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INTRODUCTION

__ In the Shadow
of the Rainbow

 

 

 

I have spent my life with horses, and I want to tell you about some of the things I have done and seen, the people I have met and—especially—the horses who have made my long life so wonderful.

Native Americans have an expression I often think about. They say a person who experiences an extraordinary connection with animals and the natural world is “standing in the shadow of the rainbow.” I have spent my life standing in the shadow of a rainbow, but I am essentially a private person, always reluctant to talk about myself. When I started writing books, articles, and blogs, I was startled by how much personal information I inadvertently revealed. I have gotten a little more comfortable with this process over the years. Since much of what I have written is already a part of the public record, I thought I might as well share in more detail what I saw along the way.

Keep in mind that this book is written by someone who grew up in a different world—one of riding without helmets, of playing outside without television and without computers, of communicating via a party-line telephone that got fainter when more neighbors picked up in order to eavesdrop. There was no man on the moon, no DVDs, no virtual reality, no cell phones. For years, my reality was outdoors, with a rifle for shooting snakes, a cane pole for the sunfish and catfish that lived in Four Mile Creek, and a bird dog for a confidante.

Speaking of years, I have seen a lot of them—considering that Franklin Delano Roosevelt was president when I was born—and I have been “horse crazy” during all that time. By horse crazy, I mean I am obsessed with horses, and always have been—obsessed with how to ride them, how to train them, how to care for them, how they think, and how we should think about them. However, I have always had interests other than just horses. I have several other passions that I plan to talk about as well.

While this book is about me, it is also about people who love horses, the horses themselves, and the changes I have witnessed in their world. These changes are not confined to the techniques we use to ride and train horses; our competitive requirements have also changed and expanded greatly over the past half-century. Veterinary medicine has evolved (with both beneficial and malign effects), technology has impacted our equestrian world just as it has our culture at large, the rise of equestrian professionals has changed our interaction with horses, and the growth of administrative bodies necessary to promote and regulate horse sports has changed the horse world—mostly for the better. The changing attitudes of society toward the use of animals for sport are also both good and bad.

Obviously, we have a lot to talk about.

Growing Up with the Sport

____In retrospect, I literally grew up with horse sports in the United States, and I hope to provide the insight of someone who was there almost from the beginning. Certainly, there were horse sports before I started watching and taking part, but at the Olympic level they were completely military. From the first equestrian Olympics in 1912 until 1948, participants were exclusively men in uniform. My father was in uniform when he rode in the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics, which began my family’s 75-year connection with the Olympic movement.

Once World War II finally convinced generals that charging barbed wire and machine guns on horseback was murder, not warfare, defense departments mechanized their cavalry units. Horse sport administrators around the world suddenly realized they needed to replace the military with civilian organizations, and I’ll share my experiences in the world of “horse politics” as those organizations expanded. My role expanded along with the various civilian organizations: at one point I was an officer of the USET, the AHSA, and the USCTA, acronyms that mean little to the modern reader. The various functions of those organizations remain, but their names are mostly different now—another illustration of the changes I have witnessed. 

While involved in horse politics, I began to see both the good and the bad side of the evolution of veterinary medicine. My participation in efforts to regulate its abuse involved me in some interesting experiences; I’ll share the circumstances and their present-day ramifications. Horse abuse is always a pertinent topic.

When I entered the horse world, the majority of participants were amateurs in both senses of the word as defined in the dictionary: we were not paid for our efforts, and in large part our riding was “incompetent or inept.” There were notable exceptions to this characterization, and I was fortunate to be able to ride with, and learn from, those future Hall of Famers. There is still much to learn from them—both in how they rode and trained horses, and in how they lived their lives. 

My adult life with horses at first revolved around preparing for, and participating in, international competitions. Thus, the Olympic movement had a major effect on my efforts, especially the International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) rule at the time that all Olympic athletes must be amateurs. During my competitive career I lived as an Olympic “shamateur” in order to comply with this onerous and outdated requirement. Like most shamateurs of the day, I got away with bending the rules, and I’ll tell you how.

My efforts to sidestep the IOC rules on amateurism then led me into my first business venture in the horse world as a coach and trainer, which became an enduring pursuit. From this career arose a lifelong interest in training horses and riders that sparked my fascination with the development and application of equestrian theory, from Xenophon in 350 BCE right up to the present day. I have made more mistakes in my riding and training than I want to think about, but I avoided countless others because horsemen who have gone before me shared their wisdom. I am a better rider and trainer for my exposure to the giants of our sport.


You can see that I have a lot of things on my mind, and a lot to say, so I had better get started. The best place to start is usually at the beginning; thus, I am going to open my story in Kansas. I hope you enjoy the ride. ■



CHAPTER

1 

__ It Started in
Kansas

The White Rabbit put on his spectacles. Where shall I begin, please your Majesty? he asked. Begin at the beginning, the King said gravely, and go on till you come to the end; then stop.

Lewis Carroll

Alice In Wonderland

 

 

 

We are not in Kansas anymore, but I need to start at the beginning, in my own personal Wonderland. I was born and raised on Rimrock Farm, a horse farm located in the east central part of the state near Milford, Kansas. My father and mother bought it in the late 1930s in anticipation of Daddy’s retirement from the Army. The farm shared a boundary with Fort Riley, which was the home of the U.S. Cavalry School between 1887 and 1949.

Founded in 1853 to protect settlers from Native Americans, the cavalry served that purpose for the next 50 years. The “post” (military installation) remains to this day, and you can drive by the lovely cream-colored native limestone quarters where General George A. Custer lived when he was stationed there, after the Civil War and before the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Fort Riley must have been a bit wild and woolly in its early days. Legendary World War II General George Patton was stationed there several times throughout his career, and his daughter, Ruth Ellen, recalled a sign on the parade ground: “Officers will not shoot buffalo on the parade ground from the windows of their quarters. By Order of the Commanding Officer.” (Note that the sign did not tell the officers not to shoot buffalo, just to get out of the house to do it.)

The “School” designation meant that Fort Riley was where all officers were taught to ride (and to teach riding) the “Army Way.” (The old saying persists—“There’s a right way, a wrong way, and the Army Way.”) My father, a 1920 graduate of West Point, would return there as “Master of the Sword,” the archaic title for what we would now call the head of the P.E. department. Part of his job was to supervise the riding instruction given to the incoming freshmen, the “plebes” (slang for plebians). As soon as they arrived at West Point, the plebes were marched to the riding hall and told to raise their hand if they had ever ridden a horse. The two groups thus formed were marched off separately to begin their riding instruction. What they did not know was that those who had ridden a horse before had just been placed in remedial riding because they would have developed habits the Army did not approve of, and would not progress as quickly as the plebes who had no bad habits to unlearn.

After graduation, the new lieutenants were usually sent to a regiment for a couple of years, and then reassigned back to Fort Riley for the Advanced Officers Class. This was a program that taught officers how to teach recruits to ride, and from here they would be reassigned to various cavalry regiments around the country.


In addition to the riding instruction at Fort Riley, the Army trained its farriers there, and officers and men were also supposed to know how to trim hooves and nail shoes on their chargers. Part of the graduation exercise for officers in the Advanced Class was to be given a bundle of baling wire. The officer candidate had to heat the wire, forge it into a bar of steel, make it into a horseshoe, and then nail the shoe on correctly after shaping the horse’s hoof. When they graduated from Fort Riley, these guys knew every aspect of the horse.

The Army horse show team was based at Fort Riley, which meant there were training arenas, show jumps, and cross-country obstacles suitable for the preparation of international teams. This also meant it was ground zero for horse sports in the United States, because the Army horse show team formed the basis of the U.S. Olympic Equestrian Teams in those days.

An older friend of mine had an after-dinner parlor game he called “Who would you be?”—who would you be, if you could be any person at any time in history? My invariable answer was that I wanted to be a young cavalry officer at Fort Riley between 1920 and 1940. There, I would have been surrounded by thousands of horses, and supported by non-commissioned officers with 30 years’ experience supervising men and horses (and secretly advising young officers who were still learning their trade). I would have been paid to ride, show, steeplechase, play polo, and generally live a horseman’s dream. Not a bad life, if you are horse crazy.

Growing Up (Almost) Feral

____Although the life of a young cavalry officer was not in my future, I was able to live out a pretty fair imitation while growing up at Rimrock Farm. My backyard was the military reservation, where cavalry maneuvers had plenty of space. My own maneuvers on our Shetland pony, Merrylegs, didn’t take up too much space, but she gave me the same start in my riding career as she had given my three older siblings. For transport to local horse shows, she walked into the back seat of our station wagon and stood there happily until we arrived. To unload her, we simply opened the other door and she stepped out.

Merrylegs was a treasure. When Daddy was stationed in Denver, Colorado, before I was born, my siblings hitched her to a cart and drove her to school every day. One of my earliest memories is of my brothers deciding it was time for me (then age two or three) to start jumping. They led Merrylegs over a cross-rail at a trot, with me hanging on to the horn of the little Western saddle like grim death. One of my brothers led her while the other laughed, shouted instructions, and waved his arms and clucked to encourage her. She lurched over the cross-rail (which was probably all of 12 inches high), and as she landed at a walk on the other side, I popped forward, planted my nose on the saddle horn, and immediately started a nosebleed. My squalls of pain and indignation were met with more laughter and helpful comments. Probably the best advice I got was that I was to stop sniveling, because it was just a little nosebleed. Fortunately, my father took over my instruction and I made better—and safer—progress after that.

From birth I was a clone of my father, red hair and all. As I grew older, I was his faithful shadow. Because I arrived by mistake nine years after my nearest sibling, Daddy had a more grandfatherly than paternal attitude toward me. He enjoyed my company as much as I enjoyed his, and we were inseparable. We walked to the stables every morning, discussing our plans for the day, looking for snakes along the creek and spotting fish suitable for catching later on. The stables would have been mucked out by the time we got there, and I saddled up and rode with him when we took the horses out for exercise. I don’t remember specific instruction from him, but my few photos from the period of myself on horseback show a fair imitation of the military seat that was in use at the time. (It’s a system that perseveres to this day; good horsemanship has never gone out of date.)

Once I was comfortable in the saddle, I graduated up to a 14.2-hand pony, Tiny Blair. With him as my companion from the time I was eight until I was ten, the broad expanse of Fort Riley opened up for me. I explored most of it and had some hair-raising experiences there with my four-legged friend. About 70 years before this, James B. (“Wild Bill”) Hickok wrote, “Many a wild ride I had and many a boyish prank was perpetrated after getting well away from and out of sight of home with the horse.” I knew how he felt.

I remember riding out onto the reservation early in the morning dressed in blue jeans, ragged tee shirt, high-topped tennis shoes, and no helmet, carrying a fishing pole, with a shotgun tied to one side of the saddle and a gunny sack full of PBJ sandwiches and Dr. Pepper tied to the other. Basically, I was a one-man (-boy) crime wave on horseback. Tiny would have a halter underneath his bridle, and a lead shank looped around his neck; he was a devil to slip off toward home if he was not tied up during my naps after lunch. That was just one of many lessons about horses that I learned the hard way.

Life in the Menagerie

____I was learning about other animals at the same time. My father had a bird dog named Jack—a Weimaraner with golden eyes, silky gray fur, and no work ethic. He became the canine companion of my early years, dogging my footsteps during the day and sleeping on my bed at night. One sunny afternoon when I was about six, he and I decided to go walkabout. I had nothing specific in mind, just feeling fiddle-footed. We wandered out into the Fort Riley reservation for a while, Jack marking every bush we passed and me throwing rocks at squirrels. Suddenly I noticed the shadows were getting long, I was getting hungry…and I had no idea where home was. As the enormity of this sank in, I sat down to consider my situation, and Jack joined me in the long grass.

My conclusion was that I for sure was going to miss dinner and was going to get a spanking. My father had only ever spanked me once, about a year earlier. I hadn’t done what hed told me to do (stay in our box of seats at the Royal Winter Fair in Toronto while my parents went to present a trophy). I had wandered off—yes, I see the pattern developing—and returned to find both parents panicked, relieved to see me, and then furious at the concern I had caused. Daddy gave me a sharp slap on my backside and growled that in future I was to do what I was told. I did not cry or feel abused, as I realized that I was in the wrong and would have to mend my ways.

I’ve been partially successful in that effort.

But now, as the shadows took on an ominous feeling, I was the one panicking, with no idea what to do next. Jack, having had enough of this business, suddenly leapt to his feet and looked me in the eye. I could almost hear him say, “If you are tired of sitting here in the tall grass, I’ll show you the way home.” I was, and he did. Animals talk, if only we will listen.

My expeditions onto the reservation continued and expanded as I grew older; usually I would have Jack, in case we bumped a covey of quail, and a couple of Irish Wolfhounds would lope beside me, ready to pursue any unwary coyote. That’s right, Irish Wolfhounds, largest of the canines. My mother loved them, bred them in large numbers, and showed them every year. At one point we had 26 living on the farm. (I will tell you more about the menagerie I grew up with in a moment, but you are already starting to get a feel for it.)

My father often grumbled that the only reason we didn’t have an elephant on the farm was because my mother had never been to an elephant auction. Daddy had decided opinions and wasn’t shy about sharing them. Mom’s involvement with Irish Wolfhounds eventually led her to become president of the Irish Wolfhound Club, which meant that one year we hosted the “Breed Specialty” show at the farm. This was a big deal in the dog show world. It was a tremendous honor to win a class at a Specialty Show and Wolfhounds—and the people attached to them—came from all over the country. Daddy tolerated this, but he exploded on Sunday night after the last competitor had left: “Goddamnit, Dot, horse show people are crazy, but dog show people are the lunatic fringe of humanity.” We never hosted the Specialty Show again.

This suited me, as I was more interested in horses and rode out almost every day. I had plenty of room for these expeditions; Fort Riley contained over 100,000 acres, in those days mostly rolling grasslands. When people think of Kansas, they think of endless prairies of flat wheat fields golden in the sun and billowing in a gentle breeze, stretching on toward the western horizon. That part of Kansas exists, but it starts about an hour’s drive west of our farm. The Kansas I grew up in consisted of long, open plateaus of tall grass prairie, cut by ravines with steep sides that were filled with hardwoods, oaks, and hickory. There is an unusual geological formation in the area called the rimrock, which shows as a cream-colored band of limestone; when you see the rimrock, you know you are close to Fort Riley—and Rimrock Farm.

If my account sounds as if there was only one kid left around the farm, it’s because the Wofford family master plan didn’t exactly include me. In early 1944, my mother (then age 40) told our doctor, Dr. Fred O’Donnell, that she didn’t feel well, but that she was “too young for the change of life.” When he examined her, he started laughing, and said, “Oh, yes, Dot, this is going to change your life.”

Upon hearing the news, my father bragged that after a nine-year hiatus he “was getting his second wind.” My mother replied, “No, Gyp, this is your last gasp.” She had already raised two energetic sons and one lovely daughter by this time; looking back, I don’t think she was too interested in doing it all over again nine years later, especially considering what a wild child the newest red-headed arrival turned out to be. Despite my older sister’s best efforts, I was raised feral.

Funny Old World

____I’d like to digress from Rimrock Farm for a moment to talk about Doctor Fred (known as “Gaga”) O’Donnell, who delivered me. He was born in Ireland in 1869 and never lost his charming brogue. He emigrated to the United States with his parents, went to medical school, and established his medical practice in Junction City, the town next to Fort Riley. He seemed to know every inhabitant of Geary County—no surprise, as by the time I became aware of him he had delivered the vast majority of them. Like many practitioners during that period who worked in a largely agrarian community, he was accustomed to being paid for his services with eggs, roast chicken, and the occasional slab of bacon.

Hugely popular, he was elected mayor of Junction City for decades. He made headlines during the “Temperance Era” of the early 1900s when the Junction City Daily Union reported that word had arrived by telegraph from Abilene (telegraph was the social media of the early twentieth century) that Carrie Nation and her band of do-gooders had wrecked every saloon in Abilene and then boarded a train heading for Junction City. Gaga, who enjoyed a glass of Bushmills as much as the next man, sprang into action. When the temperance ladies arrived at the train depot, they were met by a large band of armed and suitably exercised citizens of Junction City. Gaga explained in no uncertain terms that their saloon-wrecking sort were not welcome in his town, and they should continue their depredations farther down the line.

The Daily Union reported that the episode ended peacefully. The only casualty was the town blacksmith, who imbibed an excess of what Carrie Nation termed “devil’s brew, ” tripped over a wagon tongue, and broke his leg. Fortunately, the town physician was on the spot.

All this is to make the point that the residents of my area wanted to be left in peace to pursue their activities, which in my case meant life at Rimrock Farm.

This was a real honest-to-goodness farm, with dairy cows and Angus beef cattle, chickens, geese, hogs, guinea fowl, and—of course—horses. Daddy had purchased a Thoroughbred mare, Perk Up, from the Army. She wasn’t a very good polo pony, but she jumped the side boards that marked the polo field boundaries like a made jumper, so she became the foundation for my mother’s breeding program. She produced a string of good Thoroughbred sport horses, bred for the Olympic disciplines. At the Helsinki Olympics, my mother had bred three of the four horses on the eventing team—and one of the riders, my brother Jeb.

We grew our own alfalfa and oats for the horses, milked the dairy cows, and I never gave names to the beef cattle or hogs; that made their presence on our table more acceptable to me. Our breakfast room contained several cages of parakeets, budgerigars, and mynah birds. The mynahs had learned to mimic a fairly inclusive list of expletives, profanities, and obscenities, which they displayed at inopportune moments within earshot of polite company. I was not the culprit, although I already knew most of the words. I also knew who had taught them to both the mynahs and me, but I never ratted them out.

My mother thought it would be a good idea for me to join the local 4-H chapter, even though it did not include horses. I am sure she wanted me to interact with children my age, as I was surrounded by grown-ups at Rimrock Farm. If asked, I would have met with scorn the idea of any organized activity involving other boys and girls—why should I go play with other children when I had all the horses and dogs a boy could want? Regardless, Betsy, the Guernsey dairy cow, came into my life as a 4-H project. I was too small to actually milk her every day but I could catch her and lead her into the milking parlor, where our farm manager, George Martin, had a deft touch while milking. The cat and I would squat on Betsy’s off side, waiting for the occasional squirt of milk aimed our way. George had a sneaky sense of humor, and it was several years before I figured out he was pulling my leg when he told me the long teats were for milk and the short ones were for cream.

George had been a tail-gunner on a B-17 in Europe during WWII, one of the loneliest and most deadly of occupations during aerial combat. Unlike many of his compatriots, he survived and returned to start a family. Ironically, after all he had been through, a couple of years later a drunk driver killed him. Funny, sad old world, isn’t it?

The End of the Cavalry


____By 1950, my family had been involved in horse sports for more than 30 years. My father had ridden on the U.S. show-jumping team at the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles and was non-riding reserve rider at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. (This connection would come full circle almost 50 years later at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, where I would be the non-riding reserve on our eventing team—but I’m getting ahead of myself.)

Then in 1950 my world turned over with some bad news: the U.S. Army had decided to “mechanize,” meaning there would be no more cavalry, no more horses, and no more Fort Riley as the epicenter of horse sports. If tanks were the future of warfare, then horses had no place in the Army, and they were sold—just like that. The final auction was held at Fort Riley in 1953, and when the last hammer dropped there were still 73 horses unsold and declared surplus. Rather than see them humanely destroyed, my father and mother gave them life tenancy at Rimrock Farm.	

All the trucks suitable for horse transport had already been sold, so the horses were led by hand from Fort Riley, across the boundary between the military reservation and civilian life. I remember that the men leading the horses were all senior non-commissioned officers, with service stripes and ribbons on their shirts speaking of their long careers. Without fail, as each of them in the long line of horses and men quietly and patiently walking toward a new life crossed the boundary, they covered their eyes so the world would not see their tears cried at the end of an era. I didn’t understand it at the time. Later on, I did, and I joined them.

Those retired horses had a pretty good life. They lived outside year-round, but they had shelters and running water, were fed hay, and had sufficient acreage to graze over. The students from the Kansas School of Veterinary Medicine came over to practice on these old-timers, and Master Sergeant Charles Brown (“Brownie”) had forgotten more about shoeing horses than most will ever know. He had trimmed these horses’ feet before; he was just working on them in a new location. (One of the previous locations was London in 1948, when he was the farrier for the U.S. Army team at the Olympics.)

Daddy inspected them on a regular basis, and whenever one of our Army friends stopped by for the night they accompanied Daddy on his rounds the next morning. General John “Tupper” Cole was along one day, and as we drove across the pasture he either identified various members of the herd, or asked after the health of one who was not present. I took it for granted that these men would remember all the horses that had been in their care. Years later, my mother told me that when they were stationed at Fort Riley, she could always tell and still remembered the sound of Daddy’s footsteps on the sidewalk coming home from work. We don’t forget the people and things we love.

I have often been struck by the phenomenon of families who produce several generations of horsemen. I suppose part of it is genetic—that one is genetically predisposed to have a strong affinity for animals. But a more important part might be the advantage one gains by growing up surrounded, not just by horses, but by people who are unusually adept at training, riding, understanding, and taking care of horses. I think there is a process of osmosis, whereby one absorbs knowledge about horses without actively thinking about it. For someone born into that sort of environment, it is instinctive to know how horses react, and how to relate to them. Growing up in a horse-crazy family is not an absolute necessity, but it helps. The fact that horses are not machines, but living, thinking, breathing creatures is second nature to me.

Icons at the Breakfast Table


____As a result of “mechanization,” the U.S. Olympic Equestrian Team would no longer be military, and my father in 1951 became a founder and the first president of the newly formed civilian U.S. Equestrian Team. In addition, he was the coach of the 1952 Olympic show jumping and eventing teams. This is central to my story, because Rimrock Farm became the training center for those teams as a result. I had grown up surrounded by horses until now, but this turn of events took the horses and riders surrounding me to a new level. It also explains why so many of the names on our various Halls of Fame are part of my life. I grew up with them around our table.

One of those icons who was at Rimrock Farm during that period, General Jonathon R. (Jack) Burton, loved to tell the story of coming down to our breakfast room, which had a large glass-topped table capable of seating ten people. He would sit down to his bacon and eggs, look through the glass tabletop, and there I would be, looking back up at him with my favorite Irish wolfhound, Lassie (spelled like the television program of the same name, but given the Scottish pronunciation, “Lossie”). He said it almost put him off his eggs.

The spring of the year I turned nine, Tiny Blair and I did our first combined test (dressage and show jumping) at Fort Leavenworth. I didn’t know the test, so Jack Burton got me through it by running around the dressage ring, yelling, “Okay, Jimmy, now trot over here to me, and walk when you get here.” Later on that summer, I went to my very first event at Percy Warner Park in Nashville, Tennessee, where I had the unusual distinction of being eliminated in all three phases. I eventually got better; I just wish I hadn’t set the bar so low at first.

Several of our family friends had vivid memories of me as a small boy. Whitney Stone, one of the small group who founded the USET (and later my father’s successor as president), once wrote me to say that he remembered how as a very young child I had bitten him in the ankle. He said that as I grew older the only thing that changed was that the pain moved a little higher.

If it didn’t happen that way, it should have.

Looking back, I realize it was an unusual upbringing, but at the time it seemed perfectly natural. I mean, who didn’t pass the peanuts while my father and Bill Steinkraus were having another cocktail before dinner? I took all of this as natural, as I did the growing sense of a large, interconnected horse-world family that I was starting to be aware of, and to benefit from. In the years to come this extended family would guide me at critical times, and possibly even save my life. Their presence and influence will reappear throughout my story.

More about that in a minute, but first—what do I mean by “interconnected”? Consider this: my father graduated from West Point in 1920 and joined the cavalry. (Yes, the cavalry!) At that time, the entire U.S. Army had roughly 1,700 officers and 20,000 men. Given those numbers, it was probable that officers knew each other throughout the Army. Young officers were known; senior officers took an interest in their careers and made sure the young officers had the sort of educational opportunities that would lead to high command. The Old Army took care of its own.

Jack Burton is a good example. Although he was a good rider, it was his performance in combat that brought him to the notice of senior officers. By the time I first knew him, Jack had already been wounded in two wars (World War II and Korea); he would later go on to be wounded in Vietnam while commanding the 1st AirCav Division in combat. One of the most mild-mannered of men, Jack might have been overlooked in a civilian setting. However, the ability to lead other men in combat is a rare skill, and he found a home for his talents in the Army. By the time I knew him, Jack was the “aide” to General I.D. White. A general’s aide is a young officer who is a combination of personal assistant, troubleshooter, dog robber (one who would steal from a dog, in order to get the job done), and senior-officer-in-training. I have a soft spot in my heart for I.D. and his lovely wife, Judy, as they were my godparents.

Like most cavalrymen, I.D. was horse crazy, which probably explains why our families were so close. He was chef d’équipe for the U.S. team at the 1948 London Olympics, so you know he understood horses and horsemanship.	

Another aside: I.D. was a life-long cavalryman and a brilliant combat commander, but he had a famous temper. When he heard that the Army was going to change the uniform lapel insignia and remove the historically significant “crossed sabers” that signified a cavalryman, he caught a plane for the Pentagon. Witnesses say that when he got there, two-star generals jumped out a window rather than face his considerable wrath at this insult to the generations of cavalrymen who had gone before him. Only about three men in the whole Army outranked him at this point in his career, and it took an ironclad promise from a superior officer to assuage him. The next time you see the branch insignia for armored divisions that succeeded the cavalry, you will notice the crossed sabers around the insignia of a tank. This is in homage to the long line of cavalrymen, and their horses, who served so bravely and honorably. We can thank I.D. for that.

The point of this reminiscence? It’s that horses were at the heart of all our family connections.

There was a lot for me to love, growing up at Rimrock Farm: horses, dogs, people, things to do—I had it going on. Then, like a thunderbolt out of the blue, I was incarcerated. There is no other word for it. I was put in jail. I would remain there for the next 19 years of my life, and I would gaze longingly out the window every day of my captivity. That’s the short story; the long story is that just short of my sixth birthday I was sent to Pleasant View School, to begin my education.

Pleasant View

____Most of Kansas was still agrarian in the 1950s. Children in farming areas were educated close to their communities, often with all eight grades taught by one teacher in a one-room schoolhouse. We started school a week later than city children in the fall, due to helping with the harvest; in the spring, we got out of school earlier in order to help with the spring planting.

During my eight years at Pleasant View, there were never more than 14 children, total, in all eight grades, and I never had more than one other student in my grade. For the first six years I had the same teacher, Mrs. Perry, a large woman who easily commanded the entire room. I assure you there were very few disciplinary problems; Mrs. Perry wielded a wicked steel-edged straight ruler. In addition, telephone service for all the farms in the area was on the “party line” system. You answered when the phone rang a certain number of times, but as you talked, you would hear a click and the volume would drop. This meant more and more people were listening in on the line. A “bush telegraph” had nothing on the Geary County telephone system; if you had misbehaved at school, news of your transgression preceded you, and by the time you got home your protestations of innocence fell on deaf ears.

Our curriculum was typical of the era: the three “Rs,” meaning “readin’, ‘ritin’, and ‘rithmetic.” Fortunately, during my early years at school, the county participated in an experimental program to teach young children to speed read. In my case it worked, and my ability to read quickly was of inestimable value throughout my educational career.

Although the entire area had electricity, the same was not true of central heating and until the mid-1950s the schoolhouse was heated with a coal-burning Ben Franklin stove. The boys carried the coal in from a separate building next to the schoolhouse every morning, and it was a source of great pride for a boy to get strong enough to be able to carry the coal scuttle without help.

In the meantime, the girls were helping Mrs. Perry tidy the schoolroom, getting ready for their class in home economics. Gender discrimination was alive and well in Kansas in the 1950s. This extended to the bathrooms; it was a cold and lonely walk to the outdoor toilets at the far end of the property, with boys and girls at opposite corners. Anyway, I don’t recall a lot of curiosity about the opposite sex while growing up; farm children don’t need the “birds and bees” lecture from their parents. Tardy arrival was excused if one had been assisting a stallion to cover a mare or supervising the family’s sow while she delivered a large litter of piglets.

One of the advantages to growing up in Kansas back then was that you could get a driver’s license when you turned thirteen. Yup, thirteen. The reasoning was that farm kids were already driving trucks and tractors from the time they were tall enough to reach the pedals, so driver education was a waste of time. The license allowed us to drive alone between sunrise and sunset, which meant that the youngest on the farm could drive to town for tractor parts and groceries. There was very little traffic on the road to town, and usually the only vehicle I saw was a combine on its way from one field to another.

These licenses were a good idea at the time, but probably wouldn’t work today.

All in all, it was an educational system designed to produce good citizens of the Eisenhower era. We said the Pledge of Allegiance every morning to start our school day, and the daily ceremony of raising, lowering, and correctly folding the U.S. flag was fraught with significance. We instinctively knew we were dealing with the symbol of the greatest country the world had ever seen, and we treated that symbol with appropriate reverence. At that time, patriotism was not taught; it was assumed. Not a bad way to grow up, looking back at it.

Eventing in Transition: Military to Civilian

____While I was incarcerated at school, the activity at the farm continued. Our local church organized an annual spring charity horse show, which had served as a sort of homecoming for graduates of the Cavalry School. This tradition continued even after mechanization of the cavalry. I promise you that when you hear old-timers going on about the good old days, “when we all did everything with our horses,” they are telling the truth. Horses would jump around the outside hunter course at the charity horse show, catch their breath, go back into the open jumper class, stand hitched to the trailer in the shade for a while, and then come back for the family class. Most of these horses were Thoroughbreds or Army remounts, but they were able to adapt to the class specifications. What people lacked in expertise they made up for with enthusiasm. We weren’t much for polish, but we were hell for fun.

During the 1950s, the competitors’ party noise level in our basement bar would have registered on the Richter scale, and continued past midnight. (We did not have much in the way of professional entertainment in those days; people tended to entertain themselves.) It didn’t take long after dinner before a group gathered around the piano to belt out old ballads, Army songs, and the latest Broadway hits. Some of the group had good voices and always sang one or two of their favorites to loud applause. Given enough bourbon, Daddy would recite endless verses of “Abdul, the Bulbul Emir.” He claimed to know 99 verses, but usually got shouted down after a dozen or so grew more and more ribald, while the nearest grown-up lady covered my ears.

Many of my parents’ friends took great glee in telling me their earliest memory of me was at the Officers’ Hop, a dance party held once a month at the Fort Riley Officers’ Club during World War II. Because gasoline was rationed and we didn’t have a babysitter, Mom and Dad would stick me in a wicker basket and bring me along to the party. My Dutch aunts and uncles marveled at my ability to sleep on top of the piano while a well-oiled group of officers belted out “Fiddler’s Green.” It begins:

____ Halfway down the trail to hell
In a shady meadow green,
Are the souls of all dead troopers camped
Near a good old-time canteen
And this eternal resting place
Is known as Fiddler’s Green ____

The song went on for several verses, and usually ended with several whiskey-soaked, gruff old cavalrymen surreptitiously wiping their eyes before launching into “The Caissons Keep Rolling Along.”

I’m told this, you understand; even though I was there, I slept through it.


In a way, I wish I had been older when I had the opportunity to observe this particular sub-set of society at a country horse show with dusty rings, rudimentary jumps, no commercial sponsorship, no announcer, and a relaxed atmosphere. Six months later the same group would show up in New York City for the old National Horse Show at Madison Square Garden, with the ladies decked out in long dresses and jewelry and either white tie and tails or full dress uniform for the gentlemen. The only things that stayed the same throughout the year were the people involved, and their love of horses.

Our spring horse show took a bit of organizing, but nothing like the pre-Olympic preparation at the farm. The Eventing National Championships were traditionally held over Labor Day weekend in the 1950s, due to the still-close connection between the military and the small but growing civilian equestrian community. This was eventing in the Classic format, which is insanely complicated both in scoring and in organization (see sidebar below for more details). (Well into the 1970s, it was not unusual for riders to find out their Speed and Endurance scores at the competitor’s party on cross-country night. It took that long to calculate them.)


The Classic Event

The Classic is a multi-discipline competition, where the same horse-and-rider combination has to complete a dressage test on the first day, negotiate a speed and endurance test on the second day, and show jump successfully on the third day; hence, the term “three-day event.” The term continues to this day, even though modern events have added a second day of dressage due to a large number of competitors, and modern events have become five-or six-day events, yet are still referred to as “three-day events.” Indeed, in its title, the biggest competition in the United States calls itself the Land Rover Kentucky Three-Day Event. This is a nice “tip of the hat” to the history of the sport.

On the second day of a Classic at the Olympic and World Championship level, the “speed and endurance” test length totaled 22 miles, which included a 2-mile steeplechase phase, and a 5-mile cross-country phase. At that time, there were four phases in a Classic event: Phase A, roads and tracks; Phase B, the steeplechase; Phase C, another roads and tracks; a 10-minute veterinary inspection; and finally a 5-mile Phase D, the cross-country.

Classic riders spoke approvingly of “maxing the course,” meaning to finish inside the time allowed in all five phases, thus obtaining the maximum number of bonus points. Bonus points? Don’t ask. I would have to write another book to explain the scoring system in place at the time. Classic riders are historically viewed as “hell for leather” riders, but the truth is, we set out with the attitude that although we would ride as close as possible to the perfect time, it was more important to finish. In addition, the show jumping always loomed in the back of our minds; we knew that even after finishing the speed and endurance test, our horse had work to do. ■



Part of the organizational complexity was the need for communication on Speed and Endurance Day between the various start and finish lines of Phases A, B, C, D, and E (roads and tracks, steeplechase, a second roads and tracks, cross-country, and the cool-down phase), and also to report on the progress of competitors around the jumps in the steeplechase and cross-country phases. This is where the army came in. Labor Day weekend was traditionally a training weekend for local National Guard units. What better training for a unit than to lay out the communications network needed for an event?

There was a great deal of riding going on in the fall of 1951; the selection trials for the 1952 Olympic dressage and show-jumping teams were being held, and both Fort Riley and Rimrock Farm were full of horses and riders in training. Thus, I found myself in the back of a pickup truck in early September of 1951, the week of the selection trials for the 1952 Olympic eventing team, helping to mark the route of the roads and tracks phase. The rules stipulated that directional markers be orange. In the interest of economy, my brothers and I were tying orange crepe paper on trees and branches to mark the path.

All was well, the judges approved our work, and we thought we could relax and enjoy the competition. However, a substantial rain the night before cross-country drained the crepe paper of all its color. You guessed it: rules are rules, and we had to replace all the washed-out markers with new orange ones. We hustled, but the morning of the competition we were barely ahead of the first rider when we hung the last strip of orange crepe paper on the last tree. Ever since then, Halloween has brought back memories of hanging orange crepe paper in the hot Kansas sun.

The eventing cross-country course was laid out along the banks of the Kansas River, with spectator seating on the rimrock above it. This was as fine a natural amphitheater as one could imagine, with our natural vantage point allowing us to watch horses gallop back and forth along the plains and through “Breakneck Canyon.” If you ever see a photo of cavalry galloping down precipitous slides, it was probably taken at Fort Riley’s Breakneck Canyon. Think of the canyon as a zip-line course for young cavalry officers; once they survived that, they believed they could ride anywhere.

Growing Up with the Team


____Because of my family’s unusual connection with the Olympics, I have always remembered things based on the Olympic quadrennial. The first Olympics I remember were in London in 1948. At that time the U.S. Army was still in charge of all three Olympic equestrian disciplines, so the riders were all officers, the horses were for the most part owned by the Army, and the grooms and farriers were all enlisted men. Master Sergeant Harry Cruzan was Major F.F. “Fuddy” Wing’s groom then. Harry was only a lowly corporal at that time, but he will resurface in my tale. I remember him telling me 20 years later that they had a heavy wooden trunk for each horse, an additional one for the vet, one for the farrier—and one full of whiskey!

Speaking of whiskey—years later, I commented to my mother that equestrian team selection was getting more and more competitive. “You have no idea,” she told me. During Prohibition, the Army horse show team went up to the Royal Winter Fair in Toronto. The horses shipped on special trains, and the team always took a certain horse who wasn’t much account when it came to jumping, but he was hell to kick, so no customs official in his right mind would get in the stall with him. The team stored their hay behind Widowmaker on the way up to Toronto, and for the trip back down they built a wall of hay that concealed a year’s supply of Prohibition-era whiskey for all concerned. “You just think teams are competitive these days,” my mother said. “Those young officers would have killed each other for a chance at smuggling home a year’s supply of whiskey!”

I was only three years old during the 1948 London Olympics, so I remember very little of that time. I do recall that the damage done by the Blitz was still evident everywhere. Rationing was still in effect, so my mother had brought an extra steamer trunk full of Hershey’s chocolate bars, silk stockings, and other delicacies and necessities. She also brought a case of rice, which had been unavailable in England since 1939. These treasures made us popular with our friends in England. (Fortunately, I found a way to jigger the lock on the trunk and break into the chocolate stash; I stayed sugar-buzzed for the entire trip.)

While General Humberto Mariles of Mexico was winning the gold medal in show jumping on Arete, I snuck into the enclosure at the base of the Olympic flame tower in Wembley Stadium to do what little boys do. A horrified English bobby, helmet and all, chased me over the fence, calling me a “horrid little boy.” He did not know how right he was.

In the early summer of 1952 we boarded a special train in Junction City, Kansas, and I remember riding the train to a siding at Fort Riley, where the horses and equipment were loaded. The three teams left for a European tour leading up to the Helsinki Olympics. (One thing about training teams that has not changed is the continuing need for European exposure before big competitions.) The horses crossed the Atlantic on a British cargo ship, the SS Parthia, and once they got to Europe they traveled by rail, as horse vans were not yet in general usage.

Although Helsinki was a lovely venue for the equestrian part of the 1952 Games, given my age at the time I was more interested in watching the sinister-appearing KGB agents hustle the USSR riders out of a van and into locked stables than I was in the fact that the USET won bronze medals in both eventing and show jumping. This was the first instance I can recall of the trend toward the politicization of the Games, but the Games have never been as pure as Baron de Coubertin would have wanted us to believe. I wasn’t around yet in 1936, when Hitler refused to award Jesse Owens his gold medal at the Berlin Olympics, but my parents were in the stands.

Politicization of the Olympic movement has continued in various forms with the Communist riots and Black Power protest in 1968 at Mexico City, the Black September terrorists’ murder of the Israeli athletes at Munich in 1972, and the United States and USSR boycotts of 1980 and 1984. You can be sure that human-rights advocates and environmentalists will be making things lively in future Olympics.

As a personal aside, my oldest brother, Jeb Wofford, was on the bronze medal eventing team at Helsinki. The average age of the riders on the U.S. Eventing Team team that year was twenty, and the average age of the horses was seven—quite a contrast with the rider and horse demographics of today.

In addition, my mother owned Hollandia, a lovely chestnut mare on the show-jumping team. Hollandia was by Bonne Nuit, one of the most successful Thoroughbred jumping sires of the 1950s. He jumped in two Olympics: for the United States in 1952 with Bill Steinkraus and for Great Britain in 1960 with my sister-in-law Dawn Palethorpe Wofford aboard. When Dawn’s engagement to my brother Warren was announced in 1957, she got a telegram from Jack Talbot-Ponsonby, the British show jumping chef d’équipe: “Marry Wofford and get Hollandia.” She did both, which meant that her name was now on the ownership papers, and she had retained her citizenship in the United Kingdom. In those years, international rules required that both the rider and the owner had to be from the same country in order to compete in the Olympics, World Championships, or Pan American Games. In a few years those rules would play a big part in my story.

Dawn rode her wedding present in Rome in 1960, although she didn’t have to travel as far as some of the equestrian teams. The U.S. Team horses traveled by air for the first time in 1956. This was considered cutting edge; previously, travel to Europe had always entailed a lengthy sea voyage for the horses. Sea travel continued to be the only option for some horses. In 1972, Sloopy, Neal Shapiro’s ride on the U.S. show-jumping team, had to travel by sea. He had been left behind from the 1971 tour because he had a panic attack before the plane took off. The extra trouble was worth it, as Neal and Sloopy won an individual bronze medal in Munich. The USET was understandably reluctant to ship a horse that had a history of traveling badly by air; Markham, Mike Plumb’s eventing ride for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics, had thrown a high-altitude fit between JFK and O’Hare, and had to be destroyed en route.

I have mentioned in passing that my father was heavily involved in the U.S. preparations for and participation in the 1952 Olympics, and was the coach for two of the disciplines. In fact, his involvement was even deeper. By this time he had helped establish the U.S. Equestrian Team, and was its first president. He was also on the Bureau of the FEI (Fédération Equestre Internationale), the international member of the IOC. This position naturally led him to be involved in various committees of both the USET and the AHSA (American Horse Shows Association). He was a busy guy.

In addition to my mother’s ownership of Olympic horses, much of the training and support of the various teams was undertaken by my family; to a certain extent, the early days of the USET looked like a Wofford family affair. In later years, I encountered people in the horse world who had an aversion to me—without even knowing me. It took me a while to realize that my family’s outsized role in the USET’s early days created jealousy in certain groups. I had played no part in those early times; I was just along for the ride. My family’s efforts brought me name recognition throughout the horse world, and my family’s friends, scattered around the globe, gave me a warm welcome wherever I went. However, my family also had its detractors, and I was the recipient of some undeserved hostility as well. When I mentioned this to my mother years later, she smiled grimly and told me, “Don’t worry, you’ll outlive them.”

I did. ■
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__ Seasons of
Change

O, that our fathers would applaud our loves, To seal our happiness with their consents!

William Shakespeare

Two Gentlemen of Verona

 

 

 

My father was a huge presence in my life; I rode out with him, hunted and fished with him, and generally idolized him. Thus, it was a shock to me when he died of cancer in early 1955. This was a sad time for my family and me. My much older siblings were making their own way in the world away from the farm. Because I associated my father with horses, I turned away from them and did not ride for the next three years. I avoided the stables and devoted myself to hunting and fishing—activities I could do alone.

Because I knew my father only when I was a young boy, I’m intensely curious about him. Little written record survives; even his military records are gone, burned in the 1973 National Personnel Records Center fire near St. Louis, Missouri. But snippets and vignettes have surfaced from time to time. My aunt mentioned that the family got a huge outpouring of mail expressing sympathy at his death. She thought it interesting that two letters arrived on the same day: one was from Prince Bernhardt of the Netherlands, at that time president of the FEI, saying how sorry he would be to miss Daddy’s wise counsel on the Bureau. The other letter came from the elevator operators at the Dorset Hotel at 30 West 54th Street in New York City, where we always stayed during the Madison Square Garden Horse Show. They also expressed their sorrow at the Wofford family’s loss. I was struck by the breadth of society that remembered Daddy fondly. Bill Steinkraus remarked to me that Daddy “was equally popular with both men and women.” These bits of information were some small comfort to me, as I embarked on the project of growing up.

My ability to read at a high rate of speed came to my aid, and I devoured any book that came my way. Sir Lancelot and the Knights of the Round Table, plus Natty Bumpo in the Leatherstocking Tales of James Fenimore Cooper, held my interest for a while, but they did not entrance me as much as the popular Western authors of the day—Zane Gray, Max Brand, Luke Short, and Louis L’Amour. Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn were compatriots, and if some of the larger themes of Mark Twain’s books went over my head, they kept me occupied and provided company when I needed it.

Huck’s attitudes toward black and white people provided me with food for thought and were pertinent to my situation. I was being raised in an era of casual racism. We had two domestics working in the house, a cook and a maid. They treated me well and started my progress toward a more enlightened attitude. They were doubly important in my life at the time, as my mother had taken refuge in alcohol from the sudden and unexpected loss of her husband. Bessie Smith and Doris Payne got me up in the morning, packed my school lunch, and sent me off to another day in “prison.” When I came home in the afternoon I made sure to head outside, or hid with a book where my mother could not find me until dinner. After Daddy died, Mom regularly reminded me that Bessie was the only college graduate in the house. This was obviously a bit of a sore subject for her. My father had nine siblings, of which he was the oldest. Those 10 Wofford children had 12 degrees among them. I suppose by now she had an idea that at age 13, higher education was not high on my list of priorities.

Bessie, who was part Cherokee, had studied at an American Indian teacher’s college and gotten a degree before she married Master Sergeant E. “Red” Smith. Red, an African American obviously related to Thomas Jefferson (or someone of similar coloration) had served as one of my father’s NCOs. He loved to sit on our breakfast porch, smoking cigars and telling me stories of cavalry days. Some of them might have even been true.

I would learn of Thomas Jefferson’s complex relationship with slavery and the slaves in his purview years later. Jefferson kept mockingbirds in a cage in his library because he loved the sound of their songs. In his library at Monticello, surrounded by his books, he would close the doors and open the cage so they could be free to fly around his library and sing, while he wrote his letters and read his books. He wrote words that would set men free around the world, yet he never opened the doors to his human cages. It would take another generation, and the deaths of nearly a million young men, before those caged birds were set free to sing their own songs.

Most of this thinking came to me later, but vague thoughts like this occupied me as a boy. Between my solitary outdoor activities and my reading, I was content. Books have played a major part in my life. I have often thought how lucky I was to read the books that I read, at the time that I read them. One of my numerous aunts, Maude Wofford Elmers, “took me to raise,” in Mark Twain’s phrase. Aunt Mike (I called her “machine-gun Mike,” due to her rapid speech patterns) had noticed my precocious reading habits and gave me a history book, King’s Mountain and Its Heroes. It told about the October 1780 Battle of King’s Mountain in South Carolina, which was a turning point in the Revolutionary War. She remarked that several ancestors of ours had fought in that battle, and that I might be interested in learning more about them. This book achieved several things. I took pride in my family origins, although I already knew that if you look far back enough, every family tree has a horse thief hanging in it. I also learned about the War of the Revolution and, most importantly, discovered my lifelong interest in history.

In order to get me away from an unpleasant family situation and out of the house, Aunt Mike took me on a trip through the South that summer of 1955. We traced General Sherman’s Civil War march through Georgia “from Atlanta to the sea,” and discussed its effects. The stop I remember best, though, was the subject of my book about the Revolutionary War—King’s Mountain, where American colonists who wanted independence defeated American colonists still loyal to Britain. I had also heard of the battle from a different angle. Little boys of my era were expected to be interested in firearms of all sorts, and so I was. What 10-year-old country boy wouldn’t be interested in a book about firearms with a title such as Hand Cannon to Automatic? My readings had led me to a study of the various weapons in use during the period of the American Revolution, and I knew the difference between rifles and muskets in 1780. I remember explaining to Aunt Mike how the Patriots had defeated the Loyalists, by using better weapons and superior tactics.

Just as with history, my interest in firearms continued. As a public speaking exercise I had to give a presentation to my local 4-H chapter on a topic of my choice. My topic was “How to Clean a Rifle,” and I got high marks for it. I laugh now at the thought of a 10-year-old boy carrying a rifle through the halls of the local high school. Different times.

I was raised with firearms in the house, had taken the firearms safety course twice, and was a pretty good shot. When I was eight, Daddy gave me a single-shot 22 caliber rifle; the following spring, an Army friend dropped off a case of ammunition for me. It takes a while, but it is possible for a little boy to shoot his way through 10,000 rounds of ammunition. Although I aimed at a lot of targets, and learned to shoot my initials in a tree trunk, the wildlife around us was safe because of the “eat what you shoot” rule around the house. My mother drew the line at robins, and I soon drew the line at squirrel and rabbit, which I found exceedingly tough. The less said about possum and sweet potatoes the better.

Aunt Mike returned me to Rimrock Farm, but I was speedily transferred to two of my favorite Army “Dutch aunts and uncles,” Colonel and Mrs. Earl (Tommy and Lorraine) Thompson, who swept me away for a week of fishing and reading. You may know Tommy Thompson as one of the most famous horsemen of the pre-World War II period, when he won medals in two Olympics, but I knew him as a family friend and role model.

During our 1952 family trip to the Helsinki
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