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ALL CLENCHED UP AND “FINALLY” FINISHED

In my first book, All Clenched up and Nearly Finished, I told about my life and farrier life in Leicestershire from 1964 to 2004. After over 40 years of shoeing horses, Phyl, my wife, and I, had decided we could afford to retire to live in Cyprus. We had already bought a house there two years before, which we had used as a holiday home. When the time came for our flit to our new home, I expected to be searching for other projects to do but I was not expecting to shoe horses ever again. Phyl didn’t really want to be an accountant anymore. She wanted to spend her retirement into her painting, which she hadn’t done for years. I hadn’t got a clue at the time what I would do with my days. One thing I can tell you is I wouldn’t be sitting in an armchair, smoking a pipe with a flat cap on my head and wearing slippers. No, I don’t smoke or own a flat cap, but I do own some slippers. I surprised myself. I started writing my books. 


	

REFLECTIONS OF MY FARRIER LIFE

In one way I felt sad that my 40-odd-year career as a farrier in Leicestershire have come to an end. Although I had a few obstacles that I had to overcome from starting work to ending a successful business, I must say I enjoyed the journey. I know one or two clients tried to do the dirty on me, but all the others were a pleasure to work for. Often, I still reflect on my days shoeing horses in the UK. Some clients I had known from when I first started work as an apprentice at Derek Spence’s forge in 1964. 

I enjoyed going to work and I got a great buzz when I got results with horses that had foot problems. I think of the first time I attended a horse on my own that was standing on three legs and bearing no weight on its off fore and pointing its toe towards the ground. I felt proud that I could help any animal and I had a sense of euphoria when I soon had a load of pus oozing out of an abscess. I got the same feeling, whatever the horse’s problem right up till the day I retired. I lost count of horseshoes I had made that were not in any textbooks that helped a horse with foot or leg problems. Sometimes I had an idea of what was wrong before I got to see the horse, just by how the owner described the problem over the phone. Then there were the variety of surgical horseshoes I had made for different lameness. Bearing in mind farriers made all their own horseshoes in days gone by from scratch. Although there were one or two manufactured, ready-made horseshoes on the market, unfortunately they all needed work on them before they were acceptable to be fitted to the horse’s hoof. In other words, it took nearly the same amount of time to make our own from scratch than to doctor these ready-mades. Also, it was a rewarding challenge to have constructed something which was not in any textbooks and to get results which helped a horse with foot or leg problems. 

I can think of a time when making my own horseshoes worked to my advantage. One of my clients, who had enjoyed being transported around the countryside in her pony and trap wanted to broaden her driving experience to competing in driving competitions. She had got a new grey pony on loan, with a view to buy, ready for the challenge as her old pony was ready for retirement. This new pony was around 14.2 and it took 11-inch in length of steel to make the shoes. The pony was no trouble and behaved perfectly and the lady was happy with my work, although once or twice she thought she could pull the wool over my eyes. Fast forward to one week later, she rang me to inform me her pony had lost a shoe already and wanted the shoe replaced. I apologised if it was my work that led to the lost shoe and said I would call later in the morning. 

When I arrived, I could see a grey pony in the stable with only three shoes on and no client in sight. Again, it was no trouble to tap the lost shoe back on and I left my charge nailed to the stable door. Later that day, I got an irate lady telling me I shouldn’t be charging as it was less than week since I had attended to her pony. I told her, ‘You are correct, it is less than a week when I shod your grey pony, but it wasn’t the one I did today.’

‘What do you mean? Do you think I have got two greys?’ she replied in a stroppy voice.

‘Well, if it is the same one as last week, its feet must have grown two sizes. Also, that is not my work as it looks like Joe South’s work.’ (Not his real name).

Making my horseshoes was like handwriting to me. With the best will in the world, no one person will make an exact copy of others in the same profession. Whatever skill one has, is not exactly like another with the same job. We have our own style. Also, this lady’s second pony, which she had, again, got on loan, had been shod a lot longer than a week ago, more like six or seven weeks. It wasn’t anything to do with Joe South’s work either. The pony was ready to be shod. It didn’t annoy me, it amused me – her thinking that she could pull the wool over my eyes to get out of paying. I am pleased to say she never tried it on again and she still had me to shoe for her right up to my retirement. 

--------------

I would listen to clients if they felt things were not quite right with how their horses were moving or whatever, and I would see if there was anything I could do to help. Yes, over the years I am proud that I was able to help many a horse. Often it would involve a vet and between us we would discuss what we needed to do. I lost count of the times I sat at Chine House Vets looking at X-rays of horses’ hooves and legs and chatting over a coffee about which surgical horseshoe or whatever we needed to do next. 

There was one case of a lame horse which was owned by a very valued client of mine called Di. She rang me one bitterly cold, freezing Saturday morning when I was attending a farriers’ meeting at Stoneleigh showground where the Farriers’ Association head office is. At the time I was the chairman of the Leicestershire branch of farriers where I had to attend functions or discussions from time to time. That morning, Di rang me in a panic as one of her horses was hopping lame on its near side front leg. Again, from how she described the lameness, it sounded like a very ripe abscess which needed attention sooner rather than later.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to help, but phoned my old farrier mate, Andy Speck, to see if he would be able to help. Sure enough, as soon as I told Andy of Di’s horse’s lameness, he thought the same as me: an abscess. With another stroke of luck, he had an appointment at one of his own clients in the village where Di lived that morning.

In the early evening, Andy rang me to update me to the reason why Di’s horse was so lame, and it was totally different to what I was expecting. He said, ‘Mick, I was sure I was going to find a very ripe abscess the way the horse was holding its front foot. There was not a hint of any abscess, but it did flinch when I squeezed the sole on the inside of the hoof. I couldn’t find anything but in the gateway of the paddock, the ground looked all churned up, but the rough rugged ground is frozen solid now. I think it may have bruised its foot on the frozen ground. I told her to bathe the foot in salted warm water to bring out any bruising.’

‘You could be right, Andy. Before the ground froze, the gateways were all churned up. Let’s hope that is all it is and thank you for your help.’

First thing on Monday morning, I had Di on the phone again and her horse was not any better but looked to be getting more distressed. I thought it must be an abscess and Andy had examined it a day too early before the brewing abscess had developed. It can happen. I have witnessed it before where the horse owner has had the vet out but they can’t find anything, then a couple of days later I have found a very ripe abscess, or I can’t find the problem, but the vet does a day later.

I called at Di’s later that morning and was sure I was going to find a foot full of pus and Di would tell me I was brilliant and think I was God. Well, it didn’t happen like I thought it would. I was like Andy: I couldn’t find any sign of an abscess either although it did flinch a little when I squeezed its sole on the inside of its foot. I advised Di to call her vet as I was of the opinion it could be more than a bruised foot. With the ground frozen solid, had the horse gone berserk when it was turned out into the paddock? Had it broken its pedal bone? All sorts of things were going through my head of what the problem could be.

That same day, in late afternoon, I got a phone call from Tom, a vet at Chine House. He said he had got Di’s horse into their surgery, and I was expecting him to say the diagnoses was not good, but he didn’t. He asked if I could call into the surgery as he had taken an X-ray of the horse’s foot.

When I arrived, he said, ‘Mick, I want you to have a good look at the X-ray of Di’s horse’s foot. While you are looking, I will get the kettle on.’ 

I had, over the years, studied many X-rays and could often see whatever the problem was and had made a variety of horseshoes to help different lameness. This one, though – I couldn’t see anything that that would make a horse as lame as it was, and I said to Tom, ‘I don’t want to look a prat, but I can’t see anything wrong,’ thinking I had missed something quite obvious. 

‘I can’t see anything wrong either. I was hoping you would have an idea,’ replied Tom.

Over the coffee, we discussed this and that, thinking of what may be wrong. Both of us must have looked at the X-ray God knows how many times together. I then said to Tom, ‘Let’s get the horse into your examination room and go for gold. Let’s hope it’s a pocket of pus somewhere that’s not showing up on the X-ray. I will sharpen my best searcher (knife) up.’

Although it was pitch dark outside, this examination room was lit up better than daylight. I had told Tom the horse flinched on the sole on the inside of its hoof but there was no sign of any puncture wound or the usual black mark that may give a clue an abscess was ready to pop. He had conducted the same examination as Andy and myself. I suppose it was just natural for us to concentrate on the horse’s foot where it didn’t like us exploring. I thought to examine the outside too, although again there was not any signs of a puncture wound or the usual marks that can give a clue to an abscess. I scraped my knife over the sole and as I did, I thought I heard a squelching sound. The point I heard this sound, I went for gold and dug deeper, and, to our relief, the eruption of a pus pocket I had hit was unbelievable. In all the years I had shod horses, I had never imagined a horse’s hoof could hold so much pus. Tom was sweeping all this infection down the drain. What surprised us was that the horse didn’t flinch when we squeezed its foot where the abscess was. It flinched where it wasn’t.

We must have spent a good hour examining the problem. Tom investigated further and found the infection went under the pedal bone, which must have caused a radiated pain. That would explain why the horse flinched on the inside of its hoof instead of the outside. Having had to dig out a good majority of its sole to get at the infection, I had to make a shoe up that evening where a plate could be screwed on and off to change the dressing daily. We were hoping the infection hadn’t damaged the pedal bone but that was fine and thankfully the horse made a full recovery.


	

THE FARRIER’S VAN

I often think about when I started my apprenticeship at Derek Spence’s and how things have changed. For example, the farrier’s work van. In 1964, Derek, my old boss, had an old type minivan (although new at the time) to carry our farrier kit. All we had was our box of tools, a stand, and a small anvil for altering the shoes cold. We didn’t carry a big selection of readymade horseshoes then as there were hardly any on the market, unlike today. We had to make the shoes for each horse we shod. If a customer booked us to shoe their horse, we had a notebook with the client’s name and what their horse or horses were called, with the size of the horseshoe that was needed. Also, most horses were shod cold unless they were brought to the forge. Saying that, I have read an article about a guy who had his anvil, tools and small coke forge in a motorbike and side car in the 1950s.

Nowadays, an old type minivan would struggle to get a quarter of the kit a modern-day farrier carries. Even when I started my own in business in 1976 with my good mate Andy Speck, our mode of transport was an old Ford Anglia van. By then, mobile gas forges had just come on the market, and they took a bit more room up, but it didn’t fill the motor to capacity. In those days, horseshoeing away from the forge was kept simple. It had to as we didn’t have the room for electric welders and grinders and God knows what other tools to make our work easier. Not to mention the stock of ready-made horseshoes, pads, tubes of vet-tech and many other aids that help a horse’s comfort. 

I often think of my old farrier mate, Brian Porter. His motor was a Lada estate car when he retired in 1998. He only carried his toolbox, a small anvil and the shoes he had made for that day’s work, the same as when I started work in 1964. He was of the old school and even though he shod the horse’s cold, I bet none of the horsey folk, or, for that matter, other farriers either, would have known. He was a respected guy in the profession as he gave lots of young farriers just starting out valuable tuition. His farrier life never seemed to have the problems that lots of farriers I see have today. Sometimes I start to think one or two farriers today seem to complicate diagnoses when there are none to diagnose. 

--------------

I once got told a story off a well-known horse man at the time, called Eric Wright, about Brian and his dad arriving to shoe his horses on the bus in the 1950s. They had boarded the bus with their box of tools and stand, which was to rest the horse’s leg on when clenching up. Eric told me he had got six or seven horses to shoe at the time. When they arrived at Eric’s stables, Brian started with the horses at one end of the yard, removing the old shoes and dressing the hooves ready for his dad to fit. At the other end of the yard, Brian’s dad had started to remove the horses’ shoes ready for Brian to fit. When they met in the middle, Brian’s dad said, ‘I thought you were doing the fitting, Brian.’

‘You have the shoes. I thought you were,’ replied Brian.

‘I haven’t got the shoes. Didn’t you pick up what we had made off the forge’s floor?’ mutters Brian’s dad.

‘No, I didn’t pick them up. You didn’t tell me to,’ says Brian.

Eric told me this conversation must have gone on between them for a good ten minutes. Neither of them wanted to take the blame for leaving the horseshoes at their forge. So they both caught the next bus back to their forge with their kit too. Eric didn’t think they had thought it would have been best to leave their tools with him, and instead lugged them back and forth on the bus. I think keeping it that simple nowadays is perhaps going a bit too far. 

--------------

Another farrier who I will call Jed (not his real name) got his clients to pick him up when they wanted their horses shod because he had never learnt to drive. When he had finished at one stable, the next client for his next port of call would arrive to transport him to their stables. So, again, he would have just had the basic equipment that would have had to fit into a car boot. Jed never seemed to have any problems either and was very popular amongst his clients. The odd time Jed didn’t need his clients to pick him up was when he asked for help from his farrier friends when he had a busy day. He would often ask other farriers, including me, to give him a hand on days when he had too much work on.

When I helped him, I got the feeling he was well thought of, especially amongst his lady clients. None seemed to mind picking him up. Jed was like my old mate Brian Porter, who could get away with rude, playful, sexy banter to lady clients, who would laugh and joke with him. I often thought if I said the same words, I would have got slapped in the face for being rude.

I can remember a time when I had first started out in business and was thankful for any work, when Jed asked me if I could help him out as he got a lot on. At one call, one of his lady clients, who I will call Maggie, had told Jed she wouldn’t be able to pick him up as her car was in the garage for a repair. He told her I was helping him, and I had a van and did she want us to pick her up from her home as her horse was stabled two or three miles away. It was the time I had the old Ford Anglia van so you can imagine with both my and Jed’s tools plus an anvil and a mobile forge, it was quite full. When he told me we had to pick Maggie up, I thought he would just squash himself in the back of the van amongst the tools. When we arrived at Maggie’s house, she was already waiting outside. As soon as I had stopped Maggie opened the passenger door and before Jed had chance to move, she said she would sit on his knee. Again, Jed said something that was of the sexy nature and got a reply along the same lines back. If it gave an old man a thrill, did it matter? On the journey to the stables, and after negotiating a cattle grid, Jed shouted, ‘Mick, stop, stop and back up,’ in a loud voice. 

I thought I had missed a turning to the stables as they were directing me. ‘I haven’t seen a turn off, Jed. Have I gone too far?’ I replied.

‘No but can you back up over the cattle grid quickly, then shoot forward over it fast,’ shouted Jed.

‘What for?’ I asked.

‘Ooh, just for the thrill of it, especially with Maggie sitting on my knee,’ an excited Jed stuttered, which made Maggie laugh and give Jed a dig in the ribs with her elbow, and some playful banter back.


	

FARRIER’S EQUIPMENT


I mentioned my mode of transport when I started out in business was an old Ford Anglia van. At the time, it seemed big enough for my tools and horseshoes, even larger than Derek’s minivan. Nowadays the vans and farrier rigs have got much larger to cope with the equipment. I often think that old Anglia van would never have coped with the stuff I see in vans today. I have spoken with other farriers around the same age as me about what they think of some of the younger farrier generation (I am 76 years old at the time of writing). I found a lot agreed with me that they had shod the same horses for years without having to fit 3d pads and bar shoes and so forth. I am not saying these products are a bad thing because they are good when the horse does have a serious problem. I am not against horses having pads and special remedial shoes as I have fitted them myself after a discussion with a vet and owner. What I had witnessed was that some farriers just fitted them willy-nilly and assumed the horse would have a lameness problem, without discussing the problem either with the client or with a vet.

I can remember a horse that had these pads fitted with wonderful ironwork nailed to its foot. Again, this horse owner, who I will call Jessy, didn’t know her horse had a problem until she moved to new stables in an area her old farrier didn’t cover. Her old farrier had shod her horses for years and in her eyes did work to her satisfaction. The new farrier, who did most of the new stable’s shoeing, said her horse needed pads and egg bar shoes with a rubbery substance (Jessy’s words, not mine) to be squirted under the pad. He hadn’t trotted the horse out to see how it moved or to see if it suffered from a slight lameness. Jessy didn’t seem to have much say on how her horse was going to be shod. As she put it to me when she asked for my opinion, she felt he was saying, ‘Sod what the owner wants. He was going to do my own thing regardless.’ 

Over the years I had heard similar sorts of remarks before from other horse owners. I agreed with Jessy that I had a feeling her horse’s shoeing technique didn’t need to be changed. If it wasn’t broken why change it? Her horse was moving soundly before and had never had any foot problems in all the years she had owned her faithful friend. Now it had got God knows what fitted and she felt its conformation wasn’t how it used to be.

When I was asked for my opinion, I told her I would fit a normal set of shoes like her original farrier did, and we would go from there. Mind you, I was praying I had done the right thing as sometimes some horsey folk don’t tell the true story of what has happened to their horse in the past. This time though I had the gut feeling Jessy was being honest with me. Although I enjoyed doing remedial work, I would have discussed the problem with both vet and client. By then, I had probably studied X-rays with the vet and we both would have discussed the best way to tackle a problem first. Sure enough, all that Jessy’s horse needed was a normal set of shoes and the horse was still going strong when I retired to live in Cyprus a couple of years later. 

Three or four years later, when we came back to the UK for a holiday, I bumped into Jessy and she told me she had changed her farrier several times since I had left and wished she could have me or her first farrier to shoe her horse.

……………..

I knew another guy, who I will call Den (not his real name), who years ago did his farrier round with his horse and cart. Mind you, this was 60 to 70 years ago. He was a jolly sort of chap and well liked amongst the horsey folk. The trouble was he often called at his local when he finished his day’s work. I had heard many a tale of how Den liked a Guinness or two or three or four! Den’s old horse would wait patiently for him, tied up in the pub’s carpark. Unfortunately, Den often needed a little help to get him to his horse and cart when he left. All the locals who knew Den would help him into his cart and the old horse would head for home without Den’s help. The old nag had got used to this routine and just knew – he didn’t need his master’s help to negotiate the road back home.

--------------

Nowadays, I see farrier vans laden down with kit that the old school wouldn’t have thought about and would never have used. Over the years I have seen a variety of a brands of machine-made horseshoes come and go on the market and disappear like the latest trendy clothes fashions do. They get used for a while and disappear, never to be seen again. I used to joke with my old mate, Brian Porter, about the latest horseshoe fashion that was on the market. A bit like the human race with the latest clothing that arrived in the shops. When we made all our own horseshoes, I noticed we did more work with the hammer to box out the heels or whatever so very little rasping and filing was needed. 

In Cyprus I met a Cypriot farrier whose van was full to the brim with tools he would never use in his lifetime. I say he wouldn’t use them because he had no idea how to make a basic horseshoe, let alone a surgical one. He had only fitted machine-made horseshoes and told me horses didn’t need remedial shoeing, so why did he need to cart all this gear around? 


	

NAVICULAR DISEASE?


Another client of mine, who I will call Diane, had more or less been given a horse I will call Daisy. The previous owner was told that Daisy had the start of navicular disease, and she tripped now and then. On my first shoeing appointment, I asked Diane, ‘Who diagnosed navicular disease? A vet?’ 

‘The last owner’s horsey mate was certain it had it,’ Diane muttered. 

So how would I go about shoeing Daisy? All I did was not dress the heels too low and kept the toe short and instead of a clip at the toe of the shoe, I rolled it to help the break over to help with the tripping. After shoeing Daisy for four or five years, and this “navicular disease’’ not getting any worse, Diane moved stables to miles out of my area. 

Diane’s and Daisy’s problems started when she got another farrier to shoe her horse at the stables she had moved to. The poor woman was told her horse would be dead in six months if it was shod the way I had done it. After dressing the feet and lowering the heels, he got out of his van a selection of surgical shoes and spent a few minutes deciding which ones would be best. Then more time was needed on which pads would be best to be fitted under the shoe. He then got out (a Jessy quote) a tube of a rubbery substance to be squirted under the pad to stop concussion. 

Six weeks after Diane had her horse shod by her new farrier, I got a phone call from her one evening. She was pleading with me that if I wouldn’t travel to her new yard, could she bring her horse over to my forge. Instead of making her horse more comfortable foot-wise and to extend its life beyond six months, it never felt comfortable when she rode. Not only that, what she was charged, with all the extras, she felt she had been ripped off. 

I told Diane if she could get her horse over to me, I would see what I could do. A few days later she arrived at my forge with her horse and I had a good idea why the conformation could be better. With the heels dressed far too low and the toe too long, I told her I would shoe how I always did and to go from there. A few days later, Diane got in touch to say her old horse was moving much better without any remedial shoeing and if she couldn’t find another farrier who would shoe like me, she was prepared to box her horse over to me.

A couple of weeks after I shod Diane’s horse, I was duty farrier at the Leicester county show. Also, the Leicestershire farrier branch also held a farrier competition which I helped to organise. I had noticed this young guy kept looking in my direction and eventually came up to me. He had some remarkable photos of how he had shod Diane’s horse and was keen to try to show me up in front of his mates about how good he was. I looked at the photos and said, ‘That’s some mighty impressive work you have done there. There is one problem though.’ 

‘What’s the problem?’ he asked.

‘Well, it would have been a lot better if you had shod the horse instead of sticking four shoes on,’ I replied, as he didn’t know I had shod Diane’s horse since.

‘I had to shoe it that way or it could have big problems later,’ he replied with a big smirk on his face, sure he was doing his best to belittle me in front of his mates.

I know I probably should have told him sooner what I knew but I suppose I let him be on his high horse before I told him he wasn’t going to be shoeing Diane’s horse ever again. When I finally told him that she had brought her horse over to me as she told me, in her words, he had conned her and spoke a lot of bullshit. I could see his face change colour when he found Diane was not happy with his work. I did tell him if he was going to enjoy bragging in front of his pals, he wanted to make sure his client was happy with his work first. I don’t like folk who try to show others up in front of their friends as I can assure them one day the boot may be on the other foot. I didn’t mind getting ideas off other farriers when there were problems as that is what farriers did years ago. Farriers I knew years ago would never tell a client that they were better than others. We prided ourselves on our work and that was our advertisement. If a client didn’t like your work, you made sure you pulled socks up so it didn’t happen again.

That was one example about trying and keep the job as simple as possible and I have always said, in my opinion, when I didn’t know the full facts about a new horse or client because there may be a reason why the remedial work was required. The other was don’t try to show me up, especially when your idea didn’t work. I am not saying there is no needs for pads and glue, and God knows what else, but my motto is if it isn’t broken, don’t try to fix it. More than likely it will break then.

--------------

My point is, do we need a massive motor to cart all our equipment about? It may just be my opinion and others may agree or disagree. I accept what works for one guy doesn’t work for another. I have read reports of the police targeting vans in general for being overweight. If it is over they will not let you leave until the extra weight is unloaded. Brian Porter kept everything simple and he shod his same clients’ horses for years without any fuss. Granted, I did shoe hot from a mobile gas forge, but I never once carried a grinder to box the heels off and other equipment. I moulded the shoe while the iron was hot with my hammer with very little rasping needed. I have seen farriers rasping at the heels of a shoe until sweat was dripping off the end of their nose. I don’t know if that gives them a clue to stop the filing. I found it a lot easier to shape up with the hammer while the metal is hot. I know I did use a transit van in later years and I did have more equipment than Brian’s Lada estate car, but I did invest in more machine-made shoes when the end product got better. So I suppose I did carry a little more stock but nothing like what I see in farrier vans today. I still tried to keep the job as simple as possible and never had the problems I hear about today. 


	

AMUSING, AND NOT SO AMUSING, MOMENTS


I still think about amusing moments and not so amusing episodes that have happened in my life as a farrier. I can remember shoeing for a lady I will call Mrs Giles who I had shod for many years. She was a lovely lady with a very refined voice. The lads who worked for me at the time would be careful to watch their Ps and Qs when they spoke. Well, we soon realised we needn’t have bothered. Mrs Giles could swear like a trooper and she knew better dirty jokes than we did. I suppose at first she was like us – she was watching her language until she got to know us too. Her old horse, called Bengy, was brilliant to shoe and we knew he was getting on in years. We never questioned her, but at most visits over the years, she would tell me Bengy was 15 years old. He was an amazing horse, because he stayed the same age for many years.

After being 15 for a few more years, Bengy started to get a little fidgety. A year later it was a case of someone holding onto him when he was shod, as he refused to be tied up. Mrs Giles was having the same problem when she wanted to groom him or whatever. He would run back and struggle until either he would break the head collar or continue to struggle until he was free. Another six months later it got downright dangerous not only to shoe but to groom and he had become difficult to ride as Mrs Giles found out one morning while out on her hack.

Without warning, Bengy took off like a Grand National winner and threw Mrs Giles to the ground. Luckily, she was not seriously hurt apart from her pride and one or two bruises. For Bengy, it was another story. A farmer saw him galloping flat out down the road and he didn’t look like stopping for anyone. A mile or so later at a T-junction, he didn’t turn the corner but ran straight ahead into someone’s garden and demolished a wooden fence on the way in. He only stopped when he hit the wall of a house and died at the scene. It is thought he had had a brainstorm which is more likely, judging by his erratic behaviour. I felt sorry for him as for most of his life he was a pleasure to have as a client. I think if the truth was known, he was nearer to 25 years old and, the same as in humans, old age caught up with him.

--------------

Then there was Mrs Horrocks who could make me late if I wasn’t careful, or even if I was. Her hospitality was a little too welcoming. At most calls, clients made a hot beverage while I shod their horses. I would drink my mug of tea but carry on working. Mrs Horrocks, though, would wait until I shod her horse and would want to chat to me while having a coffee with her in her kitchen. Every time I went to shoe her horse, I would say to myself several times, I must not stop for a coffee at Mrs Horrocks’. Even when I had started shoeing her horse, my head would be saying, for Christ’s sake, don’t get talked into having a coffee. The same again when I got the horse shod, my brain would be saying, I have not got time as I will be late for my next appointment. Yes, you can guess, Mrs Horrocks managed to convince me I had time for a coffee even though I was convinced I hadn’t. 

The times I had sat in her kitchen thinking I shouldn’t be there while she insisted on making a percolated coffee. Not a boiled kettle quick one. Yes, I still smile how she won every time. Mind you, she was always telling me I was the best farrier she ever had. I suppose it was something I liked to hear, not giving it a thought that other farriers have had the same remarks off their clients too.

………….

Mrs Ann Harris and her husband, Peter, were very valued clients who I had shod for many years. Ann always had their two ponies ready for me at their little bungalow on a concrete base next to her garage. If the weather had caused her paddocks to be a bit muddy, she would apologise to me and say, ‘Sorry about the mud and the state of the hooves, Mick.’ 

‘No need to apologise, Ann. We are not in the paddock,’ I would reply.

‘I have tried my best to clean them before you arrived,’ muttered Ann.

‘If you can see any mud on your pony’s hooves, you have better eyesight than me, Ann, I can’t see any,’ was my reply.

Well, some folk would question why she needed to apologise. Surely the horse owner should do that for their farrier, even though lots didn’t? Well, Ann was nearly blind with a hereditary eye complaint that ran in her family. Her pony’s hooves and legs were always spotless. Even if there were bits she had missed, I wouldn’t have moaned about it like I did at other calls where there was no eyesight trouble. Also, the photo on the front cover on my first book, All Clenched Up and Nearly Finished is a photo of me shoeing Ruby, one of Ann and Peter’s ponies. What is even more remarkable about that is Ann took the photo with very limited vision in one eye. Yes, she was a lady I really admired. I was always greeted with a smile and mugs of tea and an apple pie she had made. I once said to her that she was a brave lady not just to ride her pony, but because she also competed in gymkhanas.

I can still hear her say, ‘The pony can see where it is going, I can’t.’

Sadly, Ann did lose her sight and an old farrier friend, Luke Brown, who took on shoeing Ann and Peter’s ponies after I retired to Cyprus, told me years later, ‘Do you know, Mick, Ann still rides.’ 

I suppose it didn’t surprise me as she was one hell of a lady with a heart of gold and a determination to succeed no matter what obstacle she faced. Luke had looked after Peter and Ann’s ponies from the day I retired to Cyprus until the present day (20 years) and found Ann and Peter to be wonderful clients like I did.


	

THE WINTER ELEMENTS


What I wouldn’t miss, though, after retiring to Cyprus, was working in the rain, wind, or whatever winter elements decided to erupt while halfway through shoeing a horse. The times I had got drenched when nowhere near finished with no shelter when the heavens open. It was not just a matter of getting soaked – the rasp tended to clog up when it got wet. Your hands and tools got slimy and the job seemed to go on forever. 

I can remember a time years ago when Willy Williams worked for me. The day that sticks in my mind was where we had got several calls and it was a dull and cloudy day. We sensed some foul weather was brewing the way the breeze was changing into a cold wind and we hoped we wouldn’t get caught out by it. That day on our round we had two horses booked in which were not on a stable yard. The only call with no stables or shelter. The gateway of the paddock the horses lived in was up to the neck in mud but luckily the gate opening was onto the end of a no through road. The lady who owned the horses had them both tied up to the gate and was waiting on the roadside when we arrived. She had cleaned her horses’ muddy feet and legs ready for us. With no traffic, we didn’t see a problem and at least we had a hard clean surface to work on. We didn’t waste any time and got stuck in, when one of us said, ‘Hope the rain holds off until we have finished, it looks mighty black.’

Well, the rain did hold off! It snowed instead! First a few flurries, which didn’t bother us too much. Before we were halfway through, the few snow flurries had got faster and had turned into a raging blizzard. Plus the wind chill seemed to go down to be minus-blooming-Moscow. The poor woman was so cold she started to shiver. We told her to get in the back of my van and warm herself up next to the gas forge. How we got those two horses shod I will never know. Willy and I looked like snowmen but both horses were as good as gold and seemed quite happy munching on their hay nets, unaffected by how hard it was snowing and how cold it got. 


	

DIFFICULT HORSES


‘He didn’t mean to kick you and he was OK with the last farrier,’ I have this heard countless times, or words to that effect. Bigger alarms bells sounded when some owners would say, ‘I am sure you will get on better without me helping you.’ That could mean the nag is a right bastard to shoe and they were scared to help you and they didn’t want to get hurt. I think I can say most farriers have had something similar said to them. Folk should realise that us farriers talk to each other, not just in the county where we reside but throughout the country. Sometimes from abroad too, the world is small now with just a click of a button.

I would say 95% of my clients wouldn’t have put me in any danger but there were the odd ones who couldn’t care less if the farrier got injured. Some horsey clients think it is the farrier’s job to train their horses, to pick their nags’ feet and more or less school their unruly horses. Some owners never give it a thought that the farrier job is hard enough physically without having to tangle with an unschooled horse. I used to allow an hour to shoe the horse but when the client expected me to school their horse too, it would no doubt make me late for my next appointment. Yes, I agree there are horses on the nervous side or a youngster which needs a little gentle fuss while they are shod for the first time, but I am not talking about them. It’s the plain nasty ones that no one has ever managed to tame and sometimes the behaviour was no better when they were 10-plus years old. The times I have asked for advice off previous farriers about some unruly horse and got told a totally different story from what the client told me. 

It is no good blaming the farrier that the horse is difficult to shoe. It is the owner’s responsibility to train their horses. They need handling daily from the day they are born. Not once every six weeks or so when it is time for the farrier. I have heard several folk over the years say they had waited until I came to pick up a youngster’s feet, especially the hind legs. Well, the owner ought to have been doing that every day so the animal got used to it. Doing it once every six weeks, or in some cases months, the horse gets it into its head trimming and shoeing is mess-about time. I can think of owners over the years who never touched the hind legs as the horse kicked. Some were just left to run wild in a 40-acre field from the day they were born. Then, four years later, the owner decides the horse needs to be broken in to ride. By then, their youngster has got stronger and it’s probably got into its head it is not too keen for any sort of discipline. Horses and ponies can use their strength against a human no matter how strong the human is.
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