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  For Mum, Dad and Matthew, with love.
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      She was not an easy child and, later yet, she conducted a vigorous, though unsuccessful campaign to be given a pony.




      

        Maude Boleskine, daughter of the Antichrist in Satan Wants Me (1999) by Robert Irwin


      




      

        Parents who allow their child to ride give them something which is of incalculable value. A child who is happy on his pony’s back has something which will be to him a

        glorious memory that the years cannot dim.


      




      

        The Young Rider (1928) by ‘Golden Gorse’
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The Trail




  

    

      A pony is one of the most wondrous things that can happen to anyone.




      

        The Princess Pony Book (1962)


      


    


  




  East Berlin’s surfaces are pied with graffiti: spray-painted ‘tags’; paper cut-outs gummed in peeling layers of palimpsest;

  stencils of hand grenades, bananas, political slogans and dachshunds; giant murals by professional street artists that cover five-storey fire walls. Walking through the same district every day, you

  notice fresh ones as you might clock a new species of flower emerging from the ground, or tune into a different birdsong – a kind of urban nature trail that changes with the seasons. Because

  I never saw any artist at work, the images seemed to sprout from nowhere, a little bit of subconscious bubbling up to the surface like a rash or a dream.




  The hooves were new.




  I first saw them on Kastanienallee – Horse Chestnut Avenue. A trail of white hoof prints the width of my spread hands appeared next to the pavement and walked across the pedestrian

  crossing. Someone had meticulously cut out the stencils and made their way across the road, spraying one, then another, in a pattern I recognized as a walk: the two left hooves struck the ground

  close together, the two right hoof prints were spaced wide. One, two, three, four. An invisible pony. When it reached the kerb, it vanished.




  A little while later I found a second set, which sauntered across the road at Veteranenstrasse and marched up to a mysterious ‘Equine Institute’, where a bridle

  hung in the window. There the invisible horse planted its front hooves squarely on the doorstep, as though peering in. A third horse walked clean across the middle of a busy junction outside a

  police station. Up by the Mauerpark there was a fourth set, which approached the metal railings by the road. A section of the railings had been painted in red-and-white stripes like showjumping

  poles, and chipboard ‘wings’ had been strapped to the sides. As a finishing touch, two evergreen plants in pots had been placed on either side and fixed to the rails with bicycle locks.

  The invisible pony cleared the showjump and clattered off across two lanes of traffic and a tramline into the park, where it appeared and disappeared, walking the length of an old stretch of the

  Wall.




  After that it was as though the pony were everywhere, or he had a herd of friends trotting around Berlin at night, always just round the corner, always after I was asleep. I began to look out

  for the pony every day, to see what he’d been up to the night before. He’d make skittish circles outside a coffee shop, or hobble across Stargarderstrasse like a deer with all four legs

  roped together.




  I couldn’t predict where he would appear next, so I just had to go out and walk, covering miles of Berlin’s broad, grey pavements in the pursuit of the invisible ponies. My friends

  reported sightings, which I mapped. One horse crossed through the dingy, red-brick cloisters of the Oberbaum bridge, which linked Friedrichshain in the east to Kreuzberg in the west, while another

  pranced down the red carpet before the stars at the Berlinale. A third pegged across Alexanderplatz and a fourth propped up the counter at a sausage stand, resting one hind hoof.




  It was as though a herd of those elusive, magical horses from the pony books I’d read in my childhood had somehow slipped through into my grown-up, urban life. Now they flickered in and

  out of view, for ever on the next page, like the mysterious Water Horse in Patricia Leitch’s The Black Loch, which surges out of a dark lake at midnight, or golden

  Flicka, always disappearing over the hills, escaping the whirl of a lasso. The spray-painted spoor was the only clue that they had been there.




  One night, on the trail of a set of hoof prints on Christinenstrasse, I passed an empty office filled with blue light. There, behind dirty windows and under a bare wire that dangled from the

  ceiling, was a life-size model of a black horse, who looked out into the street with ears pricked. Behind the rain-streaked glass he seemed absolutely real. I thought he might flare his nostrils

  and sigh, his sides rising and falling, then turn back to pace the room.




  Of course, I had a horse once, a towering Arabian the colour of fire. I used to sit on the back seat of the family car and gallop him through the fields that flashed past the window. We blazed

  over farmland, motorway verges and moors, and one summer we crossed America from Montana to Las Vegas. He could Only Be Ridden By Me. I think we won the Grand National twice and the Derby to boot.

  He was all about speed; that was what I thought of when I rode him, running and running at 100 mph, with the grass flashing beneath us, before he checked himself at a ditch and rose over it like a

  supersonic stag.




  He was beautiful from the tip of his curved ears to the last strands of his tail. He was mine, because no matter whether I was coming out worst in little-girl politics at school, or my parents

  had told me off, or my brother wouldn’t let me into his den in the woods, Ground a Fire was devoted to me. Sometimes he was me.




  To summon him up I’d hold my hands up in front of me, wrists crooked to make front hooves. I could feel the swivelling horse ears on top of my head, and I’d paw the ground with my

  foot and scuff my shoes. Leaping sideways with my head down, tossing my mane when something scared me, off I’d gallop on my hind legs, right hoof down, left hoof always striking out a step in

  front, curling my knees, launching myself clear of the ground like the horse in Figure 3 of ‘The Canter’, flying for a split second. Then I’d whinny and my clarion call would echo

  round the valley (or cul-de-sac) like thunder!




  He was visible only to a few. I think my mother probably knew what he looked like even without seeing the drawings I laboured over and Blu-Tacked to my bedroom walls. My

  brother couldn’t see him, nor could my father, but my best friend Cheryl could, and we galloped alongside each other round the school playground, dodging the boys playing football and the

  girls hopping over skipping ropes.




  Once, on a deserted beach, I truly heard him neighing, just as Charlotte Brontë heard the Duke of Zamorna call her name in a dreary schoolroom. I had thought he had evaporated when I hit my

  mid-teens. He was too big to be the invisible pony; perhaps the hoof prints belonged to another woman’s imaginary horse, careering around on the loose once more.




  How do you get back to Narnia? It’s easy, just a matter of finding the right wardrobe. And how will you know which one that is? Well, that’s harder. It may not be in the same room,

  or even in the same house, any more. I suppose it should be familiar somehow – something in the grain of the wood, the smell of it, the panelling of the doors. There might be superficial

  changes that could throw you off the scent, like new doorknobs, perhaps, or a different lining. The wardrobe will be fundamentally changed too because you have to allow for shrinkage. You are no

  longer the same size, perhaps not even the same person, as you were when you last opened the door and blundered into a new world, rather than the back of the wardrobe.




  If you’re very lucky, you find yourself at the lamppost in the woods before you even realize you’ve gone through the wardrobe, and from there you only have to follow the path.




  I pulled out my German dictionary and began to compose an email to a stable in suburban Berlin to arrange my first ride in eleven years.




  I don’t even remember the first ride of my life, or why horses got to be so important to me. By the time I was conscious of where I ended and the

  saddle began, it was too late: I was imprinted like a goose when I was only a few months old. What did I fix on? A photographic reconstruction is required. It’s a creature with blunt,

  metal-tipped feet that could have killed me with a single blow; a head longer than my body, set with eyes the size of my fists; an enormous torso poised on legs that held me five feet clear of the

  ground, balanced on my wodge of terrycloth nappy on a smooth leather pad.




  My mother’s hands hover near by: one behind me and one ready to clap my fat little leg to the saddle, in case the beast shifts on its feet. We’re at the bottom of my

  grandmother’s garden just outside Grantham, and she’s the one who takes the photograph, a Polaroid, long since lost – probably lying in the bottom of a cigar box or one of those

  vast, flat, 1950s chocolate boxes with flowers on the lid that filled the drawers of that house. Our friend Denise stands before her horse, holding the reins under its chin with a light grip. She

  doesn’t need to do much more.




  Dusky seems to have an understanding of what human babies are and how gently they should be treated; she’s had a foal of her own and she stands calmly while this uncertain, wriggly and

  probably squealy bundle is perched on her back. She’s a ‘hunter’ – part Irish Draught and part something else: a marmalade chestnut with a hogged mane and a tail streaked

  with burgundy. Once a year on Boxing Day Denise takes her to hounds, and she forgets she’s meant to be a reliable matron and prances like a two-year-old on her first start at Newbury. This

  must have been spring, judging by my age, and she’s forgotten all about that till she next hears the sound of the huntsman’s horn.




  When my mother presses me firmly to the dished seat of the saddle and they lead Dusky forward, every step that the mare takes must feel like the corner of a mountain moving. The great plates of

  her shoulder blades shift in front of me, her quarters rise in peaks behind, and her hooves skirr and clop on the crumbling tarmac driveway. I’m not scared, though. There’s a smile on

  my face.




  Note the maternal conspiracy. This thing was transmitted down the distaff line, no question. Denise kept Dusky in a field at the bottom of my grandmother’s garden where

  my mother had kept her own horses in the 1950s and 1960s. The last of them was an old point-to-pointer called Merino, who had never mentally quit the racecourse and who expired on a grass verge a

  few weeks before my parents’ wedding, following an exuberant and ill-judged pursuit of a string of ponies from the local riding school. My mother was heartbroken. As they passed the spot in

  the white-ribboned car on the way to the church, my grandfather told her that the cheque from the knacker’s yard had arrived in the post that morning.




  It was my grandmother, a saddler’s daughter, who made an heirloom out of a pony ride, hiring a rotund and insouciant brown Dartmoor from a local riding school to carry me up and down the

  garden on a later visit. For my first Christmas she and my grandfather bought me Dobbin, the rocking horse, with fawn-corduroy skin, brown-leather hooves and white-plastic bridle. He was stuffed

  with hay, which squeaked as you rode him, and had a tufted mane the texture of tough cotton wool. From the expression on my face as Grandpa legs me onto Dobbin in another photograph, you can tell

  that I know very well that this is the indoor version of Dusky. I’m ten months old. I can’t speak, but I know a horse when I see one.




  The rest is mania. My poor mother can’t have realized what she had just unleashed, even if she’d been afflicted with the same malady as a girl. I pored over black-and-white photos of

  her three horses – Merino, Suzy, the New Forest pony, and the liver-chestnut hunter, Beau Brummel – and I badgered her for stories about them and about Nonny (short for Anonymous), my

  grandmother’s dapple grey. I was proud that my mother had once worked as a secretary for one of the big Newmarket vets and met the Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe winner Vaguely Noble

  himself. I drilled my friends over garden showjumps made of bamboo canes and upturned flower pots, and I commandeered half the dining room to construct a stableyard made of

  cornflake boxes for my Sindy horses – King’s Ransom, Dallas and Arabian Knight (sic) – who subsisted on dry lentils and barley poured into miniature nosebags.




  I just loved horses. Horses mattered tremendously. I was brimful of adoration, which came slopping out of me at home, in the playground at school, at my non-pony-mad friend’s house and at

  Brownies.




  ‘Did you know that Arab people keep horses in their tents?’




  ‘The smallest horse is a Falabella and the biggest was a Shire horse twenty hands high.’




  ‘I have three Sindy horses.’




  ‘Mum says I might be able to go on a trekking holiday when I’m ten.’




  ‘They sell horses for meat! French people eat them! Cheval burgers!’




  My dog-eared collection of Horse and Pony magazines was full of girls similarly touched. One girl was allergic to horses but wore a mask for grooming, while another smiled after having

  her front teeth kicked in by a riding-school pony. A third wrote in to enquire about jockeys’ diets as she was worried she might outgrow her chances of winning the Derby. There were letters

  with photographs of horsy tea towels that had been fixed to bedroom walls, or of pony poster collections (Sharon Spiers had 247 and counting; you got a new one in the magazine centrefold each

  fortnight). I wept when I saw pictures of beaten and starving ponies in the magazine. I was inconsolable when I saw a top sprinter fracture a leg and crumple to the track in a big American

  championship race.




  I didn’t understand that my parents would never buy me a pony for Christmas. I wanted that pony so much that it became real enough to feel its breath on the short hairs on the back of my

  neck. Now, I realize it didn’t matter that there was no special horse, because after Dusky came the cavalcade: ponies from riding schools, from trekking centres in Galway and Devon,

  Appaloosas in Montana, ponies lent, ponies hired, ponies loved. Real, unforgettable ponies, even if they never quite matched up to Ground a Fire. I can still name them all.




  Red, Honey, Tino, Dandy, Petita, Gypsy, White Heather, Pickles, War Bonnet . . . There was Joe, a small strawberry roan who moked along nicely enough in the indoor school but really came to life

  on the gymkhana field, scooting around the bending poles. Dapple-grey Cricket, who hated the colour blue and goggled nervously at the Norfolk Line lorries with their royal-blue tarps that rumbled

  respectfully past our riding-school troop on hacks. Thin, nervy Kylie, who would jump only if you held her just right, so you had to clear your brain and think down the reins to her mouth, feeling

  her tongue testing the bit and watching her ears bat back and forth before finally conveying her decision – to leap or to stop dead and pitch you into the fence. Mikalo, the skewbald who

  bucked so high I thought his hind legs were over my head, a split second before all his hooves were over my head and I was rolling through spiky wheat stubble.




  I remember the enormous cobby bay Jasper, with his mane that stood up on end and his ears that wobbled hopelessly as he did his own version of a trot, which was as peculiar and as comfortable as

  riding an armchair that lurched and swayed along on each of its four castors in turn. And Pegasus, tall, grey and beautiful if you overlooked his parrot mouth and the blue and pink spots on his

  skin, which came courtesy of an Appaloosa ancestor. His mane was always crinkled from being plaited and he had a habit of breaking from a canter to a trot with a little skip of his hind legs. Then

  there was Derwen, the pretty Welsh mountain with a snow-white coat, black eyes, dished face and the tic that probably ruined his show career: of suddenly, violently jerking his head to the floor

  and upending the child on his back like a duck in a pond.




  Later, when I gave up on riding schools, there was Mactavish or Tav, a friend’s wily cob whom I rode on long, mazy rides as a teenager. He was henna-orange like a

  Highland cow and notorious throughout Norfolk. Wearing Mum’s forty-year-old green-tweed hacking jacket with my own mismatching, navy-blue breeches and a black, silk-covered crash cap, I

  steered Tav into the centre of the show ring to complete our Handy Pony performance. The grim-faced judge told me, ‘I remember that pony. He threw me. I suggest you get another show

  pony.’ Tav straddled his legs and prepared to pee on her feet.




  It was impossible to tell her that Tav was my only chance of a show pony. My riding career was tapering out – no more lessons, no new horses to ride, just A-levels and university to come,

  followed by a job, not at the British Racing School or a showjumping yard. I’d lost my nerve and let the reins slip from my hands so easily that it was a decade before I picked up the trail

  again on Kastanienallee.




  By my first Christmas in 1977, when I was climbing on and off Dobbin and twisting up his cotton-wool mane in my gummy fingers, there was a whole pony world out there waiting

  for my attention. There were shops full of toys marketed for my soft little brain – Sindy horses, Barbie horses, rocking horses, hobby horses, plush-stuffed Shetlands, fine-carved Breyer

  resin models, and coy My Little Ponies fluttering just off stage on their sparkly pink wings, ready to swoop on my generation of girls as soon as we hit the double whammy of peer pressure and

  pocket money. There were books on pony care written for seven-year-olds; a host of competing magazines with ‘I ♥ my pony’ sticker sets and free hoof picks; a canon of literature

  with its own classics and pulps; anthologies that juxtaposed Saki and the Koran; a folklore of ponies bought for £5 who won red rosettes; and a hotchpotch world mythology of unicorns,

  pegasuses, eight-legged horses and mares that dragged the sun across the sky.




  If you took to the lanes in the green-belt suburb of Norwich where we lived, you would pass fields that were never ploughed or sown but which delivered a cash crop to the

  farmers every month – rent shelled out by pony owners who kept their heart’s desire behind wood-and-wire fences, surrounded by dock, nettles and a bric-a-brac of rusting oil drums and

  worn tyres collected for showjumps. I pushed handfuls of grass through those fences for the ponies and rushed to my bedroom window when I heard the horses trotting by, ridden by girls and women.

  Riding schools everywhere waited for my custom, offering real native ponies, now bred to carry children like me on official bridle paths, not to haul coal in mines or lug dead deer down

  mountainsides. Most of those children would be girls and their teachers would be women. In ten years of riding lessons I never shared the ring with a boy. Membership of the Pony Club would peak in

  1982 at 43,817 members and only a fraction of them were male.




  Horses were all about heroines, not heroes. I got glossy annuals for TV series starring women – Follyfoot, The New Adventures of Black Beauty, White Horses – and

  reissues of my mother’s favourite pony books from the 1950s with cover photos of slack-haired 1970s girls, posing incongruously as Ruby Ferguson’s Jill or the Pullein-Thompson

  sisters’ numberless, chipper young equestriennes.




  Across Europe, North America and Australasia, millions of other little girls galloped, snorted and pawed the ground as their mothers had done before them, dreaming that one birthday morning

  they’d wake up and there would be a pony picking at the lawn under their window. And nobody questioned this. Why? Where does it all begin?




  
 





  
Hunters and Amazons




  

    

      In the war between the Greeks and the Amazons, the Greeks, after their victory at the river Thermodon, sailed off in three ships with as many Amazons aboard as they had

      succeeded in taking alive . . . Once at sea, the women murdered their captors, but, as they had no knowledge of boats and were unable to handle either rudder or sail or oar, they soon found

      themselves . . . at the mercy of wind and wave, and were blown to Cremni . . . on Lake Maeotis, a place within the territory of the free Scythians. Here they got ashore and made their way

      inland to an inhabited part of the country. The first thing they fell in with was a herd of horses grazing; these they seized, and, mounting on their backs, rode off in search of loot.




      

        The Histories by Herodotus, translated by Aubrey de Sélincourt (2003)


      


    


  




  The first little girl who loved a pony ate it.




  We ate horses for 90,000 years before we thought, 5,500 years ago, to ride them. The first appetite they satisfied was hunger. ‘Horse meat is characterized by extreme tenderness . . . red

  in colour with a specific aroma and a mild flavour . . . so tender that there’s practically no cut which requires lengthy cooking,’ advises the French Centre d’Informations des

  Viandes. ‘The herbs and spices which combine with much subtlety with this meat are, in particular, tarragon, basil, rosemary, thyme, oregano, chervil, parsley, mustard, ground pepper,

  not forgetting garlic.’ There’s little fat in horse meat and an unusually high amino acid content. It makes excellent sashimi.




  The finer points of prehistoric cuisine have not been passed down to us, but our ancestors were accomplished butchers and hunters. Anthropologist Marvin Harris calculates that in the Stone Age

  more horses were eaten per caveperson than in any other period, and men loved to paint them. The cave walls of Palaeolithic Spain, France, Italy, Mongolia and Siberia were alive with dinner:

  spotted steak tartare, golden-dun entrecôte with sooty legs and crested manes, herds of silverside pursued by flying spears. The femurs were broken open for marrow and the tendons scraped so

  keenly that the bones were notched. The succulent, cherry-dark meat was swiftly charred over open fires and gobbled down by hunters and their families.




  At Solutré in the Bourgogne, discarded horse bones from the period are packed nine metres deep in a single hectare potter’s field. Over a period of 20,000 years, 100,000 animals

  were ambushed as they raced through a chicane of limestone rocks, then felled, stripped and consumed. In Robin Hood Cave in Neolithic Derbyshire, someone dreaming of lunch etched a horse’s

  head on a rib bone, its mane bristling and upright, its jaw delineated, the chin groove perfect.




  The fat times came to an end in Europe a few thousand years later, when the number of equine skeletons in the pits dwindles as the traffic of migrating horses tails off. Caught between the

  encroaching hunters and the slow-spreading great forests that overran their grazing grounds, only a few small concentrations of horses remained. By the end of the Ice Age, horses had fetched up

  east in the Iberian peninsula and west on the 5,000-mile sweep of grasslands that lay beyond the Carpathians. They thrived, at home on the vast steppe that resembled North America, where they had

  once evolved from the runty leaf-eater, Hyracotherium, to the rangy, swift grazer, Equus caballus. Here horses began a new phase of development, which stemmed from a leap of thought

  and imagination, and not the slow grind of evolution.




  ‘Ukok’ means ‘the end of everything’. The Pazyryk herdsmen of the Bronze Age returned their dead to this Siberian plateau, a nub of

  Russia 7,500 feet above sea level, surrounded by the peaks of the Altay, Terektinskiy and Kuray mountains. Although the meadows in this corner of the steppes are not lush turf, horses can graze

  knee-deep in the fibrous grasses, picking at feather grass and wormwood in the autumn. It is slashed with rivers that reflect back the uncanny, intense blue of the sky; in spring there are wild

  flowers, purple iris, white campion and anemones.




  In 1993, Russian archaeologists excavated one of the great round barrows or kurgan tombs that rise out of the plateau. They removed the cairn above, stone by stone, and then diggers carved a

  square hole into the mound. They found two intact burial chambers that had flooded with meltwater and then frozen.




  One held six old geldings, their forelegs tucked under their chests, their blackened skulls poleaxed and tufted with scraps of chestnut fur, their stomachs still full of June meadowgrasses,

  their heads laid east to greet the Sky God. They had saddles: pads of leather that sat on either side of their spines, joined by a bridge of wood at each end and held in place by a breastplate,

  their cruppers and girths fastened with horn buckles. Over these lay felt pads stuffed with stag fur, topped by blankets trimmed with tassels and appliquéd with images of lions and griffons

  with curled beaks whose paws were raised in a heraldic gesture. The horses’ manes were hogged under a leather guard, their tails shorn at the tailbone and plaited below, their eyelashes

  clipped. Their ears had been perforated and nicked into curvilinear motifs that echoed the swirl of the animal appliqués and served as a brand of ownership. They wore bridles with cedarwood

  cheekpieces of rams’ heads tacked with gold leaf.




  In a second chamber lined with logs, the archaeologists found a coffin carved from a single larch tree, filled with ice. They thawed it with warm water, poured in a cupful at a time for three

  days. Finally the horses’ mistress swam up to them through the ice, part bone and part bare flesh, stippled with scraps of gold foil. The woman who had the pick of these

  horses for her final ride lay alone; she was not a concubine nor a headman’s wife, but perhaps a priestess, certainly a rider, 2,400 years old. Wrapped in marten fur, she wore a raw-silk

  tunic over a bright-red and maroon wool skirt topped with a band of yellow silk, under which her white felt riding boots came up to her thighs. She still wore an imposing headdress more than half

  her height, adorned with snow leopards, and a stag with a full rack sprang from her forehead. Her arms were tattooed with more stags whose antlers ended in flowers. Someone had tucked a mirror in a

  pouch behind her knees and left her a dish of horse meat skewered with a bronze knife. The woman’s eye sockets were packed with deer fur.




  Over on the other side of the steppes, at Pokrovka on the southern tip of the Urals, east of the Caspian Sea, the kurgans are humbler. The Sarmatians burrowed into old burial mounds to rest with

  their ancestors. They feasted on horse meat at funerals and left the bones ringing the tombs. In a catacomb barely two and a half feet tall, with a packed-earth ceiling, lies a thirteen- or

  fourteen-year-old girl, her head to the south, her legs arranged as though hugging the sides of the horse that will carry her into the next world. A bronze arrowhead is tucked in a leather purse

  hanging from her neck; a great boar tusk dangles on a thong from her waist; a dagger lies by her right leg; and to her left is a quiver of arrows with bronze, three-flight tips. A

  warrior-priestess.




  The Sarmatian girl and the Pazyryk priestess’s people were part of a Eurasian steppes culture that emerged from the Ice Age on the backs of horses. It perhaps lives on in today’s

  Mongolian herdsmen, whose sons and daughters race one another for miles across the grassland, and whose women wear tall headdresses decorated with gold. Some of these peoples were semi-settled but

  generally they were nomadic in varying degrees, moving their herds of livestock back and forth between summer and winter pastures. They spread out from the Caspian Sea area:

  west as far as China; south to the Aral Sea, the Pamir Mountains and the Karakum Desert, in the pursuit of trade: bronze, copper, gold and eventually iron.




  There is no way of identifying the first rider of the steppes cultures. The shift in the use of the horse from meat source to mount came about slowly; perhaps the skill of riding was gained and

  lost many times before it ‘took’, but the earliest evidence found by archaeologists comes from the settlements at Botai in north Kazakhstan in 3,500 BC or

  thereabouts.




  As the Botai were already husbanding horses for meat and milk, it was an easy continuation to breed them for riding too, once they had learned how to control them with rudimentary bits. Horses

  coped better than cows or sheep on the steppes. They could dig down through the snow to find coarse grass, and thrive on this low-nutrient fibre in quantity. They smashed ice with their hooves to

  get at the water underneath. Cattle and sheep followed them and drank and ate. Archaeologists foraged in the middens and the burial sites of the settlement for specimens of horse teeth. When they

  compared them to casts of the molar P2 of domesticated horses, they saw that both the ancient and the contemporary teeth were abraded in the same way, whether by bits made of rope, metal

  or horn. It was easier to herd cattle on horseback than on foot. In a society where you are only as rich as your cattle’s pasture and the trading routes you negotiate, mobility was king.




  Traces of fat from koumiss, or fermented mares’ milk, was found in Botai pottery. Botai children would have been raised around horses, drinking their raw milk, which is easier on a

  child’s stomach than that of cows as it is closer in composition to human breast milk. A thick layer of dung on one patch of ground indicated that horses were kept in a yard or even a stable.

  The cannon bones found by archaeologists were longer than those of the local wild horses, suggesting that the Botai had begun to improve their stock.




  The acquisition of horses and the generation of them became integrated into human settlements and lives as horses became a blessing beyond a full stomach. Horses made the

  steppes contract. They were the transformational object that gave the interlinked cultures of the grasslands, such as the Scythians, the Sarmatians, the Pazyryk and the Botai, their paradigm shift.

  On their backs, the steppes people travelled greater distances, either as traders or as herdsmen, buying their raw silks from India and silver from the Near East, swapping precious metals for

  skins, trading horses for cows in Transcaucasia, acquiring carpets and damask from Persia, and lacquerwork, embroidered cloth and mirrors from China for their kurgans.




  Warriors made smaller bows so that they could raid other settlements on horseback, coming out of nowhere to seize goods and people. Much later they used crude chariots. In many of these

  societies, women like the Sarmatian teenager fought alongside men. Their bones show combat wounds where they raised their left arms in defence, while arrowheads have been found buried in their

  ribcages. In another kurgan on the Ukok plateau a tall Pazyryk girl of sixteen was unearthed with her battleaxe, bow and knife. Herodotus believed that Sarmatian women, like the teenage

  warrior-princess at Pokrovka, rode out to fight because their ancestors were Amazons who joined forces with Scythians. They were certainly descendants of the Massagetae from east of the Caspian,

  whom Queen Tomyris led to defend her lands against King Cyrus. She brought home the Persian’s head in a bag of human blood, so that the warmongering king could drink his fill. Lesser women

  were often buried without horses but in their riding gear.




  The mounted warriors and herdsmen-traders poured down the land bridge between the Black and Caspian Seas, into Mesopotamia and the Levant, passing on their language, the lost root of the

  Indo-European tongues. They went east to China and south to India, bringing with them burial rituals that would be recorded in the Rig Veda. They also pressed west into Europe, first as scattered

  bands and eventually settling, taking with them their horses and their bronze-working skills. They became the Germans, the Slavs, the Balts and the Scandinavians. At the time

  that the priestess and the warrior girl were buried, some of them had become the Celts: racers of horses, and hunters who fought alongside their women, buried their important dead in the same way

  as the steppes people and were accompanied to the other side by little horses. When the Celts came to Britain, they may have found horses already there, waiting for them, cut off from the European

  continent since 20,000 BC; perhaps they also brought their own with them.




  In 300 BC, a woman was buried on a hilltop in east Yorkshire, curled under the body of a chariot with bits and trappings for her horses and an iron mirror tucked behind

  her knees. When Caesar launched the first of his invasions of Britain in 55 BC, there were Celtic charioteers and cavalry waiting for him, perhaps with women warriors among

  them.




  
 





  
Back to School




  

    

      Already one can seem to see him, poor, innocent beast, miserable in the memories of an army of beginners, his mouth so accustomed to being jerked in every direction, without

      anything in particular being meant by it, that neither Arabia nor Mexico can furnish a bit which would surprise him, or startle his four legs from their propriety. No cow is more placid, no

      lamb more gentle; he would not harm a tsetse fly or kick a snapping terrier. His sole object in life is to keep himself and his rider out of danger, and to betake himself to that part of the

      ring in which the least labor should be expected of him. The tiny girls who ride him call him ‘dear old Billy Buttons’, or ‘darling Gypsy’, or ‘nice Sir

      Archer’. Heaven knows what he calls them in his heart! Were he human, it would be something to be expressed by dashes and ‘d’s’; but, being a horse, he is silent, and

      shows his feelings principally by heading for the mounting-stand whenever he thinks that a pupil’s hour is at an end.




      

        In the Riding School: Chats with Esmeralda (1890) by Theo. Stephenson Browne


      


    


  




  Following an exchange of emails, stilted on one side (mine) and forbearing on the other (the riding club), I booked myself a private lesson, then

  purchased a cheap pair of rubber riding boots and some black polyester jodhpurs for forty euros, all in. Early one morning I took the U-bahn out to the suburbs of Berlin. As the train ticked past the stations, I scanned a notebook in which I’d scribbled a few useful German words – Steigbügel, galop, sattelgurt, halt

  – and tried to waggle my ankles inside the inflexible boots, which had been moulded into right angles.




  We rose evenly out of the tunnel and into a cutting; it began to drizzle. At my station I disembarked, fell up the exit stairs when the verdammt boots hooked on them, and emerged into

  steady rain on the road to the riding club. Finding the entrance, I turned and padded on my thin, rigid soles up the drive, which twisted briefly through oak and pine trees, and emerged by a large

  riding hall or reithalle. I tried the door of the riding club office but it was locked, so I wandered tentatively down a passageway with rubber-tread flooring, self-consciously browsing a

  noticeboard sparsely papered with adverts for competitions, horses for sale and back issues of a pony magazine called Wendy. At the end of the corridor I found a windowless changing room

  lined with dented lockers etched with the names of horses and decorated with hearts: ‘I ♥ Gräfin’ and ‘Freddie ♥ ♥ ♥’. It was deserted,

  despite the rain.




  I found human and equine life – the clank of fork on wheelbarrow and the scrape of impatient hoof on concrete – in the large modern barn at the back of the yard, where thirty-odd

  loose boxes, like pens at an agricultural show, had been constructed. Each had a name plate for its inmate, a headcollar on a peg, a rug hanging on a bowed chain and a grooming kit in a little

  white cotton sack. The horses were all headless, with only their backs visible above the door as they fossicked in piles of breakfast hay. I peered through the bars into a few boxes and clucked to

  the horses before being taken in hand by a girl who dug out for me from an old dresser a white plastic polo helmet of discomfiting thinness. After checking a computer printout, she told me I was on

  Zofe and that the instructor would be waiting for me in the reithalle. She took me to the door of Zofe’s box and I looked in.




  A chestnut mare, she stood saddled, bridled and martingaled, ears pointing east and west, indicating martyrdom. These ears were half an inch too long for beauty, though her

  head was well shaped and her eyes large. She had a sheepskin rag tucked under the bony grooves of her chin to protect it from being rubbed by her noseband. A brushstroke of white ran down her face

  from her forehead to her nostrils and round the curve of her upper lip, as if about to drip off onto the straw. Like Dusky, she was one of those bright winter chestnuts who mellow in the summer to

  a milder shade of tan orange. The stripe gave her an honest, open expression despite her weary air, which I forgave her as it was so early. From every box around her rose the sound of horse molars

  grinding hay, while she alone stood unfed, waiting for whatever fresh boredom we were about to inflict.




  Outside the rain was falling steadily. It gathered on the door jamb of the barn and dripped in sequence. I slipped the bolt on the door, slid it back and went up to the mare, putting out a hand

  to stroke her neck and shoulder. She ignored me, presumably hoping I’d go away. ‘Hello, Zofe,’ I offered. Not a flicker back. I bunched the reins in one hand under her chin,

  feeling that both they and I were insubstantial next to Zofe, and clicked my tongue. With a sigh, Zofe shifted her weight and accompanied me out into the open air with a willingness that surprised

  me.




  The instructor was waiting at a mounting block in the porch of the reithalle, a great hangar with brown dirt underfoot and mirrors fixed along the far wall at the rider’s height. At

  our end were two viewing galleries, one above the other. The top was enclosed in glass; the bottom was open and dusty like a pavilion at a tournament, with spare whips resting on the ledge. The

  instructor and I each took a side of Zofe and adjusted the stirrup leathers, and then he gave her girth a final tug and told me to climb on. I put my foot in the iron and mounted without the block.

  With that, eleven horseless years ended like a five-minute intermission and I shifted into place as I’d done years before on Joe or Red or Jasper.




  I laced the reins through my fingers, in at the pinkies, out at the top of the fist and pressed under my bent thumbs, and gave myself a once-over. My knees were light

  against the saddle flaps as they always had been – appalling my mother, who’d been taught to leave no daylight between leg and saddle; heels down, toes up, legs like a frog kicking

  upwards to the top of a pond, elbows at waist, hands sprung, firm but not clenched.




  The teacher stepped back. When I pressed my right calf to Zofe’s side and squeezed my right hand, the mare turned right and walked into the hangar. As we ambled round a furrow at the

  perimeter of the reithalle, tiny brown birds exploded up out of the dirt under her nose like caps in an action film. The rain had stopped and a yellowy light strained through the

  corrugated-plastic windows.




  The instructor circled the centre of the arena after us, laconically dishing out advice to me while chatting with a teenage girl who was watching from the lower gallery. He issued commands in a

  ringing, enunciated fashion as if he were a cavalry riding master in a theatrical production.




  ‘Im Arbeitstempo, Trrrrrab!’ My hopeless little list of German vocabulary failed. ‘Fleißig, fleißig,’ he kept saying, fleißig at

  the walk, fleißig at the trot. I intuited that this meant I should be riding with more impulsion and squeezed Zofe’s sides harder.




  While my brain struggled to translate the instructions trilled from the centre of the ring, my body adjusted constantly to Zofe’s movements and changes of gear. My left thumb would stopper

  the reins while my right hand slipped down to shorten one side, then my right hold for the left. I could still rise to a trot, bobbing up and down as neatly as I’d done for endless hours

  round the sand school at the age of six. When we changed rein down the centre of the school, I slipped my whip from one hand to the other without a conscious thought even though it was years since

  I’d even considered the action.




  ‘Bodily memory’ is the name that psychiatrist Thomas Fuchs gives the phenomenon of being able to forget that we are consciously doing something we have long ago

  learned by heart. We ‘forget what we have done or learned explicitly, and . . . let it sink into implicit, unconscious knowing’, he wrote in a paper titled ‘The Memory of the

  Body’. ‘It unburdens us from the necessity to constantly find our bearings again.’ Even the dualist Descartes, Fuchs pointed out, conceded that a musician did not deliberately

  recall each position of his fingers on the neck of his lute note by note but relied on a quicker, ‘implicit’ memory that seemed to come from the fingers themselves. Five hundred hours

  of stored-up riding lessons and laconic riding instructors – ‘Heels down!’ ‘Shoulders back!’ ‘Stop hanging on to her mouth!’ – guided each gesture I

  made. I might have rediscovered an ability to fly by stepping off a building and fluttering away, as natural as you please.




  Zofe was like any good schoolmistress, mild but not guileless, good-natured, but lazy now that she was working without other horses. She pointed her toe when she was at the same end of the

  school as the instructor, but idled when his voice was coming from the opposite end of the hall. She made me laugh out loud as I watched her ears signalling her mood, and I felt lighter. ‘Oh

  come on, old mare,’ I teased her when the instructor had his back turned, ‘you funny thing.’




  After fifteen minutes, though, my ‘bodily memory’ was shot and I was riding like someone who had not been in a saddle for over a decade. I’d misremembered it all, thinking it

  must be easy to mould a horse’s spine into a perfect curve with subtle prompts. I’d imagined pressing my right calf against the horse’s side and applying the left just behind the

  girth, making a pivot around which the horse flexed muscle and bulk like a great, thick fish, its head dipped intelligently, the corner of the right eye watching me, an ear rotating to catch a

  clicked cue. In practice, I squeezed and squeezed until it began to feel as though I were carrying Zofe around the ring with my inner thighs.




  First came the command to canter, ‘Handgalopp!’ as we trotted into a corner, and then the trigger, ‘MMMMMARSCH!’ I squeezed with legs

  that were beginning to feel chewed and tender, and, when that failed, flapped them, jouncing about in the saddle, my inside foot rattling in the stirrup. When, with one eye on my whip, Zofe flicked

  her tail, humped her back with annoyance and finally rolled into a grudging canter, I was out of balance. The effort of sitting her canter caused a prick of pain to bore into my hip joint and the

  muscle of my inner thighs to burn as if scalded.




  By 9 a.m. Zofe had worked up a light sweat and I was beginning to doubt that I’d be able to walk back to the U-bahn station. Perhaps I’d have to stay on horseback for ever. We were

  pootling around at a trot when the instructor said something I didn’t understand. At once the mare hit the brakes and dropped her head like a seaside donkey. I felt like a seaside donkey too.

  ‘Gut!’ said the Herr in the middle of the ring, who, I now realized, had been telling me to slacken off the reins and cool Zofe down. It struck me that each time the teacher had given

  us an instruction that involved slowing down, Zofe had understood it and carried it out before even my magical, unthinking, bodily memory could react. Her German was rather better than mine.




  I slid off onto limp legs and pressed a hand flat to Zofe’s warm neck, a rider’s thank-you after she’d been so forgiving of me. Why does any horse put up with us? I poked a

  finger under her headstall into the sweaty, sweet spot that a horse can never scratch to satisfaction and I rubbed as she half closed her eyes and leaned against me.




  I waddled home, the perspiration on my face blotted by the fine dust of the reithalle floor, my hair silky with sweat, my jodhpurs reeking up the U-bahn carriage and a vague smile on my

  face.




  I spent the next three days rubbing Deep Heat into my thighs.




  





  [image: ]




  Gymkhana: Susanna Forrest, 1980s. Courtesy of the author.




  
 





  
Gymkhana




  

    

      One day I saw a notice that there was going to be a children’s pony gymkhana the following Saturday, and I decided to go. I came away from the gymkhana sadder but not

      much wiser, after seeing quite small children doing the most marvellous things on ponies and riding them with a technique which left me gasping. But I’m going too far ahead.




      

        Jill Crewe in Jill’s Gymkhana (1949) by Ruby Ferguson


      


    


  




  My circlings and bouncings with Zofe in the reithalle were a start, and they’d made me curious. It would be good, I thought, to dip

  into the rest of the horse world I remembered and see whether I recognized it. It would fill in the humdrum lessons in the reithalle and maybe throw up something more exciting to do. My

  German wasn’t good enough for me to get to grips with the equestrian scene in Berlin and, in any case, I didn’t want to discover a foreign Narnia; I wanted to sound out my old Narnia

  and see how it had changed. The next time I was home to see my parents, I rooted out a Pony Club gymkhana and on a summer’s day set off for an Essex village in my mother’s car.




  Someone in a pub pointed me to the farm that was doubling as a showground and I drove on, distracted because the lanes seemed to be full of women riding horses and ponies that were wrapped in

  sophisticated brushing bandages and rubber overreach boots. The only signs that I could see lashed to lampposts advertised a donkey derby. I stopped to ask directions from a

  lady mounted on a big cob and wearing a fluorescent-pink hi-vis tabard, and she sent me back a few turnings to a gate and long drive. I rolled down the drive and ended up at the back of a large

  brick house alongside a collection of sports cars and jeeps. A pack of Labradors ran out, followed by their owner who told me affably that I was looking for ‘Mill Lane, not Mill Road’,

  then waved me off as I crunched back out.




  Mill Lane, once found, twisted past some 1970s houses and a windmill, its sails stilled, before outrunning the neat gardens and becoming a country road between fields. I parked the car under

  some trees and climbed out. Over the distant pop-pop of bird scarers, I could hear the sound of a Tannoy – ‘Ring three, please’ – and an excited squeal. I headed towards

  them.




  The first field had about a dozen horseboxes in it – not trailers, but lorries that could take four or five ponies at a time, interspersed with shiny Range Rovers and four-wheel drives.

  The horses were tethered to the sides of the boxes, bopping at hay nets or drowsing in the sun: small fat ponies, ‘blood horses’, and a flea-bitten grey that looked like a miniature

  Arab. A blonde, tanned mum in shorts was ripping padded leg bandages off a smart skewbald.




  A little roan the colour of ginger beer, with a grass belly behind his girth and a strip of white sheepskin bridging his nose, whinnied excitedly – he must have been the pony I’d

  heard from the lane. As I headed for the next field, I was overtaken by a girl of about nine in white breeches, nonchalantly carrying a trophy the size of an espresso cup. She joined her friends at

  the gate to watch the ring, which was scattered with Lilliputian show jumps, none of them more than a foot off the ground. The girls all wore putty-coloured jodphurs and white shirts with a

  purple-and-silver Pony Club tie, like the one I’d once bought at a jumble sale and never dared to wear. Scraps of their conversation reached me as I passed them, looking for the main

  ring:




  ‘How many classes have you done?’




  ‘Yeah, I came first in the working hunter.’




  ‘Good luck in your class.’




  ‘Are you doing novice, George?’




  The third field, behind a tall screen of oak trees, seemed to be the most promising, with a course of larger, brightly coloured fences set up and a caravan for the commentators. An ambulance was

  parked to one side, its doors open as the paramedics lolled in the front seats. It was almost midday and the sky was cloudless; a plane from Stansted flew overhead, already too high to be heard. I

  found a shady corner next to the ring where dew was still sitting on the cobwebs in the grass and settled down to watch a few yards from a gaggle of mums parked in the sunlight on deckchairs. There

  didn’t seem to be anyone else there who wasn’t connected to the ponies and the children.




  Several of the jumps had large wings to funnel nappy ponies into the poles, but the one nearest to me was very narrow. I had a feeling that I’d see at least one little sod swerve round it

  and drop some poor jockey on the ground at my feet. Half a dozen girls were walking the course, measuring the distances between the fences by taking big strides, smacking their whips on their

  rubber riding boots and biting their lips in concentration.




  ‘I’d want to go diagonally into this.’




  ‘Yeah, as tight as you can, really.’




  ‘And cut corners.’




  ‘And go fast when you can’t cut corners.’




  The caravan loudspeaker started up: ‘One, two, one, two, hello! Hello! Hello!’




  The girls walked back to the collecting ring, where their mothers were waiting with the ponies, and mounted, the ponies pushing their noses out and taking advantage of the girls’ being in

  midair over the saddle to set off in choppy, excited walks.




  ‘Start warming up!’ someone yelled, and they began to mill about. A girl on a pretty, busy grey with a dished face walked him up and down, dangerously near a roan who swished his

  tail peevishly in warning. Two bays were pushed into canter in single file round the collecting ring, one eagerly tagging behind the other, the big knobbly plaits on their

  necks unravelling a little at every stride.




  ‘Can I go second?’




  ‘Jenny, you’re first to start,’ said someone to the girl on the grey with the dished face.




  ‘Jenny on Winkle!’




  Winkle scurried into the ring in a state of high excitement, Jenny drawing up and looping the reins to point him at the first jump. He scrambled over it and went on to the next, which he got a

  little too close to but popped over neatly. As he bounced into my corner and Jenny circled him towards the narrow fence, his pretty, neat little head bobbed from side to side, while his wicked,

  mobile ears signalled his intention to dodge left or right and reach his friends by the most direct route. Jenny dug her heels in and redoubled her grip; thwarted, Winkle nipped over the jump with

  a snort and scampered for the last. They were clear.




  I could hear Jenny’s voice, full of relief, ‘Good boy!’ as they passed ‘Lizzie Walker on Lucky’, an unhappy-looking combination, who cantered in a slow,

  hard-fought circle, waiting for the whistle.




  Lucky had a white face and a neck like a bull; his eye rolled with conflicting desires to go at these piffling fences at a clip, yet also to be back among the clannish mass of ponies in the

  collecting ring. He whacked the first, which stood, then all but crawled under the second before leaping over it at a perpendicular and heading off like the clappers towards the fourth. The Tannoy

  clicked on. ‘You’re eliminated for missing a fence.’ Pause. ‘Stupid girl.’




  The mums worked as ring assistants, replacing poles that had been kicked out and offering advice from the sidelines in chorus with the other girls.




  ‘Legs!’ they called.




  ‘Hit him behind the girth.’




  ‘Make him jump it from there.’




  A plump girl called Lucy with a red face entered the ring on a cob, which flung out its forefeet at a trot and farted impressively. He held his head high, thick mane

  bristling with mischief, and everyone began to call out encouragement. Lucy pointed him at the first and he took it explosively.




  ‘Good boy,’ she called, but didn’t pat him because she daren’t risk taking her hands off the reins. At each fence Lucy and the mums called ‘Hup!’ and then

  ‘Good boy’ when he was clear. Then he put in a mean-spirited stop at the narrow fence close by me, at which the girl went over his shoulder and hit the poles heavily. The cob dashed off

  with his reins trailing, feinted when a mother ran out to grab him and then, conceding that the game was over, allowed himself to be caught.




  ‘You’re eliminated, but carry on,’ declared the caravan. Lucy’s cheeks were wet.




  The mums sprang into action and knocked up a little cross-pole. Lucy was comforted and legged back into the saddle. Then she rode the cob away, circled him and cantered for the small jump,

  emitting a ‘Get your bum over there!’ at the crucial moment and sending the cob over in a bound to a burst of applause and a chorus of ‘Well done!’




  The group of mums on deckchairs chatted as they watched the riders come through, calling out to daughters to ask whether they’d got the studs on their horses, or to tell them there was a

  spare hairnet in the lorry. The girls brought resting ponies over to graze near by. Winkle drowsed with his saddle off, the sweat on his coat dried to flat points, Jenny holding his reins. Comments

  were made sotto voce about some of the riders, like the girl on the thoroughbred who was left behind every time her horse jumped, flopping heavily back into the saddle as he landed.




  ‘I suppose there’s no marks for technical,’ one mum muttered out of the corner of her mouth. ‘If it goes all right, it goes all right, but her stirrups are too long for

  jumping.’




  I was thankful for the cool dew, even though it was evaporating fast, and I moved back towards the trees, out of earshot of the mums, as the sun shifted and invaded the

  shadows. As the afternoon went on, a little breeze got up. A friendly lady with short hair and glasses, who turned out to be the organizer, came striding across the field to check that I

  wasn’t a paedophile. When she heard why I was there, she enthused that ‘All these children keep their ponies at the same DIY livery stable. There’s camp coming up soon as well.

  Lots of stories there!’ We chatted a bit before she was called to the stewards’ tent, but I decided not to enquire about going to the Pony Club camp.




  The sober struggles of little girls conquering cocksure, wilful ponies were all familiar to me. I had ridden every fence with them and ‘hupped’ just as they had, and thought dark

  thoughts about the girl with the thoroughbred who couldn’t ride, but this wasn’t quite the door to my Narnia. I’d never joined the Pony Club, sticking instead to the

  chop-and-change realm of the riding school, where you dipped in and out of the horse world, never fully immersed; it was a weekend treat, not a daily duty; an escape, not a commonplace. My mother

  loved horses but she was not a Pony Mother who chased me round the working-hunter course, and I’d won more rosettes at virtual ‘shows’ with the Breyer model horses that decorated

  my shelves than I had with solid Tav. Whatever it was I’d had in mind when I thought of my Narnia, it was something both more nebulous and more vivid than a collecting ring on an Indian

  summer’s day in Essex.




  I wished the girls and the mothers and the ponies a fist of red rosettes and more trophies the size of espresso cups; I wished them a good camp and full marks in their B tests, but after the

  Handy Pony class I went home to find a more familiar wardrobe that led to Narnia.
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            Upon an amblere esily she sat,




            Y-wympled wel, and on hir heed an hat




            As brood as is a bokeler or a targe;




            A foot mantel aboute hir hipes large,




            And on hir feet a paire of spores sharpe.




            

              The Canterbury Tales (14th century)
 by Geoffrey Chaucer


            


          


		  

  





        


      


    




  

  The Chronicles of Ely say that sometime in the late tenth century AD the Abbot Byrhnoth was on his way to see King Edgar

  when he happened to pass through the New Forest. He left his train of attendants and the path in order to answer the call of nature, strolling a little way into the woods and then a little way

  further. He came to a clearing where he was astonished to behold Edgar’s queen, Aelfthryth, surrounded by ponies. Luckily he froze before she could catch sight of him, because she appeared to

  be brewing a potion. As he watched in horror, she downed the concoction and was transformed into equine form (or perhaps donned a horse’s skull). She began to dance and caper with the ponies

  in a shamelessly pagan fashion, even lewdly exposing herself like a mare in season. Midway through her corroboree she spotted the abbot watching her, and the good man fled and did not stop running

  till he was back in his wagon. He urged his men on and away.




  Shaken, Byrhnoth arrived at court and, after gathering himself together, was ushered in to see the king. He did not breathe a word about the rites he’d seen and

  thankfully their business proceeded smoothly. Afterwards, he was in such an amicable frame of mind that he decided to drop in and see the queen in her apartment. He found her alone and bursting to

  get the burden of her sins off her chest. Drawing him aside, she began to confess to a titillating and exhaustive list of sexual adventures. As he struggled to keep up with this rolling inventory

  of misdemeanours, she finally launched herself on him, bent on seduction.




  The abbot pushed her away and begged God to forgive her. Furious, the queen gave a signal to her hidden ladies-in-waiting who sprang out, brandishing daggers they had been heating in the fire,

  and stabbed Byrhnoth in the armpits. As he expired on the flagstones, they let up a great wail at his sudden and mysterious death.




  Aelfthryth was not unmasked as a priestess of the horse cult nor as a murderess until she made a full confession years later, in which she had to admit to killing not just the abbot but also her

  stepson, King Edward, so that her son Ethelred the Unready might rule instead. Renouncing her pagan ways and her days of frolicking with the ponies in the forest, she retired to a nunnery she had

  founded at Wherwell.




  It was not a good time to be a heathen: the old ways were being subsumed into the new Christian religion from the East. It was a faith that expected purity, not power, of its women, and it did

  not, as a rule, approve of warrior-queens and priestesses – nor of dancing with ponies.




  Some four centuries later, in 1383, Anne of Bohemia rode into Norwich sitting sideways on her horse, looking as curious to some of the natives as if she had sat down to dine

  with her back to the table. The saddle was a kind of cutaway howdah, like the frame used to pack goods on a horse’s back. It had been upholstered to cushion her behind and given a

  ‘planchette’ on which she rested her slippered feet. While she was not the first woman in England to ride side-saddle, she gave the practice a fresh gloss of

  respectability and symbolism: Anne had travelled from her home to marry Richard II with as much self-reliance as a sack of grain, but with many times the virtue, purity and piety of mere cereal.

  With this example, England was introduced to the notion that the quick of a woman was something so delicate that it must not have contact with leather and animal, even through layer after layer of

  cloth and padding.




  Once you have put women in long skirts to cover their forked legs and taken away their thigh-length felt riding boots, you begin to create an exoskeleton of convention that obscures common

  sense. No matter that an earlier queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine, was reputed to have ridden into a crowd of crusaders, dressed as a knight with scarlet boots and wielding a sword, to exhort them to

  fight. No matter that all six of Charlemagne’s daughters had ridden out to hunt with him on cross-saddles nearly six hundred years earlier. No matter that women had been depicted hunting

  astride in a prayer book, the Taymouth Hours, and certainly no matter that mobs of lewd women had, according to one chronicle of 1348, turned up in men’s dress at tournaments ‘on

  excellent chargers or other horses splendidly adorned’. Now womankind was divided, as on the red and black Greek pots, into Amazons – bow-wielding hoydens in striped trousers who rode

  astride – and goddesses who preserved the line of their chitons and their virtue by sitting on their horses as though they were sofas.




  Englishwomen did not abandon the cross-saddle, though. They continued to be depicted riding in what was increasingly seen as a manly fashion, although over the course of the centuries this

  practice fell from the everyday into outré exception. There are fifteenth-century images of the Wife of Bath straddling her ambler while the Prioress and her nuns proceed to Canterbury

  sitting sideways on their palfreys, although that’s the illustrator having a dig at the respective virtues of those ladies.




  After this setback, it took the innovations of Mary of Burgundy and Catherine de Medici in the sixteenth century to bring the side-saddle and women back to the hunt proper.

  Mary slung her knee over the high pommel of a man’s saddle for security. Catherine had a second pommel added so that her right leg was held in a notch between the two horns, though people

  whispered that she did it in order to showcase her calves. She might actually have invented this modified saddle because she had broken her leg out hunting, as Balzac describes it as having a

  ‘velvet sling’ for her two feet.




  The planchette was replaced by a metal, point-toed slipper for the left foot. This arrangement was not particularly safe, as even the daintiest of feet could be trapped in one, nor was it hugely

  practical for jumping, but then, there was little to jump and it wasn’t a skill with which many bothered, either male or female. These new innovations did mean that a lady could gallop and

  remain a lady, though, and that, increasingly, was what mattered.
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