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            The Clydesdale horse has its origins in eighteenth century Lanarkshire, taking its name from the area once known as Clydesdale. Two men, the Sixth Duke of Hamilton and John Paterson of Lochlyloch, are credited with establishing the breed, bringing Flemish stallions into the area in an attempt to improve local native horses by cross-breeding. Success followed and these improved horses formed the backbone of the breed we know today as the Clydesdale.

            These horses ultimately spread beyond Lanarkshire to become Scotland’s real ‘horsepower’, being used in both town and countryside situations. At its height it is estimated that the breed numbered in the region of 140,000 pure and cross-bred horses.

            The Clydesdale was not only the pride of Scotland, however, he was exported over the border to England and found himself overseas in growing numbers too, in particular in Australia, New Zealand, North and South America and Canada.

            By the 1950s, however, the Clydesdale had had his heyday. Increasing use of tractors and the internal combustion engine saw him superseded for farm work and for use in Scotland’s urban environment. Some say this revolution was speeded up, particularly in the countryside, by the arrival of grass sickness, a killer disease that still today causes the untimely death of horses in areas where it is prevalent.

            By the mid-1970s the Clydesdale’s numbers were so low that it was recognised by the Rare Breeds Survival Trust as being ‘vulnerable’ and categorised as such. Today numbers have stabilised, although the breed is still recognised as being rare.

            The Clydesdale horse makes a huge impression on those who appreciate and work with him. His huge size; he stands at around 17hh, makes him unmissible, his striking good looks turn heads wherever he goes and his ability to adapt to his place in the twenty-first century endear him to horse-lovers worldwide. 
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            He is a true gentle giant; gentle enough for the youngest child to be introduced to, yet strong enough to pull a heavily laden dray. He is also adaptable and capable of being ridden in competition or for pleasure. He can on occasion jump, although it may not be very high, and he has also been used for logging duties where mechanical means are not suitable. He is most of all though a lovely horse, and from humble Scottish farm horse the Clydesdale has come far.

            Each year at the prestigious Royal Highland Show at Ingliston, Edinburgh, the Clydesdale horse wows audiences with his in-hand performances and driven ability; elsewhere he shines out under saddle. His power is revered, his gentleness renowned and the way in which he turns his hoof to almost any task is a credit to the men and women who have kept this great Scottish icon to the fore.
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            Nowhere is this more noticeable than in Aberdeenshire at Strathorn Farm Stables, home of George and Ruth Skinner, for it’s here that Clydesdales are taught to perform as a drill team to music, the sight of which simply cannot fail to impress. Not only that but Strathorn horses are ridden side-saddle, pull drays and enter private driving classes, proving if proof were needed that the Clydesdale really can be the perfect all-rounder.

            Over the last thirty years I’ve been lucky enough to observe the Clydesdale horse in action and to get to know him, to photograph him in different situations and to speak to those who know him best, including Wendy Lynn Cristante, owner and proprietor of the former ‘Canadian Clyde Ride’. Based in British Columbia, Canada, Wendy began riding her first Clydesdales in the early 2000s as a way of exercising them. Impressed by the ability of this heavy horse under saddle and the way in which he followed commands, Wendy gathered a team of liked-minded women and Clydesdale horses around her, training and teaching the world’s first heavy horse musical ride to literally dance to music. Fame followed, culminating in appearances at the world-famous Calgary Stampede.

            Not to be outdone, and in the same time frame in the UK, ten Clydesdale horses from the former ‘West Highland Heavy Horses’ relocated from Scotland’s Isle of Skye to Cumbria’s Duddon Valley to become ‘Cumbrian Heavy Horses’. Nothing strange there you might think, except that these horses didn’t travel by horsebox or lorry, they travelled on foot, or should that be hoof, every inch of the 420 miles, being ridden by teams of altering riders on the ‘Great Clydesdale Migration’.

            Although unable to record either of these graphic Clydesdale moments photographically, my appetite was whetted for what images this magnificent breed could inspire. Thus the idea for For Love of the Clydesdale Horse was born, and when Old Pond asked if I had another book in me, it was easy to see the direction that book would take.
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