




[image: image]






‘Her story is an object lesson to any youngster, rider or not’


Daily Telegraph


‘The text gallops through Funnell’s life story with engaging candour’


Independent


‘The prose zips along . . . and with it all the highs, lows and bits in between that make for the rider’s lot. Not rags to riches, but an inspiration to those who aspire’


Horse & Hound


‘The read of the year . . . by turns inspiring, moving and funny, this book shows that all of Pippa’s triumphs have been earned’


Eventing magazine


‘A highly engaging and deeply revealing account . . . It is an inspirational story, thanks to the frank manner in which Pippa describes the hardship, setbacks and self-doubts which plagued her chosen career . . . The book reveals a well-rounded individual who avoids being self-congratulatory, despite her incredible success’


Irish Field


‘Gripping, dramatic and touching . . . a fascinating insight into what life is really like on the international eventing circuit . . . This is a story of struggle and success and of the horses that made it all possible, told with the gritty determination of a driven individual to become a true national champion . . . This book is interspersed with funny moments, private personal moments and the inevitable lows associated with horses. It will inspire all who read it’


The Scottish Farmer


‘Her achievements on the equestrian scene in the past few years are undeniable. A double European Champion and Badminton winner, she is an authoritative figure on the circuit and an inspiration to young riders’


Waterstone’s Books Quarterly




To Ruth McMullen and Sir Barnaby, without whom none of this would have been possible.
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Prologue


‘As the final part of the treble came down for Zara Phillips, the audience roared and, as she heard this, Pippa, who was standing isolated in the middle of the collecting ring, clapped her hands to her face, weeping with relief. . .


‘Her first words on flopping thankfully into a chair with a glass of champagne in one hand, a Rolex watch in the other – and a quarter of a million American dollars in the bank – were: “I really don’t know how I’ve kept my head through this. So many people have been behind me – my husband William, my mates – and I so wanted to do it for them. . .”


‘A dream finale greeted the record crowd who poured into the last day of the Burghley Horse Trials in the expectation of seeing history in the making. They were not to be disappointed. . .’


[From Horse & Hound, 11 September 2003]


Anyone who watched me in the seconds following my momentous realisation that I had won the Grand Slam of eventing might imagine that an experience like that turns you into a completely different person. But it doesn’t and hasn’t. I now know that the feeling of winning something so crucial lasts only a split second compared to the lifetime of striving for that moment.


I find it hard to explain how the actual moment of winning feels. The most accurate description of that time, on a hot Sunday afternoon at Burghley in 2003, would be a state of shock. I couldn’t take the enormity of it in at all. After shock, comes overwhelming relief and gratitude to my horses. It sounds arrogant, but I felt as though the hopes of the entire sport were resting on my winning the Grand Slam because the possibility of anyone actually doing it had always seemed so remote, yet here I was with it within my grasp, if only I could hold everything together.


I always have something to prove to myself; I don’t get a kick out of winning unless I feel my performance has justified it. I don’t know whether my tendency to over-analyse is a blessing or a curse, but often at the time of winning I am still thinking about what I could have done better, or what needs to be improved before the next competition.


But practicalities set in quickly. In eventing and, I am sure, in other sports, there’s no chance to dwell on the win because you’re always on to the next thing. In this case, it was a flurry of presentations and press conferences, followed by packing the lorry and a 200-mile drive home. The next day I had horses to ride, breeches to wash and a lorry to clean and repack because I was going to be living in it for the next two weeks. I had other competitions to go to which, as far as everyone connected with them were concerned, were just as important as the Grand Slam.


The wonderful thing about success in eventing is the way it radiates out. On the Monday morning after my first Badminton win on Supreme Rock in May 2002, the horse’s owner Emma Pitt was greeted by her newsagent in Fulham excitedly waving a newspaper with our picture in it. And right over in a tiny hamlet in West Cork, Rocky’s breeder, Lindy Nixon-Grey, was in tears of excitement watching on television the horse she knew as a foal winning the world’s biggest event.


Although the Rolex Grand Slam looked like my moment of glory, other people got enormous pleasure and reward from it – owners, trainers, breeders, as well as staff, family and friends – and, at times, that can feel like a huge burden to carry. The flip side is that the same people will be gutted when there’s a disappointment – a mistake made when you’re in the lead, or (and this, for me, is the absolute worst part of my work) having to make that horrible phone call to an owner to tell them their horse is lame. That’s why winning is so special; I always want to win for all those people involved as much as for myself as it makes up for the many low moments.


Never did I think it would be such a long road. When I was in my mid-twenties, and the international career I had set my heart on as a teenager seemed about to go belly-up amid feelings of failure and self-doubt, it was only fear of wasting those years of hard graft, combined with my enormous hunger for that elusive success at the top level, that made me stick with the sport.


I feel strongly that if all this could happen to me, then it’s possible for many others too. For my early life was no different to hundreds of other pony-mad children. I tasted early success and then it all threatened to go horribly wrong – at times it was only the thought of the amount of hard work others had put in that made me determined to keep going.


And, now, I have to reassess my life again. After the Athens Olympics I started to rethink my priorities because of the guilt I feel about how little time I have to give to the important people in my life is causing me sleepless nights. My owners are fantastic. They have all been with me for many years, and I like to think that the whole thing has been rewarding for them, but I know that if they have a complaint it is my lack of communication with them. This has got worse, because at the end of a long day’s riding I have got other things to do, like being a wife. It’s the same for Mum and Dad and my brother Tim – I don’t see them nearly as much as I would like, and it’s getting me down.


Also, after twenty years in the game and a few falls, I am stiff when I wake up in the morning. My body takes longer to recover and I have to be more choosy about which horses I ride. And, after a relatively quiet season in 2004, I realise that I love being at home. I have no plans to close the door on a sport about which I am passionate, but William and I do want to have a family, and I am thinking about how I can use my experiences to help others. For what has happened to me has made me realise that anything is possible in life, if only you can somehow hold on to your dream throughout even the lowest points.
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Early Days
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My dream of becoming a full-time event rider didn’t take shape until I was fourteen and got my first horse, Sir Barnaby, who was to take me further than I’d ever dreamed was possible. By then, I’d been taken to watch at the big events, Badminton and Burghley, and I was in awe of riders like Lucinda Green, Ginny Leng and Mark Todd. When I groomed at events for friends who actually talked to these people, I would be completely mesmerised by the magic of the whole atmosphere of eventing and its camaraderie.


Looking back, though, there were earlier signs of the rider – and the personality – I would become. I was a self-analytical child who was constantly striving to improve. I lived for riding lessons and Pony Club rallies: my favourite class was ‘best rider’, because I would have to concentrate hard on my own performance, and I took it all terribly seriously, keeping a diary of my results at gymkhanas and how my pony had gone.


I also learned very quickly that if you spend time creating a relationship with an animal, it will do many things for you. Even as a small child, I had a strong relationship with my ponies; they weren’t just tools for winning rosettes, I loved being with them. They were my special friends.


In fact, my eventing career began long before I was born, thanks to a horse called Majador, whom my mother, Jenny Brown, acquired when she was a teenager. Much to her father’s horror, her grandmother, who was mad on racing and betting, bought her a locally bred wild two-year-old off the racecourse. Majador (Teddy) was an impossible horse at first, and Mum spent a lot of time on the floor gazing up at him. While she was away in Switzerland for six months, Mum sent Majador to be trained by Ruth McMullen, who taught at the Enfield Chace Pony Club, of which Mum was a member. Mum remembers how Majador was transformed as a result of his time with Ruth. Not only was it the start of a lifelong friendship, it was the foundation of my riding career.


Another great friend of Mum’s was Dinny Nicholls. She later married the well-known show promoter and BBC commentator Raymond Brooks-Ward. Uncle Raymond became my godfather and they provided my first pony when I was just six. But in many ways the most influential friend of Mum’s, as far as my life is concerned, was Margie Coffey, as it was through her that Mum was introduced to my father, George Nolan, when she was working at the British Show Jumping Association. The Coffeys are Dad’s cousins, and Margie’s younger sister Becky was also a great friend of Ruth’s. Becky comes to most events, and having spent so much time with Ruth is a useful pair of eyes on the ground, and many times she has been a shoulder to cry on. She now does all my bills and helps me with all my correspondence. She’s a special character, and is immensely popular with the other riders, too.


That first pony, Pepsi, was a little black hairy thing of about 11.2 hands who had been ridden by Raymond’s sons, the twins Simon and James, and Nick. As we didn’t have stables at home, Mum kept her horse, Smokering, with family friends, the Minchins, about a mile away from our house in East Sussex. Pepsi moved in here too, and every night after school I would go round to see him. Pepsi lived out in a field with a big barn with all the Minchins’ ponies. That first winter seemed terribly cold and, being only small, I struggled hugely in the mud, falling over time and again as I tried to help carry bales of hay. As I attempted, fruitlessly it seemed, to brush Pepsi’s shaggy coat clean of mud, I dreamed of owning a big bay horse who was clipped and wore rugs and bandages and lived in a stable with a deep, clean bed of straw.


My best friend was Ally Minchin – we were at Mark Cross Primary School together – and we had a lot of fun with our ponies as children, hunting with the Eridge and going to Pony Club rallies and lots of gymkhanas. We and our friends would go out riding for hours – we went miles to rallies and meets – because in those days parents were not so worried as they are today.


Pepsi could be awkward, and sometimes took me unawares: I can remember on the way home from one good day’s hunting being so cold that when Pepsi stuck his head down I fell straight out the front door. On another occasion out hunting, when I was with Ally’s mother, Angela, Pepsi refused to go through a stream; Angela got on him to sort him out, at which point he put his head down, the saddle shot forward and Angela ended up in the stream.


Ruth McMullen was responsible for finding my next pony, Flighty, when I was nine. I wasn’t the sort of child who was brought up with the traditional aged Shetland. All my ponies were young (even Pepsi was only about eight) and Flighty, 12.2 hands and not quite four, had only just been broken. He was smashing-looking but naughty; he bucked me off endlessly and once trod on my fingers, but I was quite undaunted and would just get back on again. Every so often Mum would get on him to square him up, but she got bucked off as well. I did every sort of competition with Flighty, who could have been a good show pony if I hadn’t found showing boring – wearing hair-ribbons wasn’t my style at all!


Flighty was kept in the side of a logshed at the Minchins’. This was very exciting: now I had a pony I could keep in during the winter and who wasn’t always going to be covered in mud. It seemed a big step forward. That little logshed was my first stable, and I learned from an early stage that how well you look after your pony has nothing to do with having super facilities – it’s all about horse management, and Flighty never went short of love and care.


Throughout my schooldays, my parents made a lot of sacrifices in terms of both time and money to enable me to have ponies. Every new purchase that made life easier was a milestone; it was a particularly big day, for example, when we got a trailer. I’d longed for ages to have our own transport, and our first show in the trailer was a red-letter day.


I was very tearful when at eleven I grew out of Flighty and he had to be sold; I felt as though half my heart had been ripped away. He was replaced by Jeremy Fisher, who was 13.2 hands and again came from Ruth. Jeremy was a difficult pony and quite sharp, a contrast to Flighty whom I used to have to kick into fences in traditional Pony Club style. When I first got Jeremy I made the mistake of kicking him too, with the result that he would take off flat out.


I learned a lot from riding Jeremy because he used to twist badly over his fences, especially at uprights, and this took quite a bit of sitting and I realised I had to use my eye to place him at the right point of take-off. One day out hunting he twisted so hard that I came off and lost half my front teeth, which had to be capped. This was the beginning of my lifelong terror of the dentist. I hated having injections for fillings and wearing ‘railway tracks’, and the teeth-capping was the start of a phobia about needles and injections that I still suffer from. Blood I can handle – but the sight of a needle makes me go cold.


It was with Jeremy that I got the hang of the idea that it was possible to make a horse nicer to ride. He had a habit of going along with his head up in the air, and I worked hard to improve him. I didn’t necessarily know what I was doing, but I tried. I would get terribly frustrated with him and lose my temper, but it wasn’t long before I realised that getting after him would set him back two weeks; Jeremy taught me a lot about patience. At that stage, Ally had a good pony called Musketeer, who was a fantastic jumper and never refused, and she was winning all the jumping classes we entered. Even though she was my best friend, this would get me down because, by contrast, Jeremy was a difficult pony. But it also gave me the hunger to improve. I kept a show diary, in which I analysed every single performance, keeping a record of the results and making comments about Jeremy’s performances. I wrote things like: ‘Behaved much better and kept his head down for the whole show’; or ‘Jumped well, but got a bit upset in thunderstorm’; or ‘Eliminated at fence 5, got very scared but the band was playing’.


We have always been a really close family and in the winter, when there weren’t shows, we would have Sunday lunches together, something which is almost unheard of today as we always seem too busy. But, looking back, I now realise that an awful lot of our family weekends revolved around what I wanted to do, which was to go to competitions with my ponies. This was hard on Dad and my brother Tim, who regularly found themselves abandoned at weekends.


Tim, who is two years older than me, gave up riding early on; the Eridge branch of the Pony Club, to which we belonged, disapproved of tetrathlon for some reason and, as this would have been the only thing that would have kept my sports-loving brother riding, he packed it in. I adored Tim, but I suppose I was an annoying little sister and we did fight as children: he would pull me along by my hair. Still, when he went away to prep school at Marlborough House, I was devastated.


My father was totally unhorsey; his sports were ocean racing, including the Fastnet Race and many cross-Channel contests, and rugby: he played for London Irish and later on Beckenham and Crowborough. It was many years before he realised he would have to find a role within eventing if he was ever to see the female members of his family, but once I had moved away to work and competitions were the only places he could see me, he took up commentating. He started off at Mum’s horse trials and did it so well that it snowballed from there.


Dad has always been a lot of fun as a father – he is a great one for telling stories and jokes, and could keep my friends amused for hours – but I also respected him hugely. Whenever I had an argument with Mum – and I was prone to tantrums, especially about things like having to wear a skirt – I’d stomp upstairs in a temper and fling the window open, then hide under the bed, hoping it looked as though I’d jumped out. I was always packing my bags and threatening to leave the house, but Mum would bring me up short by saying, ‘Wait until your father gets home.’ That would stop me.


We weren’t a family that went on loads of holidays – in fact, the first time I went abroad was on a junior eventing team – but I do remember fabulous times in Cornwall with the Brooks-Wards, who had a house near St Just-in-Roseland. Tim was mad keen on fishing and, inspired by Dad’s love of sailing, loved the water. I have often thought that if I hadn’t chosen a life with horses, I might have done something on the water. It has the same buzz and element of uncertainty.


Mum and I have always had a lot in common. My October birthday usually fell during the Horse of the Year show at Wembley and, because Mum worked there every year, it was my treat to stay with my grandparents Annie and Billy, whom I adored, and go to the show. (Dad’s parents were a bit older and his father died when I was very young, so we didn’t know him quite so well.) Even when I was little, I remember watching Ruth in the show hunter classes and being hugely impressed and inspired because she was so evidently at the top of her game. She always seemed to win. Without really understanding what I was watching, I now realise that I was influenced by her methods from an early stage.


After Mum left the BSJA she worked at the South of England Showground at Ardingly – the horse trials she runs there has now celebrated its thirtieth anniversary – and at half-term I used to help her lay out the rosettes for the big annual show.


Mum and I still have an amazing relationship; we can really laugh, sometimes crying with it. She is the sort of person who will get into a major panic over little things like losing her car keys, but when a serious drama looms she deals with it better than anyone. Mum never forced me to ride or look after my ponies; I just loved doing it. But from my earliest years she instilled in me the importance of a smart turnout – she was always immaculate herself when she went hunting – and I took great pride in cleaning my tack as well as grooming my ponies.


When I was still a small child, Mum had a serious riding accident which affected me deeply. She broke her back badly in a hunting fall: she jumped a gate which hadn’t been shut properly and, as it swung open, her horse hit the top. I remember going with Dad and Tim to visit her in hospital and being quite disturbed by the whole experience. Mum’s accident didn’t put me off riding, but it was a traumatic time and I became rather clingy.


As Dad was working, he couldn’t cope with looking after Tim and me as well, so we stayed with the Minchins and with Annie and Billy. But although I loved my grandparents and was quite at home with the Minchins, this episode had the longer-term effect of turning me into a kid who loathed staying away from home. So when I was ten and went to Wadhurst College it was as a day girl, which suited me perfectly – not only because I didn’t want to board, being still unhappy about leaving home after Mum’s fall – but because it meant I could carry on riding.


Though I didn’t much enjoy the academic side of school, I loved sport. I was mad on lacrosse and played for the county as captain of the Sussex team. It was a big thing for the school to have someone in the county side and the sense of achievement this gave me whetted my appetite for more.


I wasn’t too bad at exams because luckily I’m the sort of person who can read through things and memorise them – two weeks later I wouldn’t remember a thing, of course – but I still didn’t enjoy the classes. I was probably mildly naughty, and would be the one to think up the tricks, but get someone else to do them because I have always been nervous of real trouble and tended to bottle out of anything really daring. The sort of things I got told off for were bad deportment, squidging the heels of my shoes and thinking it trendy to have my fingers poking through the holes in my jumper.


I have never been gifted with languages – I was useless at Latin and German and certainly no good at French. On the day of my French O-level oral exam I was up in a loft smoking with some mates. When the cleaners turned up underneath us, we didn’t dare come out of the loft and had to miss the exam. Needless to say, I failed.


I had a great bunch of friends at school, but Ally was still my best buddy, and so I was distraught when her father went to work in Kuwait and she was sent to boarding school; it was the first time we had been split up. I never minded getting up early before school so I took on looking after Musky for her and would ride him before school with Jeremy, riding one and leading the other, to get him fit for Ally for the holidays.


I particularly loved the Easter holidays because of the hunter trials and the hunting, and I would be gutted if anything was cancelled because of bad weather. When that happened, we would take the ponies down to the beach at Camber Sands and jump the breakwaters, blissfully unaware that there were massive pools underneath.


In the holidays there were occasional trips to Ruth’s yard in Norfolk, which was then a very long journey. Once my friend Sophie Howgego and I spent a week there. Another time at Ruth’s I met Charlotte Hollingsworth (now Bathe) who was to become a great friend. I always had a lot of fun at Ruth’s and would long for my next visit.


When I was fourteen, I started to grow out of Jeremy and Mum became concerned as to where my first horse was going to come from – obviously a horse costs more, and eats more, than a pony. But Ruth was on the case; she had a five-year-old of 16.1 hands called Sir Barnaby, who had just started eventing with her head girl Kerrie Daykin, and Ruth thought that he would be a suitable step up from Jeremy for me. So – taking Jeremy, who was bound for a new home in Norfolk – I went to meet Barnaby at Dick Stillwell’s, a well-known trainer of top show jumping and eventing riders, where Kerrie was on a course. I had a preconceived idea that Barnaby was steel grey and I was so excited about this new horse that I rushed off down a row of stables to find him. But it was winter and dark and I couldn’t work out which horse he was; when Ruth pointed out this dark roan to me, I thought he seemed absolutely enormous and was rather nervous about the jump in size. Jeremy, Barnaby and I then went back in the lorry to Ruth’s, from where my pony could go on to his new owners. Next day I had to say goodbye to him and, inevitably, there were tears. Barnaby, meanwhile, was tied up ready for a lesson and when Jeremy had gone I turned around to find him standing up on his hind legs looking for his friend. I was horrified and couldn’t think how I would manage this great big horse. All I wanted was my pony back.


A few days later I took Barnaby home. That Christmas he was clipped, and I remember thinking that finally my dream had been realised: I’d got my clipped dark horse. Easily the best Christmas present was a day rug with red binding and a matching surcingle.


More then ever now I was aware how many sacrifices my parents were making so that I could ride competitively. There were rows, many of them sparked off by Dad and Tim being left at home while Mum and I went to competitions. I used to block my ears against the arguments; but I did have a sense of guilt and knew that my hunger to succeed was making me selfish. The same feeling often strikes me still.


During my first winter with Barnaby I jumped him at Ardingly, which was when I first spotted William Funnell. He had already left school, being two-and-a-half years older than me, which at the time seemed quite an age gap; but, having just started to take more of an interest in boys, I used to go home and dream about him. That didn’t last for long, though!


It was at this time that I really got into eventing – I had read Lucinda Green’s biography Up, Up and Away, which totally inspired me – and now the dream was starting to take shape. Previously, I hadn’t focused on which discipline I wanted to go into; it could easily have been show jumping up until then.


Although I’d now decided what I wanted to do, life was still manic because by this point I was school games captain, often playing matches at weekends; and I’d also discovered boys and parties. So I had a lot to fit into my life. I rode before school, going for a quick hack around the block the moment it was light enough. Then Barnaby would be turned out, Mum would arrange for him to be caught in the afternoon and I’d sort him out for the night when I got home from school.


Barnaby was now living opposite us, with Fenella Fawcus’s parents. Fenella had four horses, and I was hugely in awe of her; she’d ridden on the junior eventing team and I couldn’t believe that we had someone who had ridden for Britain as a neighbour. Clea Hoeg, now married to Vere Phillipps, was working there then, which is how we first met.


Getting to know Barnaby seemed an uphill task at times. His propensity to shy terrified me on the roads; we lived on a commuters’ rat-run to the station and I would be hacking out at just the wrong time of the morning. One day he spooked at a milk crate and went into a car. This scared me, but it also made me realise that I couldn’t just sit on him and do nothing: I had to confront the issue. Barnaby also had a serious buck, but Jeremy and Flighty and the hunting had taught me to stick on and I didn’t come off him as often as people expected me to.


I was on all the Pony Club teams with Barnaby, which is how I first came across William Fox-Pitt, who was a member of the West Street branch and therefore in the same area. I remember him riding big horses and looking gangly still in his jodhpur boots, as we all were. Making the transition to long black boots was a milestone for everyone – and not just for the sake of looks. The first time I wore them Barnaby jumped sideways into the water and I caught them on a nail on a post, ripping a pair of boots that Mum had owned for years. She was upset, but without the boots my leg would have been a mess.


I remember the summer of 1984 for being a particularly happy time. I was fifteen and we had lots of great family friends, all with children of mine and Tim’s ages. It was this year that I met my first serious boyfriend, Paul Bartlett, who also evented, at the annual summer holiday tennis tournament, where my partner was Mark Pougatch, who now works on Radio Five Live and has remained a close friend since.


Tim left school that summer and went travelling, working on a big ship going around the world. Even though we still argued like cat and dog, I was distraught at the thought of not seeing him for a whole year. I passed eight O-levels, though not with particularly good grades – and then the arguments started at home. Dad was adamant that I should stay on at school and take A-levels; he thought the horses were just a phase and that if I left now I’d regret it later on. I was miserable because my friends had left to go to sixth-form colleges or to do various courses and if I did go back it wouldn’t be the same; I was also obsessed with the idea of leaving school and going to Ruth’s to train, because I was absolutely convinced that I wanted a life with horses. I was very pig-headed and, beginning my lower sixth year against my will, even devised ways I might be able to get myself expelled. I also spent a lot of time thinking up examples of people who had been to university and then ended up in dead-end jobs. And I delighted in pointing out that the career-aptitude test I took concluded that I should be a bus conductor! Looking back, I can, of course, see my father’s point and I think I’d feel the same about my child now, but at the time I was immovable.


Poor Mum didn’t know which way to turn. She had to support Dad, but I think part of her would have been happy for me to opt for a life with horses there and then. Eventually a compromise was reached: I agreed that after one season with Ruth I would do a secretarial course so that I had something I could fall back on. On this condition I would be allowed to leave school at the end of the spring term in the lower sixth. I couldn’t wait.


When I was sixteen I started affiliated eventing. My first outing, in the spring of 1985, was a novice class at Crookham and, amazingly, I won, with a double clear despite a poor dressage. I remember beating a couple of quite famous names in the section and it completely inspired me. One of the special things about our sport is that, with young horses being brought on all the time, even at grass-roots level you can compete against the top people – there are probably young people who get a serious buzz from beating me now, and it gives them incentive and hope.


My next competion with Barnaby was the horse trials at Brigstock, where Mum took me with all my kit, and from there I went on with Ruth to Norfolk to start my new, grown-up, working life.
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Hard Work to Build the Foundations
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I was in for something of a shock at the start of my Norfolk life. By this stage I liked to think that I understood horses. I’d ridden a few for other people and had had good results on Barnaby and, though I certainly wasn’t over-confident I couldn’t believe it when Ruth wouldn’t let me out of a walk for two weeks. I had an impending junior trial in which I had to enter the dressage arena in canter and then halt – quite a big deal – and the prospect of being so (as I thought) unprepared reduced me to tears.


But this is when it hit home that if the foundations aren’t laid correctly, you can’t build the house. In other words, if the basics aren’t there in riding, everything that happens subsequently is built on a false premise. Ruth’s insistence on getting the basics right, especially balance and straightness – we spent hours riding on the lunge without stirrups – instilled in me the realisation that this was how it would have to be with every horse for the rest of my life. I imagine it’s the same with any sport – after all, with tennis or golf everything goes back to the correct swing or grip.


I was in tears after every lesson for the first few weeks at Ruth’s. I would hide it from the others, of course, but I was so demoralised. In fact, the whole thing was much harder going than I had expected after the fun of my brief visits in the past. We worked twelve-hour days, from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. – at least. I missed the laughs I had had with Charlotte Hollingsworth and that crowd, who had moved on. It was a long, hard winter, so everyone was not the happiest and there was a lot of bickering. My abiding memory was of being tired, hungry and freezing.


We lived in a massive old house called Little Palgrave Hall near Swaffham in west Norfolk, which Ruth rented from Peter and Valerie Mason. It stood on a hill and was one of the coldest houses I’ve ever been in. The only forms of heating were the Aga and the fire, if we had time to light it. There never seemed to be enough hot water and the bedrooms were so massive they could have fitted ten beds. On top of that, I had been used to Mum’s excellent food, and here it wasn’t the same.


The stables were laid out quite randomly. There were five lovely old-fashioned indoor stables and a yard of four boxes, all the others were dotted around and in the middle of everything there was a little sand-school for lungeing. This was a nightmare because it would get very wet and deep, and the giant wheelbarrows which we used had to be dragged through it. Mucking out was hard work and the muck-heap seemed miles away, so we would try to get as much as we could into the barrows on each trip. It was back-breaking. And because we were on a big arable farm, there was a rat problem. We would talk at the tops of our voices and clap and bang the bins to try to scare them off, but I was still terrified of going out in the pitch-black early mornings.


As the newest there, I struggled. I didn’t always understand what Ruth was going on about and I felt I was going backwards. My dressage was horrendous, and when we competed Barnaby and I were consistently last in that phase. I’d get loads of noughts because he would buck and be so naughty that the movement wouldn’t happen. But because he was so consistent in getting fast, clear cross-country rounds and would go clear in the show jumping, he was always placed overall. So, though I was often deflated and demoralised after the dressage, I always finished an event with a smile on my face.


I looked forward desperately to the events – not just because I so badly wanted to succeed, but because I’d see Mum and Dad, and often my grandmother Annie. And, most importantly, they would bring me food!


If those times felt hard for me, they weren’t easy on Barnaby either. I had another horse to ride, Harvest Sunshine at novice level, who belonged to Anne Brickell, whose son Scott now helps build the course at Burghley; but as Barnaby was the only horse I was eventing properly, I probably ran him every weekend. Nowadays my older horses run a maximum of six times a season, whereas poor Barnaby did about eighteen that year!


When I applied to be part of the junior (under-eighteen) system I was invited on a training course with Gill Watson, who is still trainer to the juniors and young riders and to whom many of us owe such a good start to our careers. I was so excited – I really thought I’d arrived. Gill was based at Tony Cuthbert’s stud at Aston Rowant in Oxfordshire, where Gary Parsonage was then her head lad. The others on the course were Georgina Anstee, Sally Bateson, Rowland Lloyd-Thomas, Jason Verey – and Polly Lyon (now Williamson), of whom I was in awe because she was trained by Rachel Baylis. Rachel had just won the European Championships on Mystic Minstrel and was a big heroine of mine. We were put up in a B&B, and I had to share a big double bed with Polly. Thankfully we got on very well.


I think I probably got on the course because Ruth knew Colonel Allfrey, the chairman of selectors, and because I’d done well at Pony Club level, but Barnaby went so badly that Gill must have wondered what she’d got – we still laugh about it now. The jumping was fine but the dressage was a nightmare. I was definitely the weakest link on that course, but I loved it and I enjoyed meeting people with similar ambitions. Although I hadn’t made a team at that stage, I felt part of something and it inspired me even more to get selected to ride for Britain.


My first three-day event, the junior national championships at Windsor, was a big milestone. I was very excited and couldn’t believe I was finally doing a three-day event; Windsor was like a Badminton for juniors. I thought the course was the biggest thing I’d ever seen and I hadn’t a clue what I was meant to be doing each day but, luckily, Ruth’s head girl Kerrie Daykin was riding Becky Coffey’s horse Mr Jackpot that year and she helped me with the roads and tracks and steeplechase. We weren’t stabled on site then – nowadays it is a rule at a three-day event – so we had to box up every day from Windsor Forest stud where all the competitors were stabled.


We went clear across country, but afterwards discovered that Barnaby had hit his stifle; we iced it, but I didn’t realise that I should have trotted him up that night and the next morning he was very stiff. In my ignorance, I continued with the idea of presenting him at the final inspection, even though I could see he would probably fail. But just as I was about to trot him up, a team of carriage horses came past and he was so lit up that he stormed up in front of the judges and sailed through the inspection.


I finished eighth; but although I was of course elated at being placed, I was frustrated by our poor dressage score. I didn’t enjoy that phase at all then, and nor did Barnaby; he would look quite pretty, but I didn’t know how to get him engaged and the moment there was any sort of distraction, he would misbehave.


I was longlisted for the junior national team that year because Barnaby had been placed so often, but his dressage wasn’t good enough to make the team and, after he blew up in front of the selectors at the final trial at Dauntsey, I didn’t even get an individual slot. This was terribly disappointing because 1985 was a home European championships, at Rotherfield Park, at which Britain, as host nation, was allowed twelve riders instead of six.


However, this did mean I could go to the Pony Club Championships instead, and there Barnaby excelled himself in the dressage. We finished second individually behind Tina Reeve, and the Eridge team was third. My team-mates were Guy Cosgrove, Debbie Cox and Victoria King, who also had her horses at Ruth’s.


The other major event I did that summer was the British Novice Championships at Locko Park, where we finished eleventh on a not very good dressage mark. There were some classy horses in this competition: Lucy Thomson won on Red Gold, Ian Stark was second on Glenburnie, Jane Thelwall (now Wallace) was third on King’s Jester and Mary Thomson (now King) was eighth on King Boris. A really special moment was when Lucinda Green came up to me and said: ‘What a nice little horse.’ I couldn’t believe that my heroine had spoken to me in real life! Remembering it now reminds me to make the effort to talk to younger riders, because I know just how it felt to be over-awed.


At the end of the season I had to fulfil my promise to Mum and Dad and go home to do my secretarial course in London. Although I loathed the course, I had to admit that my first year at Ruth’s had been tougher than I expected, and I was ready for a break. I was longing for a taste of London life as well, so I would stay up there a couple of nights a week with various friends, one of them being Tetta Neville. She has a wicked sense of humour and we had a lot of fun.


On the other nights I had to go home, frantically revising my Pitman script on the train, because I was trying to earn some money by working four nights a week as a waitress in a pub called The Vine at Cowsley Wood. The Vine insisted that we served the vegetables by silver service, and many sprouts went flying during my time there. We also had to wheel out the sweet trolley, and you had to memorise what all the wretched puddings were called. One evening when it was very busy, I pushed the trolley too close to a table and a whole load of creamy trifle went down the back of a man’s jacket. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him and rushed into the kitchen crying with laughter, pleading to be a washer-up instead. I realised then that I was not cut out for a catering career. I also realised that, much as I was loving London and seeing my friends, I wanted to stay in the countryside and work outside.


We had a fantastic family Christmas, as always, thanks to Mum and Annie who put on a wonderful spread, and after that I found I was really looking forward to getting back to Ruth’s and the horses.


That second year in Norfolk, 1986, was altogether much happier. I had new horses to compete: a mare called Shanlaragh (Tilly) owned by Annabel Adams, an old friend who was starting at Norwich University; and, though Paul Bartlett and I had split up by this stage because of the distance between us, we remained friends and he sent me his horse Airborne, a 17.1 hands eventer with lovely paces who had already gained novice points. I also got my first sponsorship, through Uncle Raymond, with Modern Alarms, who gave me a lump sum of money. Coincidentally, their colours were yellow and black, the same as my Pony Club colours, and I have worn them ever since. And Ruth had a new head girl, Gill Hardacre, who had ridden on a junior team some years before; not only was she a lovely person, she was also the most fantastic cook, which meant we now got decent meals in the evenings.


So things were looking up; and they got even better when the boys arrived: Ben Case, Guy Cosgrove and Richard Aldous. We had a tradition that when anyone new started work they had to be chucked into a smelly old water tank; they also had to be tied to an old trolley called Jemima Trolley, no matter what the weather. When Richard arrived, we kindly stripped him of all his clothes and left him tied to Jemima in the middle of the garden.


Ruth had a wonderful old wooden Oakley lorry which she used to tow a caravan in which we all slept when we stayed over at events – often about four or five of us crammed in together. The caravan was Ruth’s pride and joy, but to the rest of us – for that very reason – it was the subject of much mirth. One very windy day it became detached from her car and ended up upside down in a field with all the contents flying around inside it. Ruth was distraught, but we found it hilarious. On another occasion it simply got left behind – I remember going outside after the rest had left for an event and seeing it sitting in the yard with all the vital stuff in it.


Two caravans were lost in two years. We were driving through Brandon when Ruth stopped to go around some cars in the middle of the village and I was woken up by a bang. Ruth never usually swore, but she did on this occasion, exclaiming: ‘A bloody lorry’s gone into the back of me!’ I got out to discover that the caravan hadn’t just got hit, it had concertina-ed into nothing.


Ruth lived in the house with us and I don’t know how she coped, because she tends to go to bed at about eight in the evening and gets up at 4 a.m. We used to have some rowdy nights with a few drinks and when she went off teaching early in the morning we’d have a lie-in. Once she came back earlier than we expected; luckily someone spotted her coming down the drive (we were only just getting up at this stage) and we had to climb out of the sitting-room window and run around the back to the stables so we could pretend we’d been up for hours.


We used to go down to the local pub called The Ostrich, where Friday nights were packed out and we met loads of Norfolk people. The school holidays were good fun too, bringing Sasha Skinner and Victoria King to come up and stay because they were doing junior trials. Sasha’s mother Judy later gave me a horse to ride.


Ben had a rather tame relationship with Victoria King; one night we’d had a party and Ruth came up to me the next morning in a real state because she’d found a dress at the bottom of Ben’s bed. Eventually I had to admit to her that we’d all swapped clothes and had dressed Ben up as a girl. In fact, it was my dress!


I had a brief romance with Richard, but we argued like mad, and when he threw a pitchfork at me I went right off the idea of having a relationship with someone I worked with. But it was all fairly light-hearted and Ben and Richard were more like brothers to us girls.


I now had two horses with which to try for the junior team. Airborne was ninth at Windsor and Barnaby went to Punchestown in Ireland for an unofficial team competition. This was my first time ever out of England – apart from a day trip to Boulogne when I was tiny – and it took for ever. We drove from Norfolk in the lorry with the caravan on the back and it took about five hours to get across Wales. When we got to Holyhead it was so windy and wet that we couldn’t sail; so we stayed in some awful stables nearby with horribly dusty straw bedding. I stayed in a B&B and poor Mum slept in Ruth’s lorry. It was a nightmare.


I don’t know whether it was the dusty stables or the drawn-out journey, but Barnaby was not himself at Punchestown. At the last steeplechase fence he fell and just lay there. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before and I felt so guilty I didn’t run him across country – thereby earning me a huge telling-off from the selectors because I was part of a team. I was made to feel dreadful and that I’d let everyone down. It couldn’t have been a worse first experience of going abroad, and the journey home felt very long indeed.


However, despite this disaster, I still got chosen for my first British team, alongside Simon Haslem, Polly Martin (later Phillipps) and Sue Cope, to contest the Junior European Championships at Walldorf in Germany. Because the championships were being held in Germany, a nation that specialises in that phase, the selectors reckoned that good dressage would be needed and Airborne got the nod. I couldn’t believe that they chose Airborne, who had such limited form and was still a novice in points, whereas Barnaby had never had a single cross-country fault, apart from his fall in Punchestown, and was well into advanced points.


I don’t remember an awful lot about the trip to Germany, except that we got loads of team goodies, which seemed a huge bonus. But I do remember the cross-country course that confronted us at Walldorf: to my horror, it was set in woods and was very winding, and the first thing that came into my head was: ‘Why on earth didn’t I have Barnaby?’ Bob Baskerville, our team vet, reported in Horse & Hound that ‘handy ponies excelled in this very twisty course’.


Even though it was my first time on a team, I was chosen to be the fourth and last member to run, a position which often carries extra pressure if something has gone wrong for one of the earlier riders. We knew that Simon Haslem’s horse had strained a ligament and wouldn’t be able to jump next day, so the pressure was very much on me to get round, because you have to have three members complete the competition or else the team is eliminated. My instructions were to go ‘fast and clear’. Bob wrote: ‘Pippa Nolan faced a difficult task on the big and long-striding Airborne; riding him must have been like navigating the Serpentine in an oil tanker without running down the ducks. She achieved a skilful clear, but with time faults.’


The Germans, always strong in dressage, won team gold and we got bronze, while Polly won the individual silver on Krugerrand. Sue finished eighth and I was nineteenth. I felt very proud to be representing Britain and to get my first medal, and the whole experience was, in contrast to Punchestown, a great thrill.


In October I took Barnaby to Chatsworth for my first senior three-day event. You had to be eighteen to compete at this level and my birthday fell on the Saturday, cross-country day, which caused a bit of a hoo-hah because of course I was only seventeen when the competition started. In the end I was allowed to run.


Chatsworth, a big, three-star course, felt like a serious test; but I had a fantastic ride, and with a clear round in the show jumping as well, we finished fifth; Anne-Marie Taylor won the event on Bolebec Miler. But the excitement of my best ever result so far was somewhat spoiled because I couldn’t understand why Mum had disappeared on the Saturday night, my eighteenth birthday, and didn’t come back to watch me in the show jumping. Dad and Tim had given me the excuse that she had to go back to work urgently, but after the competition was over and we were back at the lorry Dad broke the news to me that Annie had died suddenly, collapsing with a heart attack. For the first time in my life I felt a real loss. Tim and I had been really close to our grandmother; Annie had been very supportive and helped in so many ways through my teens, both financially and simply by constantly being encouraging, and I felt particularly sad as I hadn’t seen so much of her since moving to Norfolk. So, while Chatsworth was obviously a fantastic end to the riding season, in our family life it was a very sad time.


After taking a month off over Christmas, I went back to Norfolk for the 1987 season, my first in young riders (under twenty-one category). This year I had plenty of horses to ride: Gill wasn’t that keen on breaking youngsters and, as I was rather a toughie and didn’t mind getting bucked off, I did much of the breaking. We had Bell Boy, Metronome and Heron’s Flight, all bred by Ruth out of her mares and sired by Home Boy, plus Better Judgement and Cartoon, who was known as Leggy because he was so tall and long-legged. His owners and breeders, the Rawsons, were friends of Mum and Dad’s and their daughters Debbie and Juliet were friends of mine. So I was riding up to eight or ten horses a day, all different types.


Some of these horses belonged to owners who are still with me today; in fact, many of my owners stem from those Norfolk days. Susie Cranston sent a pony for schooling and her daughter Sophie came for lessons; Susie was later to become one of my key owners with Cornerman. Richard and Sarah Jewson, whose children were taught by Ruth, were the first owners for whom I rode professionally – and the first horse I rode for them got the relationship off to a great start. He was a little cheap and cheerful horse called Wallis, who had a deformed eye and looked a runt but was a lovely mover and a good jumper.


That year Justine Ryder (later Ward) came to work at Ruth’s as an extra pair of hands; she became a really good friend, although at first our relationship was rather stormy and we argued a lot. Justine soon started going out with Charlie Ward, a local farmer, and Gill had meanwhile struck up a relationship with Jeremy Mason, whose parents owned Palgrave Hall. My own social life had improved too, as not only did I have a car – a brown Mini handed down from Tim – but I had started going out with Ben Case’s elder brother Adam, whom I had met when seated next to him at the Brooks-Ward twins’ twenty-first birthday party. Adam, who rode in point-to-points, was at the Royal Agricultural College at Cirencester, which meant we went for weeks without seeing each other, but I met some great people through him. Norfolk is sometimes thought of as a cliquey county where it’s difficult to get to know people, but as Adam and Ben had always lived there, I didn’t have that problem. Wally Wales, Adam’s best mate, is still a good friend; when he later married Clare Gribbon I was a bridesmaid, and I am now godmother to their son Harry. Suddenly I started to have a really fantastic time; I felt a part of Norfolk life rather than an outsider, and began to feel genuinely happy there.


Ruth was very long-suffering, although I’m not sure that she ever realised some of the things we got up to. She had a bit of a thing about curfew and there were fixed times by which we were supposed to be in: as I was older than Justine, I was allowed to be out an hour later. One night Adam had asked me to a smart dance and Justine had been asked to another party with Charlie, but as there was an event the next day we didn’t dare ask Ruth about going out. So I scrumpled my evening dress up in a plastic bag and slipped out to meet Adam, while Justine crept off to Charlie’s, from where I’d arranged to pick her up at five the next morning. The trouble was that when the time came, I couldn’t wake her – eventually I was throwing stones at the window and shrieking because I was so scared that Ruth would be up by the time we got back. In fact, by then the house lights were on, so we thought we’d just have to get straight on with getting the horses ready as though we’d never been away. The only snag was that we were an hour too early. So when we walked into the house – only to bump straight into Ruth – I made up a story about being so worried about oversleeping that I’d got up early. I still don’t know if she knows what happened.


Ruth would be horrified to think that we were scared of her, and we weren’t really because she rarely got cross, but we had so much respect for her that we didn’t want to upset her. At the same time, though, I knew I wanted a social life.


I had daily lessons with Ruth on her young horses; in fact by this stage I was doing more riding than Gill, who had become engaged to Jeremy, so her priorities changed. She was very much in love and looking forward to her next life and, as a result, I was riding all hours and sometimes felt exhausted. We had a blacksmith called David Fuller who sometimes didn’t turn up until about five in the afternoon and I can remember Justine and I sitting in the corner of the shoeing box until 11 p.m., feeling absolutely shattered and thinking: ‘Why do we do all these hours?’ But as much as we questioned it among ourselves, we loved what we were doing and I felt completely driven. I had a huge respect for Ruth; she is an amazing lady who would help anyone. She never said no, which is why we had so many horses to do. But despite the long hours, we felt privileged to be working for her. I also felt that I was getting somewhere with my riding; every different horse was a bonus, giving me a bit more experience. I felt I was creating personal relationships with all these horses and spent as much time as I could with the younger ones. Ruth got cross when I taught Metronome to wave a front leg for a Polo because he started to hang this leg limply in the air at inconvenient times, such as in showing classes and at vet’s inspections.


Ruth has always had a true connection with all of her horses, and a wonderful quiet manner, and I knew I wanted to emulate this. At last her teaching seemed to be sinking in and I felt that I was now understanding how to feel what was going on underneath me when I rode. I was fascinated watching Ruth ride during lessons. By now she was older and bounced around more in the saddle, and I would think: ‘She’s doing everything she tells me not to do, yet the horse has switched into another gear and is going quite beautifully.’ Ruth could get a tune out of every horse she sat on, and eventually I realised that it was because of her balance: she never interfered with them and so they always went in wonderful lightness and self-carriage. More than anything else it was that – watching Ruth riding and achieving an instant rapport with the horse – which inspired me.
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