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STARTING FROM SCRATCH


Appropriately enough when commencing a book of this nature, the phrase ‘starting from scratch’ (meaning to do something from the very beginning), comes from the way races were begun in the days before the introduction of starting stalls and the competitors were simply expected to line up behind a line that had been scratched in the turf.


There are many horse-related expressions: ‘champing at the bit’; ‘shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted’; ‘he’s a dark horse’ … the list is endless. Several words in common usage in the English language are horse-related, too. Any places of entertainment today known as the Hippodrome are likely to be home to the performing arts, pantomimes and casinos but, in times past, it was used specifically to describe venues for horse racing and/or other horse-related activities. The name is derived from ‘hippos’, used by the ancient Greeks to indicate the horse. ‘Hippocampus’ seemingly refers to a curious seahorse-like creature in Greek mythology and is nowadays used to name a part of the brain due to the fact that it was thought to resemble this unusual aquatic creature. In Latin, equus is used to loosely describe a connection with the horse – from which come the words equine and equestrian.


In poetry, the love of horses ranges from the humorous and light-hearted ‘Hunter Trials’ by John Betjeman to the sorrowful (and somewhat maudlin) verse ‘A Soldier’s Kiss’ by First World War poet, Henry Chappell. One of Shakespeare’s characters says of his mount: ‘When I bestride him, I soar, I am a hawk. He trots the air, the earth sings when he touches it …’ In Michael Morpurgo’s War Horse, a soldier remarks of the equine hero: ‘There’s a nobility in his eye, a regal serenity about him. Does he not personify all that men try to be and never can be?’


Famously, the Emperor Caligula was supposed to have loved his horse Incitatus so much that he made it a member of the Roman senate and, in 2012, an owner in Stornoway, Scotland, began keeping her horse in the house after a dispute with neighbours.


William Cobbett (1763–1835) was the son of a farmer and an agricultural activist. Probably best known for his book Rural Rides (first published in 1830) he was not slow to appreciate the qualities of a good horse and in November 1821, describing a day out on an animal loaned to him by ‘Messrs Palmer’ at Ross-on-Wye, wrote:




They put me upon a horse that seemed to have been made on purpose for me, strong, tall, gentle and bold; and that carried me either over or through everything. I, who am just the weight of a four-bushel [approximately 224 lb or 102 kg] sack of good wheat, actually sat on his back from daylight in the morning to dusk (about nine hours), without once setting foot on the ground.





It is also worth repeating this oft-used quote from Winston Churchill – a lifetime lover of horses and a keen, proficient horseman. He included it in his book, My Early Life, published in 1930:




I say to parents, especially to wealthy parents, ‘Don’t give your son money. As far as you can afford it, give him horses.’ No one ever came to grief – except honourable grief – through riding horses. No hour of life is lost that is spent in the saddle. Young men have often been ruined through owning horses, or through backing horses, but never through riding them …





Not always have horses been so well loved, well considered and well treated. Anna Sewell’s book Black Beauty was written in part to highlight the cruelty some endured – often in the name of fashion such as when ‘bearing reins’ were used on carriage horses purely for the sake of appearance. In Chapter Ten (‘A Talk in the Orchard’), the eponymous hero listens to another horse (Sir Oliver) telling of his experiences regarding the practice of tail docking which, as defined in Britain by the Docking and Nicking of Horses Act 1949, is ‘… the deliberate removal of any bone or any part of a bone from the tail …’




… it was a cruel, shameful, cold-blooded act! When I was young I was taken to a place where these cruel things were done; I was tied up, and made fast so that I could not stir, and then they came and cut off my long and beautiful tail, through the flesh and through the bone, and took it away … it was not only the pain, though that was terrible and lasted a long time; it was not only the indignity … it was this, how could I ever brush the flies off my sides and my hind legs any more? You who have tails just whisk the flies off without thinking about it, and you can’t tell what a torment it is to have them settle upon you and sting and sting, and have nothing in the world to lash them off with.





Training – more likely ‘breaking’ – horses was, for many years, associated with cruel practice. It is said, for instance, that in order to make horses go faster, a live hedgehog would be tied under their tails as an inducement while in other circumstances, the breaker would resort to twitches, rowelled bits, and unnecessarily sharp spurs in order to ‘master’ their horse.


Although undoubtedly cared for in the best manner possible given the circumstances, the atrocities endured by the horses and mules taken out to France during the First World War can hardly be imagined. Through a combination of exhaustion, starvation, drowning in a combination of mud and water, falling in shell holes, being shot and blown up, it’s reckoned that some 8 million of them died as a result of human conflict on the Western Front.


Some of the horses ‘called up’ for war, came from the fields and pastures of Britain where they had been used to work the land; others had spent a working life in the towns and cities pulling brewery drays, delivery vans and omnibuses. Yet more (those taken with officers and cavalry riders in mind) were hunters, or used to pull the traps and gigs of rural gentry, or to provide quick and reliable transportation for the local doctor out on call – or even just for the simple pleasure of riding for its own sake.


In all aspects, the history and development of the horse from work-animal to companion is fascinating. While some people – such as English poet Walter Savage Landor (1775–1864), who once opined: ‘Next to servants, horses are the greatest trouble in life’ – might not have been their most ardent admirers, many more have discovered the pleasures to be had when spending time with any equine. Nineties rapper Vanilla Ice is a huge fan: ‘I love horses, I love watching them. There’s just something about horses, they are as tranquil as the ocean.’ Whether oceans are ever tranquil is a moot point, but it is a fact that being around horses is undoubtedly good for mind, body and soul. It is perhaps just as well that horses cannot talk for there have been many untold secrets and confidences whispered in their ears which, in many instances, would not bear repeating!
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A LITTLE BIT OF HISTORY


Around 50 million years ago, a small animal around the size of a hare lived in swamps and it is thought to be an early ancestor of the horse. It had four toes on each of its front feet and three each on the back, each toe ending in a hoof. Known by scientists and biologists as either Sifrhippus or Eohippus (the latter moniker given to them by the American palaeontologist Othniel Charles Marsh), evidence of their evolutionary connection to the modern-day equine is thought to be found in the ‘chestnut’ – the small lumpy protuberance on the inside of the legs – and in the ‘ergot’, the little growth to be found on the back of the fetlock joints. These, it is said, are all that is left of the toes of the animal that lived all those millennia ago – and which would eventually become the horses, ponies and donkeys (and zebras!) that we know and love today.


The north–south divide


Giving her take on the development of the horse over millennia, in 1944, Judith Blunt-Lytton, 16th Baroness Wentworth, was of the opinion that the original wild stock of the world could be divided into two distinct types:




The Northern Type


The rock pictures of Southern Europe (possibly dating from 50,000 years ago show … cold-blooded, heavy-boned, rather asinine horses … with small angular sleepy eyes placed high in a convex skull with shallow jaw; they had much coarse hair, erect manes and low tail-carriage. This coarse-fibred, phlegmatic, thick-haired, thick-skinned ram-headed, slow breed with all its variations and its descendants can be classed as Equus Frigidus; and to it belong the prehistoric Great Horse of Europe, the big Battle Horse, our own Carthorse, the Mongolian and the Germanic horses of the smaller type, and some of the European ponies.







The Southern Type


This hot-blooded, highly strung, light-limbed, concave-headed breed, with its derivations, is native to the warm sunny climates of the south and east. Only one example of this appears in European rock paintings in the form of a speckled pony; the pure Arabian only appears in the rock carvings of Arabia (where it is often depicted galloping with a rider carrying a spear) and of Egypt (1800 BC) where it is shown both ridden and driven. The Arabian horse, Equus Arabicus, is the root stock from which all the various Southern varieties are derived. It is the source of all pure breeding and the root stock also of the racing type being the earliest known racehorse.





Small but perfectly formed


Archaeologists have done much to help determine just how equines have developed over millennia. Excavations in the ancient city of Pompeii, for example, have discovered many remains of donkeys and mules and, in 2018, the complete body of a horse lying where it was trapped in its stable as the weight of the volcanic ash from Mount Vesuvius covered all of this famous city. Their research was able to establish it was definitely the body of a horse rather than a donkey or mule but that, compared to the modern-day horse, it was quite small, standing at around 1.5 metres (4.9 feet) at the shoulder. Laura Geggel, writing for the popular science website Live Science, reported that, according to archaeologists with Parco Archeologico di Pompei, which excavated the site: ‘… it’s likely that this horse was part of a noble breed of horses that took part in circus games and races during the time of the Roman Empire.’


Much closer to home, also in 2018, at Pocklington, East Yorkshire, archaeologists uncovered a Celtic site that included a grave dating sometime between 320 and 174 BC. The grave was found to contain not only the bones of a warrior but also personal artefacts, a chariot and the skeletons of two ponies. Although equines were rarely included in Iron Age burials, the fact that both ponies had been buried upright between the chariot shafts made the find even more unusual.


Golden slippers


How and when horseshoes first began to be used around the world is open to conjecture. The ancient Greeks and some civilisations seemingly tried to protect the hooves of the animals which pulled their carts by either means of a boot laced around the hoof or with ‘shoes’ made from leather or rope. It’s said that the Roman Emperor Nero had a chariot drawn by mules with shoes of silver while his consort Poppaea had her chariot team shod with shoes of gold.


Far more recently, before the advent of the motor lawnmower, a donkey was often used by many country house gardeners to pull a set of mowers. With an immaculate sward being the required result, the donkey’s hooves were covered by specially made leather boots in order to prevent unwanted divots.


Who’s in charge?


When living in a herd, it’s often thought that it will be the strongest stallion that is in charge but some who have spent a great deal of time watching and understanding equines in a group situation consider that, a little like elephants in the wild, equines actually live in a matriarchal society. Ben Atkinson – of Atkinson Action Horses – gives amazing displays of horsemanship both nationally and internationally and is of the opinion that ‘they will choose their lead mare because she makes the best decisions. When it rains, she takes them to shelter. When it’s dry, she knows where the watering hole is. She’s elected [by the herd] for her longstanding good decisions …’


A mixing of breeds?


From Country Life, 18 September 1897:




On Exmoor there are traditions about Spanish blood, and on Dartmoor they tell you of horses escaped from vessels belonging to the Spanish Armada which were wrecked on the coast of Devonshire. Nothing was more likely than that the ponies would stray over when they felt inclined for a change of run. But I think it by no means improbable that there has been a mixture of the breeds later than that, and of perhaps quite recent date. It is not a far cry from South Molton to Okehampton, the strip which divides the two moors, and what is more likely than that the two breeds should become mixed … Further south, however, they show more difference in type, and they are also on a bigger and sturdier scale … They are very hardy, and so they had need to be, as anyone who has ever been on Dartmoor on a bitter winter day with a northeast wind sweeping across it at top pace will scarcely require telling … No stallion over three years old is allowed on the moor, this perhaps being a survival of the old law of Henry VIII …





Blood transfusion


In Britain there are several breeds of native ponies, among them the Dartmoor, Exmoor, Shetland, Eriskay, Welsh, Highland, Connemara, Fell, Dales and the New Forest. Although often referred to as being ‘wild’, they are in almost all instances, owned – and turned out to graze for much of the year on the moors and forests by people such as the ‘commoners’ of the New Forest. Periodic ‘round-ups’ or gatherings are held, during which the ponies are checked over; ownership established; the more mature foals separated from their mothers, and surplus animals are sold at auction, either as meat or to be broken as riding ponies.


To keep such native breeds genetically healthy, it was occasionally thought necessary by some owners of past generations to outcross their stock in order to introduce new, unrelated blood. As an example of this, in his book Portrait of the New Forest (Robert Hale & Co., 1966), author Brian Vesey-Fitzgerald notes:




In 1891 the Association for the Improvement of the Breed of New Forest Ponies was founded with the object of awarding annual prizes and premiums to stallions after they had been passed by the Verderers to run in the Forest. In 1893 Lord Arthur Cecil, believing that the best way of ensuring improvement was by introducing fresh blood of other mountain and moorland breeds, began importing stallions from Dartmoor, Exmoor, the Fells, the Highlands and Wales … for many years afterward, it can be safely said that the New Forest pony was a real mongrel. Moreover, the introduction of new blood was not always successful and there were many poor, weedy specimens in the Forest.





Not so common


In the New Forest, a ‘commoner’ is someone who has land or property with ancient forest rights to ‘depasture’ or graze animals (cattle, ponies, donkeys, pigs and, in some areas, sheep) on the Forest. The rights stay with the property, not the person and not all houses come with rights so it’s not as simple as buying a pony and just letting it out of the gate to do as it will. Helen Safe has lived in the New Forest all her life – and has commoners’ rights: ‘… you have to brand it, be capable of going out and catching it if there is a problem (it took us eighteen months to catch one once!) and have somewhere suitable to keep it if it has to come in. A lot of houses with forest rights have no ground to go with them nowadays.’


Although Helen has traditional commoners’ rights, she no longer allows her donkeys to graze where the public have access: ‘There are real problems with the public feeding and encouraging them onto the roads – people used to queue up to buy ours ice creams from the shops and kiosks!’


Drifting, learing and hefting


Anyone with ancient commoners’ rights to graze livestock, in particular the native ponies of the New Forest, has a duty of care and, like all animal owners, a responsibility to ensure that their ponies are in good health at all times. In order to help ensure that they are, the verderers (based in Lyndhurst) employ agisters – whose duties include the well-being of all stock out on the Forest. In addition to this, they help arrange and organise the annual rounding up of ponies. The main purpose of these round-ups (known as ‘drifts’) is to drive the ponies and the current year’s foals into stockade-type fenced areas where they can be checked over by their owners and the agister responsible for that particular area; wormed, weaned, marked with a brand specific to each commoner and be given a cut in the tail hair so that, when the ponies are rounded up again, the agisters know exactly where and when they were previously rounded up. Individuals may be taken from the herd to be sold or simply turned back out onto the Forest once all requirements have been satisfied.


To prevent individual herds of ponies roaming across the whole of Dartmoor, they are, over a period of generations (often as a result of foals learning from their mothers) conditioned to stay and graze within a fairly limited area. On Dartmoor this area is known as a ‘lear’ and animals staying on there are said to be ‘learing’ (not ‘leering’, which is another thing entirely!). In other parts of the UK, the practice is known as ‘hefting’ but the principles of this traditional way of keeping livestock in a certain area on open moorland or common land remain the same. Wherever it is carried out, successful learing or hefting means that it’s possible for farmers or commoners to more easily locate and manage their stock.


You can take a horse to water …


Drifts and round-ups are not exclusive to the British countryside and there are many similar happenings concerning horses in all parts of the world. Possibly the biggest such occasion is the annual Chincoteague Pony Round-up, Swim and Auction which takes place on the last Wednesday and Thursday of July – and which, in 2025, celebrated its centenary. With thousands attending, it’s certainly the largest as far as the numbers of spectators are concerned.


Similar to the Camargue in France, which is known for the wild horses that graze on the salt marshes, the Atlantic coastline of the Delmarva Peninsula between Maryland and Virginia is home to wild ponies which are rounded up from their grazing grounds on Assateague Island and swum across the water to neighbouring Chincoteague Island. There is tradition as well as practicality attached to the occasion and a part of that tradition is that the first foal ashore is named King or Queen Neptune and given away in a fundraising raffle. The monies raised from this and other events held over the two days of the round-up helps fund the care and well-being of the pony herds, with a portion also going to the local volunteer fire service.


Wild and worldwide


Elsewhere in America, native wild horses primarily graze in ten western states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah and Wyoming) on government-designated Herd Management Areas (HMAs). There are also feral herds of donkeys (often referred to locally as ‘burros’) not native to North America but which are thought to have originated from imported animals descended from the African wild ass. In certain areas their increasing numbers are becoming a problem and, in places like Death Valley, cause damage to vegetation, spring ecosystems and compete with native wildlife.


Australia is said to be home to the world’s largest population of feral/wild horses (estimates say ‘up to 400,000’) and, as in the case cited above, they are causing ecological damage in some of the more sensitive areas of the Australian Alps – including the Alpine and Kosciuszko National Parks. In the Netherlands – at the rewilding/nature reserves of the Oostvaardersplassen, Konick horses (which originally roamed wild in Poland and Belarus) were brought in to aid with habitat management but were so successful in their breeding that they became overstocked and their grazing grounds proved insufficient to sustain them. It was an intolerable situation and so many were transported back to reserves in Belarus and to Spain.


Breeds of ponies being imported from other countries in order to facilitate various rewilding projects in Britain are frowned upon by some – their argument being that the native breeds are more suitable for the terrain and topography the rewilders are hoping to establish. There is also concern that, in places designated Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), numbers of wild or feral ponies (which some maintain are not wild at all but abandoned without any method of owner identification such as passport, microchip or tattoo) are becoming too numerous and therefore detrimental to the habitat.
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FICTION AND SUPERSTITION


Over the doors of many stables, tack rooms and outbuildings hangs an old horseshoe positioned there for good luck. The superstition is said to have arisen as a result of the legend of how, when the Devil asked St Dunstan to shoe his cloven hooves, the not-so-saintly saint purposefully hurt him. In exchange for mercy, the Devil promised never again to enter any place where a horseshoe is displayed. Some might add that the iron contained within the shoe will ward off all evil spirits.


In the UK any horseshoe intended for such a purpose should always be hung with the gap to the top otherwise – so it is commonly believed – all the good luck will run out of it. Not so in France and, should you ever be charged with fixing a horseshoe in a similar position across the Channel, it must be placed upside down. Likewise in some parts of America. In Wyoming, for instance, it’s said that, when positioned over the workplace of a farrier, the good luck gained from an inverted horseshoe runs directly onto the blacksmith’s anvil.


Favourite hobby horse


The definition of ‘hobby horse’ (according to the Pocket Oxford Dictionary) is either a ‘child’s toy consisting of a stick with a horse’s head’ or a person’s ‘favourite subject or idea’. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries however, the definition could also include a small Irish breed of horse; the wickerwork-and-costume dancing equine effigy so often used as a morris dancing accessory, and also refer to ‘wanton women and fools’.


Is this you?


Power, beauty and freedom symbolise the horse in the Chinese culture. People born in the year of the horse are meant to be very high-spirited, active and energetic. Their enthusiasm and cheerful personalities make people like them. Those born in the year of the horse are said to like to be the centre of attention and make everyone around them enjoy their company!


Superstitious donkey data




•The Bible says that a donkey was the mode of transport used by Jesus for his journey into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday – and, according to legend, is the reason why many have darker hair in the shape of a cross on their back.


•According to some Devon folklore of old, the best way to cure a child of whooping cough was to bring a donkey to the door of your home and thrust a slice of bread in its mouth. (History fails to reveal whether a certain type of bread was required or if a loaf of Mother’s Pride would do!) Then, according to those in the know, the sick infant had simply to be passed three times over and under the animal’s body in order to effect an almost immediate recovery.





Things that go bump in the knight


Berry Pomeroy Castle near Paignton, Devon, is purported to be one of England’s most-haunted places, with sightings of long-gone ladies, spectral soldiers and maligned maidens being regularly observed over the centuries. Legend meets fact on occasion but, in one particular instance, although the story has its origins in a real-life event, there appears to be no historical evidence pertaining to the demise of two brothers and their horses.


In 1549 Edward VI held the Pomeroy family responsible for a religious rebellion and, as a result, ordered his troops to seize the castle. However, to save themselves from the ignominy of defeat, it’s said that two sons of the family dressed in their knights’ armour, blindfolded their horses before mounting and then rode them to the top of the ramparts where they spurred the poor animals over the edge and into the deep valley below. Unsurprisingly, all were killed on impact and the area over which they rode became known as Pomeroy’s Leap – from where, so it is said, screams and the sound of heavy impact comparable to the thuds of horses and riders hitting the ground can sometimes be heard.


Bloody goings-on


One way or another horses (and ponies and donkeys) have suffered immeasurably at the hands of their owners and handlers – both now and in the past. At one time, on St Stephen’s Day (26 December/Boxing Day) it was common practice for horsemen to ‘bleed’ their animals thinking that doing so would help in keeping horses strong and healthy during the coming year. The practice was an ancient one derived from the belief that drawing off ‘old’ blood (often as much as two or three pints via a knife incision in the animal’s gum) was beneficial. In contemporary reports of the times, not much was said about the dangers of infection or even anaemia resulting from such goings-on but, given the less than sanitary conditions of the average standard of stabling of the time, such side effects must surely have been fairly commonplace.


A comeuppance for cruelty


Spectral and supposedly mystical horses appear in many legends and superstitions in all parts of the British Isles, particularly on moorland or in wide, wild, open spaces. Dartmoor has several which supposedly appear (quite often mounted by a ghostly rider) in front of weary travellers and, in Scottish folklore, the Grey Mare of Ballachulish is said to appear on misty nights. As to who might be unfortunate enough to witness her appearance, one explanation has it that she is only ever seen by humans who have been cruel to their animals and that she is seeking revenge after herself being horribly mistreated by a cruel and spiteful owner.


Don’t take their word for it


In the past, on or around 11 November (Martinmas), a type of initiation ceremony for young men taking on the role of ploughman or other horsemen’s duties on the land took place annually in various parts of the British Isles. Once completed – and after having been sworn to secrecy, the initiates were said to have joined the Society of Horsemen and were given the ‘Word’, which supposedly gave them positive powers over the horses in their charge. As to the animals themselves, some of the concoctions given as a result of advice offered during impartation of the Word would have done them no good at all. There are, for instance, accounts of ingredients such as soap, turpentine, tobacco, sulphur, hellebore and even small particles of iron filings being made into pills and potions intended to ‘condition’ and/or ‘purify’ the horse. In several instances (unsurprisingly, given the nature of some of the ingredients), it is known that the opposite effect was achieved.


On occasion, a magic potion was supposed to be sufficient to stop horses from breaking out of a field. In his 1979 book, Horse Power and Magic, author and countryman George Ewart Evans mentions that a certain Walter Cater from Redgrave in Suffolk had benefited from some of the secrets handed down in the Horseman’s Word and, as a result, was able to keep his horses in a meadow for up to five days by the simple expedient of slathering a strong-smelling concoction on nearby trees and boundary posts.


More generally in East Anglia, it was thought that a secret ritual involving a particular bone from a toad would give the men who performed it the ability to handle horses (it was also said to give them power over women but that’s a subject for another book!). Obtaining the required bone from a toad was complicated. Having caught and killed your toad, it needed to be dried out overnight (preferably on a blackthorn tree) before then being buried for a month in an anthill – after which time, the skeleton was picked out and washed in a moonlit stream until the crotch bone ‘rose and floated uphill against the current’. This all-important bone is/was, significantly enough, shaped like a horse’s hoof and had then to be baked and ground into a powder – which was mixed with other ingredients to make a ‘jading oil’ said to ‘bewitch horses’.


Benign beliefs?


Sometimes owners of horses and ponies which mainly live out and graze the fields at night-time, are alarmed by the sight of an unexplained plait in their animal’s mane and tail, the appearance of which has nothing to do with them. The most common fear is that it has been put there as a marker with a view to the horse being stolen in the near future but, according to the experiences of many rural police forces that is unlikely to be the case. Instead, their favoured theory is that some of the gods worshipped by warlocks and white witches have strong connections to equines and that placing plaits in a horse’s mane or tail increases the strength between them. It is supposedly a benign activity but to discover one left in the mane of their horse or pony is understandably worrying for their owner. When these plaits might suddenly appear often depends on the time of year and its proximity to certain dates important to white witchcraft and worship – such as, according to Sussex Horsewatch (www.sussexhorsewatch.webs.com):




Imbolc (2 February); spring equinox (20 March); Beltane (30 May); summer solstice (21 June) [and] Lughnasadh (31 July) … Samhain (31 October) and winter solstice (21 December). There may also be other dates when the plaiting happens that are personal to a particular ‘witch’. Full moons may also be used if she is performing a particular piece of magic.
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