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Epigraph

It is the seat on a horse that makes the difference
 between a groom and a gentleman.

Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote

Hast thou given the horse strength? Has thou
 clothed his neck with thunder?

The Book of Job, 39:19






CHAPTER ONE

My Kingdom for a Horse
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THE Statistical Abstract of the United States, a bottomless compendium of useless facts, indicates that there are over 5 million households owning a horse or horses in America today, and that the total horse population is, give or take a few horses, about 13.5 million.

That seems like a lot of horses in a country where most people had already made the switch to the automobile by the end of World War I, and in which horseswith a few exceptions like police horses, or carriage horses in places like New Yorks Central Park, or among the Amishare no longer working animals, strictly speaking.

When I was a boy in England, the milkman had a horse that not only pulled his milk wagon but knew enough to stop at every house to which he delivered milk on his route, and fresh fruits and vegetables were hawked from horse-drawn carts, but all of that is long since gone. Even on cattle ranches, the horses are more ornamental and traditional than useful these days.


At the same time, horses arent exactly pets, like dogs and cats. For one thing, they dont live in the house, or even visit it. However domesticated the horse is, hes not part of domestic life; his place remains firmly outside, in the field, the corral, the paddock, or the stable, depending on the part of the country you live in. You go to visit the horse, the horse doesnt visit you. In other culturesamong the Mongols, for examplehorsemen sleep with their horses, for warmth, one presumes, but that has never been the Anglo-Saxon way, even among old-time cowboys. However fond the rider may be of his mount, its our custom to bed down at some distance from it. Little girls may fantasize about sleeping with their ponies, but not many actually do it, which is just as well, since horses of all sizes are restless sleepers, and very likely to kick out when disturbed. In any case, horses do most of their sleeping standing up.

So the horse occupies a peculiar and privileged position, not quite a pet, no longer a working animal, rooted, for many people, in the past, but flourishing in the present, admired even by people who dont ride, and apt not only to survive but to thrive almost anywhere.
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A few words about my own involvement with horses. I came to horses early in lifeI have before me a picture of myself on a small, shaggy pony at the age of about sixbut although I learned to ride, living as we did in Hampstead, on the outskirts of London, we never owned a horse.


My father Vincent and his two brothers, Zoltan, a few years older, and Alexander, the eldest, had grown up in rural Hungary before the invention of the motor car, so horses were neither a mystery to them nor an enthusiasm. Their father, Henry, a man with a fierce military bearing and mustache but with curiously melancholy eyes, had been a cavalry sergeant during his military service before he became the overseer of the immense estate of the Salgo family on the Hungarian puszta, or plains, and certainly he rode a horse to go about his job. Of his children, neither Alex nor my father rode as adults, though both had been on horses as children, if only to take them back and forth from the fields to the stable. When World War I began, however, my uncle Zoltan was called up for military service and actually became a lieutenant in a cavalry regiment in the Austro-Hungarian Army, unusual for a Jew in those days, particularly in the army whose most famous veteran was the title character in Jaroslav Haseks classic novel The Good Soldier Svejk. Zoli saw combat on the Galician front and was wounded, gassed, and taken prisoner by the Russians. He rode in at least one cavalry charge, and perhaps as a result, in later years he showed no desire to mount a horse again. Uncle Alexs eyes were bad enough to exempt him from military service. My father was conscripted and sent to an infantry regiment, where the colonel soon discovered both his ineptitude as a soldier and his talent as a painter and promoted him to sergeant, giving my father a small, cozy cottage as a studio, where he busied himself painting portraits of the colonel, the colonels wife, the colonels daughters, and the colonels dog (a dachshund), as well as nudes of the colonels mistress, until the war was over and he could return to art school. When he was not painting, he looked after the colonels horse, and in later life, whenever he saw a horse in the street, he would stop, pet it, and feed it one of the lumps of sugar that he took from restaurants and kept in his pocket for just that purpose. He remained distantly fond of horses, if only because they reminded him of his youththe colonels horse, he liked to say, had given him a good deal less trouble than the colonels wife or mistressbut not so fond as to explain my own involvement with horses over the years.

On my mothers side of the family, which was staunchly English, its harder to say for sure what part horses played. My great-grandfather was always described rather grandly by his daughtersAnnie, my grandmother, and her more formidable older sister Maud-Maryas having owned horses all his life, which was true enough, since he had a horse-drawn cart pulled by a succession of bony old nags, with which he made his way daily around the Liverpool streets, crying out, Coal, coal! to housewives.

My maternal grandfather, Octavius Musgrove, must have been interested in riding at one time. I have before me a photograph of him, dressed to the nines as an Edwardian sportsman, in a tweed hacking jacket, a vest with gold buttons, well-cut riding breeches, and gleaming riding boots, one hand nonchalantly stuck in his pocket. My mother, at about the age of twelve, stands beside him, showing few signs of the great beauty she was to become, dressed in a schoolgirls unflattering long-sleeved middy blouse and tie and a long, heavy skirt. Her cousin Madge Evans (who would go on to become a Hollywood child star and rival to Shirley Temple, and whose theme song would be Pennies from Heaven) is on her knees in front of my mother, trying unsuccessfully to hold a struggling Jack Russell terrier still for the photograph. The house in the background has columns and a lawn that suggests the presence of horseswhy else would Ockie be dressed that way?but no horses are visible in the picture.

In later life, neither Madge Evans nor my mother ever expressed in my hearing the least interest in horses, however, and no photographs of them exist as equestriennes, though since they both achieved some measure of fame as actresses, they were photographed, once they reached Hollywood, playing, or pretending to play, almost every other sport.
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I remember being taken to a riding school in Griffith Park, Los Angeles, when we moved to California in late 1940 so that my father could finish The Thief of Baghdad and make The Jungle Book and That Hamilton Woman. There I was introduced to western riding. When my mother moved to New York to play Irina in the Katharine Cornell production of Chekhovs Three Sisters on Broadway, I remember taking riding lessons at Durlands, a venerable old stable on West Sixty-seventh Street with an indoor ring, a glassed-in spectators gallery, and an elevator that could hold a carriage and two horses, right where the ABC studios are now situated. Clearly, somebody in the family thought that I would benefit from riding, as well as learning to play the piano, to dance, and to speak French.

The piano lessons never stuck (nor the violin, an earlier experiment), and the dance lessons didnt stick hard enough to make me anybodys favorite dance companion in later life, but I can still speak French fluently and ride, so not all of the money was wasted. Over the years, as I grew up, I rode from time to time, when I was in the mood, where I could. Wherever you went in the world, I discovered, you were likely to find a stable if you looked hard enough. There was Lilo Blums tiny stable in a mews off Hyde Park Corner, a ten-minute walk from the Connaught Hotel, where you could rent a horse to ride in the park, on Rotten Row. There were small stables hidden high in the fragrant hills above Cannes and Nice, where you could ride along dry, dusty trails in the pine forests, looking down at the Mediterranean, or take dressage lessons in a ring from a ferocious and unforgiving French instructor. I found places where I could ride in Switzerland when I was at boarding school, in Germany when I did my military service in the Royal Air Force there, in the Bois de Boulogne when the Royal Air Force unaccountably sent me to Paris to live with a White Russian family and learn Russian at the taxpayers expense, and at Oxford, where the surrounding countryside contained stables that had catered to generations of foxhunting undergraduates.

Once I returned to New York, married my first wife, and found a job as an assistant editor in book publishing, riding was no longer on my mindI worked long hours, reading and editing manuscripts until late at night, the normal demands of married life took up my weekends, and the birth of a son (to two woefully unprepared parents) took up whatever odd moments were left. I did not exactly miss riding, which had never in any case been a passion with meit simply seemed like part of another life, something I had done a bit of once upon a time and was unlikely, on the face of things, ever to do again.

It was not until my son Christopher was about six years oldand my career as an editor had achieved a certain stabilitythat I had the leisure to pause, as if to draw a deep breath, and came to the conclusion that there was something missing from my life, something, in fact, that Chris and I might one day share, if he was introduced to it early on, and by a good instructor.

I had seen people riding in Central Park while I was pushing a pram, or later a stroller, on visits to the zoo, and it occurred to me that there was no reason why I shouldnt take up riding again, on a modest basis. I tried renting a horse from Claremont Riding Academy, the only remaining livery stable in Manhattan, a few grim blocks from Central park on West Eighty-ninth Street, but for one reason or another it did not at first appeal to me. I tried the stable in Van Cortland Park, in the Bronx, another on Sheepshead Bay, and a couple more in Brooklyn. In most cases, the horses were tired and shabby old nags, only a step or two away from the pet-food slaughterhouse, and the bridle paths exiguous, in poor repair, and fiercely contested by roving bands of juvenile delinquents.

Then one day, on the way home from a Sunday visit to the Coney Island Aquarium with Chris, I took the wrong fork in the highway and found myself crossing the Verrazano Narrows Bridge to Staten Island. I managed to get off the highway eventually, and looking for a place to turn around, I saw a sign that read Clove Lake StableTwo Miles. I followed it and turned off the road into an old-fashioned stableyard, with the familiar odor of manure and many dogs. There was a big barn, in poor repair, a large white clapboard house, presumably the owners, a number of paddocks, and a fenced-in riding ring, at that moment full of small children not much older than Chris riding ponies, while a stout young woman with blond hair in pigtails, wearing boots and breeches, shouted, gestured, and cracked a long whip to keep them in line. Across the road stretched Clove Lake Park, hilly, heavily wooded, and apparently not developed the way Central Park was. Nothing suggested that we were still in New York City. The only competition to the stable as an attraction for miles around appeared to be a reptile zoo, to judge by a sign on the road.

Clove Lake Stable, as I soon discovered from one of the free brochures in a wooden box by the door to the office, was something of an old Staten Island institution. Owned by the Franzreb family for several generations (the girl in the riding ring was a Franzreb daughter), it was then managed by John Franzreb, a heavily built young man of Dickensian appearance, for his mother, who watched the cash register with a beady eye, like Mme Defarge in her husbands wineshop. The Franzrebs were urban equine entrepreneurs and John, by some kind of hereditary right of succession was entitled to blow the hunting horn signaling the beginning of the horse show in Madison Square Garden every year dressed in a scarlet tailcoat, a white waistcoat with gold buttons, white breeches, shiny black riding boots with brown tops, and a gray top hat.

Seen at the family business, he was bluff, busy, red-faced, and cheerful. If I was interested in riding lessons, I should go talk to his instructor, Paul Nigro, who ought to be coming in from the park at any moment. I walked off into the dusty stableyard just as a couple of riders appeared. One of them dismounted and walked off stiffly, as if in pain; the other, a short, slender, elderly man with bright red cheeks and fierce blue eyes, dismounted with easy grace and began to lead both horses to the barn. I walked over and said I was interested in riding lessons, for myself and perhaps for my son.

Nigro looked me up and down and shook his head mournfully. I was wearing jeans and a sweater. He wore a well-worn green tweed hacking jacket buttoned up over a tattersall waistcoat with gold buttons, a stock with a gold pin, tan breeches, and brown boots. His leather gloves were immaculate, there was a fresh flower in the buttonhole of his lapel, and he wore a jaunty black bowler hat cocked at a rakish angle.

I guess I could make time for you, he said grufflyhe had a deep, gravelly voice and an old-fashioned New York City accent, with a definite hint of deze, dem, and doze outer-boroughs Irish, the kind of accent you still heard among people who worked at the track or older mounted cops. You have to work all that out with dem in the office there, with John or old lady Franzreb.

I remarked that the two horses looked in pretty good shapethey did, too, compared to the horseflesh I had seen elsewhere in the city. Dese two? Nigro asked, with a laugh. Theyre on their last legs, poor things, but I dont take em out until Ive groomed em, and looked after their hooves and tidied them up a bit. The fellas theyve got working here in the barn, they dont know what theyre doing, thats the long and short of it, he said with a sigh, pointing his riding crop at a couple of men in overalls, who glared back at him angrily. The dirty dogs, Nigro muttered angrily. I wont ride a dirty horse, he said. You go out with me, mister, youd better be ready to take a brush to a horse if I sez so.

I said that was fine with me. I didnt much like grooming horses, but from time to time Id done it, and cleaned a lot of things dirtier than horses when I was a recruit in the Royal Air Force.

That remark cheered Nigro up somehe had a lot of respect for men who had worn what he called the uniform, irrespective of what it was, and what he most wanted from a pupil was a willing attitude and unquestioning obedience. He gave me a closer look. Youll need boots, breeches, gloves, a hard hat, you and the boy. I dont take nobody out in jeans, thats the long and short of it.

At the other stables I had been to in the city, nobody seemed to care what the customers wore, so long as they paid in advance and signed a release form holding the stable free from any responsibility if the rider was injured or killed. I had long since lost track of my riding things, but I said that I had no objection to outfitting myself properly.

Nigro nodded solemnly, as if I had just passed some kind of test. He handed me a card. Go see Charlie Kauffman, at Kauffmans Saddlery, in the city, down there on East Twenty-fourth Street, and tell him youll be riding with me. Hell give you a good deal, and make sure you get the right things, not the kind of crapexcuse my Frenchyou see a lot of people wearing around here, who dont know no better and dont want to be told.

With that, he touched the brim of his bowler and led his horses off to the barn. Seen from behind, he had the narrow bowed legs of the professional horsemanhe might have been a figure out of a painting by Manet or Toulouse-Lautrec. Just before he entered the barn, he turned and shouted out, Make sure you go to Kauffmans, like I told yez, not that other place, whats its name! This, I was soon to learn, was a reference to Millers Saddlery, also on East Twenty-fourth Street, a rival establishment, for which Nigro harbored such a great contempt that he would not even speak its name, despite the fact that so far as I could tell both places sold pretty much the same goods at more or less the same prices.

A few days later, when I presented the card to Charlie Kauffman in his vast, cluttered old horse barn of a shop, jammed to the cast-iron rafters and grimy skylights with every imaginable kind of riding clothing, tack, equipment, and harness, and redolent of the comforting smell of old and new leather, he handed it back to me with a sigh. I hope you know what youre getting yourself into, he said to me, at the same time measuring Christopher for size with his eyes as he handed him a lollipop from a big glass jar labeled Horse Treats.

I said Id ridden beforea few lessons to brush myself up again didnt seem like a bad idea, and if that worked out Christopher would be taking lessons tooa father-and-son thing.

Kauffman nodded, as if hed heard that song before. Pauls one of a kind, he said, a horseman of the old school. You dont see too many like him anymore, Ill tell you that. His tone was warily neutral, rather than enthusiastic, like that of a man who had seen as many horsemen of the old school as he wanted to in a lifetime of selling horse equipment. With Kauffmans help I selected what I needed, and also bought Chris a pair of jodhpurs, jodhpur boots, and, at Kauffmans suggestion, buckled straps to go below his knees, as well as the obligatory black velvet-covered hard hat with a chin harness, tiny gloves, and a riding crop. He may as well have what Paul Nigro would want him to, Kauffman said. Otherwise Paul will just raise hell and send you back to change it all, and who needs that kind of aggravation?

Standing in front of the mirror in his tan jodhpurs and shiny brown jodhpur boots, with his black velvet hunt cap pulled down low over his eyes, Chris took on a whole new, and more serious, appearance, one that looked surprisingly familiar, until it occurred to me that he pretty much resembled photographs of myself at the same age on my way to or from a riding lesson.

Also, like myself at that age, his expression was guarded, as if he were saying to himself, What next? or possibly, Why me?

I put that thought out of my mind, packed our new belongings into the family Volkswagen, and took Christopher home so that he could model his new finery for his mother.



In the next few months Christopher and I rode at least twice a week with Paul Nigro, in good weather and bad, and sometimes even three times, for it turned out that one of Nigros specialties was the Thursday-evening musical ride, in which a mixed group of children and adults did precision team riding in the floodlit outdoor ring to a medley of Sousa marches and that old favorite of the Austro-Hungarian Army, the Radetzky March, all broadcast over and over again at earsplitting volume from the loudspeakers while Nigro rode up and down the center of the ring, tightening the ranks, speeding up the pace, demonstrating how to do a figure eight at the canter in columns of two, and generally acting the part of the riding master in a cavalry regiment. There were very few spectators (and what few there were, were mostly close relatives of those riding), but on a good night there would sometimes be as many as two dozen riders in the ring, most of them sweating bullets in case Nigros eagle eye caught them cantering on the wrong lead, getting ahead or falling behind of the horse and rider next to them, or failing to sit to the trot when ordered to. If I close my eyes, I can still hear Nigros voice, rising above the band music, shouting, Keep your hands down! Keep your heels down! Remind the horse whos the boss! as the rows of horses cantered past him in a cloud of dust, richly scented with manure.

On Saturday and Sunday mornings Chris and I would go off to Staten Island for our riding lesson in the park with Paul Nigro, at the end of which, if all had gone to his satisfaction and there were no mounted cops in sight, we were allowed a good, long gallop, or even a few jumps over low stone walls, after which we had to unsaddle our horses and hand-walk them until they cooled off, while Nigro walked beside us, giving us an assessment of our progress.

Praise did not come easily to Nigro, and his standards were both idiosyncratic and alarmingly high. Children who rode with him were expected to obey him unquestioningly, never to complain, and to always mind their Ps and Qs. Once they could walk, trot, and canter to his satisfaction, with and eventually without stirrups, he taught them to ride standing up behind him at the canter on the croup of his horse, holding onto his shoulders if they were unsure of their balance, and to jump from that position to the ground, landing on their feet like acrobats. Riding, he liked to say, required good balance, courage, and horse sense, and he was determined to instill all three in his pupils. Although Nigro was himself an outspoken nonsmoker, his favorite test for adults was to have the rider take a pack of cigarettes and a book of matches from his or her pocket and light a cigarette at the canter, without slowing the pace, losing control of the horse, or dropping anything. He reminded me, not without a trace of nostalgia, of some of the older NCOs I had met up with in my time in the British armed forcesthe kind of grizzled, old-fashioned, gray-haired regimental sergeant major who had a voice that could stop you dead in your tracks from across a parade ground, a stare of disapproval that could freeze your blood, and boots so highly polished you could use them as a shaving mirror. Nigro did not have the mustache or the martial backgroundhe had served in the Merchant Marine, of all things, in World War IIand of course he wasnt English, but in every other respect he resembled one of those awesome and dreaded beings, with their impossibly high standards, their incomprehensible list of dos and donts, their fierce loyalty to traditions long since forgotten, abandoned, or ridiculed by the rest of the world, and their odd and unpredictable moments of kindness. It was as if I had been carried twenty years back, to my days as an RAF recruit, which perhaps explains my determination to live up to Nigros expectations. His was a type I knew.



Years before, while riding in Londons Hyde Park early one morning, I had encountered one of the last of this dying breed of warrant officers in peculiar circumstances. I had so far won the confidence of Lilo Blum, the owner of one of the small livery stables around the park, that she allowed me to take her own horse out by myself in the mornings instead of going with a group and an instructor. The horse was a dapper and rather flashy little ArabWelsh pony cross that was just a little too small for me, but more than made up for that in good looks and characterhe had, in fact, as it turned out, rather more character than was desirable. His namewhich should have come as a warning to mewas Mephisto, and he was palomino, with a gleaming pale blond coat, a long, flowing silver mane and tail, and the large eye and neat little ears that are supposed to connote a lively intelligence in horses.

I never experienced any trouble taking Mephisto through the horrendous traffic around Hyde Park Cornerhe didnt appear to care a bit about huge diesel lorries, buses, and taxisand once in the park he drew a good deal of admiration, which he seemed to enjoy. In those days the early-morning park riders were a daunting lot. There were the flawlessly dressed young officers of the Household Cavalry on their own horses, troopers from the Life Guards or the Blues in uniform exercising their mounts, some of the queens horses from the Buckingham Palace stables being worked by grooms in top hats and livery coats, and a few private riders, dressed to the nines as only the English upper class can be on horseback.

One day, for no particular reason that I could tell, Mephisto made his way with dainty steps through the early-morning traffic at Hyde Park Corner but seemed balky and unwilling to move forward once we were in the park. Perhaps he had been worked too hard the day before, or perhaps he wasnt feeling up to par, or perhaps he had simply taken my measure and decided that he could get away with misbehaving. I used my legs, made clicking noises with my tongue, and gave him a couple of taps with my riding crop, but to no effectin fact, when he started to move, he went backward, straight toward the cold and uninviting water of the Serpentine, Hyde Parks large artificial lake. Once he was moving backward, however, there was no stopping him. Step by step he backed across the bridle path to the Serpentine, then began to back into it. I used the crop on him harder, but it didnt stop him from backing up. His ears were flat back against his head nowa sure sign of a stubborn determination to have his own way.

At first, I was embarrassed at this display of poor control over the horse on my part. I looked around, but the park appeared to be empty, so there was nobody around to laugh at meor to help, either. Then embarrassment turned to apprehension. The Serpentine starts shallow, but very quickly becomes deeper. First Mephisto was in water above his hooves, then up to his knees, then, all of a sudden, the heels of my boots were underwater. A few more steps backward on his part, and I might find myself swimming in the Serpentine, in a tweed hacking jacket, breeches, and a brown velvet hunt cap.


I renewed my work with the riding crop, but it had no effect. Mephisto just rolled his eyes, snorted, and shuffled back a few more steps until the water was approaching the top of my boots.

At that point I saw, to my relief, somebody else on the bridle path. In the distance, moving at a sedate walk toward me, was a huge piebald horse, ridden by a man who looked like something of a giant himself. As they drew closer, I recognized the horseit was none other than Clarence, the regimental drum horse of the mounted band of the Life Guards, who on parade bears a vast, heavy silver kettle drum on either side just ahead of the saddle. In full dress, the horses reins are attached to the riders stirrups, so the drummers hands are free to use the big, padded drumsticks, while his feet control the horse. Clarence was a well-known and much-beloved horse, with hooves the size of dinner plates and thick, feathered fetlocks, a towering eighteen hands or more high and probably weighing over a tonat least as big as the biggest draft horses, like the Scottish Clydesdale (famous as the Budweiser horses in America) or the Shire horse in England.

His rider, this morning, was none other than the regimental sergeant major of the Life Guards himself, well over six feet tall and a solid two hundred pounds or more, in a khaki uniform with razor-sharp creases, and buttons, badges, leather, and cap peak so shiny that it hurt my eyes to look in his direction. The RSMs neck was as thick around as my thigh, and bulged over the back of the high, tightly buttoned collar of his tunic. The gold-edged peak of his dark blue cap was pulled low so that it concealed his eyesnot that it mattered, since I had seen that same flat, bottomless stare often enough before on the parade ground from other senior warrant officers of the British armed services. His mustache was waxed into sharp, upturned points.

From his great heighthorse and rider dwarfed Mephisto and methe RSM gravely examined the situation in silence for a few moments. He did not laugh. Aving trouble, sir? he asked in a deep, quiet voice, which, I knew, could rise in volume to make him heard from one side of a parade ground to the other.


I explained my predicament.

The RSM leaned his head a little to one side to have a better lookthe peak of his cap no doubt rendered him blind to his immediate front, rather like a rhinoceros. Ave you used the whip on im, sir?

I said I had, as hard as I dared.

Ah. One look at the RSMs face told me that his definition of the hard use of a whip might be rather different from mine. Still he was not about to lay a whip on somebody elses horse, particularly one ridden by a civilian.

They can be stubborn little buggers, ponies, he said. Give me a big orse every time. He stared at Mephisto with intense dislike. Disobedience in any form, from man or beast, was, I had no doubt, the thing the RSM liked least, along with tarnished brass or dull leather.

Mind if I elp, sir? he asked, edging giant Clarence into the Serpentine to get closer to us. I indicated that help was just what I most wanted at presentthe more, the better.

The RSM was close enough now to reach down and touch my horse. For a moment, it occurred to me that he might be planning to pull Mephisto out of the waterClarence could probably have towed a Chieftan tank if put to the task by the RSMbut he merely grabbed one of Mephistos dainty ears in his immense gloved hand and leaned over until his mouth was right next to it, like somebody speaking into an old-fashioned telephone. Forgive me, sir, he said, then in a voice like thunder, he shouted into the ponys ear as loud as he could, Get out of there, you fucking little bastard!

Mephisto hesitated for no more than a second or two. Eyes rolling, ears pricked forward, he was out of the Serpentine in one long leap, and back on the bridle path, where he stood shivering, certainly not from the cold.

The RSMs voice had set the crows to cawing all over Hyde Park, not to speak of drawing people from out of the landscape as if they had heard the voice of God. Soldiers of all ranks for miles around no doubt straightened their backs, shot a desperate downward glance at their boot caps, tucked their chins in, and tried to think what on earth they had been doing to catch the Olympian attention of the RSM.

The RSM touched his riding whip to his cap as I thanked him. Appy to oblige, he said. You shouldnt have any more trouble with im now, sir. He paused and got Clarence back on the bit again. You just ave to speak firmly to em, he said. If theres one thing your orse respects, its firmness. And with that he and Clarence set off down the bridle path at a steady pace.



In his own way, Nigro was as great a believer in firmness as the regimental sergeant major of the Life Guards, and no slouch as an authority figure too. Remarkably, Chriss willingness to accept Nigro as yet another authority figure in his life was hardly less than my own, though in retrospect it occurs to me that Chris may have simply been humoring me, or happy enough to escape from his mothers far more exacting supervision for a few hours, even if it meant doing something totally alien to him, like riding a horse and being ordered around by a total stranger. No doubt, like many children, he had a natural desire to please grown-upsa desire out of which he was very shortly to grow, once he approached pubertyand Paul Nigro, difficult as he could be, was a lot easier for Chris to please than his mother: all he had to do was to keep his heels down, his head up, his back straight, and stay on the horse. How much he enjoyed it is hard to say, but he certainly gave it his all, becoming a stylish, if not particularly enthusiastic, young rider and a great favorite of Nigros, who in his own gruff way liked teaching children a lot better than teaching adults.

We were to see a lot more of Nigro over the next couple of years, and of Charlie Kauffman too, since as Chris grew, he needed to be reoutfitted at intervals, while Nigro persuaded me to buy my own saddle (it didnt take a lot of persuading). The purchase of the saddle was a transaction important enough for Paul Nigro to meet me at Kauffmans one afternoon, since he didnt trust me (or Charlie Kauffman) to select the correct one. Nigro was as authoritarian and opinionated off a horse as on one, and he and Kauffman fought like cat and dog over each saddle Kauffman showed me. Dont show us no more of that Argent-teen crap, Charlie! Nigro shouted, dismissing with one hand a whole wall full of Kauffmans stock. I was to have a saddle handmade in England, by Crosby, or better yet Barnsby, the latter a saddler so small that only Kauffmans still carried a few of their saddles, for those customers old enough (and sufficiently tradition-bound) to remember the name. It was to be a standard hunting saddle, without padded knee rolls (None of that suede padded German crap, thats all wrong!), with a deep seat, a high pommel so it would fit any horse, and a square cantle (round cantles were for womens saddles, square ones for mens, another of those all-important traditions which Nigro cherished and almost everybody else ignored, or simply didnt know about, to his fury).

Eventually, rolling his eyes and breathing hard after having moved half his stock around, Kauffman managed to produce a saddle by Barnsby that met with Nigros approval, and they went off into a corner of the store, behind a pile of horse blankets, to argue about the price. Nigro came back red in the face. Oh, hes a tough one, Charlie is, he whispered to me, quoting me a figure that was about 25 percent off the list price, but I got him to throw in the stirrup leathers and the stirrups, as well as a saddle cover. He stroked the saddle gently. You look after that, and itll last yez a lifetime, he said.

That Nigro knew what he was talking about is evinced by the fact that I was still using that saddle day in and day out some thirty years later, and it showed fewer signs of wear than I did. He usually knew what he was talking about when it came to horses, tack, and horse etiquette, and was a sort of walking (or riding) one-man horsemans encyclopedia. On the subject of bits alone, he could name (and describe) dozens of thema body of knowledge that was just about as widespread and commonplace in 1900 as that of carburetors and spark plugs and points by the 1930s, but has long since been forgotten by almost everybody.


Although Nigro drove a cara huge great barge of a 1950s American car, of course, since he was of that generation of Americans who believed passionately in buying American, except when it came to saddleshe was totally uninterested in modern technology, or indeed the modern world in general; whereas on the subject of bits, for example, his knowledge was awesome, and his opinions fiercely held and argued, not that many people wanted to argue with him on the subject, least of all me.

He knew at a glance exactly what kind of bit he thought a horse needed, what size it should be, and how it should be fitted, and he had huge, long-running fights with John Franzreb, or the grooms at Clove Lake Stables (whom Nigro always referred to, I discovered, as those dirty dogs), who just wanted to get the horse out of the door and between the customers legs, and didnt want Nigro bringing it back and telling them that it needed a pelham, or a kimberwick, or an eggbutt snaffle, or a double bridle in its mouth.

On the subject of martingalesthe leather strap or straps used to prevent the horse from raising his head high enough to break the riders noseNigro could argue with the passionate intensity and the absolute refusal to accept anybodys opinion but his own that are, so frequently, symptomatic of religious belief. Martingales, indeed, brought out the worst in himit must be a standing martingale (fastened to the nose-band) rather than a running martingale (fastened to the reins), and its length must be exactly as he prescribed it, to the inch, or else an explosion was certain, with Nigro eventually getting off his horse to carry the fight into the front office, where he and John Franzreb shouted at each other at the top of their lungs, eyes bulging and veins corded, until old Mrs. Franzreb managed to separate them and shoo Nigro back onto his horse again. He threatened to quit half a dozen times a month, but nobody else could have given the place the veneer of professional horsemanship that attracted the more committed students, in search, like acolytes, of absolute certainty.

For these, Nigro provided his own brand of religious faith, for the horse world is like a kind of secular religion, with its own cults and beliefsin fact the worship of the horse is a good deal older than any known religion, going back to that point in prehistory when early man first started to use the horse to pull things rather than simply killing and eating it, and when, no doubt, his children learned you could get on a horses back to take it to and from its field, leading the other horses behind you. In all cultures, horsemanship involves fiercely held or disputed dos, donts, and traditions, the origins of which are often lost, as they say, in the mists of time, some of them based on many centuries of experience and commonsense, others idiosyncratic and impossible to explain. For example, since the majority of riders have always been right-handed, it makes sense that the horse is always mounted from the leftit is, in fact, almost physically impossible for most people to mount a horse from the off sideand for that reason too, most of the horses tack is made with the buckles on the left side, so you can check and adjust things before you mount. That kind of thing makes sense, and is easy enough to explain and remember, but it is a good deal harder to explain, for instance, why the horses mane is supposed to be brushed over until it falls to the right, even when nature clearly didnt intend it to, or the degree to which that kind of thing matters to purists.

Of course Nigro was the purists purist: it all mattered to him, every detail. He knew for which occasions men should wear boots with a brown cuff around the top, and for which occasions they were inappropriate; which riders were supposed to wear the ends of the knotted ribbons at the back of their hard hats pointing down, and which ones were supposed to wear them pointing up, and why; he was a mine of information on how to tell the work of a good blacksmith from a bad one, the correct way to clean a hoofall his pupils were encouraged to carry hoof picks, and to use themand the importance of a clean saddle pad. Like some kind of equestrian high priest, he knew all the rules, as if he had learned the U.S. Armys last cavalry manual by heart. (He even gave me a copy, which I still haveWar Department Basic Field/ Animal Transport, Prepared under the Direction of the Chief of Cavalry, FM 25-5, June 1939which no doubt reached the troops at about the same time the German armys panzers were decimating the Polish cavalry and inaugurating a war in which the care, training, and feeding of horses would no longer play a significant role.)

As with all high priests, Nigros own version of the truth was the only one that matteredhe was deaf to anybody elses opinionand when contradicted, he flew into a rage, then withdrew into moody silence. Even favorite pupils sometimes endured these outbursts, but at heart he was a decent soul, and if you turned up regularly and on time, whatever the weather, and did your very best with the horse you were given, he forgave you, and even sometimes gave you a sip of tea from his thermos, or split his candy bar with you. He always tried to ensure that his pupils were sent out on the best horses Clove Lake had, which wasnt saying much, despite what was clearly the intention of the front office and the grooms to sabotage him with the most intractable, hardmouthed, and difficult horses in the barn, the ones that knew every trick in the book about resisting a rider and getting him or her off, as opposed to the good ones, like Ocean Spray (the gray gelding that was my own favorite), which everybody wanted to ride. Once he even took Christopher and me to his home in the farthest reaches of Brooklyn, out toward Coney Island, to celebrate some triumph of Chriss in the childrens horse show that Nigro organized once a year, where we met Nigros family, none of whom seemed to have the slightest interest in horses, and sat down at four in the afternoon to an enormous Italian meal served buffet style, which, we discovered to our dismay, had been cooked by Mrs. Nigro entirely in our honor.

Sometimes when Chris, Paul Nigro, and I were out together, we rode in companionable silencein bad weather we had the park virtually to ourselves. From afar you could occasionally hear the muted noise of traffic on the highway, or a ships horn as it passed under the Verrazano Narrows Bridge; otherwise, the only sound was of the horses hooves and their steady breathingthat and the jingling of a curb chain and the snort that is a horses way of expressing relaxation, the feeling toward the end of the last ride of the day that all is for the best in the best of all possible worlds, with a good meal on the horizon and a long night of dozing and munching on hay in the company of a couple dozen other horses.



For most horses, heaven is other horses; quite the opposite of the human viewpoint, best expressed by Jean-Paul Sartres comment in No Exit, Hell is other people. Herd animals, horses are happiest when surrounded by their fellowsvery few of them are loners. Although it is hardand often misleadingto read human emotions into the facial expressions of animals, there is no joy quite like that of a horse on its own at the unexpected sight, even in the far distance, of another horse. The herding instinct never quite leaves horses, however well trained; it always remains buried deep in the horses mind, perhaps even more strongly than the primal instinct of flight in the face of dangerwhich explains why horses that have been rescued from a barn that is on fire have been known to run back into it, and to their deaths, rather than be separated from their stablemates; also why its important, even when horses have to be kept in separate paddocks or fields so they dont bite or kick one another, that they always be able to see each other.

It is because of things like this that riding is a sport like no otherits not enough to learn how to do it, the way you might learn to play golf, for example, or to skiits also necessary to develop some understanding of the horse itself. The horse is not after all a golf club, or a pair of skis, but a complex living creature, with its own deep instincts, needs, and personality, and no two horses are alike, any more than two human beings. Of course plenty of people learn to ride without developing any particular empathy for the horse, but most of them eventually give it up, or get themselves hurt; the best riders not only master the technique of riding (whether English or western doesnt really matter), but learn to know, understand, and love horses, becoming not just good riders but horse people.


Horses have been around people (and vice versa) for about ten thousand years, give or take a few, so both species have had plenty of time to get to know each other. The horse has come to symbolize, for humans, speed, strength, graceits amazing, when you think of it, how many cars are named after horses (Pinto, Mustang) or feature a horse on their nameplate or badge (Ferrari, Porsche)and to judge from primitive cave paintings, these feelings of admiration for the horse were there from the very beginning. The horse must have been seen by early man as possessing so many qualities that man himself did notabsolute, unconditional loyalty to fellow members of the herd, awesome speed to escape from danger, a kick that would discourage all but the largest and fiercest of predatorsthat it is hardly surprising our ancestors ascribed to horses magical powers, and took such pains to paint them accurately on the walls of their caves.

What horses think of human beings is rather more difficult to guessafter thousands of years of living near people, do they see us as representing a sense of security?but most horses are tolerant and trusting unless treated cruelly, as is, alas, all too often the case. Riding instructors have parroted to their students for years the old English adage, The best thing for the inside of a man is the outside of a horse. Paul Nigro was no exception, but beyond the health benefits of riding (which is, in fact, better exercise for the horse than the rider), he managed to convey, more importantly, some feeling of partnership with the horse, the sense in which another living creature is involved in the activity, albeit not necessarily on an altogether voluntary basis.

This is something that even the most fervent of small animal lovers do not always find easy to accept, that the horses own agenda, mood, experience, courage or fear, personality, andnot to anthropomorphizeenthusiasm are a vital part of the riding experience, from the little girls pony to the highest and most glamorous level of competition. It is a constant wonder that even a small child can manage a large and powerful animalthat the horse is willing to put its strength and speed at the disposal of another, and very different, animal, so long as the bond of trust is maintained. The horse has to trust you, and you have to trust the horse, we heard over and over again, as we walked, trotted, and cantered over the badly eroded bridle path of Clove Lake. Of course, like all simple truths, it was the hardest lesson to learnor, in my case, relearn.



It should not have been so. Once, years before, Abby Hirsch, a friend of mine in the PR business, called in great excitement with a piece of good news. Would I like to ride in the opening parade on the first night of the annual Madison Square Garden rodeo? That sounded like something that might be fun to do, so on the appointed evening, I turned up at the Garden dressed as instructed in jeans, cowboy boots, a checked western shirt, and a Stetson. Deep in the bowels of the Garden, where the horses and rodeo stock were stabled, I was introduced to the famous western trick rider Danny Dakota, who would be leading the parade on his wonder horse, King.

Dakota was a short, sinewy, bowlegged little man of indeterminate age, with a face as brown and deeply creased as a nut, and a ferocious expression. He was chewing gum fiercely. He and King were a star turn at rodeos, state fairs, and horse shows all over the West.

Mrs. Dakota looked to me several decades younger than her husband, a blond lady of stunning proportions in a skin-tight, sequined western riding outfit. She was holding the fancy bridle of King the Wonder Horse, as he was always referred to, a placid, plump pinto. Trying to make polite conversation, I remarked on how hard it must be to have your whole act built around one horseKing could not only dance but count, all the way up to ten, tapping out the numbers with one hoof as Danny Dakota called them.

Mrs. Dakota gave me a bright smileshe had eyelashes like the ones later made famous by Tammy Faye Bakkerand shook her platinum curls. Why, no, honey, she said sweetly, thats no problem. Danny has a bunch of horses that all look exactly alike, all named King, see, so if one of them throws a shoe or goes lame or something, we just tack up another one.

So much for sentiment. Danny fixed me with a baleful glare. Kin you ride? he asked. That PR gal sent me a whole bunch of people I swear dont know one end of a horse from the other.

I said that I thought I could manage. Danny did not look convinced by this display of British understatement. Well, I got to have fifty of you, one for each state, so I guess I caint be fussy. Heres the deal: you carry a state flag in your right hand, and we come on out of that chute there into the ring at a canter, then we do figure eights at a canter for a while. When the music stops, you halt, and you and your horse dont move a muscle while King and me do our number, you hear? Then the music starts up again, we do a few more figure eights, a final gallop round the ring, then you canter down that chute when its your turn. Dont drop your flag, dont fall off, and dont screw up Kings act, okay?

An expression of doubt must have crossed my face, because Danny looked at me more closely, then pushed his big white Stetson back on his head with a sigh. It had, in fact, just occurred to me that I would be cantering a horse Id never ridden before up a steep incline through a dark tunnel, emerging into the brightly lit arena of Madison Square Garden with maybe fifty thousand people watching me. The potential for making a fool of myself in front of a large number of people suddenly seemed excellent.

Danny put a hand on my shoulder reassuringly, horseman to horseman. Listen, son, he said, slowing up on his chewing, dont do nothing, just stay on the horse and let him do it all. Hes done it a hundred times before, and I doubt hell mess it up if you leave him alone. You just got to trust the horse, thats all.

I kept this thought firmly in my mind as Mrs. Dakota, still smiling brightly, handed me the state flag of New Mexico, and even managed to keep it there while the horse and I waited our turn at the bottom of the dark ramp leading up to the arena, in a dense mass of other horses and riders. The band was playing California, Here I Come! over and over again, as loud as could be; the horses were jostling, fidgeting, and flicking their ears nervously; the flagstaff in my hand seemed to weigh a hundred pounds. Then I heard somebody shout out, Lets go, New Mexico! Ride em, cowboy! and it was my turn. The next thing I knew, the horse and I were cantering up the chute in the darkness, then out into the blinding lights of Madison Square Garden with thousands of people shouting and cheering, and children swinging little flashlights, and the band playing louder than ever, and the smell of popcorn and horse and cow manure in the air.

I closed off my mind and did what Danny had told me to doI could see him in the center on King, bearing the flag of the United Stateswhile my horse, just as Danny had promised, cantered round the ring, did his figure eights, stopped when the band stopped playing, waited motionless while Danny and King did their number, then carried me safely round the ring again and down the chute.

Danny rode past me on King through the crush of horses in the basement corridor, still chewing gum, and turned in the saddle to give me a wink. What did I tell you, pardner? he said. Trust the horse. How did it feel?

I struggled for a tone of manly honestyor perhaps found it naturally. To tell the truth, I was scared shitless when we got out there into the lights, I said.

Danny wrapped Old Glory carefully around the staff and handed it down to Mrs. Dakota. He stared at me darkly for a moment or two. I hoped I hadnt offended him, but then he nodded and gave me a rueful, tight-lipped grin. Ill tell you what, he said, I been there myself a time or two, pardner.

Then he touched his hat and trotted off round the corner to return King to his stall, next to the other Kings, with Mrs. Dakota running behind him on the high heels of her cowboy boots, trying to keep up.

This is a book about horses, and horse peoplepeople who love horses, or who know horses, or who make their living out of horses, or who just cant imagine what their life would be like without horses. Most of them dont think you can make much headway with a horse by whispering to itnot unless a horse surprises us all one day by whispering backbut almost all of them have learned, as Danny Dakota put it, to trust the horse, and from time to time most of them have been scared shitless too.

God knows I have, and never more so than in the very heart of horse country.













CHAPTER TWO

In the Heart of Horse Country

[image: image]




IT WAS, IN FACT, a gift from Paul Nigro that got me into trouble.

Nigro liked to spend his spare time repairing tackanother vanishing skilland could perform wonders with a broken-down saddle or a worn-out bridle. On the grounds that no real lady could be said to ride properly without knowing how to ride sidesaddle, he had rescued, with Charlie Kauffmans weary blessing, a badly worn and damaged old sidesaddle from the basement of Kauffmans, and eventually brought it back to something like its original state.

Of course it goes without saying that even Nigros considerable powers of persuasion were not sufficient to convince any of his female pupils that they needed to learn to ride sidesaddlehardly anybody does today, except for the most dedicated and hidebound of traditionalists. Until World War I, however, it was unthinkable for a woman to ride astridewomen rode in a special saddle, with the right leg pinned against a curved, projecting leather horn and the left leg in the stirrup, usually wearing a long skirt that covered both their legs. The sidesaddle looked cumbersome, but in fact a woman in a sidesaddle could ride (and jump) a horse as well as many men mounted astride, and far more gracefully. Empress Elisabeth of Austro-Hungary (Emperor Franz-Josephs beautiful, unhappy, and reckless wife) was one of the most daring, admired, and skilled riders in all Europe, taking the most challenging of fences in the hunt field or on steeplechase courses, always on a sidesaddle, of course, so the thing is possible. Possible or not, however, none of Nigros pupils wanted to put it to the test, to his great disappointment.

As it happens, in my role as an editor at Simon & Schuster I had recently bought on Larry McMurtrys suggestion a novel by a writer named Jane McIlvaine McClary, who lived in Middleburg, Virginia, perhaps the horsiest place in America. Her novel, which she had been working on for many years, was called A Portion for Foxesit was huge, sprawling, melodramatic, romantic, the kind of vast literary chaos that in those days made my heart beat faster, a kind of Gone With the Wind of foxhunting, which to the surprise of my colleagues actually went on, after heavy editing and rewriting, to become a major best-seller. Jane was a horsewoman and foxhunter of international distinction, and knew that I rodein fact, that was the main reason she had sent me her novel in the first place. During the course of our interminable discussions about how to cut A Portion for Foxes down to a reasonable length, Jane happened to mention that she was looking for a good used sidesaddle for herself. She had not been able to find one at a sensible price locally; might I happen to know whether she could find one in New York?

I was overjoyed, being perhaps the only person in Rockefeller Center who could have answered yes to that question. I called Paul Nigro at once, explained what a great horsewoman Jane McClary was, and asked if he would like to sell her his sidesaddle. As it happened, Nigro already knew her namean avid reader of the Chronicle of the Horse, the weekly magazine of English riding in America, which is actually published (where else?) in Middleburg, he had read her columns, as well as accounts of her exploits on the hunt fields of Virginia and Ireland. Impressed that his saddle might be going to somebody who would not only appreciate it but use it, he insisted on giving it to me, as a present for her.

The sidesaddle was bulky, heavy, and valuable, so rather than try to ship it to her, I undertook at her suggestion to bring it down myself, spend a long weekend at her house, and go out with her on Saturday with the Middleburg Hunt. That sounded good to me, though when I told Nigro, he was apprehensiveI must not let him down. Above all, I must be properly dressed for a day out with one of the most famous hunts in America. He met me one afternoon at Kauffmans to oversee my purchase of the essentials. My boots, black jacket, breeches, and stock were okay, but if I was not to disgrace him in the field I needed the right kind of waistcoat, spurs, little leather straps like garters for the tops of my boots, plain dark leather gloves, a leather sandwich case to fasten to one side of my saddle, a long, thin flask in a leather case to fasten on the other side, and a hunting whip with a horn handle. Giddily, I wrote a check. Seen in the mirror at Kauffmans, I looked like a character from the work of the Victorian sporting novelist Robert Smith Surteesperhaps Mr. Sponge, from Mr. Sponges Sporting Tour, who memorably described foxhunting as the sport of kings, the image of war without its guilt, and only five-and-twenty per cent of its danger.

Rereading Surtees before going down to Middleburg might not have been a bad ideaI would have had a better idea of just what I was letting myself in forbut unfortunately it didnt occur to me to do so. Surtees knew what he was writing about when it came to the danger of foxhunting.

We flew down to Dulles Airport, outside Washington, D.C., having bought four seats on the shuttle for me, my then wife, Chris, and the sidesaddle. The idea was that Chris and his mother would take the opportunity for a couple of days of sightseeing in Washington, while I got my fill of the Virginia horse world. Janes house, when we finally found it, might have come straight from the pages of Surteesa huge, timbered, sprawling old mansion, the kind of place that people always describe as having been built before the Crash, full of dogs, very English, surrounded by big old trees and gardens run to seed, with a large, well-cared-for barn and many acres of horse pastures. Inside, as outside, the dominating themes were the horse, the fox, and the hounds. Almost everything in sight was decorated with one or the other, or where possible, all three. Fox heads appeared everywhere, engraved on the glasses and silverware, painted on the china, carved on the posts of the banisters and at either end of the mantelpiece, embroidered skillfully or amateurishly on pillows, adorning the ashtrays, the bookends, the wastepaper baskets, Janes writing paper, the doorknobs, the fire irons, even the telephone, where a fox wearing a hunt cap grinned from beneath the little round plastic disk where, in the days of rotary telephones, the home number usually appeared.

The walls were covered with paintings and drawings of horses, framed photographs of people on horseback going back to the 1920s, and group photographs of polo teams, eventing teams, and hunt meetings. Everywhere there were signs of horsey activity. The mudroom was jammed with riding boots and Wellington boots, spurs, Barbour rain gear, hunt caps and whips of every size and type, dog leashes, a corkboard with rows of fading ribbons, and a glassed-in cabinet full of silver riding trophies and horse sculpture. Odd pieces of tack and horse blankets were hung up to dry in every bathroom and from the bedroom doorknobs, and there was everywhere a strong prevailing odor of wet horses and dogs. It was the look that, in a highly sanitized form, would later be parodied and merchandised so successfully by Ralph Lauren to the new rich. In Janes case, of course, her family had been among the old rich until the Crash, and had muddled along in a state of dazed and penurious shock ever since. A couple of marriages and a stint as a journalist had allowed her to keep her head just above water (and feed her horses), but with or without money she was gentry, part of the small number of people who decided who got invited to what in Middleburg. She had the firm, natural authority of somebody who had been born to money, whether there was any left or not. Paul Nigro would have loved her.

Jane herself, though it was lunchtime, was still in her tan corduroy riding breeches, with the distracted look of somebody who cant for the moment remember why she invited these guests, and who has a dozen horses and a pair of donkeys to worry about.

I trooped out to the barn with her, carrying the sidesaddle, which pleased her as much as Paul Nigro could have wished, and did the obligatory tour of the barn, noting that, like so many horse peoples, Janes tack room was a good deal neater and better looked after than her house. Though Jane had scarcely bothered to introduce her children or name them, I was given the name, the breeding, the current state of health, and the age of each of her horses. Much as I was hungry for lunch, I knew enough to take a minute






































































































































*One belongs to my editor, Larry Ashmead; the other to the former co-owner of New Yorks Four Seasons restaurant, Tom Margittai.
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