Cookin’ your Spaghetti
Horsemanship Essay by: Sue Watkins


Are you cookin’ your spaghetti? Let’s find out. In other words: Do you know how to keep your horse soft, supple and properly executing the foundation steps of the one rein stop? The one rein stop is fundamentally one of the most important movements to have on a horse. Not only for the safety and security it provides the rider but because the process of teaching and practicing the one rein stop keeps your horse soft, supple and responsive. 
When horses are fearful, stiff, heavy on the bit, or braced they are always on guard and so want to be able to move quickly from danger at anytime. Picture a Boxer or Tennis Player and how they keep a wide balanced stance so they can move quickly in any direction at anytime. Your horse does the same thing by keeping weight on all 4 legs and keeping them in line when you allow him to be braced and heavy. He is also probably not very responsive to you leg and weight cues. When you grip both reins tightly or ‘freeze up’ with both reins short you are enabling or aiding your horse in his effort to be stiff and braced. In this position he can run away, rear, and/or buck much easier and much more effectively. That is usually very counterproductive to what you actually wish he would do. It is hard to over ride your own first instinct which is to take a tight hold and/or pull back when you are frightened instead of cookin’ your spaghetti.
Now this is where the spaghetti story starts. Imagine an uncooked piece of spaghetti, now poke yourself with it. It hurts.. as long as it is stiff or uncooked it can hurt. Poke long enough and hard enough after you get hurt the spaghetti ‘breaks in two’ just like your horse will.

Now cook that same piece of spaghetti, what do you have? A soft and supple noodle that actually feels good in your hands. You can manipulate it into any shape you want- a circle, serpentine, use your imagine. That is what you get when you supple your horse and always use one rein at a time for bending and disengagement.

When you are having problems with your horse running away, not stopping, or not turning there is a lateral brace in your horse. Think of  that uncooked piece of spaghetti. You need to get cookin’
There are many ways to divide the horse for discussions of control and movement. For this particular lesson we are going to divide the horse in half. From the girth forward will be the forehand and from behind the girth or the ribs back to tail will be the hindquarters. 
We are going to talk here only about cookin’ your spaghetti, meaning only about the foundation training that leads to the one-rein stop but it is also the foundation to many movements that come with more advanced training. Don’t forget as you break any exercise down into its foundation movements you always want to keep the image of the final total exercise in your mind. 
A well executed one rein stop follows these steps: 1) Sitting deep in the saddle, 2)reaching for the bending or inside rein, 2.5)as you reach for the bending rein you should simultaneously completely release the outside rein, 3)all this while placing the inside leg behind the girth to ask the hindquarters to disengage. The instant you feel the horse’s inside hind leg step underneath himself, 4) release your leg pressure. By this time you should have the head completely flexed to your knee with the rein hand pressed on your thigh. This shuts down the forehand. If the hindquarters disengaged properly that shuts down the hindend or “the motor”. The horse should stop within one or two steps. Release and pet.
The Forehand: The primary element of a soft forehand is the ability to flex the head vertically and to both sides without the feet moving. It is crucial when flexing the head to either side that the outside rein has no contact with the mouth. You must get in the habit of lengthening or letting go of the outside rein before flexing the head to either side. You must start with the smallest request for a flex, remember my “Horsemanship by the Numbers’ story. So that you release only when the horse is soft and not pulling against you. But you release the instant he does try.
The Hindquarters: For the hind quarters you want to get the horse moving away from your pressure both on the ground and in the saddle by stepping his inside hind leg under his stomach and crossing over and well in front of his outside hind leg. Most Important visual to learn: If the horse ‘shuffles’ his feet equally, or moves the front legs sideways also as in a sidepass. These are both very wrong. The horse is just avoiding you and staying laterally braced. You may think he is disengaging because it appeared that he moved his hindquarters away from you. But, he did not. And most noteworthy is the horse knows it did not disengage, and got away with it. This can be the beginnings of learned avoidance and a solid lateral brace. Always remember you must have good forward impulsion to properly disengage. You must learn to recognize this on the ground first so you can see the difference between true disengagement and avoidance. It takes time and practice to feel this from the saddle but is very valuable, and once you can feel it everything will become clear.
A soft supple flexing of the head and neck, and complete disengagement of the hindquarters put together becomes the one-rein stop. These basic suppleing exercises, as well as others and most importantly the complete one-rein stop should be practiced every time you ride at every gait to keep that noodle cooked. I guarantee a safer, more responsive horse that you will get a lot more pleasure out of if you add these ideas to your mental tool box.
So let me ask you now: Are you cookin’ your spaghetti?

