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Foreword

To tell the truth, I always resisted the idea of writing about horses. I thought it would be just a bit too much. Horses are so much a part of my daily life, and I have so much of an emotional stake in horses, that I thought that anything I wrote about them would be best delivered in a plain brown wrapper.

But then everything came up horsey: The Times asked me to write Talking Horse, a weekly column about horses, and various horsey magazines asked me to do some stuff for them. And I found myself loving it.

Every piece you write in such circumstances is for a deadline: and for a certain edition of a publication with a limited shelf life. But when you write anything, particularly something that means a good deal to you, you try to be consistent, and you hope that your work actually adds up to something. I hope that what I have written about horses provides a consistent view of horses and horse people: and of the contract that exists between them.

The pieces are presented pretty well as they appeared: I have made a few small changes here and there, occasionally to correct an error that had crept in during production, sometimes to cut out a line that is repeated elsewhere in the book. I’m afraid journos do tend to repeat themselves: it is this – rather than making things up – that is the real vice of the profession. I hope I have told each joke no more than half a dozen times, anyway …

The backbone of the book is pieces from The Times, presented, mostly, in chronological order: I thought it would be more fun to have the pieces come at you more or less at random, rather than bunched together in some arbitrary way. Besides, if I stuck all the dressage pieces together, it would put too many people off. I have taken some pieces from The Spectator, and put them in out of chronological order, using them to offer a comment on other, longer pieces.

I would like to offer thanks first to every person who has given me time and the freedom of the stable yard and, often, a horse to ride. I have had some memorable experiences with some memorable horses: I hope I have done them all justice.

I also owe thanks to Keith Blackmore and David Chappell at The Times, who got me to write about horses, and to George Brock for permission to reprint the pieces here. Thanks also to Boris Johnson at The Spectator, who generously allowed me to reprint some pieces from my weekly column. Thanks to Richard Vadon at the BBC, who produced a series of talks I gave for Radio 4, which included the pieces used as introduction. Thanks also to Alison Bridge at Horse & Rider, for whom I now write a regular column.

Best thanks to all horsey people who have given me encouragement, and who have written to me saying that this or that piece got it right. These things matter more than the writer of the letters can ever guess. Thanks also to that person all journalists need: the good sub.

Finally, of course, thanks to the horses themselves: all the lovely chance rides I have had. But most particular thanks to my own: Dolly Dolores, in foal as I write, and her strapping son, Bullseye.

Final thought before we begin: the best wind in the world is the one that blows between a horse’s ears (Arab proverb).

Introduction


For my introduction, I present a transcript of a talk I gave on Radio 4, in a series called Sporting Sermons.



Britain is a nation of horse-lovers. It’s riders they can’t stand. Most people are keen to talk about their obsessions: one of the first skills any horsey person learns is how to turn conversation away from horses.

I know why you like horses, whips, spurs, boots, nudge nudge. As if it were the most tremendous joke and they were the only person ever to think of it.

My own patent conversation stopper, when asked ‘Why do you like horses?’ is to reply: ‘Because I haven’t discovered boys yet.’ A friend of mine, female, has invented an even more effective method, one guaranteed to kill a conversation stone dead. ‘You should see the size of my horse’s willy,’ she says. Oddly enough, no one ever mentions the subject – horses, that is – again.

I remember keeping an appointment at the King’s Head in Islington, a not untrendy establishment, having got delayed and so gone from horse to train to town without stopping to change. Piece of advice to all horse people – do not wear jods and riding boots at the King’s Head in Islington.

I was treated like a slum landlord with an I-love-Hitler tattoo, upper-class twit of the year, a torturer of innocent animals, an enemy to all progressive thought, a sexual deviant, a political oppressive, a social inadequate. And so rich it was obscene.

The last part is not, alas, true. I have frequently taken taxis to or from horsey places, and I always get the same question. ‘Blimey. Expensive hobby, isn’t it?’

Hobby? Do you call breathing oxygen a hobby?

And as for expensive, well, it all depends on your priorities. I used to travel to and from shows with a group of raucous cockney ladies. You could hear us lot coming a mile off: it was like a wagonful of magpies.

One was a secretary, one bred monkeys for a living, another worked at the checkout at Sainsbury’s. They drove old bangers, the lorry was held together with baling twine, they dressed – well, warmly. The horses gleamed. And they could ride, too: we picked up a fair few ribbons between us.

That, by the way, is horsey jargon for doing pretty well, and so winning a rosette. I’ll try and keep the jargon to a minimum, but it does tend to break out every now and then. That is part of the joy of it all.

And so to national hate objects. At one stage, Princess Anne was the most unpopular Royal since Nero. Her crime, of course, was riding horses: and doing so extremely well. She was European three-day event champion, which takes a bit of doing.

Every eventer takes a tumble now and then: it became a national obsession trying to get a picture of Princess Anne falling off her horse, preferably into the water. The sight of Princess Anne on a horse brought out the latent Bastille-stormer that lurks inside every royalist Brit: the sight of her tumbling into the water was as good as a guillotining.

As for Mark Phillips, the person she married at the height of her horsey period: he was regarded as a national joke, the thickest bloke in the history of horsey Britain. I once spent a couple of days as his pupil, and he is a brilliant teacher. But it is horses he is brilliant at – and that is considered very much the same thing as being stupid. Horse people must either ignore the outside world or get used to a good deal of hostility.

And if you want to experience absolutely lethal hatred, try riding a horse on the road. Mere road rage becomes murderous and maniacal fury when a horse is involved. I’ve been hit twice, or at least, my horse has, both times from almost insane – you’d have thought literally certifiable – impatience. Riding flat-out round a cross-country course is merely terrifying: riding along a busy road is as profound an experience of fear and loathing as a normal person can easily get.

I’ve had it all: people leaning out of cars to swear at me; people sneaking up behind and roaring the engine or sounding the horn; people passing at 50 miles an hour with an inch to spare. Oh, certainly, most drivers are kind and generous and all riders do an awful lot of waving and smiling. And we can all, every single one of us, recount a list as long as a lunge-line of near-death experiences.

Oh, they hate riders all right, the Brits do – but, oh, how they love their horses. Has there ever been a horse as greatly loved as Desert Orchid? Big, beautiful and above all grey: you could tell him a mile off. Brits love their horses to be grey: that is to say, recognisable. In fact, the greatest skill of the racehorse trainer is to be able to tell the owner, without giving offence, which horse is his.

But everyone can tell the only grey in the race, and Dessie had a million owners. And not only was he big and beautiful and grey, he was fallible: beautifully and endearingly fallible. He hated running left-handed at Cheltenham: he only won the big race of the season, the Cheltenham Gold Cup, but once.

A gorgeous horse all right, a creature of strutting, posing dominance, like a grown-up version of Chris Eubank. Dessie is the sort that would make anybody who sat on his back feel just a little bit like God almighty and I know. I have sat on him. I have sat on him, patting that hard white neck, while the horse held himself as if he measured a good 25 hands, gazing loftily and serenely at the clouded hills, and printing his proud hooves in the receiving earth.

I spend a lot of time with horses and with horse people, not only in my private life, with my own two wonderful and dodgy animals, but in my professional life. Of recent years, I seem to spend less and less of my life trying to be a renaissance man, and more and more of it as a horse writer, like the Honourable Schoolboy in the Le Carré novel.

In most of my journalistic life, I have rather specialised in getting thrown out of places despite holding all the right credentials. But I can walk as I please in just about every stable in the land: racing, dressage, eventing, endurance riding – anywhere where there are horses and horse people. Because I know the password, you see.

I can do the funny handshake, I speak the lingo, I can pat horses, and my body language screams the message: I am happy here. I am at ease. And without claiming to be the world’s number one horse whisperer, I know that the horses know this too.

Horses read body language just as much as the horse people; or to be accurate, much better. With horses, body language is the primary rather than a secondary means of communication: naturally they are better at reading it than us. Horses read humans better than humans read horses: not a shadow of a doubt.

All of which gives me the chance to meet horses and horse people, of every kind, of every discipline. One of the odd things about the horsey life is how compartmentalised it is: how dressage people hate show-jumpers and show-jumpers despise dressage, and everybody not in racing hates everybody in racing.

These barriers are beginning to disappear, with the benefits of cross-training becoming apparent in the forward-thinking people in every discipline. Cross-training has become the nouvelle cuisine of horsey life. But traditionally, it has generally been the case that no one hates horsey people as much as horsey people themselves.

But me, I go from yard to yard, dropping names, listening to Michael Stoute’s bajan twang in his Newmarket racing yard, listening to Carl Hester’s chorus-boy drawl at his centre of dressage excellence – and all I see is the stuff we all have in common. Which is a kind of madness, a kind of infection of the blood.

Sheikh Mohammed al Maktoum, defence minister of Dubai, is the world’s richest racehorse owner. And standing beside him – sweet name-drop, that one – on the Albahatri gallop in Newmarket, I am struck not by the light-years’ distance apart in wealth, but by what we have in common.

We both have too many horses – I have two – and we both spend too much money on them, and we both occasionally complain about it, and neither of us would think of existing for a second without them.

The love is the same, or if you prefer, the dementia. To be with a horse and, also, to seek to improve the horse. To fulfil the potential of the horse. Put like this, it almost sounds sensible. But no: it is a disorder of the blood.

Sometimes it seems that this disorder is inherited, a genetic aberration. I always thought I disproved this: brought up in Streatham, never having much to do with horses. Horses, like religion and measles, are more easily dealt with in childhood. Horsiness struck me with mad born-again convert fervour when I was nearly 30. I broke out in a raging temperature and kept the fire stoked to this day.

But then the same thing happened to my sister, and to all my nieces. We were all brought up most carefully as townees: whence this disorder of the blood?

And I remembered that my grandfather had been horsey. He became townee and respectable and middle-class and aspirational and even moved to Birmingham to do so, but before this happened he was a country and a horsey boy and served four years in Salonika in the First World War as a sergeant in the horse artillery.

Blood will out. It has just skipped a generation. Now my father has to come to terms with the fact that there are no fewer than seven horses in his family.

We are banned from using the H-word at the lunch table, but we mutter between courses about hackamores and fetlocks and stifles and kimblewicks, and I’ll tell you what I’d do if it was my horse, and it is all glorious. And the rest of the family hates it.

But why horses? Now I have a passion for wilderness. My favourite place on earth is the Luangwa valley in Zambia. And every time I leave, my kind friends of the Valley ask if I will miss it, back in the civilised British countryside. How can I bear to be away from wilderness?

But I never am. You can take a horse out of the wilderness, but you can never take the wilderness out of a horse. A dog offers uncritical love, and is wholly a creature of the hearth and the human: he has forgotten that he was once a wolf.

But a horse has never ceased to be a wild wary animal of the plains. Watch that row of heads hanging over the half-doors of a stable block just before evening feed, hear the soft whickering chuckle they give as they hear the clatter of the feed-buckets. It is this that gets you: that eternal paradox of cosy domesticity and untamed wildness.

There is something in a horse’s mind, a horse’s heart that you can never quite reach, never quite know. And also, there is something in his heart and mind that you can know very well indeed. That is the heart of the paradox.

But a horse always contains that quantum of wilderness. And you don’t tame it, no. You don’t try. Wildness is the key to it all: to extravagant jumping, to the powerful gymnastic of dressage, to the victory on the racetrack. You seek not dominance but a partnership: you seek not to dam the wildness but to canalise it.

The best of all horses balance on a razor’s edge of control. I have ridden a Grand Prix dressage horse in piaffe and found staggering power, balance, obedience. And then I made an error: and the horse leapt and reared like a skyrocket. Born to be wild, born to be tame. The paradox of nature and nurture walks with a horse and his rider at every stride.

And now on to the most scary part of all. I must tell you about the time I penetrated the most hated organisation in the country: the time I went to Pony Club camp.

My first feeling was the most terrible regret that I had not been to Pony Club camp when I was a boy. With a ration of ten girls to every chap, the most scrofulous wizened shrimp of a lad is a strutting sex god.

But on to the junior camp, and the ten-year-olds at the bareback jumping class, and within two minutes I found myself not observing but catching ponies and legging brave lower-lip-biting girls back onto their animals again.

People think that every Pony Club child is by definition spoiled: well, my observation is that parents are perfectly capable of spoiling children without the help of a pony.

And, in fact, a pony is likely to keep a child in order: ponies don’t, on the whole, take to being treated as playthings. Half the ponies I saw were on their fourth or fifth child: decent little beasts, handed from family to family through the country grapevine, parents not bursting with lolly but ready to give horses the priority.

It’s about learning. Learning about horses, sure. Also learning about learning: the number of dyslexic and dyspraxic children who come to an accommodation with life through horses is quite astounding.

But there is a deeper and far more terrible lesson to be learned in the Pony Club and in anything to do with horses. It is learning about love. A child learns that love involves all kinds of terrible responsibilities, generally ones that need to be met when you least feel like doing so – in the pouring rain at the wrong end of the day and you exhausted and late for something else and your fingers dropping from your hands with cold.

And you learn that love is not a straightforward matter. Horses will ignore a bully and trample on a doormat: shut their ears to shouting, close their minds to a fool. It is an inexorable rule of life: you always end up standing before your horse exactly as you are. And you learn that love is the most difficult and dangerous subject in the world.

And so a final piece of advice to people who think of involving themselves in horses. Don’t. Horses break the bank, they break your bones, they break your heart. And I plan to give them up myself. Sure. I’ll give them up on the same day that I give up oxygen.
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Horse-whispering (Part One)


Most of these pieces are written on the basis that there is something magical about horses: something other-worldly. But there is a deep desire in us to find something magical in horsey people: the book and film The Horse Whisperer is all about this hunger for a miracle-worker. We want to believe in a miraculous form of communication between our two species: and that some people have this gift of communication to a miraculous degree.

I had naturally seen Monty Roberts on television, and been massively intrigued by his technique of interspecific communication, called join-up. Also, I knew an utterly sceptical friend who had, in desperation, called in Richard Maxwell, a Monty disciple, to help her out. And it worked: the horse is now threatening to become a Grand Prix dressage horse; there is no higher category.

So very early on in the life of Talking Horse, I got in touch with Maxwell. And, not being short of cheek, I asked if I could go into the round pen and do it myself.



I have spent about 20 years trying to force the door open, and I think I’ve done quite well. I have pushed and shoved and hammered, and I have managed to open up a fair chink. And if I look through it, I can get a good idea of the beauties that lie on the far side. Twenty years of shoving. Now they tell me. Now they tell me that the door opens inwards.

I write these words in a fair amount of emotional turmoil. Because I have visited a man whose work redefines the relationship between human beings and horses – and that is what all the horse sports are about, from racing through dressage to Pony Club games.

In Richard Maxwell’s yard, not far from Newmarket, is a racehorse that won’t race. It is like the famous Hamlet cigar ad; he simply refuses to leave the starting stalls. There is a dressage horse covered in scars; it is given to violet self-mutilation. There is an eventing horse that rears up and bends backwards like a banana. It sometimes does this on one leg. There is also a child’s pony that refuses to get on its trailer. ‘No snobbery here,’ Maxwell said.

And there are half a dozen young horses that must be backed. This is horse jargon, not for placing a bet, but for teaching a horse to accept a rider. The traditional term for the initial training of a young horse is ‘breaking’. Maxwell talks about ‘starting’ and in that semantic nicety lies a revolution: something that calls into question the countless millennia of the relationship between man and horse. One other thing about the yard: there is not a single whip.

Maxwell is – already I can see him wince – a horse whisperer. Naturally he feels somewhat ambivalent about the blockbusting book that brought the new school of horsemanship into the popular mind.

Maxwell is glad that people have heard of it all – not least because it brings him clients, young horses for starting, gone-wrong horses for curing. But he is not a phoney miracle-worker, he is not a faith healer. Just another practical horseman.

Yet he has worked what looked like miracles with rogue racehorses, horses that had been written off. Some would not enter the stalls, other were simply too aggressive. ‘Taking Vettori into the stalls was like being trapped in a broom cupboard with Mike Tyson,’ Maxwell said. Vettori went on to win a classic, the French 2,000 Guineas. Stelvio, another write-off, won the Queen’s Vase at Royal Ascot; La Confederation, once told never to darken a racecourse again, picked up a group two race.

It was the Queen who got Maxwell started. She may have said that the modern world is leaving her behind but she delighted in the sound of revolution when she heard of Monty Roberts. Roberts is the man behind the new school. He calls it, prosaically enough, ‘join-up’.

Join-up is utterly convincing to almost anybody who witnesses it. Maxwell thought it was rubbish. He was training to be an instructor in the Household Cavalry at the time and was recommended – polite word in the better regiments for ‘ordered’ – to watch a Monty Roberts demonstration. ‘We sat there like schoolkids and picked holes in it,’ Maxwell said.

But Maxwell subsequently found himself with 35 horses to ‘back’ in two weeks. This, by the way, is impossible. Maxwell and a colleague did it by using join-up. Not a single injury was sustained by any of the horses or horsemen.

Maxwell went on to work for Roberts and subsequently left the Household Cavalry and went to California to work for Roberts on his home ground. Then he set up on his own in England. And, naturally, he has had a good share of being despised and rejected. The military tradition penetrates all aspects of horsiness: there is a right and a wrong way to do things, and you do not question it. Racing, in particular, is not so much indifferent as hostile. In truth, most people in racing are too much involved with today and tomorrow; there is never any time for a radical rethink of the fundamental tenets of horsemanship. Doubts only come when a horse goes thoroughly wrong. For many, Maxwell is merely a last resort, the man to go to when all else fails. Naturally, he would prefer his method to be a first resort.

Back to the yard where Maxwell is working a young mare for the first time. A tough individual: the sort, in animal behaviour jargon, who would become an alpha female, the dominant mare in her herd. Maxwell was seeking, by eye contact and body language, to establish himself as the dominant animal of the two.

‘She doesn’t want to accept me,’ he said, without for a second taking his eyes from the mare. ‘She has a lifetime of baggage to get rid of.’ And as I watched, the daily miracle occurred: the mare accepted the dominant animal; horse and human ‘joined up’.

Bring on a new horse, and a new human. The horse was not a problem animal but an ordinary decent sort, belonging to Maxwell, called Murphy. It was a human that was the problem. I know. I was that human.

But in less than a minute, I had Murphy cantering away from me, at my decision. Within a couple of minutes, I could change his direction at will. Looking hard at his inside eye as he circled around me, my body turned towards him. This was, I learnt, a form of considerable aggression. I was sending the horse away, as if in punishment for some misdeed.

Roberts learnt this from watching feral horses in the United States. They send away a horse that has stepped out of line, upset a dominant animal. He is barred from the herd. He may affect unconcern, but more than anything else in life, he wants to be back. It is his nature. Also, solitude can be fatal – a lone horse is ten times more vulnerable to predators. He needs, above all things, to be part of the herd.

Murphy cocked his right ear towards me. It was the beginning of a request to return to the herd. I made a concession: I permitted him to trot, moderating my body language in imitation of Maxwell. The horse lowered his head, chewed with his lips, poked out his tongue. It was a plaintive request for forgiveness. I forgave. I turned away from him, my eye leaving his. I stopped moving.

After about 30 seconds, I felt a soft nudge on my shoulder. The horse had ‘joined up’ with me. And so, for about 15 minutes, I walked about. Very quickly, then slowly, sometimes stopping dead. Everything I did, Murphy did a pace behind me.

It was stunning, and I was stunned. It is not something the horse learns. Horses have always known it. It is humans that have had to learn it; and then to show the horse that they have done so. In this way, humans have penetrated deeper than ever before into the border country that lies between our two species.

Perhaps I have made all this sound a bit touchy-feely happy-clappy. It is not. It is very tough indeed: to send a horse away is a severe scolding, in some ways more severe than a whipping. But it is how horses deal with horses. And with this method, the way is open for a deeper understanding – a deeper mutual understanding – than ever before. I’m a better horseman than I was last week.

The Times

11 October 1997
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A Morning with Venetia


It is possible that the perceptive reader may discern in the author a pronounced weakness for horsey ladies. Venetia Williams is the first of many such ladies to be found in this collection.

I have always felt at home in all stable yards, infinitely preferring a visit to yard or gallops to a visit to the races. I like to meet both horses and horse people on their own ground: where they are truly themselves. All yards have different vibes, invariably reflecting the nature of the trainer.

National Hunt always prides itself on being the most down-to-earth of all the horsey sports. But it is only at a yard like this one that the horses are not so much down-to-earth as covered in earth from head to toe. This was not the only reason why this yard became one of my favourites to visit.



Can I tell you what it felt like, to see a row of filthy horses poking their heads over the half-doors of their boxes? It felt like home, that’s what it felt like. Back at the yard where my own beasts live, and me wondering precisely how much grooming I was going to bother with before I tacked up and got on with it.

Turn-out, horse people call it. People like myself, who keep horses simply because they like being with horses, always like to turn them out into a field for a good slice of their day. The horse is happier turned out than he is standing in his box all day, and there’s an end to the matter.

Racing yards are very different. They are result-oriented; there is no other option. If you are any good in racing, you start out with high hopes, and very quickly come to have high expectations. And part of that involves keeping your horses fit and sound. What? Turn them out so they can run about crazily, and kick each other, and roll? It is not a risk worth considering.

But there was a chunky chestnut in the middle of his mad ten minutes, charging from one end of his paddock to the other, New Zealand rug aflap, as merry a horse as you could wish to see. And there in the boxes were all the muddy faces. And there were the horses being tacked up for second lot. Mud on their faces, and matted into their manes in natty dreadlocks. Well, obviously this was some half-cocked, amateurish outfit, some ramshackle backwoodsman involved in racing for a bit of fun. One of jump racing’s archetypes, a ‘character’ who even has the odd winner now and then. Except it wasn’t: it was the most successful yard in the country.

In percentage terms, anyway. Last season, Venetia Williams’s strike-rate – percentage of winners to runners – was 28.7 per cent, with 33 winners from 115 runners. That beat Martin Pipe, David Nicholson, everybody.

So it made sense to pay a visit to a new force in the sport. She has Celtic Abbey running at Cheltenham today and I expected to find a yard electric with anticipation.

I found nothing of the kind. The soothing quality of a racing yard? May as well talk about the predictability of horse racing, the cowardice of jump jockeys, the poverty of bookmakers. But all the same, that was what I found: a racing yard, an oasis of calm.

‘Good at it? I don’t know that I am good at it.’ And Williams laughed, as if amused at the very idea. ‘Perhaps last season was a flash in the pan.’ Calm trainers are in the same category as Muhammadan Popes, but there I was, exchanging easy jokes with a trainer who exuded a positive aura of calm.

The dirty horse is not a whim or a gimmick. It represents a philosophy: that a horse is happiest when allowed to be a horse. And therefore, the theory continues, more likely to stay sane and sound and healthy, and therefore more likely to win races.

Williams’s horses graze, with their heads down, they move about, they socialise. In a small way, they have control over their lives: a limited autonomy.

Horsey people will often say they turn a horse out ‘so he knows he’s a horse’. Williams, maximising not much acreage, has divided two large fields into small paddocks, in which selected pairs of horses can scoff and frolic. The physiological arguments for this are convincing; the psychological ones irresistible, and last season’s results say anything more that needs to be said.

At least, they do until the new season starts in earnest. American sports people talk about ‘the sophomore jinx’, the failure of the promising rookie to train on. This is not quite Williams’s second season; but it is the second season in which people are noticing her. Flash in the pan? We’ll see.

She apologises, with only mild insincerity, for being unable to tell me that she had always been consumed by an ambition to be a top trainer. No, she had a much more modest target most of her adult life: to be the top amateur rider, until she broke her neck in a fall at Worcester.

She was paralysed from the neck down. Only for a matter of minutes: but a few minutes like that stay with you for ever. She left hospital two months later with a new focus.

It was a focus sharpened rather gradually. She worked with Pipe and Michael Dickinson, two almost disturbingly goal-driven men, before setting up on her own.

The horses before us were working on their interval training: an easy, lobbing hand-canter up five furlongs; the same back down again. Easy chat with a group of owners, a lovely morning in the Wye Valley. Kicking on into a big stretchy canter up the sharp incline. Lobbing back. Relaxed, contented horses, glowing and snorting in the autumn sun. Best time of year for anyone in jumping.

It is a nice operation
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