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T

o Jan, who once again, aside from her current books-in-progress – including her debut poetry collection, These Are the Things We Have Lost, out in January from Fly on the Wall Press – has taken time to advise, encourage and edit this seventh book of mine with such style and finesse. Who after 48 years together, still rides with me and shares our lifelong, mutual passion for horses. 

To Callum, who despite all his many faults, is one of the greatest characters I’ve known in the horse world. He stopped me dead in my tracks the first time we saw him and he is as special as he looks. And now he has become my co-author and my wingman when we take off for the woods. 

My great thanks to the gifted artist and horsewoman, Abbie Hart, who illustrated the covers of this book with such charming images, as she did for my previous book – Into the Secret Heart of Ashdown Forest. I could not have found a better way of framing both books.

Julian Roup

East Sussex

August 2025
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T

his is a sequel to Into the Secret Heart of Ashdown Forest: A Horseman’s Country Diary. Many readers who had enjoyed this book asked for more tales of the Forest and of Callum, so here it is: Into the Enchanted Forest with Callum – A Horseman’s Country Diary – Book 2. 

A long time ago, I read and enjoyed Travels with Charley by one of my literary heroes, John Steinbeck: the story of his drive around America with his wife’s ten-year-old standard poodle, Charley. Though Callum, my 18-hand Irish Sports horse, is no poodle and while Ashdown Forest is not exactly a continent, it has been my world for 45 years, a place I have come to love and know intimately. So this book is a salute to John Steinbeck’s travel book.

Just fifty miles southeast of London, it is in parts a secret world, this remnant of the great ancient forest of Anderida that the Romans found when they invaded Britain 2,000 years ago. My wife Jan and I bought Callum six years ago when I was 69. He was to be my ‘old man’s horse’ - a less likely candidate for this job cannot be imagined. 

But for all his failings, he has become a marvellous riding horse, whose sometimes hysterical nature adds interest to his personality and, on occasion, to our rides. I would not be without him. 

I hope you will enjoy riding with us once more into the wild heart of Ashdown Forest.
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The Boy Who Listened to Trees 
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W

hen I was about 8 years old one of my favourite things to do was to slip out of our garden gate to go and play in the woods and streams on the back of Table Mountain, the iconic flat-topped colossus that broods over the city of Cape Town at the tip of Africa.

For a dreamy boy, always lost in reverie and books, it was a small slice of heaven among the oak, pine and blue gum woods where one rushing or trickling stream near our home, just 50 yards away, pooled and gushed over smooth grey stones.  

The place was alive with bird life, and the occasional cough of a baboon, or the fluttering of an African Monarch butterfly. There was something gentle and intimate about the glade I always made for, with the stream running down from springs on the mountain slopes above. It was a welcoming place just above our 1950s neighbourhood called Newlands.

It was an ancient grove on the back of a mountain revered by its earliest inhabitants as a holy place. The Khoi and San peoples held Table Mountain in high regard, viewing it as a sacred place and a home to their supreme god, Tsui//Goab. They called the mountain ‘Hoerikwagga’, meaning ‘Mountain in the Sea’. The mountain was believed to be a powerful and spiritual entity. This had been the mountain’s character and history for the past tens of thousands of years. It was not Newlands at all. We whites were the new people. The land itself was ancient.  

Is it any wonder then that an impressionable boy would hear whispers in the trees, feel eyes upon him, sense that he was being observed? In fact, he may well have been observed by the few early people who still lived on the mountain slopes in tiny groups of one or two. They were known to the whites as ‘Bergies’ – people of the mountain.

But it was not members of this ancient tribe that I heard in my ramblings up the mountain, it was a presence far more ancient. It was the trees, plants and the grey sandstone rock of the mountain itself which truly held the spirit of this place. I felt that there was an inchoate reaching out, an attempt to communicate that I did not have words for.

Now, some 70 years later, I read academic papers by biologists who argue that plants and trees are themselves sentient beings who communicate with each other by chemical and fungal means and are fully aware of your human presence among them. So that slightly bewitched boy was indeed feeling and hearing and sensing something ‘other’ that he could not fathom. Now it appears that he was playing amid a community of trees and plants and that the place was more fully alive than he had sensed.

And then I discovered horses. My first ponies and horses took me galloping along the magnificent sweeping beaches of the Cape. This is where I developed my seat and my passion for horses. Here in the ice-cold South Atlantic Ocean, I swam my equine friends, and it was from here before long that I headed into the forested slopes of that storied mountain. And now I was more certain of the whispers, for I observed that my horse heard them too.

Life exiled me to England where I discovered woods as mysterious as those of the Cape, and here I rode Irish horses.

People always wonder why I ride alone, but the fact is when I swing onto a horse it is to be borne from one community to another – from human to vegetable society. Amid the greatest of their species, the oaks, beech and birch trees, I found that I was home once more, and once more besides hidden streams – the rising and falling streams within each tree – and once again among the whispers, the semi-silent conversations of the woods. And my horse hears them too, for he listens as keenly as I do.

Horses have been and remain my portal into this world of otherness, for they are far more attuned to this unseen thing. They sense the moving spirit of nature, much more than any human is capable of. So, when you are in tune with your horse, you find yourself communing with nature in ways that may surprise you.

As prey animals, horses are much as they were 10,000 years ago. Riding them, we are in partnership with something that understands, in an ancient way, the primordial character of nature, the eat or be eaten contract. That is why they quiver like tuning forks out there in the wild. And we are privileged to be part of that when we climb on their backs. A horse and rider among the trees of a dense wood are at some level time-travelling. No wonder we hear whispers.
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I

t took me a year and five failed vettings to find Callum, my warmblood. I will spare you the full Gothic horror of the search story – all the miles and sad, mad, bad, damaged and broken horses we saw, and the owners who echoed those ills. Sufficient to say I had gone out seeking another pure-bred Irish Draught, a breed that has served Jan and me well over the years after first meeting them at the Dublin Horse Show back in the 1980s. There is so much to admire and respect about them, temperament, confirmation, honesty, and a capacity to stay fat on the meanest of diets. And despite their size they jump like stags. But my best efforts to find one had failed, there were simply none to be had in my modest price range. Their reputation has sent their prices into the stratosphere.

So, despite swearing at the outset of the search that we would not buy another warmblood – having had a Hanoverian who was happier on two feet than four – we set out on one last trek up country.

We’d been worn down by the desperately sad, fruitless year long search. But that day we drove up, rather despairingly, to see a dealer called Charley Young Equestrian Services in Bourne, Lincolnshire. She had advertised a ‘Gentleman’ for sale. I liked the look of him online and the advert sounded promising. And he was in our price range. We set off with not much hope.

The advert read:


Callum

*Super Genuine Gentleman*

‘Cally is a classy full up 17 hand 11-year-old gelding by Aldatus Z! [later we measured him at 18hh]. He is schooling at novice level dressage and has competed successfully unaffiliated at prelim with a competent novice. He is a super hack, unfazed by traffic and has spent the majority of his life on a busy working farm.

Cally loves to jump just needs more miles on the clock he has seen fillers including walls, water trays, gates as well as a variety of bright show jump fillers taking it all in his stride confidently.

He has also been schooled round workers fences and showed real promise and talent in this area, I’m sure in the right hands he would excel in working hunter classes. He is comfortably off the leg and responds sensibly to aids, quick to learn and very much enjoys his work. He is only for sale due to owners’ work commitments on the farm and they have owned him since he was 4.5 years old.

Genuinely unspoilt and very sad sale! He is a loveable giant who is super easy to handle, happily comes in on his own without making a fuss, stands for hours to be groomed, plaited and pulled. Great to clip, bath, shoe, load etc. No vices and open to vet! He does have a small skin scar on the back of his hind leg that can be seen in photos but has never caused any problems!

Genuine enquires and 5* homes only need apply! 




We drove into Charley’s rural yard in Lincolnshire, walked into the barn and there was Callum tied up outside his stable, gleaming gold, with all the curves in the right places. It was love at first sight.

Jan and I looked at each other and nodded. Each of us rode him after Charley and though he was pretty much on his toes when I hacked him out with her, he took me up a hill at a fair hand gallop and pulled up smoothly. We’d found our horse. All thoughts of him being a warmblood had fled. That thought never crossed our minds.

Some years later, talking to a judge at the Dublin Horse Show, he described warmbloods as ‘Dead Sharp’. And never a truer word has been spoken. When Callum arrived at our yard in Sussex in June 2019, I rode him out into the woods for the first time and wondered if I had not over-horsed myself entirely. He rode like a stallion, his neighs ringing through the woods as he pranced and danced down between the pines. At 69, I knew enough to know this was not an old man’s horse. But we got home without any problem an hour later and so the love affair began. But it has been a love affair not without incident.

Callum is highly strung and riding him is like sitting on a very powerful 18-hand hysteric. Every now and then it feels as if someone has given him an electric shock and he will jump, jerk, shake, or whirl and run. One day this all got too much for me and I gave him a good whack with my stick. It was then that I was fully introduced to his incredible athleticism. His sire, an Oldenburg who jumped successfully for Germany and his dam, an Irish Draught x Thoroughbred, had given their son a capacity to leap that was second to none.

I found myself heading for a stream at a gallop, Callum having decided that the whip was not going to improve our relationship. I had a split second to decide to bail-out or go with him and I stayed put, fearing the self-induced damage a fall from such height at the gallop would do to my ancient limbs. He stood back from the bank and launched himself out over the water. There was a small stick-covered sandbank midstream, where by some miracle he touched down briefly, changed legs and then out over the rest of the stream we sailed into a dense pine forest. I felt branches whipping me and finally managed to pull him up. I started to laugh hysterically. Looking down I saw that one of the pine boughs had broken my left pinkie finger, but that was the only damage to me. Callum was without blemish, other than that to his character.

On the way home, we had a long and philosophical discussion about masters and servants, slavery, the human condition and the animal liberation movement. Callum more than held his own and by the time we reached his stable a sort of ‘quid pro quo’ had been established that has lasted to this day. The deal being that I would not mess with him if he did not mess with me. And, that if he could not help himself, now and then, I was not to even think of whipping him again, but to speak to him sternly. This has served us well. He now has the capacity to swear in three human languages.

The problem, you see, is that I do love him. And as we all know, love is a rocky road. I had started writing about him and in some strange way he’d become more than my ride, he’d become my muse. These days people stop us and ask if this is Callum from the books and when I confirm that it is indeed Callum from the books, all sorts of endearments are called on, much stroking and petting and very often the offering of an apple or a mint. Callum accepts these graciously, with the manners of the aristocrat that he is.

So you see, I’m stuck with a warmblood. But would I recommend one to you? Not on your life. Unless of course you want a life filled with alarms and excursions. And you can’t really blame them, one has only to look at his breeding – warmblood!

If you’ve had the privilege of watching a performance of the Lipizzaners at the Spanish Riding School in Vienna, Austria, or the Andalucians in Jerez in Spain, you will be watching Callum’s cousins do their incredible passades, caprioles and levades. These horses are as much at home in the air as they are on the ground. Their great-great-great-grandparents swam to the Irish shore from the sinking ships of the Spanish Armada in 1588 – off Kinnagoe Bay, in County Donegal. The Irish, not being slow at recognising a good thing, bred these horses to their cold-blooded draughts and so the Irish Draught came into being, an early form of warmblood, as the Andalusian carries the blood of the Arab and the Barb in their DNA. These are the horses that almost overran the whole of Europe as the Muslim armies swept out of the east and their brothers rode out of north Africa into Spain.

And of course it was the Andalusian horse that the Spanish Conquistadors took to America with them in search of gold and silver, the horse that became the root stem of the Mustang.

So Callum is indeed a ‘gentleman’ by blood, but let’s not forget the good dollop of 'bastardry' in there too. It is what gives him and his warmblood cousins their power, size and scope. Callum is a lot of horse, as they say, and we more or less rub along together, as I too have a smidgeon of 'bastardry' in me. But would I go looking for another warmblood? Not on your nelly!

So, if having heard all of this, you still want a warmblood, then God help you! You will only have yourself to blame for the excitement and alarms and excursions that await you. But I should add that while you will be thrilled and terrified in equal measure, you will never be bored! And of course there is the risk of falling in love.
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The Joys of Riding Alone
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F

or the most part, my riding life has been spent alone with my horses, in lonely landscapes far from the madding crowd. 

It has been an active choice to ride alone and not in company. It began I suppose because I was extremely shy growing up, not that you’d know it now. I can talk for Africa and a sort of jokey persona has built up over the years which has acted a useful cover, to mask the shyness and the insecurities. 

I also loathed and feared school and all the authoritarian nonsense and the macho bull that went along with it. Riding for me was all about escape from people, it was about being alone in a landscape with just my horse for company. My horses were the key to this hidden kingdom, the magic that took me through the looking glass into the secret garden of delight.

There is a pleasure to riding in company, but it is an altogether different experience. It is all about being social or sociable and just happens to take place on horseback. Frankly, I’d rather do that down at the pub or a restaurant, keeping the magic of horse riding pure and unadulterated. The profound experience that I have come to love and to depend on as the most life fulfilling activity I know is best done alone.

If this sounds impossibly precious and I come across as a weirdo, then so be it. I am never going to apologise for what has been the single greatest joy of my life – riding alone, free to dream, to imagine, to be still, to hear the voice of nature, to listen to the wind and the birdsong, the rustle and creak of the trees, to think, and to revel in the silence. To feel a thread of fear as my horse and I disappear ever deeper into our beloved woods, or deep into the dune country and the coasts of the Africa of my boyhood. If that makes me weird, I am happy to wear that as a badge of honour.

There are pleasures to be had with people. I am not unacquainted with love and friendship, but truly, mankind overall does not have a lot to recommend it. We have destroyed our planet, killed each other, and sent 80 per cent of animal life into extinction, a fate I fear we will all shortly follow. Why would one not wish to get away from the vast majority of mankind? 

There is something that occurs when one is alone with a beloved horse and the two of you are distant figures in a landscape. There is no explaining it. To understand you will have to have experienced it for yourself. Something happens out there that changes you. When you return from that place of solitude you return a different person to the one who left two, three, four, six hours previously. You are at peace and also strangely buoyed up by the endorphins the riding has released into your bloodstream. You feel elated, energised. It is in short, my drug of choice, the only one I’ve been hooked on all my life.

And of course, besides the nature gazing and the peace there is another benefit to riding alone – your horse is completely focussed on you and your aids, as you are on him or her and out of this deep concentration on each other comes a relationship of trust and understanding, or indeed an acknowledgement that you’d best be damn careful on this particular horse. If it’s the former, you can build on that burgeoning relationship to create the riding horse of your dreams and to improve your own riding skills. If it’s the latter, time for a new horse maybe. But it’s riding alone that will sharpen your focus either way on the strengths or weaknesses of this partnership on which your life depends, especially if you are riding solo.

Like so many activities that can be done alone, fishing, surfing, walking, running, climbing, sailing – riding alone adds a quality that can only be described as magic in part. Riding alone has been my passport to happiness, health and a heaven-sent dose of profound joy, and just maybe a little hard-won wisdom. And of course, the books.

One of the best things about riding alone is that you ride in unbroken silence – unless you talk or sing to your horse as I do myself from time to time. But generally, we are a silent pair that drifts around our woods, and this means you see more wildlife. Often the deer, foxes, badgers, rabbits stoats, squirrels, birds, only see you when you see them, especially if the wind is blowing towards you and your scent does not reach ahead to warn them. When you live just 50 miles from London, the privilege of seeing this much wildlife is a huge and valued bonus to riding alone.

Being immersed, engulfed, surrounded by so much beauty is the point of it all, the dangers are just the price one must be prepared to pay for this consciousness-expanding trip into another realm, far from the works of man. Your mind is cleared, your perceptions sharpened as you become one with the wood and your horse. It is a form of time travel into a pristine, almost primordial, past and the harsh croak of a crow raises the hairs on the back of your neck. This is the realest of real deals.

So, when Callum and I find ourselves once more enfolded in the leafy embrace of Ashdown Forest’s beech, oak, birch, holly and chestnut woods, there is a sense of homecoming. A fixture of this place for four and a half decades I like to think the local wildlife see us and knows us. I imagine, as we brush our way past their homes underground or in the underbrush, in the tree trunks and branches and the forest canopy, that a badger might remark to a rabbit or a buzzard: ‘There they go! Those two dreamy fools. The mad African and Callum. Lost again I imagine.’

I smile and pat Callum. ‘We are OK fella.’
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Riding Ashdown Forest
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I

like to tease my Scottish friends about living so close to the Arctic Circle and opting for just a month of summer with midges thrown in! But if the truth be told, I live in what the Scot Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, author of the Sherlock Holmes books, called ‘Scotland in Sussex’. Walk here on any miserable day in winter, as he did for the 26 years he lived here, and you will get the full-blasted, haunted heath of The Hound of the Baskervilles. Ashdown Forest in East Sussex is a very strange place for a misdirected South African to have ended up in. It is the very opposite of the vast African landscapes I had grown up in, it is small, constrained by comparison and maybe a little bit twee to African eyes. But there are compensations.

Riding on Ashdown Forest provides many pleasures. These include the views your ten-foot-high eyes now see, scenery coming at you without effort, the magic carpet made flesh. Unlike a passenger in a car, you are in and part of the scene, and unlike a car or a motorbike you are not restricted to roads, and all is silent, but for the birdsong and the steady heartbeat of your horse’s hooves. There is the pleasure of a horse walking actively beneath you. He swings along, alert and delighted with life, and it takes a hard heart not to be affected by that spirit. There is the feeling of power in a balanced, controlled trot, where the horse impulsion comes from behind and you float over the ground. Then there is the best gait of all, the slow, collected canter, which to the uninitiated can best be described as the feeling of riding a friendly dolphin as he rises and falls through the water; there is speed, comfort and that rocking, flowing motion. To be on a fit horse with a comfortable stride and a good canter, is to know bliss. I have such a horse.

There is, too, the pleasure of landscape, and if you are lucky, as I am, to live on Ashdown Forest, you have a varied and interesting riding country. Ashdown is high ground. It is nearly 1,000 feet above sea level, which provides you with far horizons to the South Downs, the North Downs, and views into Sussex, Surrey and Kent. The land is hilly, providing a series of bowls, amphitheatres, valleys, each with its own focus. On the hilltops stand circles of dark umbrella pines, the symbol of Ashdown, commanding the open heaths.

One such clump of hallmark pines marks the spot where Camelot came to Sussex. Near Birch Grove House they stand, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s home, where President John F. Kennedy spent the weekend back in June 1963, just months before his death by an assassin’s bullets. There are often secret hidden graves within these tree circles; some commemorated with a simple wooden board low in among the undergrowth, or simply with ash to enrich the soil. Perhaps my final resting place one day too?

Ashdown’s 6,500 acres is the largest area with open public access in South East England and includes open moorland, deep deciduous woods, pine plantations on its edges and at least three golf courses that act as land bridges to nearby countryside at Forest Row, Crowborough and the East Sussex National Golf Club at Maresfield. Ashdown is the very heart of the Forest of Anderida, so named by the Romans. Today it still contains, in pockets, remnants of that ancient woodland that once divided London from the coast so effectively that a different Saxon dialect was spoken in each place. The Romans, in their brutal and effective way, punched a road through it, linking Londinium with the Sussex coast. Subsequently, kings hunted it, armies marched across it, and gypsies inhabited it, a landscape that Cobbett in his Rural Rides described as ‘a poor, harsh, barren place’. No wonder only gypsies called it home. Its acid soils are no good for agriculture. Its best crop is grass for livestock, for silage or for hay. Yet with the coming of the railways, many came here and found it charming.

Kipling’s ‘wooded, dim, blue goodness of the Weald’ surrounds it. The views from its highpoints include Hilaire Belloc’s ‘hump-backed Downs’. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle lived here and walked Ashdown. Its brooding setting, and its microclimate of shrouding mist, rain and cloud, provided the inspiration for many of the landscapes in his Sherlock Holmes books. Holmes, of course, was the creature that England would not let die, the country going into black-armband mourning when Holmes was sent to his death over the Reichenbach Falls by Professor Moriarty, until he was somewhat reluctantly revived by the author. Finally, Sherlock was retired to beekeeping in Sussex. I, and many others, have our thoughts about this, and a retired army colonel (sadly passed on), who kept bees nearby was my chief suspect.

And of course, Christopher Robin of A.A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh books made it his, and so ours too; the perfect childhood playground. So one comes to it already biased in its favour, and the reality seldom disappoints. It is not grand country; it’s not the Rockies, the Pyrenees or the Drakensberg. It is what my sister once called ‘Mouse Country’. She got it right. Mrs Tittlemouse would feel right at home here. And so do I.

That huge, dim Forest of Anderida is now gone, the oaks providing ships for Nelson, the rest had by charcoal-burners burning fuel to smelt Sussex iron. It can be a lonely, eerie place in winter, so high above sea level and open to the worst storms off the Atlantic, brought in by howling South Westers that rattle the window of our cottage and lift the occasional tile.

The place names on the Forest show that many have loved this place, with many named after places in A.A. Milne’s books. The Garden of Eden, the Enchanted Place, with its rock-centred picnic spot and the inscription in bronze: ‘By and by they came to an Enchanted Place’; the Hollow on the Hill, Hundred Acre Wood. There are deep, still hammer ponds, those reminders that this was once England’s iron country, and then there are the odd dips and craters made by V1 and V2 rockets, which crossed these skies and happily fell short of London.

Spring, announced by cuckoos and the hammering of woodpeckers in the hurricane-humbled woodland behind our cottage, brings forth bluebells and wood anemones. There is always yellow gorse, and in August and September, the purple swathes of heather lift the heart. Amid it all, the silver birch fights to reclaim its own, while the bracken rises and falls like a green tide.

Man has been here a long, long, time. His ancient presence is evident in the small fields bound by hedgerows and by the chestnut plantations regularly cropped for posts and staves. There are the old villages, Nutley, Fairwarp, Chelwood Gate, Crowborough, Chuck Hatch and Hartfield. However, there is also change, and new roads that bring walkers and day-trippers to picnic. Not all change is bad. There is a car park that holds our favourite ice cream van, a regular stop when the children were young, on the way home from school in summer.

There is also a large, and at times noisy, military presence, not as big as when the Forest was home to thousands of Canadian soldiers awaiting D-Day, but enough to make their presence felt. The rider regularly comes across lost soldiers learning navigational skills with their flapping maps.

‘Can you tell us the way back to the Crowborough Army Camp?’ they ask awkwardly.

It sits across the valley from our home and I always tell them, even when I know I should not. I recall my own national service in South Africa and the only creatures I might have asked directions from – ostriches, puff adders and one foolish tortoise, which ended up in the pot, my own lack of navigational skills and resulting hunger costing him his life.

There are the radio masts on Ashdown, which mark a vast underground warren, a remnant of the Second World War, now owned and occupied by the East Sussex Police Force. What, one wonders, are they doing down there in those mole-like spaces – certainly not catching burglars or muggers.

There are few pubs on the Forest. Our favourite is The Hatch, because of its food, the gardens, and for its snug space and warm fires. It’s a regular place for lunch on New Year’s Day, giving us a happy break from all the Christmas cooking at home. This place was old before Jan van Riebeeck set out from Holland in 1652 with his three small ships to create a vegetable garden at the Cape of Good Hope at the tip of the African continent, place of my birth back in 1950. Just over the hill from where I sit writing this, is the Horder Centre, an arthritis clinic, where hips and knees are replaced. It sits patiently under its green roof – waiting for me and my grinding, horse-worn joints – one day, perhaps, but not yet.

Ashdown appeals to man’s spirit. It must do. The evidence is all around one here. It is of this world and it is not. Here be dragons, witches and Hollywood stars. There are more religions in this place than in Jerusalem. There is Wicca, the first and the oldest, whose time maybe has come once more. There are the Scientologists, who attract California believers and film stars to these parts, and the Rosicrucians up the hill. There are modest Church of England parish churches, where vicars hold tenuous sway over diminishing congregations, and there are the worshippers of the Open Air Church of our Lord or is it our Lady? No matter, this deity combines both masculine and feminine; its double nature fits well with the dual nature of this place.

It’s a bog in winter and concrete in summer. Oh God, the mud, the mud! Not for nothing were Sussex girls called ‘Sally Longshanks’ for the long legs they needed to keep from sinking into the bottomless depth of it. Its ability to suck horseshoes off is legendary.

Ashdown is my adopted country. I am not English, nor ever will be, despite my British passport. I love the country, but I cannot claim to know it. I know Sussex and I love Ashdown Forest. So this is my place. It is enough. It is the endpoint for me in my family’s second great trek – first out of Europe – Lithuania, Holland, France and Norway to South Africa – and then, after 400 years in Africa, back to Europe again. I share it with literary giants, wild animals, mystics, sheep and a few black Welsh cattle. It is home.

And I have a friend that I share it with and who shares my enthusiasm for it, not so much the hills, or the gallops, but the flat grassy bits and the shady woods in summer. Callum is always happy to go exploring, as long as he also gets a chance to eat, to browse, to absorb all edible stuff – grass, tender leaves and twigs, bracken, bark. No, he’s not a fussy eater. Three wild geese fly regularly over my home at dawn each morning, heading for our neighbour’s pond. They come in low with calls that thrill you to the marrow. They seem to say, ‘Get up and see. Get up and live!’

And Ashdown is out there waiting to be discovered, and my horse is there, waiting to be fed.
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A Modern Eighteenth Century Life with Horses
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O

ne of the least understood parts of the mystery of horse ownership is the way that they link you, embed you, into the kind of life that our great-great-grandparents would have known intimately – the simple daily rhythms of life that repeat themselves each and every day, the repetition needed to keep livestock alive. The work involved as regular and timed as that of a beating heart. 

Even as cars, planes, trains, computers, satellites, radio, TV, laptops, phones and wristwatches inhabit our lives, controlling every waking moment it seems, the horses are there to keep us tethered to an earlier, ancient reality, that flows through our lives like an underground river, unseen though in plain sight. 

There they stand in their intoxicating smells, amid the sharper scents of urine and manure, hay and straw, shavings and mash. These sights, sounds, smells, and physical touch are a descant to the sounds of our modern reality. There are stable brooms in my life, pitchforks, and manure lifters, water buckets, ropes, halters, saddles, and bridles. There is an array of horse blankets, scissors, and chests of liniments, ointments, bandages, things that are of another time, clinging on in this crass, demanding, modern world. 

We who have horses are to some extent split personalities, ancient and modern in one skin. I have become inured to people gently picking pieces of hay off my coats and jerseys when I do the weekly food shop at the supermarket. I don't mind. I wonder what they would think of the pleasure I take in a well-kept muck heap! Truly at times I think I am living in the wrong century. 

Few people meeting me in London during my years working in the art market would ever have guessed that my life included muck heaps, whips and spurs, leather chaps and a sprinkling of people who had almost never been to London, whose lives revolved around horses, woods and fields just 50 miles away. It was my secret world, my medicine, my life jacket. Nor could they have known that my closest friends were called Duke, Quest, Hombre, Xanthus, Max, Chancer and Callum. It was my secret hidden world. And the man who inhabited it was so much happier and more whole in it, than the man they met in a suit.

The horses are a daily reminder that the only real law of life is to LIVE, to inhabit one’s senses as fully as possible to partake of the natural world as a means of living and a way to keep oneself healthy, both mentally and physically.

The demands of this twin life can be exhausting at times but even while I earn a living in the twenty-first century, it is the eighteenth century to which my soul pays homage and clings to, as if for dear life, horses and the love of horses runs in my blood. 

I keep a close watch on the grass growing in the fields around us, yes, I watch the grass. For on the health of the grass depends the health of our horses, and what other feed they will need to supplement the grass. I watch Callum’s digestion and worm him regularly. I know which local farmers can be relied on to grow the best hay, not selling you low quality or mouldy hay which the horse won’t eat. I keep tab on the seasonal price of hay. And then there are those people whose very livelihoods are still eighteenth-century in most ways, the grooms, the farriers, although now they bring their furnaces with them in trucks, and they come to you rather than you going to them as in the past. There are vets, horse dentists, saddlers and tack shops all with their arcane knowledge. There are horse trainers who will back a young horse for you and sort out one that has got out of hand for a variety of reasons, many of these down to inadequate or insensitive owners. This is a world unto itself, existing in the modern world but with the same lexicon and skills as existed 200 years ago.

Living here in East Sussex, at 1,000 ft above sea-level, on the open miles of Ashdown Forest with its tucked away secret woods, it’s not difficult at times to think one lives in the past. Our home, a 275-year-old stone cottage stands firm in the face of the Atlantic gales in winter, but the windows rattle and the front door makes a banshee wail when things get hectic and the wind takes a bone in its teeth. The lights flicker as the trees lash the power lines that bring us electricity through the woods. And then the lights go out and the central heating dies and the hot water cylinder cools. 

Then it’s time to light candles, stoke the wood-burning stove and thank God for the foresight of installing a gas hob. We get the matches out to light it when needed. Then, as we move about this old place that has been home to stockmen and their families for generations across three centuries, the flickering light on the stone walls takes us back in one swoop to 1760 when they built this cottage of local sandstone. Once the old place is made habitable using old technology, it’s time to check on the horses. The fear of roofs flying off and corrugated iron wreaking havoc is in the forefront of our minds.

It is a privilege to be a slave to these beautiful beings for they give so much more than they take. Besides the joy of riding, there is this other thing they offer, keeping open a path to the past, the recent past, and the truly ancient past, when our lives were all rural and our hunting and gathering, our farming, was intimately linked to the lives of horses. They are not changed in any way, they are as they have always been, horses that inhabit their own natural world. 

And thanks to them, that link to our past remains open to us, the path back is still there. If our forebears could join us for a brief day or two, they would be lost and bewildered by our lives today, until they came upon our horses in their stables and paddocks, and it is the horses that would connect us to them, giving us a shared, mutually understood subject that would provide a shared reality. They would stroke the horses and feel the heft of our pitchforks and would smile to see that something of their way of life lives on.

The horse is our time machine, that allows us to live across centuries, not just a few decades. And what a gift that is!
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Confessions of a Half-Assed Horseman
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Y

ou would think that seventy years of horse riding would have taught me something about horses and their management, but you would be wrong. I have some knowledge it is true, but the older I get, the more I realize just how limited my knowledge is. True, I’ve never killed a horse, and none of my horses have died as a result of my rather laissez-faire stable management. But much seems lacking.

Perhaps my biggest failure on the stable management front is my mucking out style. Or lack of it. Because of various age-related ailments I find it difficult to do the deep clean everyone else does every day, effortlessly. Instead, I remove manure on the top and dig out the worst wet patch and fill in with dry shavings. Over time this leads to a thinner bed which I will then add to with two more bales of shavings. My stable never looks like the pure thick immaculate beds I would not mind sleeping on myself, but Callum seems happy enough. Now and then, because my mucking out takes me half the time the others take, I jokingly offer to give them a tutorial, which leads to much mirthless laughter. I tell them they will be grateful to know my quick-style muck out when they hit 70, but it cuts no ice. 

Anyone who has ever read anything of mine about horses and riding might be excused for thinking that I know what I am talking about, but
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