BEHIND THE BARRELS

UNDERSTANDING




This simple, yet effective, bit is a barrel racer favorite for training,
tuning and competing, but almost everyone uses it for a different reason.
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ecessity is the mother of invention.

When the Western performance

horse industry was hitting its stride

in the 1960s and ‘70s, talented train-

ers looking to perfect their craft

started developing their own equipment, espe-

cially bits. Aside from standard English curbs

and snaffles, driving bits and grazing bits,

choices were pretty limited. Gag bits were
almost non-existent.

When 1970 Women’s Professional Rodeo
Association World Champion Barrel Racer
Joyce Loomis Kernek married legendary rein-
ing horse trainer Bob Loomis, she was intro-
duced to a homemade gag bit that was a
rudimentary prototype of what came to be the
Loomis Gag.

“He had taken the mouthpiece out of an
English bit and welded it into steel shanks,” she
says. “We fought over who was going to get to
use it every day.”

Fellow champion barrel racer and train-
er Wanda Bush suggested that she get Ben
Walker to make her gag from scratch rather
than from spare parts of other bits. A Mason,
Texas, peace officer and bit maker, Walker had
often made bits for Wanda and her cutting
horse trainer husband, Stanley.

“I started selling them, and people started
borrowing them from each other, and they've
just gone all over the world,” she says. “I've
sold it to so many different customers—cutters,
reiners, endurance riders.”

Loomis Basics

“This bit works on the poll as well as the
sides of the mouth,” Loomis Kernek explains.
“It’s a great bit to get the sides of the mouth—
one side or the other. If you want to supple
on the left side, you put direct pressure on
the left.”

Although she used to offer a variety
of mouthpieces within the gag, today only
smooth and twisted are available in authentic
Loomis Gags.

“All my bits have identification on them,”
she says. “Now that Equi-Brand (Classic
Equine) has taken them up, they have their
identification on them, too.”

(Opposite page) The Loomis Gag Bit is one integral tool in Dena Kirkpatrick’s barrel horse training
program. (Above) Kirkpatrick demonstrates the soft and supple circle described by Joyce Loomis
Kernek as her horse relaxes into her hand.

Multiple WPRA circuit finalist and 1992
World Futurity Champion Kim Thomas pre-
fers the twisted mouthpiece, Loomis Kernek
says. Thomas likes using the Loomis on all her
horses, from starting youngsters to competing
on finished horses, because she can get control
of the horse’s entire body with no resistance.

“Kim’s sold me a million twisted bits,
because that's what she has her clients in,”
Loomis Kernek says.

The headstalls vary as well from just plain
cotton/nylon rope, wire, nylon and now leather.

“I've always offered them with a nylon head-
stall,” she says, “but my mainstay customers
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have always wanted the wire headstall because
of the nerve center over the poll. The wire is the
consistency of a clothes hanger; it’s not a thin
piece of wire. If you put your finger under that
wire, you'd see it never rubs a hair when you're
taking a hold. It’s not a dangerous, mean wire.

“Charlotte Cunningham has also won a lot
in this bit, but she only wants the ones with the
wire headstalls. She thinks the wire headstall is
the key to the whole bit.”

Cunningham, also a World Futurity
Champion, has rheumatoid arthritis that limits
her strength, but she likes to ride really fast
horses, and most of her barrel horses have
come off the track, so she uses a wire or steel
headstall to give the horses a different feel,
since they’ve been taught to run through the
bit on the track.

“For me that’s like a curb chain,
Cunningham says. “If you don’t have the poll
pressure, they’re going to take that bit and run
off unless you have an extremely light, broke
horse. I like to use it to bring a horse’s head up.
Not to where their ears are in my face, but to
where their heads are up in my hands. If you’ve
got a horse’s head up, you have control of their
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face and their body. The Loomis allows me to
pull their head up and have their head in my
hands; it’s a different kind of pressure than
they’ve ever had before.”

Loomis Guidelines

The first rule of using a Loomis gag is to
make sure your horse’s teeth have been done
properly.

“If you've never used one before, you
have to make sure your horse’s teeth are right
because that gag bit rolls the cheek right up
against the teeth,” Loomis Kernek warns.

Proper placement in the mouth is a “smile-
and-a-half.”

“I see people that hike them up so far to
where their lips are stretched,” she says. “You
don’t want the corners of their lips sore. You
want to have about a smile-and-a-half. Too
little is not good, and too much is not good.
You want to make sure it’s adjusted right in the
corners of the mouth, so it’s comfortable.”

Loomis Kernek also puts Vaseline on the
corners of her horses’ mouths to keep them
from getting calluses from the bit, thus losing
softness and lightness of contact.

Using the Loomis

The best way to learn to use a Loomis is
to ride with someone who uses them a lot. If
you have to experiment on your own, Loomis
Kernek has some rules to ride by.

“When using the Loomis, you work one
side of the mouth and then the other, never
both at the same time,” she says. “It’s one side
of the mouth and then the other. It’s not a one-
rein bridle that you can pull straight back with.
I always caution parents not to put their kids,
who pull straight back, on a horse with a gag bit
because the horse will just- open their mouth
and move straight forward.”

For example, to teach a horse to stop, Loomis
Kernek sits her body down, says whoa and works
the bit from side to side. This is a slight give and
take motion on each side. She dislikes using
“see-saw” to describe the technique. If what
you’re doing with your hands can be described
as “see-saw,” you're not being light enough.

Even when working with one side of the
mouth, it’s important to remember to give and
take as well.

“That’s the best way to use a gag bit—give
and take, give and take,” Loomis Kernek
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says. “Give a cue. Reward when they do it.
Repetition, reward and correction is a simple
way to train horse.”

The principle of give and take is the reason
you see horses running with Loomis gags, and
they rarely ever open their mouth to escape
the bit when used properly.

While Loomis gags have been used with
all manner of tiedowns, cavasons and such,
Loomis Kernek prefers to use a German
martingale she designed to go with the it if
absolutely necessary.

“If T've got one that’s flipping his head up,
I get their teeth done, and if I can’t get what I
want done with long hours in the saddle, some-
times T’ll use one,” she says. “It’s a German
martingale. It goes to the side, so you can tip
the nose without pulling the head down.”

Soft and Supple

Loomis Kernek believes the most impor-
tant thing a Loomis gag does is give a horse
confidence. A confident horse is a relaxed

& TR SN  horse. A confident, relaxed horse can become
Kirkpatrick achieves the softness and suppleness she desires using the Loomis as one tool to help a very supple horse—and it all starts in the
achieve fluid motion through a turn. horse’s mouth.






