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Introduction


The sport of eventing in Britain is synonymous with the great country houses and their rolling parklands. Burghley Horse Trials, more than any other, epitomises the dream, its early September date casting an evocative late summer light over the mature trees, lush turf, peacefully grazing herd of fallow deer and golden-hued Barnack rag stone of one of England’s finest Elizabethan houses which form the backdrop to the second oldest, continually running international threeday event in the world.


Burghley, which overlooks the pretty Lincolnshire market town of Stamford, has as its southern boundary Ermine Street, the old Roman road which ran from London to York. The house was built by William Cecil, a politician who served through turbulent times under Henry Vlll, Edward Vl and Elizabeth l, who appointed him Lord High Treasurer. In 1552 he inherited from his father the manor of ‘Burleigh’ and set about redesigning the original building. During the Civil War, the south front was bombarded by Cromwell’s army.


The house, with its fairytale turreted roofs, owes much of its splendid baroque style and treasures to John Cecil, 5th Earl of Exeter who was married to a daughter of the 3rd Earl of Devonshire; the couple accrued many works of art during their Grand Tour of Europe, although they eventually died in debt as a result of their lavish spending on art.
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Aerial view of the horse trials site, showing the magnitude of the event
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Capability Brown’s Lion Bridge, with Burghley’s fairytale turrets In the background. The rider is Ireland’s Geoff Curran on Shanaclough Crecora


The 9th Earl (1725-93) extended the art collections, completed work on the state rooms and brought in the acclaimed landscape architect ‘Capability’ Brown. He gives his name to the landscaped gully and driveway which is part of the cross-country course today and still known as ‘Capability’s Cutting’. He also designed the three-arched Lion Bridge, another feature on the course, the lake, the orangery and the stables. These are not much used now – the stabling for the horse trials is temporary – apart from for Pony Club camps, but in 1971 Princess Anne’s horse, Doublet, was billeted there.


The 10th Earl was bestowed the title of Marquess in 1801 for his charitable works. However, he had spent several years lying low in Shropshire in order to avoid his creditors under the cover of being a landscape painter. The romance with his second wife, Sarah Hoggins, is told in the Tennyson poem, The Lord of Burghley.


Early equestrian activity at Burghley centred around racing – there was a racecourse at Stamford, which eventually fell into disrepair – and hunting. The Burghley Hunt, formed in the early 1900s as a pack of harriers, was dispersed during World War ll, re-started by the 6th Marquess and eventually disbanded in 1967. When the event started, it was traditional for competitors to go cub-hunting on the Saturday morning with Lord Burghley’s hounds.


It is the 6th Marquess to whom we owe Burghley Horse Trials. A talented sportsman, he won an Olympic gold medal in the 400m hurdles in 1928 at the Amsterdam Games and a silver in the 400m relay in Los Angeles; he was famously played by Nigel Havers in the film Chariots of Fire.


At the time Burghley Horse Trials came into being, the world’s two most important three-day events were Badminton, started by the Duke of Beaufort in 1949 to enable British riders to prepare for the Olympics, and Harewood in Yorkshire which was the big autumn event in the 1950s. The latter was blighted by foot-and-mouth disease in 1961 – it never ran again - and the Marquess enthusiastically invited the British Horse Society to transfer the event to Burghley, providing significant financial support to those early years.


Burghley Horse Trials is still committee-run and the office, within the park, is on the spot of the original somewhat basic 1961 ‘hut’. The estate is run by the Burghley House Preservation Trust; after Lord Exeter’s death in 1981, the title passed to his brother, Martin, but he wanted to remain on his ranch in Canada, so Lord Exeter’s daughter, Victoria Leatham, who was a director of Sotheby’s and a regular on Antiques Road Show, became, with her husband Simon, custodian of Burghley and president of the Horse Trials.


Now Burghley is an all-woman affair, with Victoria’s daughter Miranda Rock as chairman of the trustees and Elizabeth Inman, who has worked there for more than 30 years, as horse trials director. A woman has yet to be appointed coursedesigner, however: in another circle, so typical of the sport, Capt Mark Phillips, who as a rider won Burghley in 1973 and came agonisingly close to taking the world title in 1974, has that role.


Burghley has grown into one of the world’s great sporting events; spectator numbers have increased from around 8,000 in those early days to about 150,000 and the plethora of high-quality tradestands has turned it into a major Christmas-shopping festival. Cross-country day, with around 100,000 spectators, is one of the best-attended day’s sport in the world – more than the Grand National or the FA Cup Final – and Burghley’s takings help underpin financially the national sport of eventing in Britain.


[image: image]


Philip Herbert, Burghley’s clerk of the course


Although Burghley and Badminton are technically the same level of difficulty, Burghley was always considered a stepping stone to Badminton for horses. Nowadays it is fair to say that Burghley is considered to be of top-flight difficulty, partly because its undulating terrain contrasts with Badminton’s flat parkland, and some riders have described it as the ‘toughest course in the world’.


Whereas Badminton is still very much a team selection trial for championships, Burghley is an arguably less pressurised, if no less competitive, occasion. Its combination of a relaxed ambience and top sporting occasion, organised by a knowledgeable team which leaves no stone unturned in its quest to provide the very best for horses, riders, owners and spectators, means Burghley is held in great affection by competitors who regularly vote it the best event in the world.


[image: image]


Lady Victoria Leatham is presented with a framed picture on her retirement as president of Burghley Horse Trials. Pictured with husband Simon, Liz Inman, Chairman Malcolm Wallace, and retired director, Bill Henson


BURGHLEY EXPLAINED


Classification: Burghley Horse Trials is classified as a CCI**** (CCI means concours complet international) by the sport’s ruling body, the FEI (Federation Equestre Internationale), which is based in Lausanne, Switzerland. It is ranked 4-star (the level of most difficulty). For many years, Burghley and Badminton were the only 4-star events in the world, and they still attract the largest entry lists, but now there are four others: Kentucky (USA), Luhmühlen (Germany), Pau (France) and Adelaide (Australia).


The term horse trials to describe the sport has generally given way to the modern international term ‘eventing’ (it used to be known as ‘combined training’, a term the Americans still sometimes use, and across much of Continental Europe ‘the military’). The term eventing stems from the sport being divided into ‘oneday events’ and ‘three-day events’, rather in the way that cricket has one-day internationals and five-day Test matches. However, somewhat confusingly, most three-day events, including Burghley, actually run over four days because it wouldn’t be possible to accommodate all the dressage into one day. Burghley’s usual date is the first weekend in September.


Prizes: First prize at Burghley in 2013 is £60,000, with prize money down to 20th place. Burghley is also part of the Rolex Grand Slam, a rider challenge which links Kentucky, Badminton and Burghley and is worth $350,000 to the rider who can win all three in succession. For 2012 and 2013, Burghley was the finale of the HSBC FEI Classics™ series, which links all six CCI4*s and gives $150,000 to the rider who gains the most points across the six events.


Administration: Burghley Horse Trials is an event owned by the Burghley Trust. The President of the committee is Miranda Rock, Burghley’s present head of trustees, the chairman is Richard Jewson and the event director is Elizabeth Inman. It is run from a permanent office on the estate. Land Rover became title sponsor in 2005.


FORMAT


The competition is divided into three phases (dressage, cross-country and show jumping); riders carry scores throughout and the lowest score wins. Nowadays, horse and rider have to be qualified to enter Burghley by achieving certain standards at previous international competitions.


In the dressage phase, horse and rider perform a pre-set test of linked movements, at walk, trot and canter, in an arena. Each movement is marked out of 10. The partnership is also judged on impulsion, submission, paces and rider It is judged subjectively, by three judges (known as the ground jury), whose marks are averaged out to give a final score. The rider with the lowest mark at this stage is in the lead.


The cross-country phase is the sport’s crowning glory and its pivot: a test of courage, fitness and communication between horse and rider, who negotiate a course of obstacles against the clock. At Burghley, the cross-country is about four miles long with around 30 separate solid fences, some of which may involve two, three or four jumping efforts or ‘elements’. Riders earn 0.4 of a penalty for each second accrued over the optimum time. A refusal carries 20 penalties; a second refusal at the same fence is 40 penalties. The accumulation of three refusals on the course equals elimination from the competition, as does a fall.


The final jumping phase in eventing is nothing like as big as the courses found in the top levels of the sport of pure show jumping. This is because the idea is for a horse to prove its fitness to jump after the galloping exertions of the day before and for the rider to prove that they can show judgement in producing a horse fit enough to complete three different phases. The jumping is, however, an exacting accuracy test which often produces nail-biting finales; competitors can see major prizes disappear in seconds if their horse hits a fence, while others can gain significant elevation from a clear round. Riders accrue four penalties per fence knocked down, plus four for a refusal and one per second after the time allowed is exceeded. Again, a fall equals elimination.
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Carolyne Ryan-Bell and Rathmoyle King warm up for their dressage test
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Miranda Rock, president of the horse trials, and her husband Orlando


Horse inspections: The day before the competition starts, all the horses are trotted up in front of the ground jury and chief vet to establish their soundness and fitness to compete. The ground jury can eliminate a horse at this stage if it is lame or, if they are in any doubt, they can monitor the horse and eliminate it at a later stage in the competition. There is a second horse inspection on the final morning after cross-country and before show jumping, again to establish the horse’s fitness to continue.


BURGHLEY RECORD-BREAKERS


•  Sheila Willcox is the only rider to have won Badminton (1957, 1958, 1959), Burghley (1968) and Harewood (1956)


•  Pippa Funnell is the only rider to have won Kentucky, Badminton and Burghley in succession, in the same 12 months (in 2003) to win the Rolex Grand Slam


•  Ginny Elliot (nee Holgate, formerly Leng) is the only rider to have won Burghley four times in succession (1983-86); Mark Todd (1990-1991) and William Fox-Pitt (2007-08) have both won it twice in succession


•  William Fox-Pitt holds the record for Burghley wins with six victories (1994, 2002, 2005, 2007, 2008, 2011); Mark Todd (1987, 1990, 1991, 1997, 1999) and Ginny Elliot (1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1989) have five wins apiece


•  Andrew Nicholson has won three times (1995, 2000 and 2012)
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Spectators shopping til they drop


•  Dual winners are Lorna Clarke (neé Sutherland) in 1967 and 1978; Lucinda Prior-Palmer (now Green, 1977 and 1981); Richard Walker (1980 and 1982), Blyth Tait (1998 and 2001) and Andrew Hoy a remarkable 25 years apart in 1979 and 2004


•  Only one horse has won Burghley twice: Priceless (under Ginny Leng) in 1983 and 1985


•  The oldest equine winner is Lenamore, at the age of 17 in 2010, ridden by New Zealander Caroline Powell


•  Only two mares have won Burghley: Maid Marion with Mark Phillips (1973) and Headley Britannia with Lucinda Fredericks (2006)


•  British riders have won Burghley 34 times between 1961 and 2012; New Zealand riders won Burghley 11 times in the 25 years between 1987 and 2012; the other nations represented are Ireland, Argentina, USA (twice) and Australia (twice). No rider from continental Europe has won Burghley so far




The 1960s


At the time that Burghley began, horse trials was still very much a fledgling sport, in some respects unrecognisable against today’s expectations of immaculate ground, percentages of clear cross-country rounds, computerisation, sponsor branding and health-and-safety. The 1961 season in Britain comprised 11 events, of which only a handful kept going over future decades, and the sport was, for most riders, only a small part of their equestrian lives.


Few riders ‘specialised’ as they do today. The most successful horse trials competitors were likely to have also competed in showing, hunter trials, showjumping, point-to-pointing, amateur racing, polo and, of course, they went hunting. Most participants were serving or former cavalry officers, very few made their living from horses – by instructing or dealing - and women were still barred from competing in Olympic Games.
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