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List of Illustrations


On Oxo – I liked winning from an early age.


Me on Taffy with Dad.


With Mum on holiday in Bournemouth.


On Prince Tarquin, my style didn’t change!


Dublin, 1973, on Himself, my first team trip abroad.


High Jump Record 1978, that brave horse Lastic left the fence intact on his last try.


Receiving the trophy for breaking the High Jump Record 1978 from previous holder Don Beard.


Alternative Olympics, Rotterdam, 1980, on Maybe; by far the biggest track I’d jumped.


Dinard, 1985, celebrating the first of three consecutive European team golds: (left to right) John, Michael, Ronnie, me, Malcolm.


World Team Silver, Aachen, 1986: Malcolm, me, Ronnie, Michael, John.


Riding Apollo, Seoul Olympics, 1988, where the Olympic bug really bit me.


Early days in our partnership: Barcelona, 1992, wasn’t the best for Dollar Girl but she was on the up the year after.


Atlanta, 1996: Michael’s serious reading matter.


Harry and Dan, the jockey and trainer-to-be.


Showtime trying her best, Atlanta, 1996.


Guess who came over to talk to us: Muhammad Ali, Atlanta, 1996.


After the accident in 2000, in the dreaded halo brace, with Harry and Dan.


My fourth Calgary grand prix win, with Arko in 2008.


Arko, that amazing feat of jumping, Athens, 2004.


Beijing, 2008, on Russel.


I’d waited so long to get on an Olympic podium this was a bit premature!


Writing our names on the Aachen Roll of Honour after the grand prix win, 2013.


Superb Story – Dan and Harry’s first Cheltenham Winner: Vincent O’Brien County Handicap Hurdle, 2016.


Training for the Injured Jockeys Fund Challenge at Olympia, with A.P. McCoy, Victoria Pendleton, Frankie Dettori and Harry.


With Laura, walking the course for the individual.


The last fence, Rio, 2016.


Gold.


With Eric Lamaze in Rio. He told me, ‘It couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.’


The celebrations begin – Rio, 2016.


Gary, me and Terry Spraggett in Rio.


Gary, Beverley and me in Rio – what a journey.


Beverley at the One Love Bar – the challenge was set.


Mission Accomplished. At the One Love Bar.


Michael, the morning after the night before, Rio.


Celebrations at the pub: me and Dad.


Florence in her Olympic outfit with Dan at Lapworth Show.


Lovely present from the Bunn family commemorating my 12 Hickstead wins: (left to right) Chloe Breen, Laura, me, Lizzie Bunn and Edward Bunn.


A new role presenting the trophy for the Ascot Stakes at Royal Ascot to Thomas Hobson’s jockey, Ryan Moore, 2017. With trainer Willie Mullins and owners Susannah and Rich Ricci.


Dan, Harry and me at Stratford Races, 2017.


A real family day at our local course, Stratford: (left to right) Dan, Grace, Harry, me holding Flo, Dad and Janette.


Big Star, last day at Royal Windsor, 2017. What he thinks of the photographer!


Big Star starring at our retirement ceremony, Royal Windsor Horse Show, 2017.











The beginning of a new day


This is the beginning of a new day. God has given me this day to use as I will.


I can waste it or use it for good. What I do today is very important because I am exchanging a day of my life for it.


When tomorrow comes, this day will be gone forever, leaving something in its place I have traded for it.


I want it to be a gain not a loss – good not evil.


Success, not failure, in order that I shall not regret the price I paid for it.


Heartsill Wilson


Sent to the author by Ed Smith on the morning of the individual in Rio, 2016
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Bowing Out


The first grand prix I ever won as a showjumper was at Royal Windsor Horse Show. It was on St James, in 1981, and together we won it for three consecutive years, which was a bit of a mark. I’ve had numerous wins there over the years, with Showtime, Cartagene, Jalisco, Russel and Pandur to name a few. When I made the decision that Big Star and I would retire, it was just a month before Royal Windsor. That would be the place to do it, I thought.


I rang Nick Brooks-Ward, the Operations Director at HPower Group, which runs Royal Windsor and Olympia, and the ‘man behind the microphone’ at plenty of other shows. Hands-free is one thing but Nick had to actually stop his car when he heard what I said, that I was calling time on my competitive career, finally, and that Big Star was joining me. I always said we’d stop together and the time had come.


I didn’t have much time to think about it beforehand, the retirement ceremony. I knew they’d have some master plan as that’s what they’re expert at. Nick and his brother Simon Brooks-Ward are born and bred to run shows. Their late father Raymond was



commentating on TV before I was born and his boys have carried his show and sponsorship organisation to a different level. They didn’t tell me much more than the timing, which was probably just as well. We went down to Windsor on the Wednesday as Laura – that’s my partner Laura Kraut, the US showjumper – had several horses competing, and Big Star came too.


I’m sure Big Star knew pretty quickly he wouldn’t be jumping there. He is so intelligent. He must have been thinking: I haven’t been jumped at home, what am I doing here? I hadn’t ridden him much but on the Thursday I got on him and walked him up the short distance to Windsor Castle. Simon Brooks-Ward had asked would I take Big Star up as the Queen would like to have a meeting with him and see what he looks like. It’s not every day you get a chance to do that.


The Queen is so very knowledgeable about horses and when she said thank you very much for bringing him up I replied that it was a bigger honour to be asked to bring him. There we were, right in front of the castle. She asked all about how Big Star was bred, his bloodlines, what he’d been like to ride and general questions asked by someone who really knows and has a genuine love of horses. We’re very, very lucky in our sport that the Royal Family is so horsey, especially the Queen. We were talking about Big Star’s character and I told her how well behaved he is, how his character is unbelievable, and then we just chatted about horses, about racing generally and what my boys Dan and Harry were doing. I told the Queen we actually have a horse that she bred at Dan’s stables, and before I could tell her who it was by she already had it! A mine of information, she must be an ‘encyclopaedia of horses’. Naturally we talked about her horse Barbers Shop that the day before had won the show class for retrained racehorses. It was a great moment and I appreciated being given such a rare opportunity.




The following day, I worked Big Star in the main ring. He was quiet and I was even more sure then that he knew he wouldn’t be jumping. Several people asked me how I felt about Sunday being my last time in the ring wearing white breeches and my team jacket, and my reply was I’d be sticking them all on eBay on the Monday morning. I didn’t, but apart from a few bits and pieces most of my tack had already been offloaded to Dan Skelton Racing. I’d got my head around it, the thought of never competing again after forty-three years. I’d made the decision and I was sure I’d be able to speak when Nick interviewed me in the ring. But would I when it got to reality?


There was plenty to keep me busy; an autograph-signing session for which the queue was huge, a talk at the Pony Club stand and as normal helping Laura, who had a great win in Friday’s speed class and would go on to a respectable fourth in the Rolex Grand Prix that final afternoon of the show. On the Saturday I was honoured to receive the BHS Queen’s Award for Equestrianism from the Queen. I did think she might be a bit sick of seeing me by then, but that she would be present for our retirement ceremony as well topped the lot. I’d just have to hold it together.


It was time. Mark Beever, my groom for more than thirty years, brought Big Star from the FEI Stables to the collecting ring where we waited outside for the Household Cavalry Musical Ride to finish, then the presentation of the awards for the Land Rover Driving Grand Prix. All those cavalry horses charging out, then the drivers from four-in-hand to ponies. Big Star’s never minded that level of excitement, it’s just better to be on him. A cute little kid on a chestnut show pony had followed him up from the stables and was right next to him. Unusually for a stallion, he’s not bothered by ponies. Lots of people wanted photos, so a bit of posing was going on. I’m guessing the kid on the pony photobombed most of them.




Then it was happening. They played the Spandau Ballet song ‘Gold’ as we walked into the Castle arena. Was Big Star going to neigh or not? Throughout his career, every single time that I’ve ridden him into an arena to start a round he has neighed. I’d have thought something was wrong if ever he hadn’t. But this was different. There weren’t any jumps as we walked in, none, just people, lots of them, lined up in a guard of honour. Big Star has done a lot of parades and appearances, he’s used to them, he walked calmly between the line-up. Those faces were representatives from every part of the showjumping world; the course design team led by Bob Ellis who designed the London 2012 courses among many others, and Kelvin Bywater, Jon Doney and the international ground jury, John Roche and the FEI delegates, the stewards, international riders present, past and past it – Geoff Billington and Malcolm Pyrah among them – the band I’d opted to join. Liz Edgar, who had been so instrumental in my career and had been with me the very first time I jumped at Royal Windsor, was there too. At the top of the line-up stood Gary Widdowson, who’d been with me on my very first show abroad. Without him and his wife Beverley this story wouldn’t have happened. And there was Dad, same applies in a different way, with Laura and my son Dan, ditto. If I was the type to say literary things like ‘my life spread before me’, this would be the time for it, but reading this you’re going to have to go with great. It was great.


The stands were packed, Big Star soaked up the applause. Mike Tucker, who’d hung up his microphone at Badminton after forty years as the BBC’s equestrian commentator, came out of retirement to introduce us, and Nick took over to interview me. When we came to a halt beside Nick, Big Star neighed. Then when the music had stopped and Nick asked over the microphone would I stay on Big Star, he neighed again and the crowd went wild. I don’t know what he was saying but our time had come and there



was no going back. As the crowd cheered and laughed, Big Star bucked, jangling the medals round my neck, making the point that it was his day as much as mine.


If I’d been going to break down it would have been when Nick Brooks-Ward read out the text he’d had from Harry. Nick shared it with the sell-out audience at Royal Windsor so I know Harry won’t mind me sharing it here:


Dad, I’m so sorry I’m not there, but when I asked you if I should go racing today or come down to Windsor, you said, ‘Go and do your job and try and ride some winners.’ I thought, that is what has got you to where you are: your hard work, dedication and determination. My first great memory of you in the ring was when Dollar Girl won the World Cup final in ’95. You went through so much from then to Rio 2016, and when you finally reached your childhood dream to take individual gold it was the best day of my life. I am the proudest son alive and so glad you’ve stopped at the top. I hope I will make you as proud as I am of you one day. See you later, love you, Harry.


Harry had just ridden a winner at Ludlow: Azzuri, in the two o’clock, trained by Dan. The boys had produced a winner every day of Royal Windsor. Needless to say, I am proud of both of them already. I’ll miss winning, but they’ll do it for me.


I took my team jacket off and replaced it with a tweed ‘civilian’ one. There was a huge round of applause from the crowd; hopefully they didn’t think it was part of a striptease. Then I took the saddle off Big Star’s back in the time-honoured ceremonial tribute to a retiring horse. Mark was there to take it from me. Then John and Michael Whitaker and Scott Brash, my teammates from Rio, walked in on their horses and followed me and Big Star round the ring to the strains of ‘Auld Lang Syne’.




Big Star lapped it up. Everyone was on their feet, the applause was massive. He gave a huge buck which made the audience clap harder. He really showed off – and why not, he is a Big Star; I’ve said it so many times and I said it during that retirement ceremony. From the day we bought Big Star when he was five years old, I had it in my mind that he could win an Olympic gold medal. He’s been an outstanding horse, and he has never let me down. I have an amazing team around me, and I have been very lucky all my life. I’ve had the most wonderful horses, great owners and great sponsors, and I am very proud of what I have done. I would do it all again if I could. But I can’t – there’s not enough time, for a start – so I’ll just tell the story instead.
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Jumping into Life


I jumped my first fence before I was born. I’d been due on Christmas Day, hence my parents’ choice of the name Nicholas. On Boxing Day, Mum and Dad arrived at a family party and Mum, carrying the oversized bump that was me, was having a hard time getting to the front door past the randomly parked cars. Dad suggested she jump the wall as it might help me get a move on. She jumped clear but I stayed put until five thirty in the morning on 30 December 1957 when Mum went into labour.


As they did in those days, Dad called the midwife. She came round, pronounced Mum would be a few hours yet, and went off to do her washing. A few hours later she came back, and after checking Mum, announced she was off to do her ironing. Back she came again, but Dad wasn’t letting her go a third time. He was at the end of his tether by this stage and when the midwife announced she was off to get tea ready, Dad barred her way. Just as well he did, as not only had she made nearly as many calls as the BBC has shown series of Call the Midwife by then, it was teatime when nine pounds’ worth of fair-haired baby me finally made an appearance. When my sister Sally was born on 12 June 1965, it



was in hospital. I don’t think it was just that times had changed but that shattered nerves couldn’t take another home birth. At least I made up for it by sleeping well at night, a talent that has stayed with me through most of my life, with a few exceptions.


I might have been a good baby but by the time I started growing up another talent that has stayed with me was beginning to show itself, the one for getting into scrapes. Dad was cleaning the windows at our house and at the age of two I was ‘helping’ him. I’d climbed on to the stool Dad was using to have a go at the nearest window while Dad had gone off to fetch something. Naturally I couldn’t reach and so I fell off the stool.


A couple of days later we all went off to Blackpool on holiday, me with a big bump on my forehead and one side of my face black and blue. Some kind soul asked me how I’d got the bumps and bruises. ‘My dad hit me,’ I replied. That didn’t go down too well. These days it would probably have had more consequences than a severe look. I don’t remember saying it – well, I wouldn’t at that age – but Dad does and he knew the truth: the colourful bruises were the consequence of a tiny boy biting off more than he could chew.


When I was very young my favourite pastime was riding my grey rocking horse called Mobo. This was no gentle rocker but a fearsome beast I would make rear and buck. Mobo was a model horse (the name came from the company that made them) attached by springs to a metal frame and I would ride it and have it leaping all over the place. It was the first horse I fell off, and I did that often, but I’m convinced that riding Mobo taught me to stay on and stay in balance for when I graduated to riding live equines.


The first of these was Oxo, the pony Mum had bought for £40 from a friend when he was two and I was eighteen months old. Sounds like a recipe for disaster, but Mum knew what she was doing as we learned together. Much later, my boys Harry and



Dan would learn on him too. Oxo would be in our lives for nearly forty years.


Mum taught me to ride and she and Dad were my grooms as well. She used to put out my riding clothes for me: jodhpur boots and those Bedford Cord jodhpurs with balloon sides, the ones you associate with cavalry officers. I think they’re known as shitstoppers. Anyway, it was long before stretch fabric came in, don’t forget. She’d also get Oxo ready – he lived in a field at the back of our house – as I couldn’t reach much further than his legs and feet, which I would brush and pick out. My introduction to competition was at local gymkhanas like Exhall and Bedworth, Ansty and Shilton, first of all on a leading rein. It wouldn’t be long before I got the bug for winning. Dad would even recruit the fastest runners to lead Oxo and me in the gymkhana games. Thanks, Dave Docker and Roger Abbott!


Oxo was just as competitive as I was. We won hundreds of rosettes together. Red for first, blue for second, yellow for third, green for fourth; but it was only the red ones I wanted and sometimes I’d come away with a haul of five in a weekend to add to my growing collection. It wasn’t always an easy ride though. Oxo hated brass bands, as I found out to my cost when I entered the ring for a fancy dress class dressed up as Ivanhoe. The band struck up and Oxo reared up. I fell off, screaming my head off, while Mum rushed in fearing I was injured only to find the pins she’d used to stick my outfit together were stuck in all over me. That was a lesson learned for later life!


It has often been assumed that my parents were not horsey, but Mum rode and her great-grandfather, who was a coal merchant, had a stable of dray horses and the finer kind of driving horses known as high-steppers. It was a tradition that he would drive the family in a four-in-hand from Coventry to Stratford at Easter. He also had a horse-drawn hearse for funerals. It was probably



because my dad worked in and later took over the pharmacy in Bedworth, which had been in his family since 1852, that the myth arose, or it made a good story, but Dad also rode when he was young and while he was doing his National Service in Egypt, and his great-grandparents had their own pack of foxhounds in Yorkshire. He’s always been into racing and these days he’ll be up every day at Dan’s to watch the first lot, armed with his copy of the Racing Post.


I decided very early on that I was going to be a jump jockey. I’d get the day off school every year for Gold Cup Day at Cheltenham. Grandad Brindley, Mum’s father, took me, and of course my dad, who would put me up on his shoulders so I could see the action over the heads of the crowd. I’ve been every year to the Cheltenham Festival and the Gold Cup; these days it’s to support my sons, Harry, who did become a jump jockey, and Dan the National Hunt trainer. I can safely say we’re a horsey family!


My schooling began at Coventry Preparatory School, where it was pretty obvious from the start that I wasn’t at all academic but very good at winning in sport. I had a keenly developed taste for winning by then and was always the first back from cross-country runs. The school’s motto was Confide Recte Agens – ‘Have the confidence to do what is right’ – and winning was right for me. I was, however, sometimes spotted getting on the bus, but in those days it was all about winning, not how you did it.


One day, Mr Phipps, the headmaster, called my dad in to complain that I didn’t train hard enough or put enough into it. But come Sports Day I’d win and one year I won five cups, so Dad’s retort to this was that my effort went into winning when it mattered, which was what counted. Just do it on the day, that’s what I thought. The school merged with King Henry VIII Junior School in 2008, so there’s a chance my 100-yard sprint record still stands.


When I was six we moved from The Cedars in Exhall to Holly



Lodge in Berkswell, a spacious red-brick Victorian house with 24 acres of land and a huge garden. I was in heaven! So was Oxo, who had a field at the bottom of the garden and a stable up near the house. Oxo and I jumped everything we could, including the privet hedges in the garden, and bombed round the fields. It was great. When we got back from Cheltenham races I’d rush to go and tack up Oxo. I’d hike my stirrups up short and race him all around the place jumping everything we came across. Every time I went over the privet hedge into the garden Mum would yell out of the kitchen window, ‘You’re going to hurt yourself!’ but I never took any notice, I just raced on.


My parents would take me to gymkhanas and shows every weekend and I’d meet Stuart Crutchlow at Exhall and Bedworth. Stuart was a few years older than me and just as pony mad. His parents owned the bakery in Bedworth and lived a mile down the road, so the two of us became inseparable. When we moved to Holly Lodge, Stuart would bring his pony and come and stay or I’d take Oxo to stay at his during the school holidays, plus we’d see each other at gymkhanas. Stuart was as good at getting into scrapes as I was. Whether it was the first time we met or another year I don’t remember, but I do remember us wandering off to climb trees between classes. We decided to try to cross a stream by climbing some overhanging branches. The inevitable happened and the bough broke, dropping us into the freezing cold stream. We emerged soaking wet from head to jodhpur boots and received a proper telling off from both sets of parents. My parents were never a pushover; you couldn’t get away with stuff, although I did lead them a bit of a dance.


When I was seven years old, my parents took me to the Horse of the Year Show at Wembley. It was the year they had a parade of Grand National winners. I vividly remember Dad took me to the stables and he asked the lad if I could have a sit on Nicolaus Silver.



The lad took me into the stable and put me up on the striking grey Irish horse that had won the 1961 Grand National. It made my day.


I never used to go inside at Wembley to watch the classes; I would be outside watching David Broome and Harvey Smith riding on the black ash warm-up arena. They were my childhood showjumping heroes, but it never occurred to me that I would be going there jumping one day myself – I wanted to be a steeple-chase jockey. Pat Taaffe, Arkle’s jockey, and Terry Biddlecombe, who was champion jockey three times in the sixties and had posted 900 winners when he retired from riding in 1974, they were my jockey heroes.


Arkle was my horse hero and I saw him win all three of his Gold Cups in 1964, 1965 and 1966. I thought ‘Himself’, as he was known, was the most fantastic horse I had ever seen. Later in 1966 I was devastated when Arkle fractured his pedal bone while racing in the King George at Kempton Park; he struck a guard rail while jumping an open ditch but still went on to finish second. I sent him a get-well card and a box of sugar lumps and I was thrilled when I received a letter and a photograph from his owner, Anne, Duchess of Westminster, thanking me for the sugar lumps. They were his favourite. When she visited him at the yard of his trainer Tom Dreaper he would come galloping across the field for his sugar or, if he was in, would bang on the stable door. Arkle recovered but never ran again and he became her hack until he was put down in 1970 at the relatively young age of thirteen. In later years I have fond memories of seeing her at the races and reminding her I was that little boy she was so kind to write back to. She must have written a lot of letters as Arkle was a national hero. She was one of the nicest ladies you could ever want to meet and enjoyed her racing until she died in 2003 at the age of eighty-eight.




Oxo and I had won pretty much everything we could in classes for ponies of his height – just 11.2 hands, which is about 113 cm in today’s currency! Moving to a new area opened out our choice of shows and we hit some new ones: Crackley, Tile Hill, Keresley and Kenilworth. Towards the end of one afternoon at Kenilworth, Oxo and I had pretty much cleaned up in the classes for smaller ponies so we decided to have a go in the open classes. They had much better prize money as well! Oxo was lining up alongside rangy thoroughbred-type 14.2s ridden by much older boys and I was trying to elbow my way into pole position when somebody in the crowd shouted, ‘Give the little ’un a chance!’ to which someone else answered, ‘Nah, hold that little bugger back!! I’ve seen him at Exhall and Bedworth!’


Inevitably the time came when I outgrew Oxo. And when my sister Sally, then five, decided she wanted to learn to ride, she seemed the obvious heiress. One day we were in the garden playing together and I put her up on Oxo. I led them round the garden then decided to let Oxo go. I hadn’t bargained on the privet hedge, about three feet high, which Oxo and I always jumped. Well, as I let Oxo go he spotted that privet hedge. Off he trotted and over he went. Poor Sally didn’t go over but hit the floor as he took off. She got up and fled into the house crying her eyes out. She never got on a horse again, so I was responsible for ending her riding career before it had begun. I don’t think Mum was too pleased.


That little bay pony was amazing, he used to jump anything, and he’d jump and gymkhana all day long. The first pony I had after Oxo was a bit of a liability. He used to bomb off with me and he frightened me one day by running away and ending up on top of the muck heap. He was sent back and my parents secured a stunning black 13.2 pony called Prince Tarquin for me from Major Long.




Tarquin was my first proper jumping pony. He was about 20 cm taller than Oxo. I would set up courses in the paddock with anything I could find; oil drums were a favourite for using as jump wings in those days and I’d use 45-gallon drums and anything else that would support a pole. The rails were made up of bits of wood, telegraph poles – anything I could get my hands on. Tarquin could jump quite well so we joined the BSJA – the British Show Jumping Association which is now British Show-jumping – and started going to affiliated shows. He was also good at cross-country, so we entered Hunter Trials as well. One day at Meriden show we were doing the cross-country and somehow Tarquin fell at a fence. As he got up, he must have clipped my collarbone, breaking it. After that I was lucky enough not to be injured in a riding accident again until 1999 when I shattered my collarbone in a fall at Solihull. Meriden show is long gone but Meriden Business Park, between the village and the A45, is now the home of British Showjumping.


I was doing a lot of travelling with Stuart Crutchlow who by then had a 14.2 pony called Seamus. Stuart’s dad, who I called Uncle Fred, used to drive us in an old Thames Trader horsebox and we were going to a lot of affiliated shows further afield. Tarquin was doing well and winning a lot of 13.2 classes. It was with Stuart and Uncle Fred that I made my first ever trip to Hickstead in 1968 when I was only eleven years old. Stuart had qualified for the Junior Foxhunter Finals with Seamus and there were also 13.2 classes down there, so I took Tarquin. Getting to Hickstead from the Midlands was a major adventure in those days of very few motorways. There was just the M1 and a short stretch of what would become the M40, but certainly no M25 or M23 so it took about six and a half hours to get there. Arriving at Hickstead in the dark we had to unload, muck out the lorry and bed the ponies down by torchlight. We had an old gas ring for a cooker and a



canister of water for washing and drinking. Uncle Fred slept on the Luton over the cab and Stuart and I had sleeping bags in the back on the straw, so it was a good job we mucked out the lorry before turning in.


Stuart finished second in the Foxhunter Finals that year and I had some good places in the 13.2 classes. I was annoyed not to be winning at that level, but a couple of years later I qualified Tarquin for the 13.2 Championship, my first ride in the main ring at Hickstead. A lad called Jonathan ‘Jonny’ Haynes came first with Ballyshan; I think he won the 13.2 Championship of Great Britain three years in succession. Jonny also wanted to become a jockey and after starting on the flat he turned to jump racing and had a promising career ahead of him until, at the age of twenty, he had a bad fall and broke his back. He was paralysed and confined to a wheelchair, but he pushed aside those barriers, bought a farm in Cumbria and took out a training permit. I used to see him sometimes at the Horse of the Year Show at Wembley.


School, meanwhile, continued to take second place to ponies. After Coventry Prep School I went on to Bablake Boys School, also in Coventry, which is one of the oldest schools in England and is, and was then, a fine academic school. I had to pass an entrance exam to get in. God knows how I did that. I didn’t get into trouble at school but I did play truant . . . a lot. Dad used to take me to school every morning and when he’d safely driven off to go to work I would go and find a telephone, call Mum and ask her to come and fetch me because I wasn’t feeling well. She fell for it every time and always used to turn up, but somehow I’d miraculously recover when I got home and manage to get out riding.


In the summer of 1971, when I was thirteen, my parents separated. Holly Lodge – paradise to Oxo, Tarquin and me – was



sold. Dad bought Odnaull End Farm, still in Berkswell, which had six acres of land and stables, so my ponies and I went to live with Dad. Sally, my little sister, was only seven years old so she went to live with Mum. Sally and I are very close despite being separated when we were young. After my parents divorced the following year, Mum subsequently married Derek Jones and they had a son, Michael. Mum and Dad were still living close by after the separation and within a few years became friends again. All our lives would intertwine and still do.


When Dad and I were living on our own at Odnaull End Farm he no longer drove me to school; instead I was supposed to go on the train from Berkswell Station. We lived by the old disused railway line and I would walk down the track to the station. Sometimes, however, I would hide behind the hedge and watch until Dad went to work. Once the coast was clear, I’d dash straight back to the stables and go and ride my ponies. Dad never came home from work until after I was supposed to be back from school, so he had no idea I’d played truant until many years later. Thank heavens he never forgot anything and had to turn round on the way to work!


After a year or so Dad’s partner, Janette Southall, moved into Odnaull End Farm with us. Janette was horsey too and had a thoroughbred mare that had bred a foal. Janette quite fancied the idea of the two-year-old going flat racing, so a friend of Dad’s, Lol Weaver, suggested that we take it to trainer David Nicholson, who was known as ‘the Duke’ and was based at Condicote in the Cotswolds. The two-year-old duly went into training and ran on the flat at Doncaster. It was useless. But Dad asked David to look out for another horse for him to buy. David found Christmas Comet, who went on to win a couple of races over hurdles for Dad. In the meantime, going over to David Nicholson’s strengthened my resolve to become a jockey, and when I got the chance



to occasionally ride out I was all the more convinced that was the life for me.


My course-designing skills were greatly helped by our handyman, who would cut holes in the hedge and build fences for me to jump the ponies over. I had post and rails, ditches toward, ditches behind, the lot. What an asset he was!


My friend Greg Parsons lived just up the lane in Balsall Common and we were always coming up with some new moneymaking scheme to supplement our pocket money. We decided to use the two biggest chicken sheds for rearing cockerels and bought a load from market to get them fat for Christmas. I was less soft-centred when it came to dispatching them and Greg and I did it quickly and painlessly. Plucking and dressing was another matter. Apologies to all those customers who ended up with feathers in their Christmas dinner!


In the winter I used to go to indoor shows at Balsall Common Equestrian Centre where I met the Clawsons and was offered the ride on three 13.2 ponies: a roan called Kimberley Rook, a grey pony called Bullet and a coloured pony called Hanky Panky. I had to get myself over to their place at Leire in Leicestershire, about thirty miles away. Stuart was seventeen by then and had his driving licence, so drove me over in the evenings to ride the ponies. I took Prince Tarquin too when we went to shows with the Clawsons, so I had a string of four ponies to ride – even more chances to add to my red rosette collection.


I made a lot of friends at Balsall Common. There was Lizzie Harris who had a 14.2 pony called Just William. Dad and Janette became friendly with Lizzie’s parents and we used to spend a lot of time at each other’s houses. Lizzie eventually got married, had two children and moved to California. I called in to see her at her home on Malibu Beach one time on my way back from New Zealand. Then there was Johnny Wrathall, who was, like Stuart,



a few years older than me. Me, Stuart and Johnny became like the three musketeers and those two would get me into all kinds of scrapes. I understand why my headmaster used to write on my school report: ‘Nick is easily led.’ I was.


Johnny’s family lived about ten miles away from the Clawsons. His dad, John, was a farmer and a good producer of young horses, including Pennwood Forgemill, who had become a household name. John took ‘Forgie’ to Grade A for owner Fred Harthill before Paddy McMahon took over the ride. They won lots, including the 1973 European Championships, until Paddy set up on his own and Fred Hartill didn’t want to let the horse leave home. Fred gave the ride to Geoff Glazzard, who rode his novice string, and ‘Forgie’ made Geoff’s career.


Stuart and I used to drive over to Johnny’s on a Friday night. They always had a yard full of ponies and horses, and Saturday morning we used to help milk the cows and then we would go hunting with the Pytchley. Johnny’s dad used to wake us up at six o’clock in the morning with the strongest tea I have ever tasted; it was like drinking black tar. On a Saturday night Johnny, Stuart and I would go over to the Clawsons and go out. I was only thirteen, they were four years older. Enough said!


Prince Tarquin was sold when I moved out of 13.2s at the age of fourteen. Tarquin was a great pony for me but the inevitable happened and I outgrew him. He went to Scotland when James Aird bought him for one of his children who had come out of 12.2 classes. Tarquin stayed in the family as a succession of brothers and sisters rode him. He was a champion in Scotland and, as far as I know, he stayed with the Airds for the rest of his life.


Uncle Fred, Stuart’s dad, told my dad about a nice pony whose girl rider wasn’t getting on that well with it. We went to see the pony, Calibas, at Balsall Common, where I tried it out in a class



and jumped double clear. With Dad’s approval, Uncle Fred set about buying Calibas. Louise Spencer was the rider and Uncle Fred knew the family. He approached Louise’s dad and asked would he sell Calibas. Mr Spencer replied that he would, ‘as long as I get my money back’. He didn’t name a price. Uncle Fred told Dad to write a cheque for £400 to secure the pony, and dropped it off at Spencer’s. The deal was done and when Mr Spencer asked Uncle Fred how he knew how much he had paid for the pony, Uncle Fred told him: ‘I know everything sold in this area and for how much!’


We were travelling to shows more and I got the ride on a good pony, a 14.2 piebald called On The Move, when his usual rider Nigel Wood broke his leg. We went off to Hickstead four times a year which was the place to go. Stuart and Johnny had both graduated to horses by now and were good riders. Ken Clawson was training me and was strict with it. On a couple of occasions when I’d gone badly in a class he locked me in the caravan, but with hindsight that was probably less due to my performance than to stop me hooking off to the pub with Stuart and Johnny, which I managed by escaping out of the window. We three musketeers used to go up the Castle Inn and, because I was under age I would get thrown out every night by Terry Sherman, the landlord. He would see me out of the front door and I would go straight round and come in the back door, burying myself in the thick of the crowd so he couldn’t spot me. It was always busy. Afterwards we’d go back to the horsebox park and continue the party. I was growing up.


Going to shows with the Clawsons, Stuart and Johnny, meant missing school – a lot of it. The headmaster, Mr Burroughs, is credited with bringing ‘a more liberal and relaxed atmosphere’ to the school. He didn’t mean it to be that liberal and relaxed, so he called my parents in to tell them my mind was too much



on ponies and not enough on school work. It didn’t make any difference. I couldn’t wait to turn fifteen so I could leave school and become a jump jockey, but that plan was going to change, thanks mainly to Calibas.
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The Gopher


Calibas and I were not seeing eye to eye. There wasn’t one specific thing he’d do, rather he’d just express his own opinion by having a fence down, running out, rushing his fences, the odd refusal. And I couldn’t hold him. Other than that, everything was fine!


Lol Weaver, who’d introduced Dad to David Nicholson and, incidentally, was Chief Steward at the Horse of the Year Show and Olympia for many years, suggested that Dad took Calibas and me over to some friends of his, Ted and Liz Edgar. Liz, who is David Broome’s younger sister, and Ted were both professional showjumpers, very well known, and Lol thought they could put me and Calibas on the right track.


So we went off to their yard, the Everest Stud at Leek Wootton. Ted was away but Liz gave me a lesson, putting me right on what I was doing wrong, but also putting me right on Calibas. He simply wasn’t up to the job. Apparently, that evening when Ted got home he asked Liz how ‘that kid’ had got on with his pony and she had told him that the pony was useless, but she thought the kid had potential.


When Ted rang up to ask would I like to go and help them at



shows at weekends if I wasn’t away jumping myself, I decided to give it a try. I wasn’t all that bothered as my sights were still firmly set on becoming a jockey. And it was nothing like being at the Clawsons, where I’d picked up those extra rides; this was cleaning tack, polishing Ted’s boots, holding horses, just generally helping. I wasn’t there to ride.


The first show I went to with the Edgars was a two-day show. As it was at Nottingham Racecourse some way away, we stayed up there. Ted and Liz had a caravan. I was sleeping in the front of the horsebox and their groom, Fenella Power, known as Hob, was sleeping in the horsebox as well. Suddenly, in the middle of the night, the door burst open and an older lad walked in. He picked up my sleeping bag, with me still in it, and dumped me out on the grass, then he slammed the door shut and locked it. I didn’t get back in until feeding time at seven o’clock the next morning. Just as well it was a summer show. I curled up in my sleeping bag and slept on the grass under the horsebox. I had no other option. It wasn’t exactly an introduction, but it was my first encounter with Tim Grubb, who’d be a teammate a few years later. He was only a couple of years older than me but on that occasion seemed a lot older.


That same summer we went to the Bath and West Show at Shepton Mallet; again I was just helping. I was everybody’s gopher; even the grooms treated me as their gopher. One lunch-time in the caravan, Ted was having his lunch and he said, ‘Pass me the salad cream.’ I said, ‘We haven’t got any salad cream.’ So he told me, ‘Well, go and get some off Banky, next door.’ ‘Banky’ was Trevor Banks, a big owner and dealer and a big man in every way. I was totally intimidated by the idea of knocking on the door of this big, bluff Yorkshireman’s caravan and asking for salad cream, but I was equally intimidated by the idea of telling Ted I wouldn’t go.




I knocked on the door in trepidation and this voice growled ‘Come in’. As I crept in, Banky snarled, ‘What d’yer want?’ I asked had he got any salad cream and he replied: ‘Aye and it’s got “please” written on the fucking label!’ Oh shit, I had been that intimidated I’d forgotten to say please.


Over the following six months I helped at the Edgars on the weekends when I wasn’t riding myself and gradually I was given the odd horse to walk round the collecting ring at shows. Then there was a breakthrough and Ted sent me a horse to ride, The Red Baron, who was brought over by Australian rider John Fahey. Ted said I could keep him at home and ride him in a few Young Riders Classes, which I did. He was a nice horse; not too careful but not difficult to ride. Ted then sent me a dun horse called Timmie on which Liz had competed quite successfully. He was a good horse for me at that time. Dad still took me to local shows and on the weekends I wasn’t competing I ‘gophered’ for the Edgars; helping, leading horses up, cleaning tack, that sort of thing, including at the Horse of the Year Show.


The winter that I celebrated my fifteenth birthday, Ted and Liz were going to a show in Switzerland at Davos where the jumping was on snow. It was the first time I had been abroad, I had my first passport and I was very excited to be travelling with one of my childhood heroes, David Broome.


We set off in the horsebox to Davos taking Everest Make Do and Boomerang for Liz, with Everest Peak and Snaffles for Ted. David was riding Manhattan and Ballywillwill. Pam and Lionel Dunning made up the team. We arrived to cold I’d never before experienced in my life. The horses were stabled in an indoor school in standing stalls made of poles slung together with rope. You wouldn’t get that these days. Outside, the air froze the hairs in your nose and made you gasp for breath. I was glad I’d had a shower before I left home because I wouldn’t have another until



I got back. It was too cold to even think of washing. All I did was put more clothes on each day.


The diesel engine in the horsebox froze solid and Ted had to get a mechanic out with a pair of heating bellows to thaw it out. When it got started we left it running for four days and four nights until it was time to come home. The grooms and I were sleeping in the lorry and my thought was please don’t let’s have a repeat of Nottingham Show as I’d have ended up frozen. But I was OK, I was sharing with a lad who wasn’t that way inclined.


To jump on snow, the horses had to have four studs in each hoof and the back stud was a two-inch long spike. Guess what my job was? Yep, you got it. I was up at five o’clock every morning studding six horses up, so that’s four studs, four feet, six horses, total ninety-six studs. Classes started at eight o’clock in the morning, before the sun came up and melted the snow, and the last class was over by three in the afternoon. And then it was back to the studs, taking them all out again. I now consider that to have been my apprenticeship in studding, or should I say putting in and removing studs.


Well, my studding must have been up to scratch because Ted and Liz asked if I would like to go and work for them when I left school. Anything rather than school, I thought, and it would do until I could get myself over to David Nicholson’s and start being a jockey.


First, I had to go and see the headmaster. This was the last visit and his words were: ‘As you have missed so much school with shows, I think it is better that you pursue your outdoor activities rather than continue your academic career, if that’s what you want.’ I thought, That’s good enough for me. So I left school at the end of the Easter term in 1972 without having sat a single O level. What I did not realise was that this was to be the start of twelve years’ hard labour.




My first wage packet was £7 per week. Dad had to drive me to work at the Edgars’ every day, and that was seven days a week. It was years before I discovered there were only five working days in a week, I always thought there were seven (and, by the way, I still think there are seven).


I would arrive at seven o’clock; it was like being in the army, everything happened by the clock and everything had to be clockwork. Seven o’clock feeding and mucking out the straw beds, every horse had one clean bale of straw every morning. There were eighteen stables and they had to be finished by eight o’clock. Feeding, mucking out, bedding down, buckets washed, all done by then. We had three horses each to do. The muckheap was stacked properly, the barrow contents thrown up the heap and the layers squared off so when it got big it looked like a staircase, definitely not a heap. Each stable had high banks of straw around the walls and the floor straw tossed and fluffed, water buckets filled, hay nets filled – good old-fashioned stuff. Neat; I always have liked neatness.


In December of that first winter at the Edgars’ I turned sixteen. I was now old enough to legally ride a moped and that would save Dad driving me back and forth every day, so we went to Halfords and bought one. It was yellow and I was very proud of it. The first thing I did was ride over to Mum’s to show her. She inspected the moped and then gave me the mothers’ talk about being careful and watching what I was doing, and as I drove away, I turned around to wave goodbye to her and ran smack into a tree, tipped the moped up and fell off.


Come rain, hail or snow I always managed to get to work on that moped. But if I was even five minutes late Ted would greet me with, ‘Good afternoon, having a half day, are we?’ and walk off. The problem was that, if it was raining, it took me five minutes to get all my waterproof gear on in the morning so I was



often five minutes late. Should have got up five minutes earlier, I suppose. At seventeen I got a car licence and my first car, a Ford Escort. I didn’t have to get wet any more.


The horses had to be done in time for breakfast, no question. In the house at eight o’clock sharp, and if I was a minute or two late Ted would deliver one of his famous bollockings, but Liz always made sure I got my breakfast. Breakfast was a bowl of cornflakes and a piece of toast with marmalade, and the tea was much better than Mr Wrathall’s black tar! I was still very much the gopher and I’d have to clean Ted’s boots and fetch his Woodbines. I can remember that shout: ‘Oi, kid, fags. Go and fetch my fags.’ And off I would go to fetch his horrible Woodbines. If ever the drains were blocked in the stables, Ted would shout, ‘Where’s that kid?’ and I would have to roll up my sleeves and put my arm down the drain.


Ted always referred to me as ‘that kid’. He gave me the dirtiest, messiest jobs on the yard, jobs that the grooms wouldn’t have done. I like things neat and tidy – very – and I wonder if having to do all those revolting jobs reinforced that trait in me. Liz had a big peacekeeping role; she kept the whole thing going and deserves a medal as big as a dustbin lid. The only reason I stayed there so long was that Liz was so good to me. It was great that she was in the ring at Royal Windsor when Big Star and I retired.
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