors that you will see if you look in the mouth of your own horse.

The true horse, EQUUS CABALLUS, appeared on earth within the last million years. It was this animal that our ancestors first tamed and fitted with a bridle and bit.


[image: ]













Anatomy of the mouth



The shape of the horse’s mouth shows it to be a vegetarian. The neat row of incisors at the front of the mouth, six on both upper and lower jaws, are designed to tear at growing grass. In fact, it is the horse’s method of grazing – taking the grass in an abrupt sideways motion, often ripping out the grass by the roots – which makes it an uneconomical feeder.

Behind the row of incisors are the canine teeth, or tushes, which are normally present only in male horses and usually appear when the horse is between four and five years old. The gap between the upper tushes and the upper incisors is greater than in the lower jaw. In consequence, the tushes do not meet and there is very little change in their appearance as the horse grows older.

The toothless surfaces of each jaw, and the place where the bit rests, are known as the bars. They lie more or less parallel to the chin groove.

Towards the back of the mouth, six on each side in both upper and lower jaws, are the cheek teeth, the molars. These are the teeth which prepare the food for swallowing. Constant grinding gradually wears away the surface, but the length of the exposed teeth remains roughly the same as extra bone develops beneath them. Sometimes the wear is uneven and sharp edges develop, which is why older horses in particular should have their teeth checked regularly and, if necessary, rasped.

The wolf teeth – tiny teeth which grow hard against the premolars – may be removed if they interfere with the bit. Not all horses, however, develop them and, even if they do, they may not affect the comfort of the bit.
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Tooth changes throughout life



Most people know that it is possible to tell the age of a horse by looking at its teeth. However, an accurate assessment is feasible only up to the age of eight. After that, the changes that occur in the teeth are more gradual, and the appearance of the teeth can be only a rough guide.

The drawings on this and the following pages show the ages at which progress in development occurs. The differences look very clear in the pictures, but with a live horse it is quite difficult to pinpoint its age correctly. Many horses object to having their mouths opened and their teeth examined, and will not keep their jaws still while you are peering at their teeth.

It is wise, therefore, not to rely only on an examination of the teeth to determine a horse’s age. Always look for other indications.
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At birth a foal’s milk teeth are covered by a thin membrane. The first teeth to erupt are the two central incisors and two or three molars.
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In the first 5 months the next incisors appear but it will be two to three months later before the corner incisors begin to show through the gum.
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At 1 year, the four central incisors meet and the corner incisors can be clearly seen. The yearling’s first permanent molars appear.
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By 2 years old all the milk teeth are through. The young horse may begin to show signs of teething as the permanent teeth start to grow.
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The first permanent incisors appear at 2½ years. The milk teeth loosen and fall out and the young horse has the gappy look of a human 6-year-old.
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By 3 years old the horse has two large, yellowish permanen incisors in both jaws, with white milk teeth beginning to loosen on either side.
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At 3½ years the last milk teeth are being replaced by permanent ones. In some male horses, the canine teeth or tushes on the lower jaw may appear.
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The 4-year-old has four permanent incisors in each jaw, their yellow colour contrasting with the corner incisors, which still have to be shed.






[image: ]
At 5 the horse has all 12 permanent incisors. Its mouth is distinguished from the 2-year-old’s by the darkness of the ‘marks’ on the biting surface.
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At 6 it is getting quite difficult to tell the age of the horse. The marks on the two central incisors are now smaller than the rest.
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At 7 the corner incisors are the only ones left with large marks. These teeth have developed a small projection at the rear – the 7-year hook.
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It is still possible at 8 years old to tell the age accurately from the teeth. The marks are similar on all teeth and the 7-year-hook has disappeared.
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Galvayne’s groove, a small furrow, appears at the top of the outer incisor at around 10 years old. At 15 it has reached about halfway down the tooth.
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The groove reaches the biting surface at about 20 and by 25 has almost gone. As the horse ages
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