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  To Lauren and James




  





  There has never been a comeback like this. Amid scenes of universal rejoicing, Mark Todd, 55, who returned to eventing in 2007 after a seven-year

  ‘retirement’, completed a clear round with NZB Land Vision to win his fourth Badminton Horse Trials.




  (Jenny MacArthur, The Times, 26th April, 2011)




  All this would be wonderful enough at any time, but here is Todd doing it at 55, his competitive nerve still intact, his skills still intact, his sheer physical courage

  undented … Todd has demolished every accepted truth of his sport …




  (Simon Barnes, The Times, 26th April, 2011)




  Is it the greatest sporting comeback of all time? It was 1980 when Mark Todd first won Badminton. Yesterday, the New Zealand horseman nonchalantly pulled off another victory,

  his fourth, 31 years later, at the elegant age of 55 – making him not only the oldest champion, but one of the most remarkable masters of the sport whose governing body has named him their

  greatest rider of the 20th century … There is something doubly triumphant about a sportsman who brushes aside the years to show himself still at the height of his game …




  (Leader, The Times, 26th April, 2011)




  




  Mark Todd was voted Rider of the 20th Century when he retired with a bronze medal at the Sydney Olympics, but the 55-year-old is still running rings around riders of the 21st

  … Todd was tearful as the enormity of his achievement began to register. ‘I was relaxed beforehand but I had always had a feeling this would be “my” Badminton,’ he

  said.




  (Pippa Cuckson, The Daily Telegraph, 26th April, 2011)




  It was less a surprise victory, more a highly-charged emotional one, the 15,000 crowd in Badminton’s hallowed arena giving him a heart-felt ovation as they paid tribute

  to the master at work.




  (Julie Harding, Eventing magazine, May 2011)




  When Mark announced his comeback in 2008, aged 52, there were many of us worried that he was just an old genius raging at the dying of the light. At Badminton, we were watching

  nothing less than a rekindling of the lamp.




  (Brough Scott, Horse & Hound, 28th April, 2011)




  




  As much as he is a naturally brilliant rider, the truly impressive thing about Mark’s comeback is that he still has the desire and enthusiasm to work as hard as any top

  eventer must. He didn’t return to the pinnacle of the game in one shot from the pistol; the sport had moved on and he had to adapt and strive to regain his place.




  (Catherine Austen, Horse & Hound, 28th April, 2011)




  Your success on NZB Land Vision was reported in the Waikato Times as the ‘stuff of dreams’. In order to attract further awareness of your achievements, I

  moved a Notice of Motion congratulating you in Parliament.




  (Letter from Tim Macindoe, MP for Hamilton West, 12th May, 2011)




  Tim Macindoe to move, That this House congratulates New Zealand’s outstanding equestrian competitor, Mark Todd, for winning the sport’s most prestigious annual

  title for the fourth time …




  (Order Paper, 12th May, 2011)




  





  

CHAPTER ONE
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  IT IS A MYSTERY how my fixation with horses started. There was nothing about my childhood in 1960s New Zealand that ever

  suggested I would make a career out of riding and, looking back, it seems inexplicable that I have. Yet, from a very young age all I ever wanted to do was ride; it was all I thought or read about.

  I wrote to Santa Claus every year requesting a pony and would rush out on Christmas morning to see if one had arrived. It never did – I got books about horses instead.




  So I read avidly, drinking in the glamorous exploits of show jumping’s heroes of the day: Pat Smythe, the d’Inzeo brothers, David Broome and Marion Coakes. The sport of eventing

  – or horse trials – was very much at embryo stage in New Zealand then, and the international scene was completely off the radar for a little kid there, but a picture in one of my books

  stuck in my mind. It was captioned: ‘Badminton winners Anneli Drummond-Hay and Merely-a-Monarch jumping into the Quarry’. It seemed so dramatic, and my imagination was fired from that

  moment. Her horse was still a hero to me when I eventually met Anneli in 1999, by which time I’d won Badminton three times myself.




   I was brought up in a country town, Cambridge. It is a major bloodstock centre, but my home life was totally unconnected with that culture. My father, Norman, had

  a successful business in farm machinery – something in which I’ve never had the slightest interest. Neither he, nor my mother Lenore, was remotely horsey, and by New Zealand standards

  it was a fairly suburban upbringing. As a small child, the nearest I ever got to a horse was a crazy, mean-tempered Thoroughbred mare that my maternal grandfather, Pop, had on his farm. My older

  sister Kerryn and I were terrified of her because she would chase us out of her paddock.




  Pop was a natural countryman, a born stockman who had an affinity for animals that combined empathy with pragmatism in equal measure. I was his first grandson (my brother, Martyn, arrived four

  years later) and I think he viewed me as the son he never had. I spent a lot of time with my grandparents, accompanying them to market, going racing or just drifting around on their sheep farm.

  This overlooked a property owned by Kenny Browne, who was something of a legend in New Zealand sport. I’m not the sort of person who particularly goes in for hero worship but Kenny was

  – and still is – the sort of person I look up to, and from an early stage I wanted to be like him. Along with Pop, he remains the greatest influence on my life.




  Kenny was primarily a racing man but also represented New Zealand in polo. His wife Ann, who still trains racehorses today, was an accomplished horsewoman, mainly in showing and show jumping,

  and when I watched her schooling horses down in the fields below I was completely fixated. Kenny and Anne had an old pony called Shamrock who had taught loads of kids to ride, and I was allowed to

  borrow her. I don’t remember any process of learning to ride – I think I just scrambled on, hoping for the best and getting regularly bucked off or

  scraped off under trees. Certainly Pop’s old mare wasn’t suitable for lead-rein duties; instead, he would take me down towards Kenny’s on a dead-end road with big grass verges

  either side and we’d have races back up it.




  Pop’s farm was surrounded by steep hills and, although I didn’t have a clue then, I now realise that learning how to stick with whatever Shamrock did was the best start I could have

  had. I was soon riding around the farm with Pop, which I loved, especially at shearing time when I would get up at 5am to accompany him. I was his shadow.




  Pop kindly bought me a pony, Hunter. He was only three but, recklessly, Pop decided he would break him in for me. This came to an abrupt end when his flapping coat startled the pony which bucked

  him off, breaking his ribs. The next purchase, Rusty, didn’t last much longer. He bucked me straight off into the garage, where I landed on my head, and gave Pop another set of broken ribs.

  After that, Pop was more circumspect, and the far more sensible Nugget arrived. He proved third-time lucky so that, finally, the thrilling prospect of Pony Club – and being a real rider

  – was in sight.




  By this stage my parents realised I ought to have a hard hat and borrowed a policeman’s helmet from a friend. I think that if I’d have fallen on my head with that on, I’d have

  broken my neck. My mother also bought me a second-hand saddle and, bless her, gave it a clean – with brown boot polish, up to a high sheen. This had the effect of making it as slippery as

  glass and, obviously, the polish came off all over me.




  My equestrian fixation made me a demanding brat and I would pester my mother to drive me to Pop’s farm, as there were no buses. Once she got so exasperated with me for dawdling that she

  made me walk home. Although I wasn’t considered old enough to bicycle to the farm, strangely it was all right for me to ride five miles to a Pony Club rally on my own.




   For this milestone, I had new jodhpurs, a new bridle with a white browband and, I hope, a vaguely acceptable hat. I thought I was pretty cool at riding, so was

  mortified to be put in the bottom ride. But the trotting round in circles didn’t last long, and soon I loved it, doing bending races and similar high jinks with like-minded children. I had

  found my metier.




  

    ***


  




  Riding took over, to the detriment of school, but I must have been bright enough to survive. I was quite good at English, terrible at maths, and could have been successful at

  athletics if I wasn’t so obsessed with horses. I did the minimum to get by and although my parents set a strict home routine, which involved the odd belting from my father when I was

  particularly irritating, they were probably resigned to the fact that when I was in my room I was more likely to be reading horsey books instead of doing homework. In those days, few people made

  careers out of horses, so my parents looked upon my enthusiasm benignly and hoped I’d grow out of it. Anyway, they knew that my ambition was to be a farmer.




  Occasionally, I wished for knowledgeable, horsey parents but the upside was that they weren’t embarrassingly competitive and interfering either, and their tolerant attitude made me

  independent which, I am convinced, was better for me in the long run. I quickly learned how to patch bits of money together to do what I wanted, and with holiday jobs on farms I managed to fund the

  riding more or less by myself.




  My parents paid the rent on a nearby field, which I shared with a school friend, Anne Wrigglesworth. She and I would ride for miles, looking for cross-country fences to jump. We mostly

  over-faced our ponies and they’d stop, but we’d persevere. We’d also gallop down the middle of roads – the ponies must have had amazing legs

  – and one day mine shied and I fell off. I complained to my mother that my arm hurt, but she told me not to make a fuss. Eventually, we went to the doctor and, sure enough, it was broken. On

  another occasion, we decided to jump out of a field onto the road; Anne’s pony turned so sharply she flew off and wrapped herself round a letter-box.




  I sold Nugget and, with the proceeds, bought Little Man whom I saw advertised in the Waikato Times. He was a five-year-old, part Arab, part stock pony, ugly with a long back and he cost

  me $70. I would never buy a three-quarter Arab now but I thought he was amazing. Little Man was a brilliant jumper, but he did have drawbacks. He was spooky and naughty and hated men; when Pop

  tried to catch him, Little Man jumped straight out of the cattle yard, over the rails. Another time, when he was tied to a gate, he saw Pop coming, took fright and took off, wrenching the gate off

  its hinges.




  Another snag was that he wouldn’t go in an enclosed horsebox, so I was either restricted to going to shows that I could hack to, or else Mum and Dad would hire a cattle truck with no roof.

  He wouldn’t go up a steep loading ramp either, so you always had to find a bank to put it on. I saved up to buy a single trailer with no roof, which wasn’t great when it rained, but

  Little Man didn’t mind, and after I passed my driving test at 15, I’d borrow my parents’ car, hook up and go.




  Little Man gave me my first taste of winning rosettes, and the confidence that went with it, but he also gave me my first and possibly worst ever crashing fall. My mother was always too

  terrified to watch me going cross-country but, unfortunately, she was there at a Pony Club training session to witness this.




  Little Man spooked and stopped at a jump made out of oil drums, so at the second attempt, I hit him, which made him take off miles out. He landed on the jump, flipped over and squashed me. The next thing I knew, I was waking up in the car with broken ribs, a broken jaw and bruised lungs. After that, it did occur to me that it wasn’t a great idea to

  make the pony take off quite so far back.




  My teens coincided with a particularly good era in the Cambridge Pony Club and, looking back, we were a pretty enterprising group of kids. We did all sorts of fund-raising activities, like

  making sandwiches at the flea market in Cambridge, and we found the sponsorship to run a night-time show jumping competition with floodlights, which attracted some of the best jumpers in the

  country.




  By now, my riding ambitions were more defined. I was massively in awe of the senior Pony Club riders who were jumping Grade A courses, and I wanted to compete in the eventing at the Pony Club

  championships. Senior horse trials were few and far between in New Zealand then and the international scene was out of reach, but I knew from my avid reading of Horse & Pony magazine

  that these things existed and I wanted to do them.




  I never did make the Pony Club championships, and I failed my Pony Club B test, possibly because my bandaging was weak. It’s an omission that still rankles. But, in truth, my riding was

  still some way behind my peer group: the likes of John Nicholson (older brother of my team-mate Andrew, and now a renowned course-designer), Joanne Bridgeman (now a prolific seller to international

  riders) and Nicoli Fife (a judge at the highest, four-star, level). By comparison, I was a latecomer, and they were certainly better than I at that stage.




  

    ***


  




  My ‘light bulb moment’ came when I attended a clinic given by an Englishman called Ted Harrison, who had become one of New

  Zealand’s leading instructors. He had been abroad for classical training, and he brought a whole new perspective back to the country. Suddenly, I realised that riding wasn’t just about

  hooning around and sticking on any-old-how; you had to train your horse and sit correctly. It opened up a whole new life for me. I’ve always been the sort of person who feels that if

  you’re going to do something, you might as well do it well, and it dawned on me that I needed to get a grip of some real technique if I was going to be any good.




  Despite this broadening of the mind, however, I was still set on a farming career. I left home and school at 17 – I wanted to leave at 16 but failed my university entrance exam – and

  got a job on a dairy farm outside Cambridge owned by Barry and Betty Harvey, with whose daughter, Bronwen, I’d been at school. Their neighbours were the Keyte family of international polo

  fame, who are still good friends.




  Here, I had my first involvement with racing. The Harveys’ son Bruce and I went to a sale and bought a racehorse called Mr Papagopolous for $200. He’d won a couple of races and we

  were extremely chuffed with ourselves. We asked a jockey who had ridden the horse what he thought. He answered: ‘He’s not worth a c**t-full of cold water’ – devastating

  information to a couple of aspiring trainers, but too late.




  Mr Papagopolous’s first run, an amateur steeplechase at Rotorua with Bruce in the saddle, was something of a comedy moment. Bruce made the mistake of going to the front; at the first

  fence, the horse shied, ran-out and deposited his hapless jockey. He then took off and, with everyone cursing him and trying to catch him, did his best to bring down the entire field. He cut across

  the track and, as we watched helplessly, galloped head on into the middle of the oncoming field. Eventually, he finished over the line in front, with his ears pricked, and we didn’t know

  whether to die of laughing or of embarrassment.




  Alongside our comical attempts to be racehorse trainers, I was also competing a horse called Killarney, bought from a guy called, believe it or not, Tom Cruise. I

  evented Killarney in a small way but mainly show jumped him, as I was very much in with the show jumping crowd. Ted Harrison helped me a bit but essentially I was doing my own thing – the

  idea that one might actually have regular riding lessons hadn’t really caught on then.




  Tom and another friend, Ian Campbell, were my great mates on the show jumping circuit and, after a somewhat sheltered home life, I loved my new social life. Practical jokes were a major part of

  it – during a picnic at Hastings Show Tom filled the ham sandwiches with condoms, which we thought was hysterically funny.




  Another ‘joke’ very nearly killed me. We were at Gisborne Show and, as usual, there had been a bit of a party. I went to bed, vaguely aware that there was another prank in the

  offing, with me as victim, so I pulled down all the zips on my tent so that no one could get in. It turned out that my friends had put a smoke-bomb, of the variety used to smoke out woodworm, in

  the tent. I woke up with a start, coughing my lungs out on the toxic fumes and thrashed about in panic trying to find the zip. At first, everyone thought it was hilarious, but fortunately Ian

  realised it was serious, ripped the tent and dragged me out. I spent the night in hospital, which made me a bit late for my jumping class next day. No one batted an eyelid.




  Unlike most normal New Zealand teenagers, all my holidays and days off were spent going to horse shows and in between I’d make up the time by doing extra work milking. I had no thoughts of

  travelling; I was on a farm cadet scheme, a practical training in farming linked to a college course, and the idea was to end up with a diploma in agriculture. I envisaged my future as a New

  Zealand farmer who rode a bit. Subtly, though, the horses began to intrude.




   One of my farm placements was with David and Anne Goodin at Te Kauwhata. David was a successful show jumper and their son Bruce was a past mainstay of the New

  Zealand team. It was here that I had my first encounter with a horse called Charisma. Then owned by David Murdoch, he came as a three-year-old to be turned out on the hills. He was a very

  good-looking colt, black and striking. I thought what a smart little horse he was, just such a shame he wouldn’t be big enough.




  

    ***


  




  The horse that held my attention then was Top Hunter, whom I’d bought from Lyall Keyte. He was a Thoroughbred that had been raced and was now Lyall’s hunter, and he

  lent him to me in the summer of 1976 for one last try at the Pony Club championship (for which I was reserve, yet again).




  Top Hunter was a good-looking horse who moved well and had tons of scope; he jumped to Grade A level but he wasn’t good enough to be a top show jumper. He was, though, an ideal type for

  eventing. However, it was still a minority sport at our end of the world and my main aim was to win money, so he had to be an all-rounder – I even showed him and did dressage. Getting a horse

  to Grade A level in jumping was part and parcel of producing an eventer in New Zealand in those days because there weren’t enough horse trials to keep you occupied. Looking back, it was a

  pretty good method and I now think I should do more show jumping – it’s good for an event horse. The show jumping phase is very important now. I was jumping 1.50m; so when you have to

  jump 1.30m in eventing it seems so much easier.




  I didn’t do my first three-day event until 1977, aged 21. It was at Taupo, and I finished third behind Ted Harrison’s wife Carol, who won on Topic.

  There were only a dozen or so of us in the field, and it was pretty wild and woolly – a few ramshackle trucks and the horses all turned out in paddocks divided by electric fences. It was also

  freezing cold, but we all had warm sleeping bags and it was a good excuse for yet another party. As it turned out, though, Taupo was more significant than that. It was the catalyst for New

  Zealand’s first ever attempt at an international championship, the notorious 1978 World Championships in Kentucky, USA, which will go down as the toughest competition in history.




  It was Lockie Richards, a New Zealander who had trained in England and taught in America, who planted the idea. He was at Taupo giving a clinic and said to a group of us – myself, Carol,

  Joanne Bridgeman, Mary Hamilton (now Derby) and Nicoli Fife: ‘With training, you guys are good enough to go to Kentucky.’ We were thrilled.




  The first thing that happened was that all prospective team horses were vetted by the New Zealand federation, and not one of them passed because the vet was used to looking at Thoroughbred

  racehorses, not a bunch of less refined eventers, some with less than perfect legs. As a result, the New Zealand Federation refused to back our championship bid, which had serious financial

  ramifications. They told us we were not considered a serious team but if we proved ourselves, we might get future funding. So we had to fund the trip to the USA ourselves, which meant raising

  around $21,000 each, a huge sum in those days.




  I left the Goodins to return home to live with my parents and concentrate on earning more money. I did shift work in the local dairy factory, packing milk powder, I took in horses for breaking

  and did the night watch at a local stud. We held fund-raising events and staged raffles, and I sold my car, but it was hard to raise the publicity because the New Zealand newspapers had no idea what eventing was. I still had to borrow $7,000 from my parents. Raising that amount of money in seven months was a big ask, but it was a good exercise.




  

    ***


  




  We left New Zealand in early 1978 for our big adventure. Mary Hamilton’s father lent us the money to buy a truck to get around in and Lockie Richards arranged for us to

  stay with a friend, Elizabeth Streeter, at Chester Springs in Pennsylvania. My main role was team farrier; despite having no training, I’d been shoeing my own horses for years, and that would

  save us a bit more money.




  Considering our claustrophobic conditions – poor Carol and Joanne had to share a room with me – the five of us got on remarkably well. It was hot and humid; there were ticks galore

  in the long grass – every day we had to pick them off the horses and, even worse, off each other. We lived squashed together with no privacy in a two-room flat where we shared the cooking. I

  don’t remember any arguments though, probably because we were all united in our mission.




  We were also so excited by this thrilling new culture of discos, bars and ten-pin bowling. The social possibilities suddenly seemed endless and I, at least, took full advantage. The Americans

  found us a bit of a novelty – they probably felt sorry for us, as we were young, poor and rather ill-equipped – and they were so kind and welcoming. They couldn’t do enough for

  us.




  We did some competitions, which was also thrilling, even though we had to travel miles. Suddenly, there were all these big names: Jeremy Beale, a British rider who had won Burghley in 1965, had

  an equestrian centre down the road; Bruce Davidson, the reigning world champion, was nearby, and there were revered names like Tad Coffin, the 1976 Olympic gold medallist, and his team-mates Mike Plumb and Denny Emerson, plus the likes of Beth and Bea Perkins, Derek di Grazia and Torrance Watkins (later Fleischman). We felt like country hicks,

  but it was stimulating to be part of such a sophisticated competition scene. Lockie had told us we wouldn’t be out of our depth and, amazingly, we weren’t; we got placed at one-day

  events and dressage competitions and it made us realise that despite our limited experience, we weren’t that far behind.




  Lockie did his best to get us physically fit, but Carol and I would run down the road, disappear behind a tree for a smoke and come back again. Lockie was disgusted with us, so I challenged him

  to a race. We went five miles round the block and I beat him, but I couldn’t walk for days afterwards. He also banned us from having sex the night before a competition because he said it

  would make our legs wobble, not that I took any notice of that one!




  Sally O’Connor, who was well known as a trainer and writer on the American scene, and for taking her two young sons Brian and David on an epic ride across the States, was a good friend of

  Lockie’s. She acted as our guardian angel and arranged for her boys to be our grooms. Jan Mossman, a New Zealander who was working in racing in New York, also got in touch and ended up being

  my groom. She was brilliant because she was used to dealing with injuries to racehorses’ legs, which was to prove very useful.




  

    ***


  




  Next stop, Kentucky. I picked up my parents from the airport and, keen to show off my skill at negotiating an American highway, set off round Lexington’s one-way system

  the wrong way. Never mind, I thought, I’ll cut across the central reservation. Unfortunately, this had a big dip and we got stuck, so I ended up being

  ignominiously pushed out by my parents.




  The whole Lexington area – Blue Grass country – is a Thoroughbred paradise of big studs, endless grass and white railings. The Kentucky horse park, a shrine to Thoroughbred names

  like Man O’ War and Seabiscuit, was built specially for the world championships with the most luxurious stables we’d ever seen. There were glamorous parties and accents I’d never

  heard before – the Germans, who took their running rather seriously, made a particular impression. It was all quite an eye-opener for a country boy like me.




  Then the British arrived. There was the legendary Richard Meade, the 1972 Olympic gold medallist and the pin-up boy of his day, Jane Holderness-Roddam, and team Olympic gold medallist and dual

  Badminton winner, Jane Starkey, who many years later was to own horses with me, and Lucinda Prior-Palmer, who’d already won Badminton three times and two European titles. ‘There’s

  Lucinda!’ we’d whisper, in awe. I also had my first introduction to the flamboyant Lizzie Boone (later Purbrick). They were all to become close friends.




  All the British girls wore headscarves, the men tweed – a bit of a contrast to my flared trousers and open-necked shirt at the first horse inspection – and there was a huge army of

  hearty flag-waving supporters, who rallied round on cross-country day to ‘fence-spot’ and relayed back information with military precision. The whole set-up seemed so professional in

  its organisation that we shamelessly eavesdropped on their meetings in the hope that some of it would rub off on us, not that we had the resources to replicate it.




  In the end, the British didn’t actually fare any better than us. No one, even the event organisers and leading officials in the sport, had given a second thought to the fact that the

  humidity in Kentucky in summer is dangerously energy-sapping and debilitating. Nowadays, the cross-country would be reduced in distance, and cooling stations and

  vets monitoring the horses’ temperatures and heart rates would be everywhere. But in 1978 we were faced with full-scale roads and tracks phases, a five-and-a-half minute steeplechase course

  (in later years, this was rarely more than four minutes) and then a massive cross-country course, all at faster speeds. The temperature was 90 degrees, with 100 per cent humidity, and no one had a

  clue about the consequences.




  I borrowed a top hat and tails from the tallest British team member, Chris Collins, and was rather pleased with my dressage test on Top Hunter, which had us in 10th place individually, but the

  style of dressage riding was quite different then – all long reins and horses with their necks out.




  Carol was first to go for the team and went brilliantly across country, recording the third fastest round at that stage, despite a run-out – she eventually finished sixth. Nicoli’s

  horse, Never Dwell, went lame and didn’t start, and Joanne completed despite a fall on Bandolier. Mary rode as an individual. You have to watch old footage of Kentucky 1978 to take in just

  how bad it was, for I hope there will never be another competition like it. People talk about tough conditions now but this was something extreme and the only good thing about it was that the sport

  realised it must never happen again. Even so, it left a negative legacy in the States where for years there was political pressure from the Humane Society for the sport to put its house in

  order.




  There was some appalling, terrifying riding and horrendous sights, with exhausted horses diving and crashing over fences yet being kicked on again. Back at the stables, horses were flaked out

  everywhere, including the eventual winner, Bruce Davidson’s Might Tango, who had to be propped up on the way back and revived with oxygen. He was never quite the same again, and he

  wasn’t the only one. Cambridge Blue, the horse ridden by Irishman John Watson to win the silver medal, and Topper Too, who finished seventh with Jane Starkey,

  were two of very few horses that didn’t need oxygen.




  The British team, except for Richard Meade who always delivered the goods no matter what, was eliminated, and the Canadians won team gold because they’d sensibly adopted a strategy of

  hacking round. In those days, it was all about ‘for the sake of the team’ – three out of four members had to complete for a team result – and if your horse was still

  upright, and you hadn’t actually lost a limb, you were expected to keep going.




  There was such carnage that by the time I went, all I had to do was complete the course for New Zealand to have a chance of a medal, but poor Top Hunter had probably broken down on the

  steeplechase by then. I’d gone like a maniac, clocking the second fastest time behind the speedy Lizzie Boone on Felday Farmer, and he’d landed badly on the lip of the water fence. Top

  Hunter wasn’t lame at the start of the cross-country, but by the time we got to Fort Lexington, a huge bank, he’d had enough, and refused three times at the little rail on top of the

  bank. He didn’t feel exhausted, but he felt as though he just didn’t want to do it any more.




  I returned, crushed, to the stables, feeling totally deflated, especially as Top Hunter was supposed to be the form horse of the team, but when I took the bandages off and saw his swollen

  tendons I felt terrible. They had slipped down and created a pressure point halfway down the leg. I’ve never used bandages since for cross-country. Typically, though, it didn’t take me

  long to see the bright side of the experience. I worked out that if I’d got round the cross-country, and then show jumped clear, I could have won! Instead of being put off, I was spurred on.

  I can do this, I thought. And, 30 years later, finishing 18th at the 2008 Olympics in Hong Kong was to have exactly the same effect.




  





  

CHAPTER TWO
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  AFTER KENTUCKY, none of us could afford to do anything without selling our horses, so there was a nerve-racking period of

  waiting to see who would strike lucky first. I played a trick on Joanne, phoning her up and putting on a posh British accent, pretending to be interested in Bandolier. Joanne came running into the

  room, shouting ‘Guess what! I’ve sold my horse.’ She had the last laugh though. He was sold to Lucinda Prior-Palmer and renamed Mairangi Bay, going on to great success later with

  Lucinda and her husband David. Joanne has since built up a brilliant reputation for supplying event horses.




  Thanks to Jan Mossman’s expertise at putting Top Hunter back together after his ordeal, I was able to get a good price for him, too. He was bought by Jurg Zindel, a Swiss dealer who used

  to buy a lot for the Italians, and I got a job offer and enough money to pay back my parents and buy another horse.




  On returning to New Zealand, Lockie recommended that I should to go South Island to see a horse called Jocasta, who was owned by Diane Guy. Jocasta was a chestnut, part Hackney, and had a rather

  hot temperament. In hindsight, he wasn’t a good buy and, deep down, I never really liked him but he was the horse I took with me to England in 1979 to try my

  luck. Jurg had offered me a job riding young horses at his base at Chieveley in Berkshire, and Andrew Scott, another young Kiwi eventer, came with me as a student.




  That September of 1979 was the beginning of my love affair with Burghley. I was thrilled to be at such a historic event and instantly loved the parkland, with its beautiful trees and autumnal

  light, and the majesty of the house and its extraordinary roof, like something out of a fairytale. It’s always been a professional yet friendly event, and in those days foreign riders, being

  rather more few and far between, were put up at The George, the smartest hotel in nearby Stamford.




  Jocasta and I got round the cross-country with two stops. I can’t remember being terrified by the course, even though it was huge, because the prevailing attitude then was just

  ‘well, I’ve got to do it’. I was used to speed because I’d schooled racehorses and to being accurate over show jumps and being faced with big fences – if you’re

  accustomed to 1.60m then 1.30m doesn’t look so scary, even if there’s a massive ditch underneath. I wasn’t complacent but I certainly wasn’t freaked by it all, a typically

  casually confident young male rider, in fact.




  I was soon stuck into the social side, too, drinking whisky in the caravan park with the late Tom Hudson, who was the commentator and a legendary bon viveur. We were told to shut up by

  Lizzie Purbrick’s husband, Reggie; I thought he sounded an awful twit, his British army officer’s voice barking in the dark, but he has ended up being a good friend, too.




  I also met the Irish rider, Brendan Corscadden, who was to become my best man and a very loyal friend – we got so plastered that we spent ages looking in the grass for a contact lens which

  was actually still in his eye – and Clissy Strachan (now married to the former Dutch event rider Edward Bleekman), who was to become another great mate. One of our first encounters was when Jocasta had a loose shoe and I needed a hammer. I asked Clissy: ‘Have you got a himmer?’ This met with a blank look. The New Zealand accent was a

  novelty then – the only foreigners around were Irish or Australian, – with Andrew Hoy, an Australian farmer, winning Burghley that year on Davey – and none of us were big into

  tweed, so we rather stuck out next to the well-groomed likes of Richard Meade and Captain Mark Phillips.




  The lack of a tie – and Clissy’s lack of a skirt – nearly prevented us getting into a Stamford nightclub, but I found a stock in my car to serve as a tie and Clissy borrowed a

  big jumper from me which just about came past her knickers.




  After that initiation into the European eventing circuit the big end-of-season party was the three-day event at Boekelo in Holland the following month, and Clissy invited me to go with her. We

  set off with a packed Bedford TK lorry for a marathon journey – you had to be vet-checked at every border, which took hours. Now, it takes about four hours once you’ve crossed the

  Channel and is considered one of the more accessible events.




  Boekelo has become my favourite three-star level event; it’s not pretty like a British three-day but it is hospitable and relaxed and the atmosphere is fantastic. That year, in the old

  indoor school, there was a bar with free drinks. The Russians were drinking their own vodka. Riders of all nationalities were getting tanked up on whatever drink they could lay their hands on

  – I’ve never been able to face genever since – and dancing all night. The concept of getting a good night’s sleep before riding cross-country didn’t come into it but

  somehow Jocasta and I managed to finish seventh. I was thrilled with my placing; I felt I was on my way.




  

    ***


  




  Eventing could hardly be called a profession then; it was a sport, and basically an amateur one at that. Lucinda was really the only rider who

  could have been considered truly professional, as she was the only one with a title sponsor. I now count her as a close friend but at that stage, when she was at the height of her career, although

  she was always polite and kind she was distinctly on a mission compared to the rest of us.




  There was a totally different mentality in the sport. Course-designers weren’t under any pressure to get a balanced result, and if your horse fell, it was jolly bad luck. None of the

  accidents seemed to be serious and you were expected to turn up for show jumping next day even if you’d been concussed. You went to a three-day event for a bit of a crack, and you certainly

  didn’t worry about its impact on your livelihood, or get obsessed with qualifying for anything. My big goal was to ride at the Moscow Olympics in 1980, but it was very much in the Corinthian

  spirit and I certainly never imagined then that eventing would become my life; it was something to do while I was young before I went home and got a proper job. I was living the dream while I

  could.




  Representing New Zealand at an Olympic Games was a childhood ambition, although then I had envisaged it being in the high jump, rather than eventing. Now I felt it was on the horizon. It

  didn’t matter about being qualified then – or even if your horse was a novice – because you practised at Badminton. However, although Jocasta had gone well at Boekelo I still felt

  I ought to look for some more ammunition for the big one.




  I still had some money left over from Top Hunter’s sale and returned to New Zealand at the end of 1979 to look for another horse. I’d heard about one called Southern Comfort, owned

  by Shirley Woods. He had hunted, show jumped to Grade B level, done quite a lot of eventing and had a reputation for being very reliable, if not brilliant, and a good jumper. Southern Comfort – Monty – wasn’t full Thoroughbred, but he was Thoroughbred-type, a handsome 16.2hh horse with a lovely bold head.




  Heading back to England with him in 1980, the plane touched down in Sydney and this surfer-type guy got on. He introduced himself as David Green and announced to me and my fellow traveller,

  Andrew Nicholson, who was coming over to work for a racehorse trainer, that he was going to marry Lucinda Prior-Palmer. ‘Oh yeah,’ we said. ‘Pull the other one.’

  Astonishingly, it turned out to be true. He’d met her when she was teaching in Australia and she’d invited him back to England.




  As well as horses, the plane transported rams, which we dropped off in Buenos Aires, frozen live eels and cattle that gave birth on the flight. It was like Noah’s Ark. The flight took

  two-and-a-half days, by which time Andrew and I stank, thanks to the smell of ammonia from the sheep.




  I was met at the airport by my new hostess (I’d had a minor falling out with Jurg, though he and I are good friends nowadays and sometimes ski together). She was Baroness (Penelope) Barth

  von Wehrenalp, who lived at Harwood Lodge in Wootton Hill near Newbury, and rented some funny old stables up the road at a dark old mansion owned by a gun dealer.




  Penny also introduced me to my next landlady, Bobby Neville, who owned a butterfly sanctuary at a property that had previously belonged to Mark Phillips’s aunt, Flavia. Bobby had five

  stunning daughters, one of whom, Cassie, is now Lady Derby and a major owner of racehorses and dressage horses. Another, Hetty, was tragically killed in an accident on the road that summer.

  Unlikely as it may sound, I acted as the girls’ sort-of nanny and taught them all to ride.




  I spent the spring becoming thoroughly integrated in the British eventing scene. There were parties with Penny and her husband Uwe, and in between I tried to get

  serious about my riding. I had flatwork lessons with Bridget Nicholls, who trained Lucinda, and went for cross-country schooling at Wylye, the Wiltshire home of Lord and Lady Hugh Russell, a Mecca

  for British riders. Lady Hugh was an extraordinarily charismatic woman who had a massive influence on my generation. She had been paralysed by a riding accident, but had such presence and

  personality and was so uncomplaining that you forgot that element of her life. She went round events in her ‘mini-moke’, an adapted mini car that always had riders hanging off it,

  desperate for her advice. Everyone respected her because she had an amazing ability to observe where you needed help – even riders at the top of the tree like Lucinda Green and Richard Meade

  continued to go to her for advice in a way that most of today’s senior riders wouldn’t think about.




  I got on very well with the Russells and used to be invited down for dinner, which I loved, as it was a magical place. To a lone New Zealander it felt like a family set-up and I loved the

  feeling of being integrated into the British system. Lady Hugh could be terrifying but I used to get off quite lightly because I think she had a soft spot for me. Many years later, when she was

  dying, I was touched that she asked to speak to me on the telephone from New Zealand.




  The fences at Wylye were huge but Lady Hugh would tell you to sit up, put your leg on and don’t be such a pussy. An added hazard was that her dogs would chase you, so you had to think

  quickly. There weren’t the variety of fences as at today’s principal schooling grounds, such as Aston-le-Walls in Northampton, which is run by my former riding contemporaries Nigel and

  Anne-Marie Taylor, or Russ Hardy’s Boomerang in Wiltshire, but they were decent.




  Lady Hugh was a stickler for keeping a rhythm, being accurate and having the right canter pace. There was a particularly terrifying coffin fence with vertical

  rails at the top of a slope, and if you didn’t organise yourself with the correct canter you soon knew about it. It certainly instilled the correct principles of cross-country riding, and if

  that didn’t, the courses designed by the then Badminton director Frank Weldon would.




  I don’t care what people say about changing course-design; in my view, the courses of the 1970s and 1980s were bigger and more difficult than most of what you see today. It’s true

  that what you needed then was essentially a brave horse, and now you need one which will jump narrow fences accurately, and the training for that takes time. But there was still a huge variety of

  obstacle at Badminton, and many of them were pretty ‘technical’ – Frank was very keen on S- and W-shaped fences, big open corners, and bounces through apexes of corners, as well

  as the ‘rider-frighteners’ like the Normandy Bank, which produced the most amazing pictures of horses leaping into outer space and made the sport look extremely glamorous and

  daring.




  

    ***


  




  After the books and dreams of my childhood, Badminton was like the Holy Grail for me, and everyone rallied round for my first ride there. We travelled there in a funny old

  ancient lorry of Penny’s, which looked like a hearse, and camped in the caravan park. I only had one pair of breeches, so after my dressage the people at the village shop kindly washed them.

  To press them, I put them under the bed in the caravan and slept on them.




  I was used to grooming for myself but Andrew Nicholson came as a gesture of friendship and helped me – the first time he’d been to Badminton as well.

  We overslept on the morning of my dressage and so plaiting was a hilariously rushed affair, with one of us starting at Monty’s head and the other at the wither. I still hadn’t acquired

  a top hat and tails, so Chris Collins kindly lent me his again and I pinned the New Zealand silver fern over the Union Flag.




  Although Monty was a better horse than Jocasta, his dressage wasn’t that brilliant, and we were midfield after that phase. Although he’d gone well at the spring advanced events, an

  eighth place at Brigstock was about the highlight, and we were a long way from being favourites. All the attention was on Richard, and on Mark and Lucinda who had already won Badminton three and

  four times respectively.




  On cross-country day, the roads and tracks phases (phases A and C, which ran either side of the steeplechase, phase B) seemed to take for ever, so I was blissfully unaware of what was going on

  in the competition, which was probably just as well. I later discovered that the cross-country course was causing chaos – Lorna Sutherland (now Clark) broke her leg at the Footbridge, Sue

  Hatherly (now Benson) fell into a bed of nettles beside it, Mark Phillips pulled up the Queen’s horse Columbus at the Luckington Lane, and all my companions on the previous night’s

  serious whisky-drinking session in the caravan bit the dust, too. By the time I went, only about three people had got round.




  Sally O’Connor, who was bringing over a tour from the US, had agreed to help me in the 10-minute box (the waiting area before cross-country). She was in a dilemma as to what to say, as she

  could hardly report that the course I was about to ride for the first time was causing carnage. So she just said: ‘It’s fine – go out and ride as you planned.’ So

  that’s what I did; ignorance was bliss.




  I’m not sure to what extent you can really enjoy a course like that; it was more a case of survival. I had a hairy moment at the Footbridge myself, coming

  in too deep to it. But Monty was a good jumper and his hunting background in New Zealand came in useful, because he got himself out of it, although he landed on the lip of the ditch, went down on

  his knees and slid along the ground. Somehow, though, he picked himself up and flew on over the next fence, the huge Irish bank.




  The course ran clockwise that year, with Huntsman’s Close on the way home. There was a gap you had to go through to get out of the wood, but I just sliced the corner and jumped a set of

  rails. I must have felt very confident in him, and on the video of our round we do look assured.




  Still, I had no idea when I got to the finish what an achievement it was. It wasn’t until I looked at the scoreboard that I realised that mine was one of only three rounds clear inside the

  time and I’d moved up to third behind the previous year’s winners, Lucinda on Killaire, and Helen Butler and Merganser, who were in the lead. This was beyond my wildest dreams and there

  was euphoria all round.




  That evening, I decided to cook my brilliant horse some barley on the barley boiler. As I went to light it, I stupidly peered in and the flash of flame took off my eyelashes and eyebrows. Going

  to the first-aid tent didn’t seem an option, though.




  Monty felt a little jarred after cross-country, as the ground was firm that year and there were a lot of drops. Andrew set to poulticing the horse and the vet, Peter Scott-Dunn, gave him 20cc of

  bute, a painkiller. Later, bute was to be completely banned in the sport, even a small, aspirin-like amount, but the view then was that as long as the bute wasn’t masking anything serious

  – and it wasn’t with Monty – it was much the kindest thing to do for a horse. He felt like a two-year-old on Sunday morning.




  Monty show jumped clear and I was hopeful of going up a place as I knew that, sadly, Merganser might be good for a couple of rails, which he was. No one expected

  Lucinda to make a mistake, but Killaire put a foot in the water jump and got four faults which caught everyone so much by surprise that Dorian Williams, who was commentating for BBC television,

  announced: ‘It’s another win for Lucinda. Oh no, it’s not! It’s that Mark Todd from New Zealand!’




  Sally escorted me through the chaos to the press tent, where I rang my astonished parents. It was three in the morning for them and they were asleep when I woke them to say: ‘Guess what? I

  won!’ Mum was in tears and so was I, as the enormity of it all began to sink in. Life would never be the same again.




  





  

CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]








  MY BADMINTON WIN was the first time eventing received any recognition in New Zealand. It was big news: I’d beaten the

  Queen’s son-in-law, I was presented with my trophy by the Queen and the papers wanted to know what she’d said. (I can’t remember, but I do know that she was very nice to

  talk to.) There was a cartoon of Prince Philip saying ‘Mark who?’ Another depicted a sheep farmer coming in from mustering and his wife saying ‘Tea won’t be ready until

  you’ve done another hour’s dressage.’ For a small country that was into royalty, horses and sport – even though it was a sport no one knew anything about – this was a

  huge deal.




  Considering that Lucinda was the queen of British eventing, the Whitbread Trophy had been in British hands for fifteen years since Eddie Boylan won it for Ireland in 1965 and I was a complete

  unknown, I got an extraordinarily welcoming reception in England, too. People seemed genuinely thrilled for me, both during Badminton and afterwards, when I received lots of letters. One of the

  nicest was from Sue Benson, who was one of the most fiercely competitive riders around, and I was particularly pleased to get a poem from Ginny Holgate, someone who

  had been piquing my interest for a while.




  The roll continued when I took Jocasta to Punchestown a couple of weeks later and finished second behind one of Ireland’s leading riders, David Foster on his European team gold medallist

  Inis Mean. Punchestown was another meaty track and the weekend was an excuse to let my hair down with my new Irish friends after the formality and tension of Badminton. I spent some of my Badminton

  prize-money – £3,000 which, as I owned the horse myself, I didn’t have to share – on a car, a little steel-grey Mazda, and I thought I was the bee’s knees.




  It couldn’t last. By now, my Olympic goal was obviously realistic, but Monty developed a niggling little lameness and was off the road, which meant it would be down to Jocasta – not

  ideal. And then forces beyond my control in the real world took over when the news came that New Zealand was boycotting the Moscow Olympics in protest at Russia invading Afghanistan. At 24 I

  understood the politics of it but it was a deep disappointment. I couldn’t know then that I’d be going to another six Olympics, and I thought my one big chance had been swept away.




  Other leading eventing nations, such as France, Ireland, Britain and America, also boycotted Moscow, so an ‘alternative Olympics’ was hastily assembled at Fontainebleau in France. As

  the sole New Zealander, I was adopted by the Irish – particularly Eric Horgan, Helen Cantillon and the inimitable Van der Vater, one of the most colourful characters in the sport. We got lost

  on the way and none of us could speak a word of French, so it was pretty tortuous, but we all had the same fairly relaxed attitude. It was just another big adventure.




  The cross-country course was like a cat’s cradle, weaving in and out of woodland, which didn’t fill one with confidence. Van, who deserves a book of his own because there are so many

  great stories about him, was clearly not looking forward to it all and he found a brilliant ruse for getting out of it. He returned from Phase C, announcing his bit

  had broken and he wouldn’t be able to hold the horse on the cross-country – later, he admitted he’d thrown it into the bushes.




  I was well placed after dressage and fairly upbeat about my chances, given how I’d shot up the leader board at Badminton, but it was to be a second fruitless championship. Jocasta gave

  himself a fright at a log on top of a ramp, sailing through the air and landing heavily at the bottom, so that when we came to a much smaller version near the end of the course he refused three

  times and we were eliminated.
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