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Think when we talk of horses, that you see them


Printing their proud hoofs i’ th’receiving earth.
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A Place for the Heavy Horse?





This book is essentially a plea for conserving and increasing the stock of working horses as a reserve against a possible disastrous decline in energy resources; and for recording the traditional lore connected with the heavy horse, empirical lore that has accrued over many centuries and which has therefore historical and anthropological as well as severely practical value.


Twenty years ago horses were going off the land in great numbers, and it was then that I began to collect in East Anglia material for a book1 where I attempted to record the type of farming that was powered almost solely by the horse, and—in addition—to describe the social scene where the heavy horse was the proud centre. At the beginning of this century, in spite of the earlier advent of steam-power and the marginal use of the new invention, the internal combustion engine, the horse was still the main source of power both on the land and the road; and although his dominance was gradually eroded he did not completely yield place to the self-propelled machines until this period in the late ’Fifties and early ’Sixties. It seemed clear then—at least in Britain—that the last working horses were soon going from the land; and in fact during the next few years British farming became the most highly mechanized in the world.


But the process that displaced the horse was a slow one, and it was so for two reasons. First, during long periods in the first half of this century British farming was depressed and neglected. The small farmer, who by virtue of his numbers was still the typical farmer in Britain, kept his horses because he did not have the capital to invest in new and expensive machinery: this applied to nearly all those farmers who did not have access to capital taken from outside farming itself. Secondly, the low wages of the farm workers, at the beginning of this century and during the inter-war years, relieved the farmer of any urgent pressure to mechanize. After the repeal of the Corn Production Act and the abolition of the Agricultural Wages Board in 1921, many farm workers were by 1923 receiving wages that were well below the recommended minimum of twenty-five shillings a week. Indeed, the wages they were getting were in real value below the 1914 level; and even as late as 1935 the average wage of the farm worker in the east of England was only thirty shillings and eightpence.2 While the wages were at this level it did not pay the farmers of the small or middle-sized holdings to mechanize: to substitute tractors and their allied machinery for horses. It made more sense for them to keep them.


According to official statistics, however, horses continued to decline right throughout the ’Thirties, and even during the last war;3 but the horses that were working on the farms after 1939 were valued as highly as the tractors which were necessarily in short supply. Moreover, the tractor’s fuel owing to the intensive U-boat campaign was like liquid gold.4 But as soon as industry readjusted to a peace-time working the machines came on to the farm in a spate; and by the early ’Sixties it was not easy in most districts of East Anglia to find a farm that still had a complement of working horses. It is true that many farmers still kept a horse or two, as I found out when I went about collecting information from farmers and horsemen. But these horses were chiefly old stalwarts that had spent their lives working on the land and were kept out of sentiment or affection. They played little part in the economy of the farm, and at most did an odd job or two between the shafts of a tumbril or an occasional bout of drilling. As one farmer told me about the last of his horses: ‘I shan’t let him go. I like to see him around the farm. It wouldn’t be the same without him. He has been a good servant, and he can end his days quietly here.’ Or another: ‘I dussn’t let the knackers have owd Boxer. The missus and the family would be after me right quick!’ But there was also a handful of traditionalists who stood out resolutely against the tide and still worked their farms with horses; but by 1960 they were very rare indeed; and as time went on—although fashion and status-seeking or plain emulation, looking over a neighbour’s hedge at his tractor or combine, played some part in mechanization—it was the economics of their position that compelled all but the most ardent traditionalists to change over to the self-propelled machine.


In the following years the almost complete disappearance of the horse from the farms of East Anglia was taken for granted. In spite of the tentative opinion of a few people, who could stand a little to one side from the rush to mechanize, that there was still a place for the horse on the land—as a working beast and not merely as an adornment or a concession to the days that we have seen—the general opinion was that the heavy horse was finished. One ploughman at that time went so far as to say: ‘Horses are dying off on the farms, and they are not being replaced. Before long, if you want to see a farm horse you’ll have to visit the zoo; and in about twenty years’ time you’ll see me a-settin’ in there [pointing to his cottage] and doin’ my ploughing by radio-control.’ The twenty years have passed and both these predictions have proved wrong; but I remember that I myself was inclined to underwrite the ploughman’s belief that we were seeing the last of the working horses on all but a few of the arable farms in Britain. In fact I had included, as an epigraph to the book, a quotation that seemed to justify its compilation at that particular time: ‘the certainty that the plough teams would come to an end in the near future’.5


As time went on this general pessimism began to be shared by the men who were most directly concerned with the heavy horse—those who were responsible for promoting his breeding. In the early ’Sixties the Suffolk Horse Society met to consider its future. It seemed limited, but in the opinion of the President of the Society, Colonel Sir Robert E. S. Gooch, they could last another twelve years if they managed things economically. Wilfred J. Woods, Secretary of the Society, told me recently:


‘From 1961 to 1965 was our worst period. But, as you see, the twelve years have gone; and during the last five years the Society has gained in strength. This year we’ve had sixty new members; and about two-thirds of these have horses that will be put to work in some form or other (the other members have joined to give a general support to the heavy horse). It is an encouraging sign. The oil crisis has greatly helped the return of the horse, and people are wanting Suffolks. Not so long ago a ten-months-old Suffolk foal sold for 1,000 guineas. (As you see, we still deal in guineas; but we haven’t yet passed the record price paid for a Suffolk horse—Sudbourne Foch, an entire sold in 1919 for 2,200 guineas.)


‘A number of our members are increasing their stock of brood mares: A. J. Wright of Bruisyard, near Saxmundham, is going to maintain a stud of ten to twelve mares; Peter Moorhouse of Ardleigh, Essex, is building a small select stud; and Richard Creek of Long Drove, Cottenham in Cambridgeshire has recently increased the number of his Suffolk mares. We have a scheme at present, aimed at the breeding of as many pedigree Suffolk mares as possible to meet the current demand. Stallion owners are also invited to make their horses available for service; and the Society offers grants for retaining the service of good horses for each season. We are also building up our export trade. We’ve recently been sending horses to Pakistan where they are breeding Suffolks pure and also crossing them to get mules for artillery work. But our trouble sending animals abroad is the high cost of freightage. I know some Australian buyers came over here to attend a Suffolk horse sale; and I am now certain that they would have bought much more stock were it not for the high cost of sending horses to Australia. That’s one of the things the Government should do: assist breeders in their export drive by arranging some kind of concession for them when they are trying to sell horses to go abroad.


‘But things look more hopeful now than they did fifteen years ago. The Suffolk horse is here to stay and I’m sure that horses will come back—though not to their former position on the farms—but to a degree. After all, the Suffolk was specially bred for use on the farm, and he has an unsurpassed reputation as a horse for the land. It’s not generally known that for the first twenty-three years of the Royal Agricultural Society’s existence a prize was offered for “the best horse for agricultural purposes”: all the various breeds of heavy horse took their chances during that period (1838–60). Of these twenty-three First Prizes fourteen went to Suffolk horses—a convincing percentage. And if the oil dries up or is priced out of reach, it’s on the farm that the Suffolk will find his true place again.’


It is fitting that Wilfred Woods should find the Suffolk Horse Society in such good heart again, a hundred years after its founding, and that his own fifty-nine years of service to the Society (forty-nine as assistant secretary and ten as full secretary) should be recognized at the Centenary Dinner recently held at Melton, Woodbridge.


There has been the same resurgence in the other heavy horse societies: Shire, Percheron and Clydesdale all report an increase in membership and in the number of horses registered. At the agricultural shows in the last few years there has been a noticeable increase in the number of heavy horse entries and of the interest of the lay-public in the heavy horse classes. Roy Bird, the secretary of the Shire Horse Society, recently estimated that, whereas in the early ’Sixties the number of Shire horses was down to about 5,000 (when the breed was in real danger of dying out), today there are 15,000 horses active in one form or other: ‘The horse’, he said, ‘has become an economic proposition again.’ In saying this he was not using a vague, almost meaningless phrase: he meant it literally. For the heavy horse has already become more efficient—that is, cheaper than a tractor—for a stockman to use on a farm; and brewers, coal merchants, and furniture removers are saving money by using a horse for short journeys up to two or three miles. The heavy horse sales reflect the new demand in the number of dealers present and demonstrate the general interest by the crowds that attend them.


The public interest in the heavy horse is also shown in the increasing number of rural museums that are keeping heavy horses to give their displays of rural exhibits a ‘living quality’. This will be discussed in Chapter 6. Another sign of the times is that the Horse Race Betting Levy Board that administers a premium scheme for heavy horse stallions has recently sought to assist breeding still further by increasing its grant for a stallion at stud from £250 to £350. Again, the Agricultural Training Board has been for some time running a course near Dorchester where farmers and young people who wish to learn to handle heavy horses are given a chance to have practical training on a Dorset farm. That there is a need for this is to be seen from the kind of advertisement now appearing in the farming and horse press: ‘Miss Y (of Lancashire) is interested in working with heavy horses—preferably with a show team.’ ‘Mr A would like to find employment on a farm where heavy horses are used. Has experience in general farm work.’ ‘Mr W is interested in working with horses, preferably in the timber hauling business.’ How far this new and rather diffuse interest in the heavy horse will contribute towards practical results in enabling the horse to be used on the land and on the road again—even to a limited extent—will be our present task to explore. But we can say at this stage that the signs appear to show the basis for a moderate degree of confidence that, if at some time in the future the heavy horse is called upon to make a real contribution towards the country’s depleted energy resources, he could do so with a minimum of delay.


This book, as already stated, has another purpose which is developed in its second half: to extend and amplify my previous study of the rich context of society when the heavy horse was an integral part of both rural and urban communities. In the countryside, the horse was the focus of a way of life that had lasted for centuries. The change, therefore, from horses to tractors was very much more than a technical change that only affected farming: it caused a revolution in the farming work but, more spectacularly, it helped to bring about a revolution in rural society. The shape of this revolution can be sketched by one bare example: a 250-acre farm in Suffolk under the old farming system carried ten to twelve horses (the traditional rating was a plough-team of two horses to every fifty acres) and eight or nine men in addition to the farmer. When the horses went so did most of the men. Many of them had passed retiring age but had kept on working because of the shortage of labour caused by the war and its aftermath. This applied especially to experienced horsemen. These left the farm in great numbers during the ’Fifties and early ’Sixties and retired to their cottages in the villages where they tended their gardens and looked over the fence, slowly shaking their heads at the increasing array of machines that was coming on to the land. By today, under full mechanization, it is likely that an active farmer will work that 250-acre farm himself with the help of only one man—depending whether or not it is completely arable—and with only occasional extra help at peak periods of the farming year.


The effect on the village in East Anglia, a predominantly arable area, has been momentous. Already by the ‘Sixties this change was reaching its final stage, and the village ceased to be as it had been for centuries a community organized for the particular work of farming. At first it became a kind of gentle pasture where the old generation of farm workers were put out to grass like the occasional horse they had so lately tended. Even before the ‘Seventies most of this generation had gone; and their cottages had been bought and furbished up either by retired people from outside, or by young executives from the nearby town who opted for a restored cottage as being either more comfortable or more likely to give them status than a house in the suburbs. The result is that the present-day rural village has tended to take on the character of a dormitory for the nearby town, alongside a well-kept geriatric compound. Many of the young people native to the village have to leave simply because they cannot find a place to live in, as most of the cottages are bought by people who have much better-lined pockets than they have. Without attempting a closer analysis of the changes or making explicit value judgements, I believe that this tendency alone is sufficient to show the extent of social change that has happened in the countryside; and that the change in farming technique that (along with the increased mobility) is made possible by the motor-vehicle, was its most potent cause.


While I was collecting material twenty years ago for the previous book on the farm horse, at a time when the above changes were rapidly reaching their climax, I assumed a more or less complete break with the farming of the past. For it looked then that I was recording the last men who would regularly work farm horses in this region. But during the last two or three years I have come to believe that the break was not as final as I had supposed. The horse is returning to the land, even if, as yet, in only negligible numbers. But even more important for my present purpose, I now believe that I underestimated the stamina of the tradition that the older horseman carried. Within the last couple of years I have found that a remarkable amount of the lore has been transmitted to a few of the younger generation by the men who had been involved in the full horse regime. This comes out in the account given later by Mervyn Cater, a horseman’s son. From the age of three his father had carefully trained him to be a horseman; had schooled him in the discipline of his craft and had passed on to him most, if not all, of his craft secrets. But by the time the lad reached his majority, the horse had gone from the farm; his father had retired and he was left with the skills he had laboriously acquired but no longer a means of practising them. Roger Clark and his wife, Cheryl, who are even younger than Mervyn Cater, have the main body of the old lore as will be seen later; and it was through my meeting young people like these that I was induced to go back to gather this aftermath of lore I hardly expected to be still available. I have done this both to supplement and confirm the work I had already done, and to suggest that some of this material will have its uses apart from its being a historical record: if the farm horse is used increasingly in the future some of the information recorded here will have direct practical value.






1 The Horse in the Furrow, Faber and Faber, 1960.







2 Lord Ernle, English Farming Past and Present, Frank Cass (sixth edition), 1961, p. 527.


3 Sir George Stapledon, Farming and Mechanized Agriculture, London, 1946, p. 409.


4 Adrian Bell recalls a directive from the War Agricultural Committee in 1943: ‘Do not employ a tractor for a load that a horse can pull.’ And there was a ‘sticker’ gummed to the tank of every tractor delivered to the farmers. It read: Oil costs lives. We won’t waste it, Sailor.







5 H.I.F., p.281.
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Chickering Hall and Oakley Park: Suffolks





Charles Saunders has been breeding horses for well over fifty years; and since the last war he and his groom, Jennie Caldwell1, have become known in heavy horse circles all over Britain. He has been king of the ring in numerous shows down the years. On one occasion at Euston Park, the Duke of Grafton’s home, he had four champions in the ring at the same time. This year (1977) as President of the classic Suffolk event at Woodbridge, the first of the season, he saw his Suffolk gelding, Joker, take the top award. He has been coming regularly to this show for Suffolk horses for sixty-four years. His first interest, however, was in Shires; but since his change-over to Suffolks, stock from his Chickering and later his Oakley Park studs have found their way all over the country and to many parts of the world:


‘I was born on a farm in 1898, and I am now at Hoxne [Suffolk] a mile from where I was born. Farming has been my life, all my life—and a good life! I’ve bought stock, light horse, heavy horse—all types of horses. I had a few light horses for a bit of a hobby. I ran horses in good company—racing, but I didn’t take any harm. But none of my horses which I bought cost me too much money. I could always sell my horses at more or less a profit. These horses—light horses I’m talking about now—they earned their keep in prize money. About 1921–2 I had a small stable of horses: I stood ninth in the trainers’ list. But things began to get worse, with stable lads and with girls, and I packed in the training job. I then went back and started to breed horses again from one mare. Well, I’ve been breeding Suffolks since 1932. We put a Suffolk over a Shire mare and her offspring came clean-legged, some chestnuts, some bays. We used to sell a lot of horses to Moyse the coal people of Colchester. They would take eight to ten horses every year; and a fellow by the name of Seago—F. B. Seago (his son is known better than the father; he was a great painter)— once he came to look at these horses. He said: “What a lovely stock of horses you’ve got here.” There was a horse just broken (I think he was just three) and he said: “Don’t sell him, Mr Saunders, I shall want him next year: I’ll have him a year younger than I should do.” After that we had several coming along. They were by a well-known Suffolk horse, Freston Lord Kitchener. He belonged to a man called William Breese of Occold. We had a lot of mares after that; and when I was in business on my own I bought a Suffolk mare, and I also had one or two good chestnut mares by the Suffolk horse out of the Shire mare. Those mares carried more bone than a pedigree Suffolk. Crossing them again I got my fillies into the [stud] book. And that is where I got my weight and size of my animals, or Suffolk horses—whichever way you’d like to put it. There was a time when they were looking (as they are now) for taking horses into the book, for mares into the book, mares on inspection. And in that day these mares were inspected by a committee.’


Introduction of new blood, either openly or surreptitiously, into a recognized breed was not an uncommon practice and it is confirmed by another breeder on a later page.2 The result of such experiments as Charles Saunders describes has been to make the Suffolk a bigger, more powerful looking horse, and the impact on the breed since the last war has been considerable. The Suffolk has tended to lose his stocky ‘punchy’ look, and this has been remarked upon by people not directly connected with breeding. For instance, Kenneth Clark (Lord Clark) records the difference between the Suffolk of a half-century ago and the Suffolk of today in his autobiography:3


‘In the other part of the park [Sudbourne, Suffolk, where he was brought up] were two circles of beech trees which enclosed the stables of our Suffolk Punches…. They were solid and heavy, but as perfect in proportion as the horses of the Sforzas or Gonzagas. For ten years the Sudbourne stud was the most famous in the world and won prizes at every show. We all loved them, and visited their stables several times in a week; but the great moment was on Sunday mornings when they would have coloured ribbons put in their manes and be trotted round to stand for our admiration on the lawn in front of the house. My father would give them minute peppermints of a brand known as Curiously Strong which made them sneeze but seemed to give them pleasure. After the ceremony they would trot home to their stables in the beech trees as complacent as Morris dancers. I have often thought that the memory of these dear animals, which I recapture every time I open a “conker”, is the basis of my sense of form.’


In a note to the above passage Lord Clark writes: ‘They [the Punches] are now bred for work, are 17½ hands instead of 15 and have lost the perfect proportion that so much delighted me.’


A number of old horsemen share Lord Clark’s preference for the former conformation of the Suffolk. An old stager strongly disagreed with the verdict of the judges after they had given the prize at a recent show to a seventeen hands plus, entire ‘chestnut’; and as the stallion came out of the ring he held forth: ‘That’s not a Suffolk! With a real Suffolk you should just be able to stand a walking stick under his belly and drive a wheelbarrow through his front legs!’


Purity of breed appears to be influenced by individual or subjective preference as much as does an appreciation of beauty. But Charles Saunders defends his experiments by pointing to what has gone on elsewhere:


‘I don’t think there is as much of this [crossing] as with our neighbours across the border: the Clyde [Clydesdale] and the Shire. But in my opinion it’s the best thing that ever happened, putting the Clyde stallion over the Shire mare. At one time, the Shire—you know what they were like. It was a job sometimes to get a farrier to shoe some of these horses: full of grease! As soon as they put the Clyde over it, it cut all that out. It was a year or two ago. I can remember one buyer—one gentleman’s farm: well, perhaps it was twenty or thirty years ago, down in the West Midlands district. Well, there were Shire mares on the meadow there, itching and stamping. They’d got a bush hedge; and that hedge was all dead where they’d rubbed it and rubbed it with their legs and feet. Por old devils! That’s what started me breeding Suffolk.


‘There was a gentleman called C. A. West about two or three miles from me, farming a lot of land, a lot of cows, and I should think he had thirty Shire horses on his farm. Talking to me he said:


“I don’t know: these horses come home every night sweating. They are never dry—wet when they go out next morning. Well, I bought two Suffolks; and I worked them for twelve months; they come home as cool as they go out. I’m going to clear out the others!”


‘And he did. C. A. West: he had some wonderful Suffolk horses. When they had the sales at Ipswich he was nearly always the top twig of the tree. C. A.’s grandson now farms the land. He’s got one horse. He’s got a cowman who won’t have a tractor. I sold him a wonderful horse, old Jock; and they had that horse for seven years, and then I found him another to take Jock’s place. I used to put a lot of horses on to the farm where there was poultry: they ran the horse and cart with feed down to the hoppers. But now they got these big “upset” hoppers. That killed that. But that’s the only thing I could see where the horse could save a man some money. But now they got these big hoppers: you see so many of them round these poultry and pig places. They pull the chute down, turn the crank and away she goes. The Fens? Well, I used to drive up that way, and I’d see twenty horses in carts: I drive up now and I don’t see one. It looks as if they’re not using so many. It used to be, just before the strawberry crop came on—maybe in March—they’d be looking for what we called “a strawberry walker”. They didn’t mind a pigeon-toed horse because that would bend over and keep right in the middle of the rows away from the crop. They didn’t want a big one, something about sixteen hands. They walk up the middle and don’t stamp on the plant. Pigeon-toed, and of course their foot was small compared with the Shire’s.


‘You talk about soil compaction, and I’ll give you an instance of where a horse could still be useful in this connection. You drive about the country now—it was noticeable when we had that wet spring—no corn on the headlands at all. This year [1976] we had a very dry time. Everything in Suffolk has gone very well. But field after field I’ve been about recently the headlands are covered with water where the tractor has been turning round. Trampled it all down…. Yes, now in my opinion that’s where the horse could come in. No, we’ve made a bit of a mess-up of that with the tractor. The way to do it is to pull your headlands up and drill them last not first. Put your cultivators in or whatever you’ve got, and break that pan, and that will let the water through. Cultivating that would be a job for the horse. But I cannot see the horse coming back in any numbers. He could be wanted for yard work, as I said before, or something like that. I think the horse in the farm yard is a very good thing.’






1 See Chapter 7.







2 see here.


3 Another Part of the Wood, John Murray. 1974, pp. 10–11.
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Hasholme Carr (Humberside): Shires





Geoffrey Morton, owing to the showing of a successful television film1 featuring his farm, is probably the most widely known of that small band of British farmers who cultivate their land entirely with horses. He farms at Holme-on-Spalding Moor in Humberside, and when I visited him in the late autumn of 1976 he was helped by his two sons, Andrew and Mark, and by a younger man, Tony Ashford, who was learning to use farm horses. Geoffrey Morton was born in Whitby in 1928 and he left school in 1942. He went to sea in the Merchant Service, and came back to farm in 1951. He worked a small-holding at Spalding Moor where his wife’s family originated. In those days it was a good small-holding district: it is fairly light land and it was possible for a man to make a living off fifteen to twenty acres growing cash roots: potatoes, sugar-beet, red beet and so on.


‘I started off on a small place about twelve acres and got up to where we are now—138 acres. I was always interested in horses and never wanted to change to tractors. We have twenty-five horses on the farm now: a dozen of those are broken to work at present, all mares; another five are waiting to be broken in this winter; three of those are fillies. We use an entire horse from the Yorkshire Hiring Society (this is one of the eight or nine hiring societies still functioning in the country). We have eighty to ninety acres of arable land most years, sixty acres of corn and grain, some potatoes, mangels, fodder roots of different kinds, one year leys for the hay. Very little is bought for horse-fodder, a bit of bran occasionally. If we were doing nothing but farming, I suppose six work horses would be ample for all we have to do here. But we are building up a stock of breeding mares partly because we think there’s a demand for horses arising, and partly for any other work that comes to hand: advertising, carnivals, steam-engine rallies, various demonstrations, television work—anything like that that turns up and needs heavy horses. They are not important to the farm but quite an important source of income. Advertising usually means a film on commercial television. A few weeks back we supplied horses for a funeral, a wagon and a pair of black mares to the churchyard.


‘Two or three years ago we did a film for the Central Office of Information: a ten- to fifteen-minutes’ film, showing ploughing and harrowing and other jobs round the farm. It was made for showing in Africa, for the native population out there: I suppose you’d call it propaganda against mechanization. It was to counter the feeling the Africans have that tractors and so on must be right for them because that’s what the white man is doing all the time. It was really designed to show them that there were some white men doing it with draught animals, suggesting in a nice sort of way that they would be better off doing that instead of getting something—the tractor—that their system can’t support. This has some bearing on the position as it was here. Because there’s no question about it that a lot of small farmers have gone out of existence because they had to mechanize and found that it didn’t pay them to mechanize, especially as machinery developed to the sophisticated level we have today. There were plenty of farms working three or four horses that wouldn’t stand for the cost of a Ferguson tractor plough. That’s how it all started; but as things became more expensive and more complicated a lot of these farms disappeared because they couldn’t stand the cost of bigger modern machinery.’


Geoffrey Morton is speaking from his own experience, and undoubtedly he must have felt the pressure about twenty-five years ago to mechanize. The majority of farmers were buying machines, and there was a sense of ‘keeping up’ if you bought a tractor; it did not have to be fed when it was not working; your wages bill was less; and, most inviting of all, you were a progressive farmer, you were ‘in the swim’. But there was also a subsidiary reason at that time, compelling small farmers to mechanize: it was a time of meat shortage and I recall that small farmers were then complaining that when they went to horse-sales prices were sent up beyond their reach by the horse-slaughterers’ men, agents who were shipping horses to the continent, chiefly to France, where horse-flesh was in great demand. But it was the beginning of the end for the small farmer, because even when he had bought a small tractor, his ‘mechanization’ couldn’t stop there: for one thing—as will be discussed later in connection with soil compaction—he found that his small tractor became less capable of doing the work he had intended it to do, and in spite of oil being cheap he soon found that he was acquiring more machinery than his holding could economically carry. In connection with the price of oil Geoffrey Morton had this to say:


‘Part of the trouble then, as it is even now, oil was too cheap. Oil as a source of energy is set at far too low a level. I know I grumble like mad when I get my petrol bill at the end of the month, but even so we are still not paying what we might be paying for it. Because it means that we are using that oil up for things that could be done in other ways. It’s a highly expendable resource. There just won’t be any more left when that’s gone. We should husband those kind of resources and not use them as we are doing now. We use oil because it’s so cheap for transporting stuff all over the place that doesn’t need transporting at all. Bread, for instance: most of the bread in the East Riding gets baked in Hull now, and gets taken about by diesel or petrol engine instead of being made where it is eaten. The same applies to beer and bacon, and lots of other things for that matter. A lot of this is totally unnecessary. Besides, the quality is less good—that’s another side of it and a big one, I agree.


‘I was talking to a farmer who is farming in a big way. He had recently bought a pair of Percheron mares. He knows nothing about horses. I met him because I was concerned with the Agricultural Training Board course on working with farm horses: he’d come along on this. He said the reason he’d bought horses was that though he was farming on a large scale the farm really didn’t belong to him! It had got so big. He’d got some cows but they really didn’t belong to him: they belonged to the cowman. Although he signs the cheques and pays the bills and draws the Milk Marketing cheque, they’re not really his cows. So he thought he’d get a pair of horses that would be something that were his. Well, he was getting them—well, he said that eventually he hoped he might do a little work round the farm. But he was saying that it was totally impossible to go back to farming with horses. And he was saying: “How can you justify it?” Well, let’s start with ploughing. We were using two fourteen-inch furrow ploughs and we’d put a five-or six-horse team in. Now a man can plough six acres a day with that, which is acceptable from an economic point of view. He said: “That’s all right; but ploughing is easy. What about potato picking?” (because it happened to be coming up to potato time) and I said: “Well, a potato harvest is one of the occasions where horses are extremely useful. They stand up very well to the carting and so on”. Well, he went on and he said that he’d got two potato harvesters and he was doing very well with them; and I told him that I’d be interested to see whether you have done ’em with those machines since it has been so wet. “But we can’t do it by hand,” he said; “we can’t get the pickers.”


‘Now that sort of argument seems to me like putting the horses into a box and saying the choice is really whether we change back to horses as opposed to tractors but leave everything else exactly as it is. But I don’t think that is the choice that lies before us. I think that the factor that will make us have to go back to animal-draught is the tremendous cost and the future scarcity of oil as energy source. I want to go back to horses! perhaps this is one of the minor effects at that level on our whole way of life (I’m referring now to the whole nation and not just the farmers). But eventually we shall find that the potato pickers will be there just the same as the horse will be there. But that our ideas will change: we shall have to accept these things. It won’t be only a matter of potato picking: it will be picks and shovels and wheel-barrows instead of the mechanical diggers we are using today. Because you can’t do things in isolation. It’s no good saying: “Can we change this?” Maybe the answer now is No! But these changes will be forced upon us; and the way I’d like to see it going with more use made of draught animals would make it a lot more comfortable than the way it may be forced upon us if we don’t take that view.


‘I don’t think it need be a worse life than we have now. But I think we’d have to rely more upon other things that are renewable, instead of things that, once you’ve used them, they’re gone for ever. Oil is very high on that list! I know very well we’re not going to run out of oil altogether. They say we’re not going to be completely out of oil in twenty years. But what is going to happen is that it’s going to get very much more expensive because we’ve used all the oil that’s easy to extract. I know there’s oil in the North Sea and various places that haven’t been started on. The oil industry knows about this oil; they’ve known it for a long time. The reason they’ve not used it before now is that it is far too costly to extract. We are going to be increasingly driven to using stuff like that which is going to cost such a lot; and I think that’s going to be priced out of the market for things like ploughing. The tractor is becoming less and less efficient in terms of cost.


‘I’m sure there are a lot of farms now that could very well use a pair or three horses to the great benefit of the farms and the farmers. I’m quite sure of this: there’s a lot of 100- to 150-acre farms, mainly grassland, could very well run with a pair or perhaps three horse. It’s like an old friend of mine—Walter, an old man of the village—says:


“It’s thowts [thoughts] on it! You can do it all right if you like. But it’s just thowts on it!”


‘Well, what he meant—we’d just been talking about a particular time: cleaning muck out of the fold. It would scare a lot of men if you said to them: “There’s a heap of muck in the fold and it’s got to go into those carts with muck-forks and out into the field.” Well, they’d curl up and go into a corner and they’d say: “You can’t do that any more!” As old Walter said: “It’s only thowts on it, Mister. You can do that if you want to!” And it’s true is this. A lot of it is a mental blocker. Attitude, if you like, conditioned to thinking that you can’t tackle a job of that size just by muscle power. It’s something very bad: it surprises me really. They like football, and the Olympic Games have such an enormous appeal to maybe 80 per cent of the population who hero-worship physical prowess, fitness, stamina, strength and the rest of it. And yet in their everyday life they think that physical activity is something really bad, something to be avoided in every possible way. Which I think for true happiness is wrong. I couldn’t go and work on a car-production line. I’m not surprised they have so many labour troubles in places like that. It’s soul-destroying work in there. But I think you should have a job that you like. Well, there’s no point in having a three-or four-day week. Your job should be satisfying in itself. If you work in a small unit you’ve got a better chance of seeing your own job through instead of putting one screw in one hole day after day, and never really touching the finished product. You’ve got no sense of achievement.


‘You mentioned a great renewal of interest in the heavy horse: I believe it’s part of the general interest in anything old; and it’s partly a subconscious revolt against the type of technology we are now living with and which supports our modern way of life. People come here—not that they are going to follow our example and work with heavy horses—but they are reassured by seeing that the machine needn’t completely take over; that if the machine did collapse life could still go on. By the machine I mean our whole modern way of life that’s bound up so much with modern technology and industry. I think that’s partly why the general public is so interested in the heavy horse now. They like to see something live on the land. There is a tremendous interest. We run a couple of open week-ends here on the farm every year. We do it because we were getting such a lot of visitors we couldn’t cope with them any more, so we thought we’d try that: let them all come at once. We do one at harvest, do all the harvesting and one when we are doing the normal spring work. Three thousand or so people come over the week-end; depends a lot on the weather, of course. A lot of countrymen come, people from all over the country: High Wycombe, Bournemouth, and we get some from Scotland.


‘There’s a lot of interest and visits from people who want to work with horses: about fifty people who want to work horses write to me during a year. The only good way to learn the skills of driving and working horses is to grow up on a farm like our lads, and to learn without knowing they are learning. But there aren’t enough situations available for that type of learning. If we are going to have any marked increase in the number of horses at work on the land we shall also have to have proper training schemes to teach young men. In fact a start has been made in this way. The Agricultural Training Board has had courses running in Dorset to teach people how to work with farm horses—a very simple and basic course to begin with, but I’m hopeful it may get extended to other parts of the country and also to a higher level as well. In Dorset they have a Western Counties Horse Association. They formed that, and the founders were anxious that it shouldn’t just be a social occasion and a thing for shows and carnivals but there should be somewhere to learn to work the heavy horse. There was at the same time a demand from the members of that society, from people who were interested and joined the society but did not know a great deal about horses. They provided the original demand; and Charles Penney, a Dorset farmer, approached the Agricultural Training Board and found a lot of sympathy for his ideas. So they started the course running. As it became known that these courses were available so the demand has grown. In fact I think they’ve run three courses, limited to seven or eight people for each course. This is about the number you can talk to in that kind of subject, well in any worthwhile manner. They run three-day courses. There are plenty of applicants  for a lot more which I expect they will hold later on. The A.T.B.’s aim is to provide training for applicants who are farming. They keep out applicants who apply just because they think it nice to know about horses. For the beginning at least they are limited to people who either own a horse or are working on a farm that has horses or are immediately concerned with starting with horses. Supposing, for instance, a man comes round and says: “I would like to own a horse and work him on my farm if you’ll teach me something about it”; obviously these are the people that are most in need. It’s a means of weeding out the people who aren’t suitable. I know from the letters I get, people wanting to come here and use horses: I would make a guess that quite a lot of these people have just got a head full of fairies. They just think it would be a nice idea. Perhaps they’d come for a week and then they’d say: “I’ve had enough of this. It’s a bit muddy, a bit cold. I’m going!” It weeds out that sort of application. But I’ve been chugging away at this training course business for years because it’s obvious to me there’s a need for it from the letters I get. If you once had courses running in this district, for instance, there would be an enormous number for people who’d say: “This is what we’ve been waiting for, but we didn’t know anything like it existed!” And I think that having a course of that sort here would produce its own customers if you can call them that. But it’s a bad time to start anything new in education because money is so short.


‘As I’ve said these heavy horse courses have been very simple indeed, putting the harness on and yoking them in carts—things like that. Some of them got on to some ploughing; some of them didn’t. The problem we’ve got with that sort of course as it stands at the moment is that we don’t really know until the people get there just what sort of a standard they’re at. Fortunately, purely by chance, it worked out fairly well: of the three courses most of the people in each course were at a similar level. In one course, in fact, they had all done a bit with horses, and they all got on to the more complicated things quite early; whereas in the other two courses the people were absolute beginners at the job. I think it should work out that way because it would be boring for anyone who is told to turn the collar this way up to put it on—and so on.’


From my own experience during the last few years of the general interest in working horses on the land, I believe that there would be a like demand, here in East Anglia, to learn the craft. It appears also that there are a number of people who already have at least a modicum of skill in handling farm horses, if we may judge from the recent experience of a Norfolk farmer. He advertised in a Norwich newspaper for someone to look after his Suffolk horses, and he had about 250 replies. Even allowing that a proportion of these applicants had a few ‘fairies in their heads’ this is a sizeable number, considering that the craft of farm horseman has been virtually unpractised for nearly a generation.


Geoffrey Morton’s experience and observations are transcribed here in full because I believe his opinions to be valuable and often original. He is one of the few farmers who purposefully stood aside when mechanization was in full swing, and he has observed the progress of modern farming from an unusual vantage point. He appears to have arrived empirically at similar conclusions to the soil scientists—such as Dr Stuart Hill, quoted later2—who are questioning the whole premises of the untrammelled application of modern technology to the land with its questionable environmental and social consequences. As a practising farmer his experience has given Geoffrey Morton deeply held convictions, and his observations over the years since the quickening of the fanning revolution deserve careful consideration. His thoughts, for instance, on the compaction of the soil due to the use of excessively heavy machinery deserve attention because they bring out an aspect I have not seen stressed elsewhere. This is the progressive expenditure of energy and capital once mechanical cultivation is begun: the longer a given area is cultivated by the machine the more power is needed to bring about an identical result:


‘In this district about twenty years ago it was extremely common to see the little grey Ferguson tractor on the go. They’re nearly all gone now, and the tractor that you see today is a lot bigger and has a lot more power; and yet it’s doing about the same work as the other, small one did. And judging also by what tractor-using farmers have told me, and particularly those on the stronger lands, they needed to get a more powerful tractor because the land is taking more power to work it all the time. They’ve said to me: “We could not plough the land with horses now: it’s too hard. It takes too much of a pull.” It is true: when we go to different places to do demonstrations and things like that, the horses have sometimes to work extremely hard because the soil is compacted. If you worked it with horses for a couple of years, it would come very much easier to work, provided you kept the other machinery off. I think that a lot of the power the tractor has is being used because the tractor is there—if you understand my reasoning. They are having to use the power because they are putting weight on the land. I am not saying it would be easy for anyone who is totally dependent on tractors to say: “I’m going to sell ’em and start with horses again!” It would be difficult indeed to do it just like that. If a farmer said: “First of January I’m not going to use tractors any more: I’m going to use horses”—in a lot of cases it would be virtually impossible to do it. But I think we ought to make a start: keeping the tractors off the land in the early spring, for instance. There’s an awful lot of jobs even if you want to keep a lot of mechanization, there’s a lot of jobs can be done with a pair of horses, with great benefit.’


During the course of our conversation I suggested that it would help to promote the spread of the heavy horse on the farms if the Breed Societies compiled a list of their members who were actually working horses on their land. Geoffrey Morton:


‘I’m not sure that the Breed Societies are the people to do it. They are usually concerned with pedigrees, shows, etc.; and again not all the people who are using horses are members of a Breed Society. Some use crossbreds and horses that haven’t been registered, and they are not particularly interested in pedigrees and so on. You’ll not catch them all in one particular net. My experience of the Shire Horse Society is that a lot of the members are not particularly interested in working horses as such. They are interested in horses as show horses and in pedigrees of varying degrees of truthfulness, but not particularly working horses. You could look at most members of the Council of the Shire Horse Society and if you cross out the members who are directors of the breweries (who can be called owners of working horses) only a few of the rest have got horses at work. I keep digging away at this sort of thing, and there are people in the Shire Horse Society who are very enthusiastic towards the use of horses for working, but not nearly enough of them. I would think the time is ripe for a breed society to really push the work horse, I mean the horse at work. If you go back to the days when the horses were in general use I would guess that the Societies—although they were much richer in those days—occupied the same amount of space in things as they do now. Classes in shows: they were a bit bigger. They were the head of the pyramid, if you like, and their purpose was to produce the best breeding stallions in the country. They were hired out in certain districts, and produced—well, maybe a couple of hundred stallions which went out and kept up the general level of the working horse population. We’ve still got the Shire Horse Society, and the others, of course; but I know more about the Shires. You’ve got your pedigree, top-ranking stock at the top; but it’s got nowhere to go to! There’s no bottom to the pyramid now because the working horses aren’t there. To my mind it has become top-heavy; and I think all the Societies would do well to try and create, in any way possible, conditions whereby you get more horses at the bottom, more work horses. I think this would do good to those at the top; because if you’ve got a good market down there, the top would take care of itself.


‘I feel strongly, too, that the breed is deteriorating through the stallions not working. It’s also true that they are not walked around on their circuit as they used to be. But there is no option on this today. The mares are too spread about, they are not concentrated as they used to be. The stallions have to be transported in vans. Besides, you couldn’t walk a stallion on most roads today. There’s no real answer for this except an increase in the number of horses. Another thing that worries me: I think (again taking the breed I know best, the Shires) that the temperament of the breed as a whole has suffered down the years. This is only an opinion and I might have real difficulty in proving the case. But there are a lot of strains of horses today but nobody could guarantee their temperament in the working conditions because (I don’t mean individual horses) all horses of a strain have not done any work for a considerable time. So you don’t know what is going to happen. I know—personally know—that horses are winning in the show ring and are well thought of, and I myself wouldn’t have them through the gate! I’ve had some of them through the gate, and worked them out and know what they are like. They are very bad to deal with. And yet they are winning in the show ring; and presumably that is making their offspring valuable. That is not doing the temperament of the breed any good at all. I feel that the temperament needs looking to; we ought to be paying more attention to it by having the animals at work: that’s the only way you can pay attention to it. It all comes back to this business of getting more horses working. You know we have Premium Schemes for stallions; quite a useful thing as well, and I’ve no doubt it’s doing some good. Putting outside money into the breed must in the long run do some good. But I would like to see a Special Premium for every stallion that could be driven round the ring in harness, in a vehicle for single and double. And I would say that if you can get him round the show ring at Peterborough in harness it must prove something about his temperament. I’m not saying that’s ideal conditions for judging what a horse is really worth as a working animal. It’s not; because it’s a show ground, and the animal is got up in high condition—a bit above himself and all that. But at least it means you could drive him round the ring in a vehicle; it means he’s “handable” at any rate. And I would like to see a Special Premium for any stallion you could do that with.


‘There are plenty of quiet horses about: we’ve had them here. But I just have a feeling that it’s one thing it’s obvious we’ve lost from the days of the old Shire—and that’s a good deal of bone. I would suggest that the breed is lighter-boned than it was. It’s got a flatter bone, perhaps a better quality limb and a lot less “feather” which might be—probably is—a good thing. But on the way we’ve lost some bone in the process.


‘Is this due to the crossing with the Clydesdale? Well, there’s a lot said about this business of Clydesdale and Shire, but I consider there’s little difference in the breeds. We know, if we study the history of the two breeds, that we are closely linked. I would think that if the scientists worked on chromosomes and things like this they’d find little difference whatsoever. I know there’s a lot of “Clyde” stallions—there are perfectly legal ways of getting Clydesdale blood into the Shire stud book, and a lot has gone in illegally as well. I know perfectly well there are plenty of Shire stallions in recent years have gone up into Scotland putting some middle into the Clydesdale where it is wanted. There is also one stallion—going back to early days now—that is in both the Shire and the Suffolk stud books! So it really makes a mockery of the bitterness you sometimes get between the different breeds. There are good horses in all the breeds. But I repeat what I said: in all breeds of horses a great danger comes in when you start breeding only for show points.’


Here Geoffrey Morton has brought up a question that is of great importance to the future of the heavy horse of all breeds, especially at this time when in Britain the preponderance of the hobby horse over the working horse is so marked: What is your breeding criterion? Do you breed simply to produce an animal that looks spectacular or pleasing in the show ring? Historically, the heavy horse was evolved for a particular function: the destrier for battle, the farm horse for the plough, the transport horse for the road, and so on. The Suffolk horse, to give a particular example—although suitable for road work was bred primarily as a horse for the land; and by the end of the nineteenth century, after over a century of directed breeding, a type was evolved that was ideal for the plough and for traction work in general, possessing qualities that were suited both to its particular function and yet to its distinctive breed: compactness and hardy constitution, along with an amenable temperament; quality and a characteristic colour.3 The old breeders of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had a well-defined objective, and they worked towards it with confidence, attaining in this century outstanding results. If, today, while lacking in general any function other than success in the show ring, breeders aim at various points of conformation in the animal not linked to a definite purpose, there is—it seems to me—a danger of their doing ultimate harm to the stock, for the reason that breeding in a vacuum can very easily degenerate into a “Crufts’ Show” exercise, where function is hardly considered at all, and looks and a certain outré quality appear to be at a premium. (Imagine, for instance, a show for sheepdogs or blood horses. The only test of both these animals is not how they would look in a show ring but in their performance in the field: whether the dog has the sagacity and the restraint to work with sheep and the thoroughbred the speed and stamina to win races.) Similarly, without a ‘broad base to the pyramid’, which implies a definite social purpose, there is a real danger of adopting beauty-parlour standards in default of any other. In the last resort, in no branch of animal breeding is the old adage so much to the point as in this field where the heavy horse was once bred for heavy work: Handsome is as handsome does. This by no means eliminates the fine or noble-looking animal: what it does is to suggest that his fineness and nobility is only one aspect, a supererogatory quality, of his fitness to perform the work he was traditionally bred to do.


Geoffrey Morton puts this succinctly: ‘You breed for a certain show point, and you get that or something very close or approximate to a Shire, a Clyde or a Suffolk. You start breeding for that particular show point, and you’ll obviously select certain animals with it in mind; and over a generation or two, maybe, you’ll fix that point. But in the process of breeding those animals you’ll have lost animals that have more desirable qualities; and it’s too late because they have gone. There is tremendous power in the conservation movement (keeping ‘the gentle giants’ and all that), but I would rather see the heavy horse stand on his own feet. I’d rather hear someone say: “I’m going to have a pair of heavy horses: they will pay me well in the job and compete with any other system.” That’s better than someone coming along and saying: “We’ve got to subsidize these horses because they are worth preserving. They are part of England’s heritage and all that.” True they are, and if someone says: “We’re having a farm park or an open-air museum and we want to have horses as a part of it”—well, that’s a good thing. The horses are earning a living there just being seen by the public. But I’m a little bit wary: I don’t want a potential heavy-horse owner in an economic situation to be put off by a remark such as this: “Oh yes, those are just things for carnivals, museums and all that. But they have no real relevance to present-day matters.”’


Finally, we discussed the future of the heavy horse. Geoffrey Morton had decided views on this:


‘I’m quite sure in my own mind that the horse, draught animals, will be widely used again in the future. There’s no other way open for us; but it worries me because of the other implications of that fact. [He meant by this the critical stage society would probably reach before this would happen. In its extreme form it is presumed in Edwin Muir’s poem included here as an appendix (p. 212.)] But there’s no reason why it should happen like this. We should be able to make a gradual change back again if only we could get people to accept the necessity of that. Some farmers who are highly mechanized will talk to me and say:


“You know! Why bother?”


“But what are you going to do when all the oil runs out?”


“Oh, they’ll have to find something! What will they be eating if we don’t grow? They can’t leave us without oil.”


“But where are they going to find the oil if it isn’t there?”


‘You can’t convince them that the oil won’t be there. But apart from this question of the drying-up of oil, there is use and economic need for the horse now: I’m sure of it. It is more economic to use the horse to transport goods for small journeys, at this moment. I have friends who are using horses for delivering coal, laundry, shifting furniture and so on; and they are running their business economically. I know a dairyman in Lancashire who uses horses—Welsh cobs, as a matter of fact—on his delivery rounds: I am hoping to get some costings off him. But they’ve done a costing trial with a brewery. Yes, Young’s brewery in London. They use their heavy horses a lot further than two miles from their brewery, delivering beer, and they find that it pays: their stables are run economically, commercially I mean. They do have a show team, but they have a working stable with twenty or more horses. They work: they work economically. I know when a costing was done by a firm of time-and-motion, efficiency people into Young’s brewery, I understand that John Young said they were not to go into the stables because he didn’t mind keeping the horses (he’s a good supporter of the heavy horse, John Young): “We’re not having them in the stable: they’ve not need to go in there.” But the then head of the stables said: “Yes, we’re having them in! We are not being left out of it. They can stand up for themselves!” And, of course, when they went in everybody got quite a surprise. They were pence per gallon cheaper than any other form of delivery. Very interesting. We might never have known that if it hadn’t been for that man there who had faith in his horses. And in a case like that there was very little going for them. They are right, slap-bang in the middle of Wandsworth’s traffic; go out of the gate and you are right in among it, no messing about at all. It certainly shows that in the smaller cities where traffic problems are not quite so great, they could do a very useful job. Then it comes down partly to the question of men to work them. But I am sure that problem can be solved. When we had conditions when cavalry was still on the go, war conditions, the Army could take men in and make them into cavalry men in a very short space of time; and we could do that with commercial horsemen just the same if conditions were ripe for it.


‘Again, there’s a great potential for horses at this moment in forestry work, like extracting thinnings. Horses could do this at an economic rate, I should think; and with a lot less damage to the trees that are left standing.’


Geoffrey Morton’s last point (elaborated in Chapter 8) illustrates the range of his thinking. His views have grown out of his experience as a working farmer, but he has in addition applied his mind to, and has thought deeply about, the entire problem of present-day fanning in Britain and the dead end he sees it running into. Granted that his main preoccupation is the re-establishment of the heavy horse, he nevertheless sees plainly that what is nearest to his own heart is also the measure of a desirable public good. It is this that makes his present contribution so compelling.
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