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1.

Old Women’s Gorge

The hill falls down so steeply you can almost touch the flaking bark at the tops of the high conifers, slanting up from below. Patches of undergrowth sprout feebly from the balding earth. The dry soil is rough with trampled scraps of tree; the air, sweet with pine, is still.

We are just below the brow. The gusting April wind has vanished. So has the low moan it carried from the next valley, of traffic on its early evening rush south-west from Prague on highway No. 4.

A rusting chain-link fence, barely kept vertical by cracked concrete pillars, separates us from a tiny pebble-dash cottage that clings awkwardly to the slope. The walls are blotched with damp. The black roof tiles are newer. ‘This is what it used to be,’ says the man with ash-white hair, kicking at some jagged red fragments among the dusty twigs. ‘Asbestos.’

Jan Pospíšil stamps out his Lucky Strike in the debris. ‘They’ll have electricity now,’ he adds. ‘And running water. They didn’t then.’ His eyes glisten, perhaps from the smoke.

‘She was my favourite aunt,’ he explains. ‘Well, great-aunt. There were three of them living here, three sisters. I liked Lata best. I was five or six when I first came here. She must have been about seventy. My mother would leave me here to stay for a few days. There wasn’t much room: just two bedrooms. You could fit two single beds in each, and the sides touched.

‘Lata was strict about table manners. But she was kind. She used to send me out to play in the woods. Sometimes she’d give me her gun and some ammunition, and tell me to play with that …’ Later, in his teens, they would sneak away into the woods together and Lata would share secret cigarettes with him.

Behind us, up on the hill, a car can be seen, moving noiselessly on the lane that runs along the ridge. Back then, in the 1970s, it was more likely to be a man on a horse; sometimes more than one. ‘The secret police liked to keep an eye on things round here.’

There is no sign of the cottage’s current occupants, nor of any neighbours. Other dwellings are just visible through the trees, but these are recent additions. You wouldn’t expect their occupants to remember Jan’s great-aunts. Yet the elderly sisters must have made an impression on someone. The rocky stream at the bottom of the valley is known as Babí rokle, or ‘Old Women’s Gorge’. Lata would spend much of each day going up and down the hill to fetch water from a well by the stream, even though she could no longer walk without a stick.

‘But she never complained,’ says Jan. ‘None of them did.’


[image: ]

For a small nation, the Czechs have an extraordinary gift for producing sporting champions of luminous greatness. Still more remarkable is their rulers’ gift – especially in the twentieth century – for disowning them. Emil Zátopek, the runner; Věra Čáslavská, the gymnast; Olga Fikotová-Connolly, the discus thrower; Martina Navratilová, the tennis player; the near-invincible national men’s ice-hockey team of 1947–9 …1 All dazzled and conquered their chosen worlds, only to be denounced as traitors or enemies of the people. Some were punished; all were shunned. But none fell so far or for so long as Lata Brandisová, the steeplechase jockey, who displeased not one totalitarian regime but two – having already struggled through years of prejudice on account of her gender.

In her prime, between the world wars, Jan’s great-aunt was fêted by statesmen and socialites, acclaimed by chanting crowds. Her achievements in the saddle made headlines not just in Czechoslovakia (as it then was) but across Europe: they were astonishing in sporting terms but more astonishing still in the courage and resilience that made them possible. In an age of prejudice she refused to be constrained by convention. At a time of despair she embodied hope and patriotism. Her aristocratic glamour added to her celebrity, but she was also a figure of deep and serious significance for her nation, her sport and her gender.

She faced her ultimate challenge in middle age, confronting the warrior-athletes of the Third Reich in a sporting contest so extreme in its dangers that some would question its right to be called sport. That day alone should have been enough to earn her immortality. Instead, she was stuffed into history’s dustbin.

She remained there, in that little cottage in the woods, for thirty years, forgotten and unmentionable. Her sisters would leave at dawn, walking to catch a train, to work all day in a factory on the edge of Prague. Lata, still unsteady on her feet from sporting battles gone by, would stay at home, cleaning, washing, chopping wood, fetching water, with only a dog for company.

Later, as age and hunger gnawed at their bones, the sisters became increasingly reclusive. But once a week they would walk to church, always sitting in the same pews, always returning in single file, always alone with their thoughts – ‘like the three kings,’ says a villager who used to watch. Then, nearly forty years ago, even that procession stopped.

Lata’s death, in 1981, was barely reported. She is buried abroad. As far as most of her compatriots are concerned, her story might as well have been buried there with her. A few pilgrims say a mass for her each year at the family shrine in the woods above her old home – hundreds of miles from her actual resting place. Apart from that, you’ll struggle to find a Czech or Slovak who has heard of her, outside the hardcore racing community. In the West, she is almost entirely forgotten. Yet the life of Lata Brandisová was too remarkable to deserve such oblivion. Her character, courage and achievements made a mark that mattered in European history, and made a permanent difference to the opportunities available to the women who came after her. If ever an athlete deserved to have a permanent record set down of who she was and what she did, she does.

Some would say it is too late. There are too few witnesses, too many missing documents. In a cheerful bar among the bleak high-rises of the Prague suburb of Chodov, the respected journalist and racing historian Martin Cáp spends several hours kindly explaining the difficulties to me. He himself has spent twenty years researching a still-unfinished book about the Czech Derby; his knowledge of his nation’s incomplete racing archives is unrivalled, and he is painfully aware of every gap. ‘It’s a fascinating story,’ he tells me, ‘but it will be terribly hard. So many records have been lost.’

Martin Šabata, a television pundit famous among Czechs for his encyclopaedic knowledge of the blood-curdling horse race that made Lata a sporting legend, tells me much the same a few days later, in a café in the eastern Bohemian town of Pardubice. ‘The story of Lata Brandisová is an extremely interesting one. I would love to be able to share all the details with you. But I can’t. They are lost.’

These men know what they are talking about; it would be prudent to listen. But although I have tried many times to talk myself out of writing this book, somehow I haven’t been able to stay talked out of it. Each surviving detail of Lata Brandisová’s lost life throbs with the same message: her story demands to be told. Her very obscurity adds to the urgency

In any case, the trail is not quite cold.
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A few miles from Old Women’s Gorge, her old family house still stands, on the edge of a quiet, low-lying village at whose heart is an ancient fish pond. It is a small, low stately home, overlooking a tree-shaded courtyard, where Lata’s privileged parents taught her to ride and raised her (in vain) to be a well-bred bride. Water was pouring through the ceiling when I first visited. The coat of arms above the front door had peeled away long ago, and patches of stucco were missing from the outside walls. On the sagging stables – on one side of the courtyard – ‘Danger: keep out’ signs stated the obvious.

Indoors the house is warm and welcoming, but there are still traces of its clumsy repurposing as an institution in the Communist era. It is hard to imagine that this was once the home of a family of aristocrats – let alone that one of the twentieth century’s most celebrated sportswomen lived here.

Lata and her sisters were driven out in the 1950s, long before Jan was born. The property came back to the family under ‘restitution’,2 following Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution of 1989. Jan has lived here (most of the time) since 1993. He shares the old property with his wife, Gabriela Křístková, along with two dogs, three cats and six horses. They support themselves with a portfolio of activities that includes forestry and riding tuition. Time or energy that remains is devoted to undoing the damage of the Communist era. ‘It had been reconstructed in the socialist way,’ explains Jan. ‘There were trees growing from the roof.’

One day they hope their home will feel more like the home that Lata lived in, but the restoration is a thankless task. The passing seasons nibble insatiably at house and garden; it’s battle enough to prevent further degradation. Behind the house, wild boars have made a wasteland of the sloping fields in which Lata learned to ride; the forest on the hill beyond would quickly become an impenetrable wilderness without constant intervention by its owners. Like a profligate ex-spouse, the estate endlessly renews its demands for maintenance.

The couple stick at it, determined to honour the memory of their most remarkable relative. In one small room, they have even assembled a ‘mini museum’ in Lata’s honour. There isn’t much in it yet: a few dozen photographs; a cupboard of clothing and rosettes; a small glass case full of souvenirs. But that may soon change.

In 2006, Jan’s Aunt Eva died. She was eighty-four, unmarried – and the longstanding custodian of family memories. Jan found himself the unexpected owner of ten large boxes stuffed with papers, photographs and newspaper cuttings. It was the kind of legacy that can take years to unjumble – if you ever get round to making a start on it. With Aunt Eva’s boxes, the process is almost complete. The contents have sometimes proved baffling; most concern family members who do not come into this story. Yet every now and then there is a priceless clue to its heroine – because Eva was Lata’s niece.

Much of what follows is based on lines of enquiry that began with these boxes, some of which led in unexpectedly fruitful directions. Other family members, and countless friends, acquaintances and witnesses, have also contributed generously. The resulting picture is not complete: occasionally I have been reduced to joining the dots, speculatively, between known facts. (I have made it clear when I am doing so.) But the picture is drawn from life. There really was a countess whose nation took away her privileges one by one, yet who became its figurehead in its time of need. There was – and still is – a steeplechase so extreme in its demands that some consider merely taking part in it to be a sign of insanity. There was indeed a band of Nazi paramilitaries, seemingly invincible on horseback, who chose that same steeplechase as an arena in which to prove their credentials as a master race. And there really was a woman, shy, modest and awkward in company, who tried to stop them; and who refused – in that as in much else – to take no for an answer.
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A photograph from Aunt Eva’s boxes shows Lata in her prime. It is cut from a newspaper, yet her joy fills the faded picture. Head held high, strands of fair hair drifting from her helmet, she is breathless and shining, minutes after her most famous victory. Her eyes seem glazed with thrill and wonder. This is the Lata Brandisová who astounded Europe: bold, defiant, radiant with self-belief.

Beside her stands a pale horse, inches from her head. It, too, appears to be in a kind of trance. The two lean towards one another in unconscious intimacy.

Both seem euphoric. Both seem proud. Both seem to glow, like victorious warriors, with the joy of survival. Much of Lata’s greatness can be sensed from this preserved moment. To win her glory she required fighting spirit and physical and moral courage to a degree more usually associated with warfare than with sport; and she required a loyal comrade – no less indomitable – from another species. Both points are central to her story.

Lata Brandisová came of age as one empire was collapsing and died as another was approaching its overdue end. In between came two world wars, depression, occupation, revolution – and world-changing technological upheaval. She and her sporting contemporaries wrestled with forces – sexism, class hatred, nationalism, fascism – whose shadows darken today’s world too. Her struggles, to which she brought an unbreakable courage beyond most imaginations, were never just about sport.

Nor were they just about her. In her death-or-glory moments, she rode for her nation, and for her gender; perhaps even for freedom. And she did so – as she never forgot – as one of a partnership, between rider and ridden, in which she was the weaker link. That is perhaps the strangest thing about this strange story: at its heart lies the age-old mystery of collaboration between human being and beast, in which, in the right hands, a dumb, powerful, half-ton brute not only consents to serve the feeble biped on its back but does so sometimes with an enthusiasm that seems indistinguishable from the conscious pursuit of human goals.

What follows is a quest to recover the lost life of one of the bravest, oddest, most unjustly forgotten figures in all the annals of sport. Our first steps will be tentative: there are multiple trails to pick up, personal, sporting and historical. But soon they converge, and the pace quickens. They intersect at a climactic moment in the tragedy of the 20th century, when all too many Europeans failed to rise to the challenge of their times, and Lata found herself riding with the hopes of a doomed nation – and a failing democratic project – on her shoulders.

There are many reasons for rescuing Lata Brandisová’s story from oblivion. Only two really matter. She stood up for what was right. And she was that rarest kind of sporting hero: one who achieved what was generally agreed to be impossible.




2.

The little countess

It is not immediately obvious which child is which, but you can easily guess the one destined for greatness. Even as an eight-year-old, Lata has a strange, ungovernable air. Her seven siblings glower or simper with varying degrees of submission or resentment at the photographer’s demands. Their tired-eyed mother sits tensely in the middle of the composition. Lata, fair-haired and serious, seems detached. She leans slightly for a better view past her brother and gazes intently into the distance beyond the photographer’s shoulder. Her grey eyes are alert, but she is deep in her own thoughts. Others in the tableau may well be more prone to mischief. Lata has a more subversive quality: independence.

This is the heroine of our story: Marie Immaculata Brandisová, fifth child of the Count and Countess Brandis – a noble family with Austrian roots who lived in the twilight years of the Habsburg empire, in the central European region of Bohemia (later part of Czechoslovakia and now in the Czech Republic).

You could guess their approximate status without knowing their title. All eight children in the picture are scrubbed, brushed and formally attired. The girls wear stiff, matching dresses, with lace bib collars; the boy wears a heavy suit. The two eldest sisters keep watch at the back for signs of mutiny. The whole tableau creaks with upper-class respectability.

Yet there is less to the Brandis family’s privilege than meets the eye; and what there is of it is fragile. In contrast to most tales of sporting greatness, this is a riches to rags story.

The studio photograph was taken in 1903: a time when the Czech lands of the Austro-Hungarian empire were awash with inherited wealth. In the lushly wooded hills south-west of Prague, noble families lived in chateaux that would not have looked out of place next to Versailles. Even today, you gasp when you see them: the Colloredo-Mansfelds’ seat in Dobříš; the Schirndings’ in Mníšek pod Brdy; the Schwarzenbergs’ in Orlík; the Pálffys’ at Březnice; the mighty royal castle at Karlštejn. Yet the Brandis chateau in Řitka – right in the centre of this belt of architectural splendour – was little more than a large farmhouse by comparison: a stucco-fronted quadrangle, straggled with ivy, with stables along one side of the sloping courtyard, a granary on another, staff quarters on a third and just one low, two-storey block available on the north side for the count, the countess and their fast-growing family.

Their financial resources were barely adequate even for that. Count Brandis, observed one snide neighbour, ‘is more blessed with children than with earthly possessions’. By normal standards, of course, he was fabulously fortunate. The 500-hectare estate, about seventeen miles from Prague, originally included three villages, two farms, several fish ponds,1 a brewery, a distillery, a brickworks, a forest packed with game and a dependent, rent-paying population of more than 300 people. It needed careful managing, and the revenues were modest; but it was a lot better than having no estate at all.

The Brandis family came here in 1896. Count Leopold, Lata’s father, was a former cavalry officer turned chamberlain at the imperial court, with limited cash but plenty of dash. As a young lieutenant in the Hussars, he swam across the Danube and back on horseback for a bet,2 in full uniform, earning himself a spell under house arrest and the lasting admiration of his fellow officers. Later, having left the army with the rank of lieutenant colonel, he found part-time employment tutoring princelings in Vienna (including the future Emperor Charles I) in, among other things, horsemanship.3 He also dabbled in horse breeding.

His wife, Johanna, was sixteen years younger, the daughter of a wealthy Viennese-born politician, Christian von Schäffer. Leopold courted her when she was barely fourteen. The resulting quarrel with her father was so violent that shots were fired,4 and Leopold was barred from the house for the rest of Christian’s life. Family tradition blames this incident for Christian’s premature end soon afterwards – although the official cause of the fifty-five-year-old’s death, in 1885, was ‘exhaustion’. Whatever the truth, the romance survived the mishap. Leopold and Johanna married two years later and set up home with Christian’s widow in the Schäffers’ neo-Renaissance chateau at Úmonín, in the central Bohemian region of Kutná Hora.

Children followed quickly: six in nine years. Lata, the fifth, was born on 26 June 1895, moments before her twin, Kristýna. The only account I have heard of her earliest years involves her sleeping outside in a double pram with Kristýna, under the supposed supervision of their four older siblings – who were actually practising driving a horse and carriage with the help of an eighteen-year-old coachman. But we can be sure that the family did not lack for comfort: the chateau at Úmonín was not only large and well appointed – with extensive stables – but employed half a village’s worth of servants.

Shortly after Lata’s first birthday, the family moved out. Christian’s widow had bought another estate, in Řitka, sixty miles to the west, and in August 1896 she sold it to Johanna. It is not clear what prompted this transaction, but one possibility is that Leopold needed to be closer to Vienna. Another is that life in Úmonín had become strained. Christian von Schäffer had been a pillar of respectability: a member of the Bohemian parliament, a director of the local sugar refinery and a canny investor in the stock market. He had restored and developed the chateau at Úmonín, but beyond paying for a new vicarage for the neighbouring village of Křesetice he was not extravagant. His widow – who was later accused of tampering with Christian’s will to ensure that the estate passed to her rather than their sons – was more of a spender than a saver:5 one local chronicler was scathing about her alleged extravagance. Eventually, in 1902, mounting financial problems resulted in the estate being taken out of her hands and passed to her youngest son. Her eldest son had emigrated by then: he died drunk in Berlin a decade later. Count Brandis, whose grand friends included at least one royal archduke,6 may not have relished being linked too visibly with such family turmoil – or seeing his wife’s potential inheritance squandered. The twenty-five-year-old Johanna borrowed money to fund the purchase of Řitka,7 and it was there that the formative years of Lata’s life would be lived.
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Over the next six years, Leopold and Johanna added three more children to the six they had brought with them from Úmonín. The final line-up comprised: Marie Therese (b.1888); Gabriele (b.1890); Leopold (b.1892); Mikuláš (b.1893); Lata and Kristýna (b.1895); Alžběta (b.1898); Markéta (b.1899); and Johanna (b.1901). To raise all nine in the manner expected of the nobility was a daunting financial challenge. Leopold was ill-suited to it. He was known as a friendly, good-natured kind of chap, but he may have pined for the more fashionable pleasures of Vienna, to which he made frequent visits.

Responsibility for the day-to-day running of the estate fell on the shoulders of its legal owner, Johanna. The fact that she also had nine children to raise may account for the bags under her eyes in the photograph referred to earlier. None the less, according to village tradition she managed Řitka well. She balanced the books; she managed the workforce (many of whom lived on the premises); she kept land and buildings in good repair; and – in contrast to the allegedly rapacious vendor from whom her mother had purchased it in 1890 – she cared for the wellbeing of workers and tenants.8 That’s something they still talk about in Řitka today. Sick villagers were cared for; staff received financial gifts upon marrying; locals with a taste for reading were encouraged to borrow books.

Leopold found work in Prague: as director at a bank and, from 1901, as a member of Bohemia’s regional parliament. Some say that he also found time to squander most of the revenues generated by Johanna’s efficiency, spending long periods away in Vienna, where he still had a permanent entry pass for the imperial court. But there were opportunities for squandering closer to home as well. Leopold had an eye for fine horses and fast carriages, and there were some fabulously wealthy neighbours to keep up with. The financial position deteriorated; those three villages would dwindle to one before Lata came of age.9 The arrival of Leopold’s elderly mother, who lived with them until her death in early 1901, is unlikely to have made things easier for Johanna; nor is the arrival, much later, of her own profligate mother, who suffered a stroke in Řitka in 1911.

Still, those children had to be raised, and Johanna – aided by Marie Therese, the eldest, and, from 1900, by a young live-in governess, Marie Rothländer – did her best to bring them up in a manner appropriate to the nobility. In practice, this seems to have involved a rather random mixture of discipline and anarchy. Outdoors, the children ran wild, with the entire estate as their playground, including miles of old forest (a mix of spruce, firs, maple, larch, beech and oak) on the hills behind the house. The woods, full of wildlife (including deer, hares, rabbits, pheasant and vipers), were nominally rented out for hunting, but the Brandis children could ride, swim, climb and hide there; or gorge themselves on wild blueberries; or even, as they grew older, shoot. Unusually for children of the nobility they were not entirely banned from contact with ordinary village children when they were small, although they were not supposed to stray far from the boundaries of the main property. There were numerous dogs to play with – one visitor later wrote of ‘dogs barking from every window’10 – and, always, horses. Their number varied: Leopold tried to breed horses commercially as well as keeping them for the family’s personal use. But there was room in the stables for around ten (plus carriages); and while there were stable staff, including a coachman, to tend them, that didn’t prevent the children from scrambling onto the smaller horses’ backs as they grazed in the paddocks that separated the house from the woods.

Indoors, the rules were stricter. An unchanging timetable of meals and schoolwork was rigidly adhered to, and the count was ferociously insistent on good table manners. Prayers were said daily; Sundays were dominated by churchgoing. Everyday communication took place in a very formal kind of German,11 with Czech reserved for villagers and servants. (In those days, the family probably used German forms of each other’s names.12 For simplicity’s sake, I am using the Czech versions throughout.) Daughters of the nobility were also expected to be fluent in French;13 to understand and help with household management; and to master such lady-like accomplishments as flower arranging, piano playing and needlework. Their mission was to marry, and from their earliest years they were trained for just that.

In fact, the girls’ chances of making good matches were slim. Aristocratic brides were expected to be provided with dowries to keep their husbands in the style to which they were accustomed, and Leopold and Johanna were not in a position to make such provision. Still, a good upbringing could do no harm.

The formal part of this upbringing took place in the neighbouring town of Mníšek pod Brdy, not at the local school but with a private tutor, Augustin Černý. Horses took them there and back, sometimes in a small two-wheeled carriage (called a kočárek) but also, as they grew in age and number, in the saddle. Lata and Kristýna had their first riding lessons at eight, on horses that their father had first tired out on long hacks. Soon he was taking them for rides; Lata rode an old Irish mare. Within a year they were confident enough to ride unsupervised, although according to Lata it was still a struggle to mount these ‘gigantic’ creatures. Lata sometimes rode as far as Dobříš, a dozen miles to the south. By the time they were ten the twins could drive a barouche, a four-wheeled carriage – and if the coachman was driving would ‘torture’ him with requests to take the reins themselves. Lata liked driving, and was particularly attached to the old horse that she used for this purpose: she would feed him oats and braid his mane and tail with red ribbons ‘to make the hair nice and wavy’. But it was riding that really excited her. Sometimes a whole line of the children could be seen trotting out to Mníšek, often led by Count Leopold. The girls rode astride, not side-saddle, and wore floppy puff berets rather than helmets. Villagers commented on the beauty of the horses, and on the children’s confidence in the saddle.
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The tutoring must have taught them something. The adult Lata had neat handwriting and could speak and write flawless German and French. But it was obvious from an early age that her real gift was for action rather than words. A natural athlete, she excelled at outdoor fun, from tree-climbing to shooting; and the kudos she gained from being best at such games gave her authority beyond her years. One relative described her as ‘the uncrowned king’ among the siblings.

Her greatest gift was for riding. Her father, a noted horseman whose father and grandfather had also been notable equestrians, was quick to recognise Lata’s almost miraculous rapport with horses, and as she grew more assured he used her to help break in younger horses which weren’t yet strong enough to carry adult riders. Her secret was simple: she could see the world through a horse’s eyes. Most riders hope to make the horse ‘an obedient slave’ (as Lata later put it); Lata always aimed to make ‘a friend – a friend that will gladly put his great strength at your disposal’. She made a habit of imitating horses ‘in movement and in temper’. And whereas even the most confident adults tend to harbour a degree of apprehension when they ride, Lata had a naïve faith that no harm could befall her. ‘I simply do not believe that a horse could ever deliberately do something bad to me,’ she said. She rode ‘with peace and love’ – and all else flowed from that.

Our knowledge of her siblings is vaguer,14 but the seven sisters appear to have been close. Kristýna was good at painting and also shared Lata’s love of horses. Markéta inherited her mother’s gift for herbal medicine. Alžběta was romantic and kind. Marie Therese was described by one family friend as ‘the pretty one’ and in one photograph wears a ball-dress; Gabriele, plumper than the others, was especially fond of Marie Therese, and of her father. Johanna played the piano and was best at cooking. Lata, the sporty one, was strong-minded and decisive. Within the family, she was considered a natural leader.

Her siblings were charming, clever and well-brought-up, but I have never heard anyone tell a story about any of them in a ‘you’ll-never-guess-what’ sort of voice. With Lata, you rarely hear any other sort. She was the kind of person people exchanged stories about, even when her only remarkable feats involved riding, cycling or climbing.

Gossip about her parents notwithstanding, Brandis family photographs give the impression of a warm, affectionate household, in which people laughed and were kind to animals and life was lived more in the outdoors than in the drawing room. Many of the pictures feature dogs as well as children. When the younger Lata appears in them, she is often messing about, especially when her father is present. Children of all ages wear chunky, solid shoes, laced high above the ankle and well suited for climbing trees.

Count Leopold was handsome, even in middle age, with a soldier’s cropped hair, a wide, pointy moustache and a twinkling smile. Although his values were deeply conservative, he had a sense of fun. Countess Johanna was serious but warm. She believed that a mother’s role was to ‘be good and kind, but if necessary to tell the truth’. Children, she believed, should ‘honour’ their father; and if anything happened to her she expected her eldest daughter, Marie Therese, to take on the responsibility of teaching them to do so. Therese may have had other ideas.

Their home would have felt crowded at times. There was no corridor on the top floor – people simply walked from one bedroom to another, regardless of who was there. But the interconnected rooms were richly decorated and elegantly furnished. Paintings hung on the walls, often portraying horses or members of the imperial family; or, in one room, Leopold’s parents. In the corridors and main staircases, the walls bristled with hunting trophies: a giant pair of elk antlers overlooked the landing.15 Leopold loved to stalk game in the forest, and when he was in residence he would walk up to the woods every day with his gun. He had also made himself some kind of shooting range there. His daughters were encouraged to join him.
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Yet for all the outdoor activities, Řitka must often have felt like a solemn place. The count and countess were firm and conventional in their Roman Catholic beliefs, and piety was a fact of daily life in their home. The count’s elder sister, Maria Theresia, was a nun: a member of the Daughters of Charity of St Vincent de Paul in Austria. In the local church, in the neighbouring village of Líšnice, the Brandis family had their own pews, on either side of the altar. Unless they were away, they never missed a service.

In the woods above Řitka, meanwhile, the count had a small chapel built, near the brow of the hill. It was dedicated to St Anthony of Padua – patron saint of, among other things, lost property, lost people, horses and the sick. No trace remains today, but the wooded ridge, high above the noise and bustle of daily business, is clearly a place that lends itself to contemplation. A few miles further south, just above Mníšek at a spot called Skalka, a whole cluster of small chapels looks out over the same valley from the same woods, like silent, white-robed saints. If you come across these by chance from the trees behind, the peace of the place takes your breath away. People go up there to say prayers for the dead. As Lata was growing up, Leopold and his family often did the same at their small chapel. Leopold, when he did so, would certainly have remembered his mother, who died in 1901; she may not, however, always have been upper-most in his thoughts. In June 1902, four days before Lata’s seventh birthday, her eldest brother, nine-year-old Leopold, died of scarlet fever. He was not the only child in Řitka to meet such a fate that summer; but that, for his parents, may have added to the horror. Most noble families banned their children from contact with ordinary village children.16 Had the Brandises’ more relaxed approach exposed young Leopold to the infection that killed him?

For a long time the house was chilled with grief. Johanna was still wearing mourning a year later, while for decades to come the family would light candles in little Leopold’s memory every Christmas Eve. Meanwhile, long after the first agonies of loss had calmed, anyone who walked or rode up the narrow path from the house to the woods had only to pass the chapel to be reminded of their loved ones’ mortality. At some point, as the surviving children became teenagers, the message was reinforced by the appearance at the lower end of the path of an informal pet graveyard.

Like their Victorian counterparts in Britain, the late Habsburg upper classes seem to have been haunted by existential melancholy. You can feel it in their poems, their songs and their ever-more-elaborate cemeteries: a sad, aching dread. They sensed that, for all their good fortune and sophistication, and the tranquillity of their rural retreats, Death would come for them in the end.

They were right. But what he had in mind for most of them was still a few years off.




3.

Horseplay

Under a grey sky, steam rises from a grey trench. The trench is vast – two metres deep and five wide – with a hedge, almost as high as a man, along one side. Within its depths, a great horse struggles to right itself, rolling on its rider as it does so. Bodies are strewn on the muddy ground beyond: another horse, and too many men to count.

It looks like war. It is supposed to. In another image of the same event, a horse and a rider, a few feet apart, are tumbling, or possibly somersaulting, from a high bank, as if blasted over it by an explosion. It is hard to imagine either man or beast surviving. The bank is higher than the fully stretched length of the horse.

In a third photograph, two riders – both army officers – are on the edge of what looks like a deep stream. One has reached the sodden turf and lies on his back, not necessarily conscious; the other is still up to his waist in the stream, along with his horse, which seems similarly stuck. In the background, a third officer, unsteadily on horseback, gallops out of the picture. A cluster of spectators in the distance is the only hint that this is in fact a sporting contest.

There are even scraps of film footage, although you need a strong stomach to look at them. Horses galloping flat out are halted abruptly and brutally by unexpected obstacles. Their riders shoot forward like human cannon balls, for five, ten, fifteen metres. A horse jumps badly and brings down half a dozen others. When the flailing tangle of legs and bodies resolves itself, two jockeys remain on the ground; they are neither moving nor, it seems, breathing …
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I would like to say that no horses were harmed in the making of this book. Sadly – and obviously – that wouldn’t be true. Many were, mostly in Pardubice, the central Bohemian racecourse where these scenes and many like them took place. Sometimes Lata Brandisová was present; more than once she was involved. Yet this is not a tale of brutality or cruelty. It is the story of a woman whose distinguishing feature was her compassion for and empathy with horses – someone who, in the words of one friend, ‘would have given her life for her horses – I’m certain of that’.1 It is also, despite appearances, a story from a time and a place in which horses were valued more deeply than they are today.

To understand that paradox, and hence to understand properly the story of Lata Brandisová, we need to shift our focus for a moment and explore not her life but her world. This is an adventure from a rougher, more reckless age than ours: a time when men were men and women were their chattels, and horses were not the cherished pets they are now. Even aristocrats shrugged off daily discomforts that we would struggle to tolerate. Horses were expected to be as robust as their riders.

Yet horses were also cared for, as prized assets. Lata grew up in an age more horse-focused than any before or since,2 at a time when the ancient bond between the equine and human species had not yet been broken. Horses, and people who understood horses, and people whose lives revolved around horses, could be found in every corner of society. Peasants and farmers used them for work, the rich for leisure and war, and all who could for day-to-day transport. Only a minority had no contact with them at all. The rural economy was largely made up of local, horse-based micro economies. Řitka, with its stables, stable staff, farm and farm horses and its network of local suppliers, was just one small example. In Pardubice, ninety miles to the east, the phenomenon was replicated on a far grander scale.

The people involved may sometimes have exposed the horses in their care to great danger, but they were not indifferent. Rather, with few exceptions, they would normally do their very best to keep them out of harm’s way, just as today we try not to damage the cars we drive.

Decent people felt affection for their horses, too, but that didn’t mean that they never took risks with them – especially the fast ones. And ideas of acceptable risk, for both horse and rider, were very different from ours. In Lata’s world, the crazy horseman who risked a broken neck for the sake of a moment’s glory was admired for his pluck, not censured for his folly. The fact that that neck might sometimes belong to the horse rather than the rider was barely considered as a concern in its own right. Ideally, no necks would be broken at all; and if you did end up losing your co-participant, well, it was like losing a comrade in battle. You dealt with it and moved on.

It is important to understand this, because this is a story in which many necks were broken.
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The seeds of Lata’s story were sown long before her birth, in the early nineteenth century, among the upper echelons of Austro-Hungarian aristocracy. Decades of disastrous war had just ended on the killing fields of Waterloo, in 1815. In the aftermath, two empires dominated Europe. The British, the new superpower, claimed credit for vanquishing Napoleon; the Habsburg lands – or at least their ruling classes – rejoiced at being liberated from his yoke. Both welcomed a new age of (relative) peace and prosperity. Both saw military strength and martial values as the key to making it last.

The British honed theirs in endless colonial skirmishes. The armies of Austria-Hungary, lacking this option, developed instead a barracks-based military culture obsessed with displays of bravery. The less battle-hardened the officer classes became, the more they were encouraged to cling to the values of the battlefield. Honour was prized, cowardice was abhorred. Boorish rituals – drinking, gambling, whoring – helped to entrench crude stereotypes of testosterone-fuelled manliness. Duelling, in decline elsewhere in the world, was both widespread and tolerated: better a military caste whose members occasionally slaughtered one another on trivial pretexts than one that, softened by years of peace, quailed in the face of death.

But one particular manly virtue was prized above all others: boldness in the saddle.

It’s easy to see why. Cavalry remained a crucial weapon of war – at least for a land-based army such as the Habsburgs’ – and its components were valued accordingly. Breeders who supplied the imperial war machine with well-bred mounts could become as rich as modern arms dealers. Owners of fine warhorses flaunted them as projections of their own worth and virility. Yet what value were fine horses without riders who could put them to good use in war? The challenge for an army in peacetime was to ensure a reliable supply of skilled, fearless horsemen.

In seeking to rise to this challenge, the officer classes broadened their cult of bravery to embrace the most reckless behaviour. When Leopold Brandis swam his horse across the Danube, he was breaking any number of military regulations, yet the feat was entirely within the spirit of the unwritten military code – as was his exchange of gunshots with his prospective father-in-law. Never mind the potential harm to his fellow creatures: what mattered was his plucky spirit, especially as displayed in the saddle.

Anyone who doubted this code could be swiftly silenced with reference to the example of the British, famous for their foolhardy daring yet enviably successful in war, commerce, science and geo-politics. As the century progressed, the all-conquering liberators of Europe were increasingly adopted as role models. English styles of architecture, dress and manners became fashionable; but what really transformed Austro-Hungarian society was the ruling classes’ fascination with their English counterparts’ kamikaze approach to horsemanship.

Two British sports particularly impressed the Anglo-philes: horse racing and fox hunting. From the 1820s onwards they began to imitate them, with competitive enthusiasm. Wealthy Hungarians such as Count István Széchenyi and Count Móric Sandor and wealthy Czechs such as Count Oktavian Kinský and Prince Franz Liechtenstein imported English thoroughbreds and hounds and organised hunts and races to show them off.3 Hungary’s first English-style race meeting took place in 1826, Bohemia’s in 1839. Bohemia’s first English-style hunt was organised by Kinský in 1836, near the then little-known town of Pardubice – where, in 1841, a permanent hunting society was established. The society organised a race meeting the following year that included several ‘steeplechase’ races.

The richest aristocrats splashed out not just on horses but also on the finest English trainers, grooms and, as racing took hold, jockeys. Dozens of Englishmen who were skilled with horses made the journey to central Europe from the mid-nineteenth century onwards: for badly paid, barely educated stable staff, it was a rare chance to convert their talent into prosperity. The faraway countries in which they ended up must have seemed terrifying in their strangeness, but the potential rewards justified the upheaval – rather as they do today for South Americans and Africans who seek fame and fortune in Europe’s football leagues.

The story of the English racing diaspora to the Habsburg lands in the nineteenth century deserves a book of its own. (I recommend the excellent The Velká Pardubická and the Grand National, by John Pinfold and Kamila Pecherová, to which this chapter and the next are heavily indebted.) Some localities were transformed by the influx: the town of Alag, for example, became known as ‘the Hungarian Newmarket’ – while some of the migrants became little short of celebrities. Previously obscure Englishmen who found fame and fortune on the central European racing scene included Richard Fletcher, a hard-drinking jockey from Northenden, near Manchester, whose riding for Prince Thurn und Taxis was rewarded with a substantial hunting lodge at Loučeň; Henry Huxtable, another Mancunian, whose work for the Hungarian Prince Festetics earned him a mansion in Alag; George Williamson, a horse dealer’s son from Nottingham whose successes in the saddle and in Alag real estate were matched by a string of romantic conquests in high society (the Baroness de Buren and Daisy, Countess of Warwick, were among his ‘wins’); and Walter Earl, a farmer’s son from Northamptonshire who made a name for himself first as a jockey in Lednice and then as a trainer for Prince Auersperg – on whose Slatiňany estate Earl’s memorial stone can still be seen.

It was much the same with hunting. Bohemia’s best-known – and best-paid – early huntsmen were English expatriates who had acquired their skills the hard way in their native land before coming abroad to be properly rewarded for them. Examples include Thomas Sketh (employed by Prince Franz Liechtenstein at Lednice); Rowland Reynolds (recruited by Prince Ferdinand Kinský during a hunting trip to England to be his Master of Horse at Heřmanův Městec); and Samuel Stevens and Charley Peck, from Buckinghamshire and Lincolnshire respectively, who were both employed by the Pardubice hunt.

Attitudes to horsemanship in Bohemia were transformed by their work. The Anglophile aristocrats didn’t have much appetite for killing foxes – they were more likely to hunt deer, which they often did not kill – but they grasped that fox hunting was the key to the uniquely crazy British way of riding. Thanks to the enclosure programmes of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, those who followed hounds on horseback in England could do so successfully only if they could ride at high speed through countryside criss-crossed with field boundaries. This meant frighteningly large amounts of daredevil jumping: jumping hedges, jumping fences, jumping gates, jumping ditches; jumping unexpected combinations of these – all at a gallop, regardless of the going or the weather, in an atmosphere of ferocious snobbery in which perceived reluctance to take risks could see you ostracised as a ‘funker’. As a result a spectacularly gung-ho approach to horsemanship evolved. This kind of riding, which could be tested in steeplechase races as well as hunts, was barely safer than duelling. But it was hard to imagine a better way – short of genuine warfare – of making cavalry officers battleworthy.
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At first the upper classes tested their own mettle in hunts but left the steeplechasing to specialist jockeys. But some aristocrats felt that this was not enough. Where was the fun in paying some Englishmen to take all the risks on their behalf ?

The Hungarian Count Móric Sándor was the most notorious example of a nobleman who wanted all the horse-related glory to himself. Known for his reckless riding, Sándor had a string of extreme feats to his name, including riding from Vienna to Pest (now part of Budapest) in thirty-one hours without changing horse; riding across the ice of the Danube as it was cracking beneath his horse’s hooves; and jumping clean over three horses, side by side, as they pulled a moving cart in Nagyhéd Street in Pest. He rode in several steeplechases in Pardubice, and won at least one, but ended his riding career – and wrote off a horse – in a head-on collision with an iron railing in 1850.

Sándor’s contemporaries sensed that his kind of horsemanship went beyond the bounds of decency. The count was nicknamed ‘The Devil Rider’, and it was reported that, at his funeral, the horses charged with pulling his hearse shied away and bolted.

Count Oktavian Kinský, whose principal residence was in Chlumec nad Cidlinou in eastern Bohemia, was similarly imprudent, but somehow more human. Known for his acrobatic skills – he could stand on his head in the saddle – he shared Sándor’s penchant for riding his horses indoors, especially up the grand staircase of his magnificent baroquegothic castle,4 Karlova Koruna. He would also race his coach around the castle’s high terrace-balcony, allegedly turning corners so fast that the outer wheels hung in the air. No doubt he would have driven it into a swimming pool, had any of his castles possessed one. In short, he was a hellraiser, whose favoured tool of mayhem was the horse. Yet there was a bond of affection between master and horses that seems incompatible with deliberate cruelty, or even with neglect. When Kinský lay on his deathbed in 1896, his horses were led into his room, one by one, for him to bid them farewell.

Oktavian was by no means the only Kinský to make his mark on the horse-racing world. His family had been breeding horses for centuries, and had officially done so for the imperial cavalry since 1723. Their rewards included fabulous wealth, vast estates and power and prestige on a scale more usually associated with monarchs. (One branch of the family, from Choceň, had been elevated to the rank of princes.) The Kinskýs had access to some of the finest horses and stables in Europe, and most members of the family knew how to use them. For example: Count Rudolf Kinský, an early promoter of races in Pardubice; Count Zdenko Kinský, Oktavian’s nephew and adopted heir and an influential owner and jockey in his own right; and the more flamboyant Count Karel Kinský,5 who caused a sensation in the UK in 1883 by becoming the first foreigner to win the Grand National. His horse, Zoedone (purchased with winnings from a bet on the 1882 Cesarewitch), was fancied to carry him to a second Aintree victory in 1885; instead, it was nobbled by a mystery poisoner. Karel, a diplomat in the Austro-Hungarian embassy in London, honed his remarkable jumping skills by hunting in Northamptonshire, and also found the time and energy to conduct a sizzling love affair with Winston Churchill’s mother, Lady Randolph Churchill.

It is worth dwelling on Oktavian Kinský in particular, because without him there would be no story. Born in 1813, ‘Taffy’, as his intimates called him, was a lanky, long-armed, bushy-moustached man, with dark hair and wild blue eyes. Some considered him brutish in appearance (‘It is impossible that we had such apes in our family!’6 protested a later count, Norbert), and his behaviour often compounded the impression. His temper was explosive, his appetite for thrills insatiable, his sensitivity to the needs of others limited. He loved practical jokes. Cruder examples included convincing a guest that he had just cleaned his teeth with Oktavian’s personal ‘arse-brush’; filling another’s pillow with live frogs; and tricking an untrustworthy horse-dealer into submerging himself in a barrel of muck. At the more sophisticated end of his repertoire, he announced his own death at least once, to see how people reacted. He is said to have particularly enjoyed the moment when an estranged relative, who had returned from Vienna specially in the hope of claiming an inheritance, came bounding up the steps of Kinský’s castle – to be greeted at the top by the grinning face of Oktavian himself.

He must have been quite annoying to know, and had he been a poorer man his humour might have found a less indulgent audience. Yet there was also something life-affirming about his devil-may-care exuberance – and he was never more exuberant than where animals were concerned. Reckless with their wellbeing, he none the less cared about them deeply. He once leaped from his horse and wrestled a stag by its horns because it was attacking his dogs. As for horses, he believed that they were there to be ridden; and that riding wasn’t proper riding unless it included jumping; and that it was hardly worth going to the trouble of jumping unless the obstacles were challenging. Riding, in other words, meant steeplechasing, formal or informal, the more dangerous the better. Nor was he satisfied with making these the guiding principles of his own horsemanship. He wanted all riders to join his adrenaline cult.

His introduction of the Pardubice hunt has already been mentioned. Three years later, in 1839, he was responsible for the creation of the Hunter Stakes, Prague’s first steeplechase; while in 1842 he helped ensure that there were several races over jumps at Pardubice’s first race meeting. When that wasn’t enough to satisfy his appetite, he started his own annual steeplechase, in 1846, in the sloping Lučice meadows near Chlumec nad Cidlinou.

Soon Europe’s richest and grandest, including several crowned heads, were flocking regularly to central Bohemia to enjoy Oktavian’s exotic new sports – and the spectacular hospitality of Karlova Koruna. The surrounding countryside, most of which Oktavian owned, was perfectly suited to the hunts he organised on the days in between race meetings. And his insistence that all involved in those hunts wore traditional English ‘pink’ added an extra layer of impenetrable exclusivity to the already elite proceedings. Outside observers were both baffled and impressed; and, then as now, the fads of the super-rich trickled down to become the aspirations of wider society.

For Oktavian, however, even this was not enough. And so it was that, at the age of sixty-one, he devised a more extreme form of sporting entertainment …




4.

The dance of death

They call it the Devil’s Race. It is not clear if they have a particular devil in mind. If they do, it may well be Oktavian. But he wasn’t its only creator. Several aristocratic friends accompanied him on the trip to the British Grand National, in 1865, during which the seed of the infernal idea was sown. By the time it reached fruition, on an autumn day in Pardubice in 1874, he had two partners in devilry: Prince Emil Fürstenberg and Count Max Ugarte. The time lag is partially explained by a digression for a brief, shambolic war with Prussia. But it may have taken nine years to work out just how far back the frontiers of common sense could be pushed in pursuit of the ultimate test of horsemanship.

The answer was: quite far. Even today, the Velká Pardubická – the Grand Pardubice – is considered the world’s most dangerous steeplechase, and that is despite decades of modifications to make it safer. ‘The world’s craziest’ might be a better description. The raison d’être of the race is to test recklessness. It takes place just once a year, over a squiggling four-and-a-bit mile course, with thirty-one obstacles, some terrifying and some much worse than that. A strong, well-ridden horse can complete it in ten minutes – or, just as likely, fail to complete it at all.

Even viewed on foot, many of the jumps make your blood run cold. In the heat and rush of the actual contest, with the muscle-melting effect of miles of muddy galloping factored in and the added danger from fellow competitors, they verge on the suicidal. That’s the whole point. They are there, Oktavian would have said, to sort out the men from the boys. You don’t have to be unhinged to attempt them, but it helps.

Perhaps ‘unhinged’ is too crude a diagnosis. But only just. The race has thrived for a century and a half because there are enough people in horse racing who regard labels such as ‘toughest’, ‘most dangerous’ and ‘most extreme’ as red rags, the only acceptable response to which is to charge towards them. ‘People think I’m mad,’ said the English jockey Charlie Mann, who rode in it in 1994 and 1995, ‘but they don’t see it the way I do.’ Mann had been declared unfit to ride in the UK after breaking his neck in a fall, but insisted, with succinct eloquence: ‘If I want to kill myself in Czechoslovakia,1 that’s my business.’ To Velká Pardubická aficionados, such an attitude was commendable but in no way out of the ordinary. The race’s most famous champion, Josef Váňa, rode to eight victories from twenty-five starts between 1985 and 2011 – the last at the age of fifty-eight. A series of catastrophic falls along the way left him with a permanent limp, a missing part of a lung, half a dozen fewer ribs than he started out with and too many broken bones to list, but failed to dilute the enthusiasm with which he came back for more. Even clinical death – for fifteen minutes in 1994 – only kept him out of the saddle for two months. Why? He could no more explain than a normal person could understand. But Oktavian would have understood. The race was designed with such competitors in mind.

The Aintree influence is easy to discern. The Velká Pardubická is just a furlong or so shorter than the Grand National – and the jumps are tough enough for merely finishing to be a commendable achievement. Other aspects of the challenge are unique to Pardubice. The route starts and finishes on the racecourse but was not, in those early days, confined to it. The founders insisted that half of the race be run across ploughed fields, and so the route digressed significantly into the local farmland. The stamina-sapping effects greatly increased the difficulty of the jumps; which was unfortunate, because the man overseeing the design of the jumps was Oktavian.

It took several years for the course and its obstacles to settle down into anything resembling their current form. There were only twenty-four when the race was first run, but most of the notorious jumps were there from the beginning and are still there today: the Big English Fence (a thick hedge with a wooden fence on the far side), the Snake Ditch (a wide, water-filled ditch with a drop of about two feet from take-off to landing), the Irish Bank (six foot high and six foot thick, with a small ditch on either side – to be scrambled over rather than jumped), the French Jump (a double hedge with a small ditch in the middle), the Garden fences (two big railed hedges, just eight metres apart). We shall be hearing more of these – just as we shall be hearing a great deal more about the obstacle originally known as the Big Ditch. In the meantime, think of it as a tough cross-country jumping course, transposed to a distinctly unmanicured racecourse, with a couple of miles of ploughed fields tagged on;2 the crucial difference being that, instead of jumping the vast obstacles one by one as eventers do, the competitors all start at the same time and place, jumping in one monstrous tangle – and whoever finishes first gets the prize.

It sounds like a recipe for mayhem, and it is.
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On a cold Thursday, 5 November 1874, fourteen runners and riders lined up at the start of the first Velká Pardubická.3 Two had already fallen, the organisers having insisted on a pre-race test jump to check that all involved were fit and competent. The pair who failed were allowed to start anyway. Thereafter, even token pretences of common sense vanished. After six jumps, only eleven horses remained. Four fell at the Wall, the first and biggest (four foot high) of several stone walls. Hansi Fries, riding Kinský’s horse, remounted. Like all those riding on this occasion, Fries was a professional: he wouldn’t have wanted his employer to think he had done less than his utmost. But Walter Earl and Peter Appleton – two of eleven Englishmen riding – were too badly injured to continue. Earl’s distinguished riding career never really recovered from the fall.

The rest of the field charged on chaotically. For much of the race, they were out of sight of spectators, who were not very numerous anyway. But you barely needed to see the action to get the gist of it: more falls, more remounting; more danger and injury; increasing exhaustion. The hurdle at the Big Ditch was trampled flat; some horses preferred to wade through rather than jump over the deep trench beyond it. The Irish Bank claimed a victim; so did the Bullfinch. Only six horses finished. Two had pulled up from exhaustion. Another, Strizzel, was dead, after breaking its neck at the relatively innocuous penultimate fence.

The grim toll provoked justifiable criticism. ‘It is inconceivable that such small weight be placed on the safety of horses and riders,’ complained one journalist. But it was not enough to prevent the race – which was won by the Germany-based Englishman George Sayers on the German-owned Fantome – from being judged an overall success. It was repeated the following year, although the youngest of its founders, Count Ugarte, did not live to see it. The twenty-four-year-old died in a fall that winter, while racing in Italy. Some might see this as a kind of justice, others as a reminder that life is indeed short – lending all the more urgency to the pursuit of life-transcending excitement in each bright remaining moment.

The Velká Pardubická became a regular feature of the sporting and social calendar, usually on the second Sunday of October. Professional expatriate riders dominated in the early years: twenty-two of the first thirty winners had British riders. But the crowds that came in increasing numbers to watch were drawn from all over the Habsburg empire, and beyond.
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The race’s reputation grew with that of its most spectacular and challenging feature. The Big Ditch, as it was initially known, attracted more controversy with each new victim it claimed. It wasn’t unjumpable, but the depth of the ditch, which was often flooded, meant that mistakes could be catastrophic. The slanting hurdle at the approach was at some point in the mid-1880s or early 1890s replaced with a large hedge, improving drainage but otherwise making the obstacle more fearsome still. At around the same time, there were serious discussions about the possibility of removing the jump altogether. Instead, the assembled aristocrats were swayed by the intervention of Prince Egon Thurn und Taxis, who said words to this effect: ‘Gentlemen, none of us will be jumping it. Therefore I see no reason why we should omit it or make it easier for anybody else.’ Perhaps such solipsistic logic makes more sense if you are a prince. It proved persuasive, at any rate; and the jump was officially named after the prince following his death in 1892.

When Lata was growing up, and for most of her adult life, Taxis consisted of a huge ditch, two metres deep and five across, concealed on the approach by a stiff hedge, 1.4 metres high and 1.2 metres thick. A horse jumping it straight would need to soar a minimum of about eight metres to land safely on the far side; a crooked jump would increase the distance still further. The ditch’s sides were steep and, as a result, unforgiving to those that fell short. And then there was the biggest hazard of all: all those other horses.

Remarkably, no jockey has yet died jumping Taxis. Some have had their ashes scattered there, but the nearby gravestones are the legacy of a brief period in the Communist era when the course doubled up as a speedway track. Yet the message of the stones is appropriate: this is a life-threatening obstacle. Countless jockeys have suffered disastrous injuries there in the past 145 years. In addition, twenty-nine horses have died.4 This imbalance is largely explained by the fact that badly injured horses are usually put down, whereas jockeys are not. It still seems obscene. Yet that is how things used to be done. Times have changed since most of those deaths occurred, and the Velká Pardubická is now more merciful – too much so, say hardcore traditionalists. The rules have been tightened and the course has been repeatedly toned down; Taxis, in particular, is not the jump it was. On a dry day you can see the line in the soil where the far slope of the ditch has been made significantly nearer and shallower.

The challenge is still grotesquely hard. Not only must the horse perform a gargantuan leap to land safely on the far side: it must do so without any idea why. Just ‘giving full liberty to the horse’ – the supposed secret of Count Sándor’s prodigious jumping – is not enough. The vast ditch is invisible until well after take-off. None the less, it can be done and usually is. The secret is generally held to be a combination of equine psychology (‘Horses will try things as a herd that no individual horse would do of its own accord,’ explains Jan Pospíšil) and blind commitment (‘When you come to the jump, you have to throw your heart over it,’ says Gabriela Křístková, who teaches riding and jumping in the same Řitka paddocks where Lata learned to ride). The best contenders try to be first to the obstacle, so as not to be impeded by the also-rans; the rest charge along in the leaders’ wake, hoping to be drawn over by herd momentum.

It sounds a bit vague to inspire total confidence, but it’s the best there is. As a result, few approach Taxis without dread in their stomachs. The English amateur rider Chris Collins, who raced here in 1973 – the first Englishman to do so for nearly sixty years – admitted: ‘When I saw the Taxis for the first time, I thought those who said it was jumpable were joking.’ But they weren’t; and, indeed, Collins jumped it successfully that year, although not the next. The British jockey Marcus Armytage, who survived it in 1990 and 1991 but fell badly in 1992, calls it ‘the love child of Becher’s Brook and The Chair, on steroids’.5 Charlie Mann, who got over safely both times he raced there in the mid-1990s, thinks, ‘It looks bigger than it jumps’, while according to the Czech jockey Pavel Liebich (who won the race three times in a row from 1981 to 1983), ‘Many people are haunted by the name.’ In Liebich’s opinion, ‘Horses will often do a jump of that size in training,6 even at a smaller obstacle.’ Then, of course, they are not among a crowd of other horses. But the fact remains: if horses more often than not get over it, it is because they are both able and willing to do so. Jan Kratochvíl, who won the 2017 race on No Time To Lose, said afterwards that getting over Taxis was ‘largely a question of letting the horse go’.7

But Taxis is only one obstacle among many; and, as we shall see, it is by no means the only one that is potentially lethal. The long stretches of ploughed field turn the whole race into a form of Bohemian roulette, especially when the weather has been wet – as it usually has been. The race has been run 128 times (there have been interruptions for war), and there has
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