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Preface


From D.H. Lawrence’s horse Aaron, whose hide was posthu­mously recycled as a duffel bag, to Zippy Chippy, fabled American loser who became a national celebrity, each of the horses featured in this book has a claim to fame.


Some – among them Black Beauty, Bucephalas, Champion the Wonder Horse, Phar Lap, Mister Ed, Rocinante – are permanent residents of the equine pantheon.


Others have to settle for notoriety: horses such as Rossa Prince and Mister Chippendale, point-to-pointers who have the unusual distinction of failing to win a walkover.


It has been estimated that the horse population of the world is around 75 million, and there must be nearly the same number of books on equestrian matters. The reason for adding the current volume to the already groaning bookshelf is simple: to celebrate horses who for whatever reason have made themselves famous.


We salute famous winning racehorses and famous losing racehorses; mythical horses and military horses; literary and historical horses; operatic, television and movie horses.


A word of warning. This is not a reference book, and there is nothing remotely systematic or comprehensive about which horses have been granted inclusion and which horses have not. The sole criterion is personal choice – no more, no less. Thus the pages that follow contain a good deal of material on horse racing but little about showjumping and nothing at all about polo or hunting. And you will have to go elsewhere for volumes about horse breeds, or horse-pulled carriages, or horse colours, or the evolution of the horse – fascinating as those subjects are.


Cross-references within the book are signalled with bold type and small capitals, thus: Arkle.




Let Us Now Praise Famous Horses


I fell under the spell of horses early in life. From a very young age I was captivated by their appearance, their movement, their sound, their texture and their smell. Family lore insists that I have been devoted to horses since my first visit to a racecourse – the now defunct track at Lewes – when six months old. My father was a very keen racegoer, and holidays tended to be planned around the racing fixtures in the West Country, at places like Buckfastleigh (also defunct) or Newton Abbot.


When I was eleven, I started riding at the local stables, where I met the love of my life.


Dumpling was a barrel-like bay pony straight out of Thelwell, with four white socks and a large white blaze down her face – the same markings which years later would make Shergar so instantly recognisable. My beloved Dumpling did not possess Shergar’s exceptional cruising speed, though she had enough competitive spirit to win us two runner-up rosettes in the Enfield Chace Pony Club Gymkhana in 1965.


Having outgrown Dumpling, I landed another runner-up rosette the following year on a black pony named Cinders – though to this day I am convinced that we would have won the Apple-Bobbing had a rival not bobbed my apple, rather than his own.


I graduated from ponies to full-size horses and struck up a good relationship with a hog-maned cob named Paddy, a horse with a keener sense of horsy humour than any I have encountered. When out on a ride, he would wait until my attention was elsewhere then drop a shoulder, and I would tumble out the side door. He never ran off, and I just got back into the saddle.


There was nothing malicious about The Cob (as he was known in the stables). Tipping me off was simply part of the game.


I cut my racing teeth on the hill at Alexandra Park, which offered the best free view in London. My father and I would mainly go to evening meetings at the course known as ‘The Frying Pan’ on account of its eccentric configuration, and once we had found a suitable vantage point Dad would scurry down through the hole in the fence to the betting ring, then nip back up the hill to where his son was working his way through Spam sandwiches and Tizer.


I started to experience the pleasure of following individual horses, and both in my imagination and on the racecourse, Arkle was in a category all of his own. For once, the word ‘awesome’ was inadequate.


I had watched him on television and had assiduously kept cuttings of his exploits since I first became aware of this steeplechasing phenomenon from Ireland. Seeing him in the flesh – just the once, in the King George VI Chase at Kempton Park in December 1965 – was unforgettable. Arkle was not classically beautiful, but he had around him a real aura, while on top of that arched head carriage sat the most remarkable pair of equine ears you would ever see. Long and expressive, they seemed to have a life of their own as they scanned the crowd, checking that everyone was looking at him.


More recently I have loved visiting the equine elderly, retired horses (often but not always former racehorses) turned out in a field, and – ideally – covered in mud.


It was in this happy condition that I discovered Flyingbolt (in handicapping terms almost the equal of Arkle) sharing a field with Cheltenham Gold Cup winner Fort Leney; dual Champion Hurdler winner Sea Pigeon; and many Grand National winners.


Arkle and Dumpling aside, my all-time favourite horse was Credo’s Daughter, owned by actors James Bolam and Susan Jameson – and like Sam Kydd in a 1960s British film, not the star but still an indispensable member of the cast.


That ubiquity was part of her appeal. I never won serious money on her, and she never won a major race, but there was something hugely appealing about her: small and compact, always beautifully turned out by trainer Syd Woodman from his tiny yard in West Sussex, towards the finish of a race she would be plugging on when most of her rivals had thrown in the towel. In a wonderful sequence of five races in autumn 1975 she finished runner-up in the Mackeson Gold Cup, dead-heated for fourth place in the Hennessy Gold Cup, ran second in the Massey Ferguson Gold Cup and fourth in the SGB Chase – and then won at Kempton Park and was retired. As a broodmare she produced many good horses, notably the top-class hurdler King Credo.


Credo’s Daughter and I lost touch in the years after her retirement from the track, but then I heard of her whereabouts – and a couple of phone calls later, I was with her in an Oxfordshire field. She was in her mid-twenties, dip-backed with age and distinctly rickety, but that brightness in her eye had not dimmed.


It was a one-sided conversation. She offered no special welcome, and try as I might, I could not persuade her to prick her ears for a photo. After a few minutes it was clear that my audience was over. She wandered off to graze with her chums, leaving me to mull over the old question: why is the relationship between horse and human so special?


In a way, the mare’s indifference to me that day was part of her appeal. We think we can look into horses’ minds, but we cannot.


As you may read in this book, in the section on La Marquesa, St Thomas Aquinas declared that you cannot love a horse because the horse cannot love you back. This is clearly a questionable view, as the horse might love you but not be letting on.


You might also reflect upon Simon Barnes’s view in the piece on Quixall Crossett: ‘Life: that is what horses are good at. That is what horses give.’
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AARON


D.H. Lawrence’s horse


Novelist D.H. Lawrence (1885–1930) was not renowned for his horsemanship, though there is a strong equine element in two of his best-known short stories: ‘The Rocking-Horse Winner’ (see Malabar) and ‘St Mawr’. A piece of DHL lore was that he was excessively fond of Aaron, and when the horse died, the writer had his hide made into a duffel bag.


AARVAK


In Norse mythology, the ‘early waker’


One of the horses that draws the Sun’s chariot, which was driven by the maiden Sol.


ACTAEON et al.


The horses of Helios


In classical mythology Helios – the Sun – has eight horses: Actaeon, Aethon, Amethea, Bronte, Erythreos, Lampos, Phlegon and Purocis. All snow-white, the horses of Helios climb up to heaven at the beginning of the day, then descend into the ocean in the evening.


The worlds of Greek and Roman myth teem with horses, only a few of whom resonate today. Pegasus, for example, is worthy of his own entry later in this book.


Consider a few:




	Aurora, goddess of the dawn, has three horses: Abraxa, Eos and Phaethon;


	Pluto has four horses: Abaster, Abatos, Aeton and Nonios;


	One of Hercules’s horses, Arion, was the offspring of Poseidon and Demeter, the mount of Adrastus, king of Argos;


	Balios belonged to Neptune (who also had Hippocampus) and later to Achilles;


	Cerus belonged to Adrastus;


	Cyllaros was one of the horses of Castor and Pollux, twin offspring of Jupiter and Leda – as was Harpagus;


	Dino (‘the marvel’) belonged to Diomedes, hero of the siege of Troy (not to be confused with the Diomedes who fed his horses on human flesh);


	Ethon (‘fiery’) was among the horses owned by Hector, as was Galathe;


	Phallus: the horse of Heraclius;


	Podarge: another of the horses of Hector;


	Xanthos belonged to Achilles.





ADONIS


George III’s charger


The grey charger Adonis was the favourite horse of George III (1738–1820, reigned from 1760), and the best-known depiction of Adonis is Sir William Beechey’s painting George III reviewing the 10th Light Dragoons. At the time of its painting, this portrait caused some ructions in royal circles.


In the 1790s George III was deep into one of his frequent arguments with his son George, later Prince Regent and then George IV, who was omitted from the original version of the painting. The story goes that when Queen Charlotte visited Beechey in his painting room at Windsor Castle, she remarked that her son George should have been included. Beechey suggested that including young George was more than his job was worth, but a compromise was reached by depicting the future George IV on a black horse, to emphasise the difference with the king on his white charger.


Shortly after the painting had been thus revised, George III paid a visit to Beechey, and did not like what he saw. ‘Hey, what, what, what!’ he is reported to have exclaimed. ‘Beechey, the prince! D—n the prince!’ The king demanded that the canvas be torn from its support and thrown out the window, but an equerry had the presence of mind to appropriate the discarded work of art, and in 1798 it was put on public display at the Royal Academy. Later it was displayed in the State Dining Room at Windsor Castle. Unfortunately its large size made it unwieldy, and it was destroyed in the Windsor Castle fire in 1992. A slightly smaller version is in the National Army Museum in London.


The distinguished equestrian author R.S. Summerhays wrote that Adonis was ‘sold in old age to perform in stage productions’.


AESOP


The horse and the donkey, and the horse and the stag


A donkey is heavily weighed down by his load, and asks for the horse’s aid. The horse refuses. The donkey drops down dead. The horse has to carry not only his own burden, but the dead donkey’s carcass as well. Moral: help your neighbour; if you don’t, you may end up worse off.


Or try this one:


A horse and a stag share a field. The horse believes he owns the whole field, and enlists the assistance of a man to help drive the stag away. The man puts a saddle and bridle on the horse and moves the stag on, but is so impressed by the usefulness of the horse that he declines to restore his freedom.


Aesop’s Fables – 358 of them – come in all shapes and sizes, and far from all are accepted as being invented by Aesop himself, of whom practically nothing is known, not even whether or not he lived. If pressed, some scholars opine that he was born in 630 bce and died in 564.


One school of thought has him living as a slave on the island of Samos. Another places him in Ethiopia. Some sources assert that he was spectacularly ugly, but clever enough to endear himself to potential patrons.


Nor is there anything consistent about the fables themselves, many of which exist in several variations. For example, ‘The Horse and the Donkey’ can be ‘The Ox and the Donkey’ or ‘The Donkey and the Mule’.


William Caxton, father of English printing, did not include ‘The Horse and the Donkey’ in his 1484 edition of Aesop’s Fables, but did print ‘How the Horse Lost Its Liberty’ in the same edition, providing this moral: ‘None ought to put himself in subjection for to avenge him on another.’


AETHENOTH


Lady Godiva’s horse


The legend of Lady Godiva has existed in several different versions, but the basic story is common to them all. Leofric, Earl of Mercia and Lord of Coventry in the eleventh century, has been oppressing the people of Coventry with punitive taxation, much to the alarm of his wife Godiva. She pleads with her husband to reduce these taxes, and eventually he agrees to do so – on condition that she ride round the town on horseback and naked, to which she agrees.


Her flowing locks strategically positioned to spare her blushes and preserve her modesty – and the townspeople ordered to close their windows and not to steal a glance – Godiva performs her circuit of the town, and the earl keeps his side of the bargain.


There is a later sub-plot in which a young tailor named Tom steals a glance through his window and as a consequence is struck blind. Hence ‘Peeping Tom’.


Sources for the Lady Godiva story tend not to name her horse (usually grey), but for those who like to take up the challenge of an unpronounceable word, in one source the horse is named as Aethenoth.


ALDANITI


‘There is always hope, and all battles can be won’


Aldaniti, trained by Josh Gifford and ridden by Bob Champion, won the 1981 Grand National, and the ‘back story’ of the race made this running of the famous steeplechase an event dripping with emotion.


Less than two years earlier, at the age of thirty-one, Champion – one of the leading jump jockeys of his generation – had been diagnosed as having testicular cancer. His treatment for the disease was harrowing and lengthy, but throughout he was sustained by the assurance from the trainer that his job as Gifford’s stable jockey was secure. And, in particular, Champion would continue his partnership with Aldaniti, a horse they had long considered well suited to the special demands of the Grand National.


But Aldaniti had himself been in the wars, having broken down – that is, succumbed to a rupture in a tendon – in November 1979. While Champion was restored to health, so was his National ride.


To general surprise, Aldaniti won his comeback race at Ascot, then started second favourite for the big one, preferred in the betting market only by Spartan Missile, ridden by fifty-four-year-old amateur jockey John Thorne. By the end of the first circuit Aldaniti had taken the lead, and he galloped on stoutly to win by four lengths from the favourite.


Aldaniti continued his racing career, and a year later he and Champion returned to Aintree for the Grand National. They fell at the first fence.


Champion retired from the saddle in 1982 and the following year founded the Bob Champion Cancer Trust, which has raised huge sums of money to support cancer research. His book Champion’s Story, co-written with racing journalist Jonathan Powell, was a bestseller, and the movie Champions (1983) saw John Hurt in the jockey’s role and Edward Woodward as Josh Gifford. It remains an inspirational and highly popular film, and a regular reminder of one of the greatest racing stories – well summed up in the rider’s own words about the 1981 Grand National:


I rode this race for all the patients in hospital. And all the people who look after them. My only wish is that my winning shows them that there is always hope, and all battles can be won.


Aldaniti died in March 1997.


ANMER


George V’s horse in ‘The Suffragette Derby’


As King George V’s horse brought down by suffragette Emily Wilding Davison in the 1913 Derby, Anmer has earned a footnote in British history. The colt, named after a village in Norfolk on the Sandringham estate, started at 50/1 for the race, having won the Hastings Plate at Newmarket in April 1913 before finishing runner-up on the same course the following month. At Epsom, as the Derby field thundered down the hill towards Tattenham Corner, Anmer was running a race which justified his long odds, one of the stragglers in the fifteen-runner field and unable to respond to the urgings of jockey Herbert Jones.


Then Emily Davison darted out from under the rails, made a grab at the royal runner’s bridle, was mown down and in a swirl of bouncing bodies the previously obscure Anmer became one of the most famous horses of all.


Emily Davison died in hospital four days after the race. Jones was not seriously injured, and was fit enough to ride Anmer – little the worse for his encounter with Davison at Epsom – in the Ascot Derby at the Royal Meeting two weeks later. They finished fifth.


Anmer ran four more times in 1913 and showed some decent form, though he failed to win another race as a three-year-old – and failed to reach a place in six outings in 1914.


In 1916 George V donated Anmer to the Department of Agriculture in Ontario, which was recruiting Thoroughbred stallions as part of a programme to improve the quality of local draught horses. Anmer enjoyed considerable success in his new calling, and was twice leading sire in Canada.


(There is a huge literature on the 1913 Derby, but for a comprehensive account of the plots and subplots of an extraordinary race you cannot do better than The Suffragette Derby by Michael Tanner, published in 2013.)


ANTARES (and ALDEBARAN, ATAIR and RIGEL)


Chariot horses in Ben-Hur


First published in 1880, Lew Wallace’s novel Ben-Hur: A tale of the Christ chronicles the life of Judah Ben-Hur, a highly bred Jewish youth accused by his former friend, the Roman Messala, of an attempt to assassinate the Roman governor of Judea – for which supposed crime he is sentenced to become a galley slave for life. But he escapes, finds his way back to Antioch and enters the chariot race, where his five opponents include Messala himself.


Enter the quartet of Arabian horses, owned and bred by Sheikh Ilderim: Antares, Aldebaran, Atair and Rigel, described thus in the pre-race listing:


A four of Ilderim, sheikh of the desert. All bays; first race. Ben-Hur, a Jew, driver.


The chariot race itself forms the central episode of the novel, and Wallace does not hold back in his frenetic description of the climax:


Out flew the many-folded lash in his hand; over the backs of the startled steeds it writhed and hissed, and hissed and writhed again and again; and though it fell not, there were both sting and menace in its quick report; and as the man passed thus from quiet to resistless action, his face suffused, his eye gleaming, along the reins he seemed to flash his will; and instantly not one, but the four as one, answered with a leap that landed them alongside the Roman’s car. Messala, on the perilous edge of the goal, heard, but dared not look to see what the awakening portended. From the people he received no sign. Above the noises of the race there was but one voice, and that was Ben-Hur’s. In the old Aramaic, as the sheikh himself, he called to the Arabs:


On, Atair! On, Rigel! What, Antares! dost thou linger now? Good horse – oho, Aldebaran! I hear them singing in the tents. I hear the children singing and the women – singing of the stars, of Atair, Antares, Rigel, Aldebaran, victory! – and the song will never end. Well done! Home tomorrow, under the black tent – home! On, Antares! The tribe is waiting for us, and the master is waiting! ’Tis done! ’tis done! Ha, ha! We have overthrown the proud. The hand that smote us is in the dust. Ours the glory! Ha, ha! – steady! The work is done . . . !


In 1899 the novel was adapted into a stage melodrama by William Young, and staged at the Broadway Theatre in New York in a version noted for its lavish and spectacular production values. The critic Walter Prichard Eaton described the production as ‘a thing of bombastic rhetoric, inflated scenery, pasteboard piety, and mechanical excitement’, and it proved a huge success, running for twenty-one years. It was estimated that over twenty-one million people saw the play in New York.


Producer Arthur Collins brought a replica production to the West End in April 1902, and this too proved highly popular. For The Tatler’s critic, ‘The staging of such a play is just the thing that Mr Arthur Collins revels in, for it requires all the ingenuity of a master of stage mechanism to give the play the actuality of the posters.’ The critic representing the Sketch noted that ‘the stage, which has to bear 30 tons’ weight of chariots and horses, besides huge crowds, has had to be expressly strengthened and shored up’.


Naturally enough, particular interest focused on the horses – real ones – and the stage machinery, which brought an astonishing immediacy to the performance. The horses galloped flat out towards the audience, secured by invisible cables, and electric rubber rollers spun the chariot wheels. A huge cyclorama created the sensation of dust and speed.


Ben-Hur was twice made into a film by MGM – a silent version in 1925 and the epic 1959 treatment starring Charlton Heston (who also starred in the 1961 movie El Cid: see Bavieca) as the eponymous hero, and it is in the latter incarnation that it is best known today. The modern movie version has the lot: a huge cast, mammoth set-pieces and four snow-white horses rather than the bays described in the book. And for connoisseurs of punting value, the film offers one of the best bets in the history of equestrian sport. Sheikh Ilderim is played by Hugh Griffith – who goes to Messala’s camp to lay wagers for the big event and settles on odds of 4/1 against Ben-Hur. Those who availed themselves of such a wondrous price against the eponymous hero of the film were rewarded in the final reel.


ARCHER


Australian racehorse


Winner of the first two runnings of the Melbourne Cup, in 1861 and 1862, Archer was one of the most famous Australian racehorses of the nineteenth century. Trained by Etienne de Mestre, he was a five-year-old when landing the inaugural Melbourne Cup: carrying 9 stone 7 pounds, he won by six lengths. (The romantic story that he was walked the 500 miles to Melbourne from de Mestre’s New South Wales farm – as connections could not afford the less arduous journey by boat – was demolished when in 1988 bills of lading were discovered which showed that Archer did in fact make the trip by sea.)


The following year he carried 10 stone 2 pounds, started 2/1 favourite, and won by ten lengths. In 1983 Archer was allotted 11 stone 4 pounds for the Melbourne Cup, but confirmation of his entry was not received in time – some suspected a stitch-up by the Victoria Turf Club in order to keep out the New South Wales-trained hero – and he did not run. Archer continued to race until 1866, when he was retired at the age of ten.


See also Makybe Diva


ARKLE


The horse as national hero


Arkle – owned by Anne, Duchess of Westminster, trained near Dublin airport by Tom Dreaper, and ridden in all his steeplechases by Pat Taaffe – is widely regarded as the finest steeplechaser of all time, and with good reason.


He won the Cheltenham Gold Cup three times (1964, 1965 and 1966), Leopardstown Chase three times, Hennessy Gold Cup twice, Whitbread Gold Cup, King George VI Chase, Irish Grand National, Gallaher Gold Cup and many other big races – and his rivalry with his contemporary Mill House (‘The Big Horse’) made the 1960s a golden age of jump racing.


The true measure of Arkle’s greatness is that the rules of handicapping had to be altered to accommodate his transcendence. From the 1964 Irish Grand National onwards, two handicaps were compiled: one to be used if Arkle was entered; another if he was not.


Just think of that. He was so good that he caused the rules of his sport to be revised.


In all, Arkle won twenty-seven of his thirty-five races, including twenty-two of his twenty-six steeplechases, and was renowned for his heroics when conceding huge amounts of weight to his rivals in handicaps.


But for all the big-race victories and the rolls of honour which he graced, what made Arkle unique was the effect he had on his public. The late Hugh McIlvanney, doyen of sports journalists, caught the essence of this when recalling the famous 1964 Cheltenham Gold Cup, when Arkle beat Mill House for the first time. McIlvanney wrote how, as Arkle began to close on the Big Horse, ‘the incredible Irish support, the farmers and stable-boys and priests roared in unison: “Here he comes!” It was like a beleaguered army greeting the hero who brings relief. He came all right . . .’


Arkle was so adored that at the height of his racing career he was deluged with fan mail (much of it addressed to ‘Arkle, Ireland’), and the deluge became a flood when that career was derailed by injury in 1966.


There were songs about him, poems about him, plays written around him, and when the slogan ‘ARKLE FOR PRESIDENT’ was daubed onto a Dublin wall during an election campaign, it seemed a perfectly plausible suggestion. And as with many an Irish hero, his daily feed was lubricated by regular bottles of Guinness.


He was put down at the age of thirteen in 1970 on account of a chronic arthritic condition, and his skeleton is now the prize exhibit in the museum at the Irish National Stud at Tully, County Kildare.


His memory lives in the Emma MacDermott bronze of Himself and Pat Taaffe in the centre of Ashbourne, close to the Dreaper yard, and the Doris Lindner sculpture at Cheltenham racecourse; in the happy bedlam of the Arkle Bar at that course; in the brisk trade in Arkle memorabilia; in Irish postage stamps; and in a readers’ poll in the Racing Post which ranked Himself their favourite horse of all time.


Arkle is a true Irish folk hero, and as befits that role he has been recalled in song and drama. The rollicking ballad ‘Arkle’, written and recorded by Dominic Behan and issued as a single in 1965, describes the 1964 Cheltenham Gold Cup. Behan lampoons the stuck-up English racing men who sneer at the effrontery of the Irish-trained upstart taking on their champion Mill House – and are then left grubbing around for excuses after Arkle scoots up the hill and wins easily.


On the stage, Gold Cup day 1964 provides the background for Owen McCafferty’s 2005 reworking of Days of Wine and Roses, the depiction of alcoholism best known from the 1962 movie.


The manner in which Arkle touched people’s hearts has been widely chronicled, but nowhere more appropriately than in a leader column of the Irish Times the day after his death:


That horse added to the lives of thousands. His instinct, which allowed him to put his power under human control – men are suffered by horses – had about it something that did honour to horses and to man.


(Ivor Herbert’s biography Arkle: The Story of a Champion was first published in 1966 and issued in various editions since then. For an extensively illustrated account, see Arkle by Sean Magee – first published in 2005 and updated in 2009 and 2014.)


APOCALYPSE, FOUR HORSEMEN OF THE


See Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse


ARONDEL


Bevis of Hampton’s warhorse


The horse Arondel (sometimes spelled Arundel) is a major player in the various Middle English verse romances which chronicle the eponymous Bevis in all manner of adventures.


While the depiction of a close bond between a knight and his horse is not uncommon in the literature of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (for example, see Gringolet), the bond between horse and master in this instance is unusually close. During his first battle on his new horse, Bevis praises his mount as a steed who fought with a loyal heart, and the affection and understanding is mutual – a bond which sees Bevis and Arondel victorious in the seven-mile race against King Edgar’s knights, which Bevis enters with the intention of building the ‘Castle of Arondel’ from the winner’s purse of a thousand pounds of gold.


Arondel and Bevis die on the same day, along with Bevis’s wife Josian, and in a poignant passage the author of the romance describes how the knight finds his beloved horse dead in his stable. The final lines of the text chronicle how his son Guy, Bevis’s heir, founded a house of religion where prayers will be sung for Bevis and Josian, and for Arondel, ‘Yif men for eni hors bidde schel’ – that is, ‘If men may pray for a horse!’


ASTLEY’S EQUESTRIAN CIRCUS


Equine entertainment


Philip Astley (1742–1814) developed his facility for riding and breaking horses while serving in the 15th Light Dragoons during the Seven Years War. Discharged from the army in 1766, the following year he started working as a groom at a riding school in Islington, then a village near London. In April 1768 he opened his own riding school on Lambeth Marsh, where he soon became famous for his trick riding, his repertoire encompassing such feats as straddling two horses as they cantered round the ring and jumped obstacles, and performing a headstand on a pint pot perched on the saddle.


At sixpence for admission (one shilling for a seat), Astley’s riding school was soon drawing huge crowds to witness the displays of equestrian daring. Astley’s wife Patty did her bit, and later their son John was renowned for dancing on horseback. These displays were supplemented by clowns and acrobats to provide a varied entertainment closely related to the traditional circus we know today.


In 1769 the circus relocated to permanent headquarters – known as Astley’s Amphitheatre – at the south-east side of Westminster Bridge, but performances were not confined to London. Provincial and touring versions of Astley’s Equestrian Circus were staged all around Britain, while the Amphithéâtre Astley was founded in Paris in 1783 under the patronage of Marie Antoinette, and the Equestrian Theatre Royal in Dublin in 1788. Astley’s horses achieved such fame that plays were written specifically for them. Timour the Tartar, for example, was described by one observer as ‘contemptible’ in literary terms, but ‘the feats of the animals drew crowded houses, and the exhibition was the subject of surprise, as well as the object of delight’.


The essence of Astley’s approach to his horses was gentleness, as avowed by the observations of the eminent veterinary surgeon Richard Lawrence:


When the rider quarrels with his horse, he is generally the dupe of his passion, and the fray commonly ends to his disadvantage. Whenever you see a man beating any animal, it is at least ten to one that the man is in the wrong, and the animal in the right. A good-natured clever man may teach a horse anything, and it is a very mistaken notion that those horses which perform so many dexterous tricks at Astley’s, and places of that description, are brought to execute them by violent means. The fact is, they are taught by gentle means only, and by rewarding them at the moment they obey; hence they become accustomed by habit to combine the recollection of the reward with the performance of the trick, and it becomes a pleasure to them instead of a labour.


Lawrence described some of the horses’ turns:


They would perform the figure of a minuet; lie down at the word of command; and, during a sham battle, fall as if dead, and not stir till they had permission. Gentle means, as already observed, were chiefly adopted for their instruction . . .


Astley’s approach to breaking horses attracted the approval of George III, who in 1782 granted him a patent for his method.


Among the horses who found fame under Astley was the Gibraltar Charger, with whom he had been presented when discharged from the 15th Light Dragoons, and Billy, who supposedly lived to over forty and who was trained to count. According to one contemporary report, Billy ‘would mark the name of Astley, letter by letter, in the earth; tell gold from silver and ladies from gentlemen; take a handkerchief from its owner; and “die” rather than fight for the Spaniard’.


On the outbreak of war with France, Astley re-enlisted with his regiment, serving as a horse-master in the Flanders campaign. The amphitheatre burned down in 1794, was rebuilt the following year, burned down again in 1803 and was promptly rebuilt again. In 1806 he built the Olympic Pavilion in Wych Street, off the Strand, as a smaller venue for plays and circuses.


In The Old Curiosity Shop (1841), Charles Dickens described a visit to Astley’s:


Then the play itself! the horses which little Jacob believed from the first to be alive, and the ladies and gentlemen of whose reality he could be by no means persuaded, having never seen or heard anything at all like them – the firing, which made Barbara wink – the forlorn lady, who made her cry – the tyrant, who made her tremble – the man who sang the song with the lady’s-maid and danced the chorus, who made her laugh – the pony who reared up on his hind legs when he saw the murderer, and wouldn’t hear of walking on all fours again until he was taken into custody – the clown who ventured on such familiarities with the military man in boots – the lady who jumped over the nine-and-twenty ribbons and came down safe upon the horse’s back – everything was delightful, splendid, and surprising. Little Jacob applauded till his hands were sore; Kit cried ‘an-kor’ at the end of everything, the three-act piece included; and Barbara’s mother beat her umbrella on the floor, in her ecstasies, until it was nearly worn down to the gingham.
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