Front Assembly: The Power Point

Every Education article compiled so far has touched on discussion of the structure of the forequarters.  Here is where everything hinges, everything comes together, and in cases of poor structure, everything falls apart.  Our future section on hindquarters is of course the other major hinge, and we’ve learned about the importance of balance between the two, but it’s the front assembly that keeps breeders up nights pondering, studying, guessing and praying.  The quality of this structure is more complex, more elusive to understand, more difficult to achieve and maintain, and consequently more debated and argued.

As with every other Standard section we have examined, this one is all about strength, solidarity, and flexibility.  Our Standard continues to build the animal that can take a licking and keep on ticking.  The forequarter assembly on a balanced dog produces half the power and carries the greater burden of heavy hard-charging work in the field because it frames that phenomenal deep chest housing the lung capacity and most of the vital organs.  Here everything must be strong and work with extreme fluidity for the dog to possess the endurance and joint health over time prized and admired by those who work with the breed in any and all of the venues in which it excels.

FOREQUARTERS

The shoulders are sloping, movable and well covered with muscle.  The shoulder blades lie flat and are well laid back nearing a 45 degree angle.  The upper arm (the bone between the shoulder and elbow joint) is as long as possible, standing away somewhat from the trunk so that the straight and closely muscled legs, when viewed from the front, appear parallel.  Elbows which stand away from the body or are too close result in toes turning inwards or outwards and must be faulted.  Pasterns are strong, short and nearly vertical with a slight spring.  Loose, short-bladed or straight shoulders must be faulted.  Knuckling over is to be faulted.  Dewclaws on the forelegs may be removed.  The feet are compact, close-knit and round to spoon shaped.  The toes are sufficiently arched and heavily nailed.  The pads are strong, hard and thick.

To start to understand what is desirable and functional in the forequarters we’ve got to find and understand the key bones, then apply the proper smooth tight muscle over them.  Identify a) the point of the withers, i.e. the top of the shoulder blade, b) the point of the shoulder, the “bottom” of the shoulder blade/ “top” of the upper arm, and c) the elbow joint, the “bottom” of the upper arm. 
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When the dog world talks about shoulder slope, layback, and the much touted 45 degree angle; it refers to how the shoulder blade sits across the top of the ribcage and where it ends up along the cervical-thoracic vertebrae junction.  That blessed (cursed?) 45 degree angle is the angle drawn from the vertical plane against which the point of the shoulder rests by the line from the shoulder point to the top of the shoulder blade.  This is layback.  We will argue and our children will argue over how closely the 45 can or should be attained, and how much angle is acceptable to achieve a “good” front.  The breeders contributing this month generally hold that this angle is going to be less than 45 degrees, but that less than 35 is moving dangerously close to the fault of straight shoulders.  We must look more closely at other aspects of the structure to understand how a dog is able to use itself well when in motion and how Shorthair breed type is represented by a dog’s front.

Shoulders appear rough, thus do not present that strong smooth flow from the powerful base of the neck onto the topline, for many reasons.  The shoulders may be set too far forward, bringing the top of the shoulder blade up onto the cervical spine section instead of placing it back behind the juncture of the cervical and thoracic.  To the eye this shortens the neck; to the examiner’s hand this presents a bump where there shouldn’t be one.  The scapula (shoulder blade) may be too upright, i.e. far short of the 45 degree layback, producing an inflexible joint at the point of the shoulder.  The muscling over the top of the front may be inadequate, presenting too much bone and unused skin.  Shoulder muscles should sufficiently bury the top of the shoulder blade to the point one does not readily see it and has to hunt for it putting hands on the dog.  Our dogs should be able to jump, climb, twist, turn, and lope for longer than a half hour and over a span of more than six or seven years; which is why long smooth (not “bunchy”) muscles down the neck and across the top of the shoulders exude GSP type.  Another important thing to consider is that dogs do not have collar bones to hinge everything together for maximum freedom of movement.  Canines depend completely on how the muscles, ligaments, and tendons lay on for both strength and flexibility, and for how well things hold up over the long run.   Finally, the shoulders may be set too wide, chopping straight up off the side of the ribcage rather than angling efficiently inward back toward the spine across the incoming portion of correct rib spring.  In talking with breeders I find the width between the tops of the shoulder blades to be a very confusing topic.  Those who have been breeding for at least 15 to 20 years report their mentors instructing them there should be no more than ‘two fingers’ width between the tops of good shoulder blades – this being the quality that will produce good layback and smooth shoulders.  Most breeders taught by this school of thought also report that when they find a dog exemplifying this model, it often moves wide and erratically in the front.  Possibly the “Two Finger Rule” got turned around, as British author David Layton explains there must be at least two fingers width to allow the dog enough freedom of movement to lower its head to pick up game.  So over time as we watch our better movers we find ourselves “forgiving” some(!) additional width between the tops of the blades.  The trouble is the width resulting between the blades can be attributed to any of the problems we just discussed, or more likely a combination thereof.  Therefore, the evaluator must consider all factors before “forgiving” excessive width between the tops of the shoulder blades.

Understanding proper upper arm structure is a challenge.  We’re looking at the bone which runs between point “b” and point “c”; the humerus.   My contributing breeders consider good conformation here absolutely critical to producing good movement which in turn give us the stupendous working utility of the breed.  The Standard says ‘as long as possible’.  Gee Thanks!  Breeders explain that means at least equal to the distance between point “a” and point “b” on a dog with adequate length of shoulder blade.  Remember that short-bladed shoulders are to be faulted.  Perhaps it’s easier to concentrate on another feature of the good upper arm, that being its “return”.  Just as the shoulder blade must lay back at an angle from the point, so should the upper arm angle back in a balanced fashion from the same point – harken back to our complimentary angles discussed in the General Appearance article.  When this correct angulation is achieved with adequate length of upper arm, the elbow joint is placed properly directly under the dog’s withers, and the dog “stands up over himself” staunch and solid.  Don’t forget to consider the dog standing form the head on view.  Just as the shoulder blade should follow or lay back along the curve of the rib spring, so should the upper arm bone compliment  the diminish in spring coming down.  Not, however to the point the elbows pinch in.  The upper arm must stand slightly away from the body to take advantage of the correct narrowing of the thorax circumference behind the elbows allowing freedom of movement.  The end result is the appearance of the front legs to be parallel.  Toeing in or out when the dog stands naturally is a good sign the elbows are either too far away from the body or too close.   This is another reason the astute evaluator is well-served to observe the dog standing naturally, rather than artificially cranked into the “show stack”.  Of course it is revealing to watch the handler place the dog into that stack; the good front naturally falls into place without excessive machinations.

As we touched on in the previous article on Neck, Topline & Body, it is interesting to note that our Standard is silent about forechest, unless one could construe that it implies there should be some by its description of all the elements involved.  Our contributing breeders, however feel strongly that GSP forequarters need to have adequate “fill” and prominent forechest.  If the point of the sternum comes well down to the elbow as it should, but that breastbone does not continue gracefully up to compose an adequate forechest, it would follow that lung capacity could be diminished.  Viewing the front head on that lacks “fill” gives us the term ‘cathedral front’ where you can visually place the arched church widow in between the front legs and not interfere with any bone structure.  This is decidedly weak and has no business on a dog busting brush and forging out for water retrieves.  Forechest is the point of the sternum coming forward of the shoulder/upper arm joint; with “fill” being the graceful and logical continuation of the sternum sweeping down into a deep chest. 

We absolutely can’t ignore the base of this structure while we obsess on trying to understand how the upper parts work and should be built.  Our pasterns need to be strong, nearly straight, but must have a slight spring.  The spring,  contributing breeders consider the key.  Imagine the stress over time on totally straight pasterns without any “give”!  And, ladies and gentlemen, there must be more of that long smooth tight muscle attached to strong ligaments on those forelegs and pasterns.  Our breed Standard does not insist on either round (cat) or spoon shaped (hare) feet.  We are functional, remember?  We are much more concerned that the feet are tight and compact; that the toes are arched for the same reason we need slight spring of pastern – to efficiently absorb punishing hard work.  Knuckling over would be the pastern actually falling forward of the foot.  It seems it would take double-jointedness to achieve this quite obvious weakness.  I did have some breeders note that round, too-small feet will not provide adequate base for the powerful structure we want on top of them, nor will they provide much utility over rough terrain.  For what I hope are clear reasons, the pads need to be thick and hard.  You can’t use a dog with thin tender foot pads very long anywhere.  Dewclaw removal is only practical on dogs used in the field.  The hard-charger will likely rip them off anyway, causing much more damage and pain that a quick clip in infancy.

The contributions from this month’s group of breeders probably do not define with crystal clarity what constitutes a good front.  I hope, however, that they have brought into focus the importance of the forequarter structure and given insight into what all the fuss is about.  Because of the complexity of this most powerful point in the canine machine we are building, I urge breed students to appreciate the lesson learned at the beginning of this series: step back and view the animal as a whole both stationary and in motion.  When the eye is drawn to a problem area; something not smooth and perfectly balanced, then the evaluation can begin to concentrate on pieces.  In the forequarters, the culprit can be  one structural problem, but more than likely is a combination of issues that result in things just not harmonizing.  I call the forequarters the “power point” because many of these breeders consider this assembly the most critical to the dog’s ability to move efficiently and effortlessly AND hold up well over long periods in the field.  You can bet we will be referring back to this section when we cover Gait.
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