Using the Term ‘On the Forehand’

A phrase we need to think about before we use it as judges or coaches is ‘on the forehand.’

The United States Dressage Federation (USDF) definition of ‘on the forehand’ is:


The horse leaves the weight on the forefeet too long (picks up the front feet too late in the 
stride). The horse ‘rolls over its forelegs’ without pushing against the ground sufficiently with the 
forelegs in order to push the trunk upwards and backwards. Not necessarily an issue of neck 
carriage or neck height.

In their natural state horses carry approx 30% of their weight on each front leg, and 20% on each hind leg. This is a simple matter of physics:  the weight of the horse’s head and neck is cantilevered over the front legs (like a verandah without verandah posts). 

There is no ‘quick fix’ to this uneven weight distribution, it is improved progressively through good training which produces increasing ability for the horse to shift more weight onto his hind legs (engagement). This good training, uses the 6 commandments of the Training Scale to develop the horse’s suppleness, strength and balance. 

Engagement

‘Increased flexion of the joints of the hind legs and of the sacro-lumbar joint during the weight-bearing phase,  thus lowering the croup relative to the forehand. A requirement  for thrust/impulsion’ (USDF Glossary). 

Note, ‘engagement is not flexion of the hocks while the leg is in the air’ (USDF Glossary)

The biomechanics - improving the roundness

‘Lowering of the head and neck… in turn causes the shoulders to be raised, the back to be rounded and the hocks to be engaged more effectively under the body to establish a natural balance. In that process, the joints of the hip, stifle and hock will be flexed strongly, and in time, of course, there will be significantly rounded development of the upper muscles of the back and quarters.’ (p 40 Training Aids, Elwyn Hartley Edwards) 

Strengthening the bridge

We may send riders in the wrong direction if we tell place too much emphasis on the phrase ‘on the forehand’.  Many less knowledgeable people mistakenly identify a horse as being on the forehand when it has a low head and neck. A common response to the ‘on the forehand’ remark in tests is for riders to try to ride their horses shorter & higher in the neck. 

Some also ask the horse to ‘push’ more, when in fact to lighten his shoulders he may need to develop more carrying power, rather than more pushing power. Often in actual fact, these are the very riders who need to encourage their less educated and supple horses to lower their neck and strengthen the middle of the ‘bridge’ between the horse’s front legs and hind legs. To strengthen the weakest part of the horse (his back) sufficiently to enable him to be off the forehand, it is essential that the horse is willing to make a forward downward stretch at any time the rider offers the rein, as well as in the warm up and warm down. 

Of course being round will not guarantee every horse is engaging, however being round in the back is a pre-requisite for engagement. ie Without a round back (‘the bridge’) the horse has no chance to engage. Until he is consistently up in the back, and able to engage, he cannot genuinely lighten the forehand.  Those with a less experienced eye may be impressed by a high head and neck, which can give the illusion of lightness of the forehand.  In reality, there are certain pre-requisites which must be in place before a horse has a chance to be ‘off the forehand.’

What are the pre-requisites for a horse to be ridden in better balance?

The Training Scale makes the priorities very clear. 

· First he must be rhythmical 

· Then he must be fairly mentally & physically relaxed & supple – allowing him to be round in front of and behind the wither,  through the neck and over the back

· Then he needs to be in a fairly steady contact so he can ‘step into the rider’s hand’

· Then his rider has access to his hind legs – to develop greater engagement & impulsion

Only if the pre-requisites above are fairly secure is it possible for a horse to lighten the forehand. Comments from judges relating to the above areas may help riders to improve their horses’ performances much more than comments telling the rider their horse is on the forehand.
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