



[image: cover-image]










[image: Images]


THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY


[image: Image]











‘Some people want it to happen, some wish it would happen, and others make it happen.’


Michael Jordan
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Foreword by Martin Clunes,
President of the British Horse Society


When Carl asked me to write a foreword to his book I was very surprised – shocked, actually – as my kind of riding is plodding around the Dorset countryside on a Clydesdale and is as far away from the world of Olympic Class Dressage as you can get. What we do have in common, however, is an innate love and fascination for horses. Having found myself more and more immersed in the world of the horse in all its guises, I have come to realise that Carl is an inspiration not only to the top riders around the world but also to grass roots horse people at all levels. He’s not just an immensely gifted rider, he also has a gift for communicating his skills and knowledge in a way that everyone can understand, inspiring us all. I have often watched my wife’s and daughter’s riding lessons and heard time and again, ‘Imagine you are Carl Hester’ – it’s easier said than done!


There is something about Carl’s journey from the back of a donkey on his home island of Sark to an Olympic Gold at Greenwich that will grab the attention of all horse lovers, regardless of their age or ability. The horse and its training is at the heart of everything Carl does. He understands the responsibility of finding the key to each horse to enable it to perform to its best, but also to flourish and be happy in itself. Carl loves his horses, he loves them enough to allow them to be horses. Olympic horses turned out to gallop, romp and buck in the fields to their hearts’ content, not wrapped in cotton wool as precious and pampered pieces of sports equipment.


As Carl says, ‘It often doesn’t make sense where an all-consuming fascination with horses comes from, some people just have it.’ As you’re about to read this book, I know you’ll understand that feeling.
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Greenwich Park


One week to go before the London Olympics were upon us and my nerves were totally frayed. Uthopia had given me a scare; he’d had bruising in a foot, which sometimes he can get with shoeing, and he decided to limp. We’re about to go, everything’s set and both the vet and the farrier tell me everything’s going to be OK. But I’m terrified I’m not going to make it and I know how reliant we – the British team – are on these three horses: Uthopia, Valegro and Mistral Højris.


The day before leaving the television is full of Olympics, full of dramatic music, full of adverts and previews, full of when to watch the stars. Television’s all over it and every time anything Olympic comes on I find myself bursting into tears. I don’t know why. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m just on edge about the whole thing.


Then I find out that my accreditation can’t be delivered. We’re all due to travel together on a bus up to the Olympics. The tack and equipment has been sent on ahead, the horses are ready to go and suddenly that vital piece of laminated photo ID without which you can’t get anywhere no matter who you are or how important – blagging does not work at Olympic Games – is not in order and I have to pick it up in person. It was something to do with my passport needing the bespoke treatment, but thank heavens for Richard ‘Dickie’ Waygood, our chef d’equipe.


Dickie was absolutely brilliant. The idea was that we could all go in at the same time and Dickie had it all under control. He arrives, picks me up and off we set, separate from everyone else, crossing



everything that this blasted accreditation would be ready. The whole thing was such a drama before I even got to Greenwich. The pressure of being a competitor, a trainer and an owner was catching up on me.


I have enjoyed my competing all my life, and yet here I was, looking forward to none of it, not one single bit. I was in an emotional place I had never been in before and it was especially difficult for me as I had never experienced before what I was experiencing then. There was nothing to draw on to help me out.


But the team support structure led by Will Connell, equestrian sport director at Team GBR and director of our World Class Performance programme, was geared up to what we as a team needed. It was about what the support team and the support structure could do to help so that we could be, as far as possible, our normal selves. There was a house where we could relax in the evenings, where we could sit outside and, in my case, have a drink and a smoke, so that did contribute to normalising the situation, which obviously helped me hugely. Anyway, with my accreditation sorted, we moved into the Novotel in Greenwich and the competition started.


The year before, at the Europeans, Charlotte [Dujardin] had been very buoyant. She’d set world records and this was her first Olympics with all the excitement that entails. I was lucky that she had the gloss of newness over the whole experience – far more shiny than a dull ache of pressure. I knew that as her trainer and mentor I could not show in any way what I was really feeling. There was I, at a major competition, visualising not the positive psychological imagery of everything going right but instead all the things that could go wrong. I don’t do that, I never have done, but it is what I did in London and consequently I put myself under huge stress.


It was the first time the Olympic team competition was contested by three riders per team. Having been on teams of four since for ever this was a very different feeling. With only three in the team the pressure is colossal as there is no margin for error. Because of the fact that I was training Charlotte as well as riding myself I opted to ride



first. I did that knowing it was not the ideal starting spot when you need the sort of scores that were expected of us. It might be a psychological feeling as a rider but you think ‘Oh, I’m in the first group where everyone expects the weakest riders to be’. The classic strategy is to put the strongest combinations at the end, so if drawn first you are really presuming you are the weakest rider, the one to get out of the way first so the strongest come at the end. It’s probably not the case that judges need to ‘warm up’ to giving higher scores but psychologically this is most riders’ perception. And then Uti’s foot was living in ice in case there was more bruising to come out, and that was in the back of my mind too. He did feel fine, we knew he was fine, but there was this nagging doubt. I was being very careful in training that he had no added pressure.


The competitor inside, however, comes back when you get on to ride. Thank heavens my inner competitor popped out of hiding and on the day of the test I was calm. I only had one problem and that was in the warm-up. Every time I did an extended canter Uti did a flying change before I got to the end of the diagonal. I have no idea why he did it, he had never done that before, and I ended up doing ten diagonals of extended canter and he did ten changes in the middle – and he damn well did it in the test as well! It was the one mistake he made, which of course will stick in my mind for ever. I don’t know what I did in the warm-up or what caused him to do it or why he did it in the test. But, I had come from my last show, Fritzens in Austria, with a bad feeling. Uti had been inattentive. We’d won the grand prix on 77 per cent but in the grand prix special I didn’t get the score I would normally expect so I was riding an Olympics off my last ride, a ride I really didn’t want to be the one I had in my head.


Hartpury was supposed to be our final pre-Olympic show, but I had opted out. Charlotte and I knew that when it came to the individual competition with the draw run on FEI World Rankings she and I could be drawn very close together, too close. Charlotte and Valegro had the chance to go for individual gold, and knowing that she really



needed me there to warm her up and guide her through the last test I opted out of Hartpury, so I hadn’t had the luxury of a final warm-up.


Will Connell had been at a Performance Directors’ meeting at Eton Dorney with the British Olympic Association and UK Sport discussing the potential pressures on athletes at London 2012. This was before the selection process but Will had presented the proposition that in dressage it could be that one gold medallist would also be in a position of training another gold medallist on the same team and how challenging that scenario could be. It was highly unusual, maybe even unique, and it did come to pass. We had to prove it was possible and I had to cope.


Being an owner as well – my third ‘hat’ – wasn’t a problem. Roly Luard is my good luck charm in owning horses. She and I work together, we always have, and it works. I think we would each be worried about doing it without the other because we’re good luck for each other as a team.


So we went into the Greenwich arena for that five minute forty-five second grand prix to come out with a 77.22 per cent score. When I came out of the arena a couple of people said to me ‘you didn’t go for it’. On no, I replied, I did go for it. Uti was soft, he felt good and that’s as much as I could ask, considering how I felt. I just wanted that safe ride and – bar one mistake, the change in the extended canter – I got it. I was over the moon. It was a good start, it set the pace and most importantly we scored above the first German combination Dorothee Schneider and Diva Royal. We went into the lead.


On that first day you’re thinking about being ahead of the other first riders – or ‘third riders’, if you take into account the self-imposed pecking order – and we achieved it. I came out on top of those third riders. That was my aim and I felt I had given the girls and us as a team that head start, for Laura [Bechtolsheimer] and Charlotte to go and do their bit. Laura is very much in her family unit, which gives her huge support. Things didn’t quite go her way in the test; the highlights were there but she and Mistral Højris, known as ‘Alf’, made



some mistakes and Laura was disappointed with her score. But Alf is a typical championship horse and gets better as the competition goes on, as he did in London.


We had a conversation on this medal subject one night. Laura, Charlotte and I had been out for dinner and we were talking about the medals. We said it didn’t matter what we got, GB had never, ever had an Olympic medal in dressage before, so let’s not put ourselves under that pressure that we have to win gold. If we win something won’t it be amazing? That was two nights before the competition.


The Olympics had started on 28 July and the day before the dressage team competition started on 2 August the medals had started arriving for Team GB. Rowers Helen Glover and Heather Stanning had won the first British gold at Eton Dorney in the women’s pairs, and become the first British female rowers to win an Olympic title, then Bradley Wiggins won the cycling time trial gold. We had another dinner the night before the competition, and we were sitting round absorbing the day’s golds. ‘OK,’ I said, followed by an expletive, ‘we now have to win a gold, we really have to or we won’t be remembered. There are gold medals coming in here. We actually now do need a gold.’ And we all thought we could do it.


We were a very close-knit group in that situation and it was a really, really good atmosphere. There were Laura’s parents and her boyfriend (soon to be husband) Mark Tomlinson, Charlotte’s stalwart mate Ian Cast, and Richard Davison, who was riding as an individual but very much part of the team, Dickie Waygood, then Charlotte, Laura and me.


You get to the Olympics and you’re surrounded by your friends, your fellow competitors, team mates and you suddenly feel normal again. I didn’t feel normal at home the week before the competition because I was on my own. That’s what my problem was, but to get there and get into it with all those people who are either in it together with you or totally supportive, that’s what helps you feel fine again.


Dressage is a competitive sport, but like all equestrian sports your



main partner is your horse, and when you’re in the ring, whether doing a grand prix test or jumping fences, it’s down to you and the horse and you get in the zone. Once you’re on two legs, you’re in the same boat as every other competitor and everyone feels the same pressures, everyone wants to do their best. That’s why when you’re mixing with your mates again it’s a ‘normal’ situation, however abnormal it is in reality. That is what competitive life is about. It was great going into the Olympics and being there. It was a show, that was all, and it was going to be fine.


Our hotel, the Novotel beside Greenwich Park station, was a short walk down the road and a right turn to the stables and the show ground. Every morning when we walked down to the stables there were people flowing out of the station coming to watch and it was one of the best feelings ever. Before we started the eventers were on, and the showjumpers were mixed in with us in the timetable, so Greenwich was full-on ‘equestrian central’ for the duration. There were bollards in place to widen the pavements and stop people walking in the road and the Gamesmakers with their ‘big hands’ and big smiles were cheerfully directing people to Greenwich Park. The whole place was throbbing with enthusiasm – it was bonkers! The walk from the hotel to the Greenwich Park entrance every day was a hoot because we got stopped left, right and centre for good wishes, for autographs, seeing people we knew. We got involved with everyone’s enthusiasm, with everyone’s feelings, and it was the best party atmosphere in the world. I don’t think we’ll experience the like of it again. It was tumultuous, incredible.


On the second day of the grand prix Charlotte had a great warm-up on Valegro, or Blueberry as we call him. She was her usual calm self, but I know when we walked down to that tunnel to the arena she could feel it. Hundreds of yards from the tunnel entrance my heart was pumping, I was walking but felt as if I was rocking, and that was only me, the tensions and excitement were palpable. I put my hand on Charlotte’s knee and said, ‘Don’t forget, some people want it to



happen, some wish it would happen, go and make it happen.’ She trotted off down that chute and she went and did her thing. I couldn’t have been prouder. I didn’t cry, I just watched her as I do every day at home and it was a masterful performance.


On the following days those golds would come in thick and fast and people were starting to get very excited and expectant. The break between the grand prix and the grand prix special, the next round which would finally decide the team medals, had to be carefully managed as it would have been easy for the horses to go off the boil. We had to keep them happy, fit and relaxed. Then the night before the special the showjumpers – Nick Skelton, Peter Charles, Ben Maher and Scott Brash – brought home the first gold for GB in sixty years (before Nick Skelton was even born, but at least they had one!).


I felt confident that the special was Uthopia’s best test so this was the part of the competition that I was most looking forward to. I wanted to recapture what I’d had the year before when I’d gone to the Europeans in Rotterdam not expecting anything, not having hit those 80 per cent scores, and I’d nailed them. I knew it was in there with Uti but I hadn’t had it for a whole year. He’d got a little bit wiser, he knew the test and, let’s face it, most horses that get to this level are intelligent but he’s very intelligent and most of all he’s a stallion so has his mind on other things at times. When they get there young, as Uti did – he was only ten when he first hit the high scores – it is because of that intelligence, so it follows that he was also intelligent enough to know the test. There is an old horsemen’s adage: ‘Tell a gelding, ask a mare, discuss it with a stallion.’ I get that anticipation, and with a stallion that slight backward tendency, it’s a constant, but with so much at stake there was not a lot of room for discussion. The fact was I just decided to sit down and ride hard. It’s not my style of riding, but I was determined to get through with no mistakes. It was a bit knife-edge, but I hit that 80 per cent and as we rode out of the arena I looked at the scoreboard and thought, ‘I’ve done it!’ That was the test I set out to get, the score I set out to get, and I got them.




Alf and Laura had a few errors but she upped her score by 2 per cent and then Charlotte … well, Valegro was at the point where he was totally rideable; it doesn’t seem to matter where you put him, he just gives it. Again he gave it.


The scores were added together. We could hear the roars from the crowd while we were out the back. We knew that the final Dutch rider, Adelinde Cornelissen, would have had to get an unbelievable score and, although it’s not over until it’s over, I think we all knew it was going to be a fairly impossible task for her.


To come in to that team prize-giving, to come through into the arena all together … We’d done it. That was all I could think. The horses had delivered, we’d delivered. I was just so excited for everyone watching. The majority in that crowd were British people who were witnessing something historic. We were feeling it and they were feeling it with us.


We all cried, laughed, and slapped each other. Everybody was relieved: the vets, the farrier, the physio. All our support team that World Class Performance put in place, the ‘British Army’ as I call them – they were tremendous. History had started, history had been made. That’s all I could think: we did it. We won gold. And we did it in the right place.


I never thought it would happen in my life. When I started out in my competitive career I couldn’t have known that in my lifetime the Olympics would ever be in London. When London was awarded the 2012 Games I wondered whether I’d be a part of it. I didn’t know I’d have Uthopia and Valegro in my life, and I didn’t know I’d have someone like Charlotte to complement the horses. But it did happen, it was a fait accompli. It was destiny.


You can’t really explain what it feels like to be up on that podium – it’s just a total rush to your body. The bronze medallists get up first, then silver and you’re waiting and you’re thinking, ‘My God, they’re going to go bananas!’ Then they go bananas. It’s a beautiful situation where you’re looking to your left at the two team mates you’ve



journeyed with, and looking either side at the Germans and Dutch a podium each down, and then out into the sea of waving Union Jacks. We went bananas too. We all felt – and it was certainly the thought in my head – that this journey had been worth it. It was a huge relief. The biggest thing of all was that it had worked, we had made it happen.
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Island Life


Naughty Mummy got pregnant at school so was sent away to a nunnery to have me. In 1967, which might have been the swinging sixties but was only swinging for girls if they didn’t get caught out, that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. It wasn’t really a nunnery, I just think it sounds better so that’s how I tell it; apparently it was a private house near Cambridge where she stayed and worked. Girls were sent away to this sort of halfway house before the bump got too big and the neighbours’ talk got too loud. I was not put up for adoption, or at least it was halted when my grandmother decided I should be kept. I’m sure Mum and Nan have other versions of the history, but this is my story, so I’ll tell what I know.


We lived on Byng Road in the London Borough of Barnet. I don’t remember much about those London years apart from winning a goldfish and flushing it down the toilet. Oh, and the weird thing is I can remember looking out of an oxygen tent and seeing people peering at me through the plastic. But when I wanted a wee no one came so the inevitable happened. I had double pneumonia at the time. Then there is a hilarious picture of me in long socks, velvet trousers and a velvet waistcoat at the wedding of Mum’s friend when she was a bridesmaid. I dread to think what Mum and the bride were wearing.


It was when I was four that my mother took me and moved to Sark, the fourth smallest Channel Island. The family used to go there for holidays and ‘Chez Nous’ was left to Mum and her two brothers by their godmother, the wonderfully named Winnie Tosh. Neither of



her brothers wanted to up sticks and move to a tiny Channel Island, or at least not then, but Mum decided she did, probably because she wanted to gain her independence.


So we arrived on Sark. Mum was only twenty-one so it was a pretty big thing for her to do at that age, in those days. She got a job as a cleaner and chambermaid in a hotel and she used to take me to work with her so I expect the more Mummy cleaned the more I made a mess behind her. That hotel, Le Petit Champ, hasn’t changed in all those years, at least not to me. My stepfather-to-be Jess Hester was a pot washer in another hotel, although he was a trained carpenter. My first memory of Jess is waking up in the morning and going into Mum’s room and there she was with Jess for the first time. I was absolutely horrified that there was somebody in my mother’s bed. Anyway, they got married.


Our ‘house’ was basically a wooden shack, a bit like one of those Caribbean-style houses with a tin roof. It had just one bedroom and a dining/living room, but it sat on the east coast of the island and so you could see France, even if the prevailing view was of a great big nuclear power station. Right next door to us lived the island’s vet and because of dogs coming over from France the vet had built the first rabies quarantine kennels on Sark. I was strictly warned never to go over the hedge which separated the two properties, and I didn’t, as the idea of getting bitten by a rabid dog and dying a horrible death was very scary for a little kid. But the vet also had donkeys, which I could see from our house as the garden sloped down towards their field, and he had goats too which I used to help him rear. Those were the earliest days of my life with animals and they’re sweet memories. I assume, of course, that I was sweet too.


At the age of five I started school under the tutelage of Mrs Lefebvre (pronounced ‘le fever’ but lessons weren’t conducted at a feverish pace, thank heavens). There were only two classrooms in the long, granite building: one for children under the age of eight and the other for ages eight to eleven. There was a senior school for after



that, but in our little school the total number of pupils in my year was eleven.


The most fascinating thing for me about Mrs Lefebvre was that her husband was a carriage driver and so they had a couple of ponies. Sark was and still is a working island for horses. There are no cars, transport for locals and tourists is by horse-drawn carriage, and fields are ploughed by horses, so all the equines of the island are packhorses of the land. People didn’t keep horses solely for riding, although a few families had ponies. Some of the children used to ride their ponies to school, then in the afternoon the ponies would be dropped off for them to ride home again. It’s funny because it doesn’t seem that long ago to me, but it probably sounds more like eighty years ago than forty.


I can’t remember when it started, and there is no reason I can put a finger on as to why it did, but I was always fascinated by horses and ponies. I have, however, a very clear memory of my first encounter with a horse. Nan took me to a field and as I could see there was a horse in it I walked under the wire to go and say ‘hello’. It picked me up by my hair! Obviously this made me cry and run out again. But Nan told me that the horse thought my hair was hay, which is why it tried to eat me. It often doesn’t make sense where an all-consuming fascination with horses comes from, some people just have it. Needless to say, the ‘hay-hair muncher’ of Sark didn’t put me off.


It’s fair to say I was madly keen on pets. I was given Sweep, the guinea pig, for Christmas one year. Actually what I was given was a box with a load of curly wood shavings in it and I remember that awful sinking disappointment that there would be nothing else inside. But the joy of finally finding the guinea pig! Then there was Pharaoh the rabbit, which got savaged by a dog next door. Poor Pharaoh was wild, I hate to think my desire to tame him hastened his death but I suspect it might have.


Pigeons racing from France used to drop in on the Channel Islands and I was to become madly keen on pigeon racing. We (that is, me



and friends from school) used to catch all these pigeons and while I wasn’t allowed to keep them, I did keep one in the wardrobe once. I’m sure this confession won’t make the French pigeon racers happy but it may answer a few questions for them. This one I kept for days in the wardrobe until Mum found it. I wasn’t there when she did but can imagine there were one or two shrieks – and not of joy. I would feed the pigeon but couldn’t think of anywhere for it to go during the day, hence the wardrobe. Mum released the pigeon, so when I came home I had the joyous job of cleaning all the shit out of the wardrobe.


Nan, as I’ve always called my grandmother, had also moved to Sark two years after Mum and me. She and Pop, my grandfather, bought a property called The Willows which they developed and ran as a bed and breakfast. It was lovely, bungalow style, all on one floor. Nan did the cooking while Pop did the serving. They produced home-grown vegetables and made it into the perfect B&B, which attracted lots of French visitors. This provided me with a big opportunity. Nan used to pay me – about tuppence, I think – to take some of the guests down to beaches they hadn’t been to before and show them new places, or she’d get me in to play with the kids who were staying. It gave me a bit of cultural difference which I didn’t get from being at school in a classroom of eleven kids and Mrs Lefebvre, who taught us for every subject, at every level, although the French teacher who taught the older group used to take us all for French lessons. Going to school on Sark was amazing though. Once we’d finished classes everyone used to pile down to the beaches. It was heaven. My friend Jamie and I always used to stop at the island stores to pick up a packet of chocolate biscuits, then it was straight down to the beach until six o’clock and teatime.


There was an increasing family gathering on Sark as Mum’s brother David had also moved to the island. We used to see him after school on his rounds delivering fresh fish – his catch of the day. He wasn’t a fisherman until he arrived on Sark. He’d been a rugby player, and a successful one at that. Since arriving on Sark as well as



being a fisherman he ran a pub and had his turn at being the island’s policeman. That’s one thing about Sark: everybody gets a go at being the policeman. They are elected every two years and no doubt if I’d stayed there I’d have ended up doing it, which would have been my biggest dread. The job is mostly dealing with over-intoxicated people from the other islands on a jaunt to Sark for stag parties and that sort of thing. In the playground at school was an alleyway about three feet wide. Across from there is the Sark prison. It is famous for being the smallest prison in the world and consists of two very basic cells. A big green wooden door, with a grille of bars at the top, was the only thing that separated the inmates from us outside. Any prisoners could look out at us in the playground and we used to hurl stones and abuse at them like the ghastly little children we were. That’s how close we were to the law.


The Dame of Sark, Sibyl Hathaway, was in her early nineties and by then unable to walk. When we were standing outside school in the morning waiting to go in, the Dame would come past in her electric buggy – she was the only person on the island allowed to have one in those days. As she made her way past it was rather like a royal progress, we all used to stand in a line and nod our heads to her.


When Jess and Mum married I became a Hester. Jess was gradually building our house up, first adding another bedroom. I didn’t have any contact with my natural father, no birthday cards, not a word. Apparently when I was born he’d been told he could visit me after school, but obviously I didn’t know whether he did. Maybe Mum and Jess felt it was a new life and ‘for the best’, but I never asked and wasn’t interested. When I was eight Mum got pregnant again with my sister Polly. There was no hospital on Sark, just the doctor whose only means of transport was a bike. When someone was ill you would know by the speed the doctor was pedalling on his bike how bad their illness was. A few years after Polly arrived, having been safely delivered in hospital on Guernsey, my brother Jesse was on the way.


One really stormy, wet night at the end of August the ambulance,



which was a carriage pulled by a tractor, arrived. The doors opened and we all piled in to go down to the harbour. It was a freezing night and there were rats running around everywhere on the harbour side. It was horrible. The ambulance boat, the Flying Christine, came to collect Mum. It only took twenty minutes to get to Guernsey, but between the two islands my brother was born. It was a breach birth, which must have been pretty damned uncomfortable for Mum. There are very few people now who are officially born ‘Sarkee’ – I only became Sarkee after living there for fifteen years – but Jesse could have been had people on Sark not thrown their arms up in horror, so Jesse’s birth certificate states that he was born on the Flying Christine at the Albert Docks in Guernsey. Everyone thought he should be called Albert. Unsurprisingly, pregnant ladies are now expected to travel to Guernsey at least two weeks before their babies are due in case of any trouble.


At the age of eight I was still mad keen on the horses. During the summers I had this great nanny, Michelle (well, she wasn’t a real nanny but she looked after me), who was the daughter of a proper old Sark guy and an Irish mother who was a proper old nagswoman, the latter in this sense being the term for a horsewoman, not a woman who nagged her husband. They had a farm with probably twelve or fifteen working horses and carriages, and a lot of dramas going on. Michelle was a wild child and very popular in more ways than one. There was a strapping Irishman, probably about six foot six inches tall, and a shorter, stocky chap. Both of them fancied Michelle and they’d fight over her. Michelle was a carriage driver, as were both lads. Anyway, one night a fight broke out and one of them took a shotgun to the other one. I think one of them got a minor wound to his leg. No one got killed, thank God, but both men had to leave the island.


In the summer when the carriages went out to take tourists round the island I used to hop from one carriage to the other; if one was getting too full I’d hop off at a stop and hop on another. My ‘job’ then was to do tours. The carriage drives lasted about three hours with six



stops, including one for lunch. I would get paid at each of the stops to take the tourists down to see the beauty spots, or round the gardens of the Seigneurie, the home of the Dame of Sark. At places where the carriage couldn’t go, we’d all get off and I’d escort the visitors round telling them the history of the island, such as what happened to Sark during the Second World War. The Channel Islands were the only British territory to be occupied during World War Two, but the only remaining evidence on Sark is the sail-less windmill which was used as a German lookout. We had to be jolly careful on the tours as it was never apparent which of the tourists were German … until it was too late.


It seems incredible to me now that aged seven or eight I could remember all the details. I hope I got everything right – although something tells me if I didn’t my improvisation skills were already being developed – but the facts stuck when you were doing sometimes three tours a day. I’ve forgotten most of the history now. I met some great people, and some famous people like Pam Ayres and the violinist Nigel Kennedy, though I can’t say I knew who they were then. Mostly it was all about being around the horses.


That obvious, almost instinctive fear that even people who are besotted by horses can have around them was never there in me. I used to go under their tummies and between their legs to get from one carriage to another – I never walked around them – and quite often at the stops I would crawl up the carriage shafts so I could sit on their backs. People used to love photographing this monkey-like kid who emerged from the danger zone underneath the horse and popped up to sit on his back.


Michelle’s mother, Hannie Perrée, the nagswoman, would give me various jobs when I got back from the carriage tours at the end of the day. I’d either be tasked with doing her shopping – which meant I’d have to head straight back to the village – or to turn the horses out or bring the cows in for milking. I was a general gopher and I loved it, especially working on the farm, Le Fort, which is where the first



settlement was made on Sark. I still hadn’t actually ridden much, and then Hannie bought a donkey called Jacko.


Here was my first real chance to ride, so I used to use Jacko for the shopping runs. He was very happy to go to the shops as he soon learned he’d be rewarded with a carrot, but getting back was a different matter. Jacko would dig his heels in, deciding that waiting for a carrot was a better bet than carrying me and the shopping home. My solution was to get on, then flap the plastic shopping bag above his head. Only then would he go, and once he did he went jolly fast.


At the weekends we would take Jacko to the beach to do donkey rides. Anyone who’s been to Sark will know that there isn’t a beach you can easily get to. They’re all quite hard to negotiate on an island 250 feet above sea level. All the sandy beaches on Sark have near-vertical paths going down to them, which made them very difficult to navigate, even for a hardy little donkey, so we used the pebble beaches instead. There wasn’t a lot of riding to be done on the beach, but it was enough and the donkey rides were popular until Jess gave me a stern warning that I was going to be in trouble for making money without a licence. It was probably more about stopping me going to the beach every day, as at eight years old I was hardly going to be sent to prison for working illegally and making two pence a ride. All the same, we had to stop, although there were still ingenious ways of making money at the expense of dear old Jacko.


When at home, whatever time of day or night, if I heard a horse I would always run out to see who it was. Before 5.30 in the afternoon I’d know it would be a carriage, while after that any of the children who had a pony would be home from school so there was a good chance whatever I heard was going to be ridden. Vanessa, a girl from school who lived on the other side of the island, used to go past on her pony Spice, who must have been about thirty-five years old. I’d rush out and pull Vanessa off so I could have a go and ride down the road. Well, not quite, but I’d beg her for a quick trot and pay her back with a chocolate.




Another girl at school, Lizzie Dewe, whose family owned the La Moinerie hotel, had a pony called Jackie. She took me out one day after school and put me on him, telling me it was time for me to learn to canter. We went to a great big field and Lizzie got on her bike to ride alongside us. I didn’t have a saddle – nobody did – but thankfully Jackie did have a bridle on. Lizzie pedalled flat out beside me as Jackie trotted faster and faster until my teeth were rattling in my head. Then suddenly he broke into canter and we were off, with Lizzie screaming at me to keep kicking.


I can still feel it now – it was the best feeling in the world and so comfy. That was my first experience of the wonderful feeling of canter and I wasn’t going to let it stop. Nowadays we all understand that safety is important but wow, what freedom to be able to just get on and ride; no saddle, no hat, no back protector. The balance I acquired through that way of riding for many years has stood me in good stead. People do say that of bareback riding, and I am absolutely convinced of it.


Wherever I knew there was a pony on the island I would end up wheedling my way in there somehow. Little Sark is a wonderful part of the island with another famous award-winning hotel called La Sablonnerie, which is possibly the quaintest hotel in the world. Elizabeth Perrée, who was a cousin of Michelle’s – a non-speaking cousin, there was always rivalry between the two although they’re on good terms nowadays – lived right at the end of Little Sark. The cousins were as far as you could get from each other on the island, which was probably just as well what with all the fights. Elizabeth owned the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life which was a grey Arab stallion called L’Arret. Whenever I cycled past his field I would stop, sit on the bank and watch him, he just took my breath away. L’Arret was the one thing I wanted more than anything in the world but he was wild. When Elizabeth rode him I used to watch in awe – he would rear and scream. As the only stallion on the island he knew he was kingpin. Elizabeth finally let me ride L’Arret and he used to



terrify the life out of me as whenever he saw a carriage horse coming he would scream his head off. He had several liaisons with some of those larger ladies who pulled the carriages, but fortunately didn’t attempt such overtures while I was on board.


Any available time, weekends and holidays, I was up there having a go on these animals. When I was ten, Mum and Jess decided I had to sit the 11-plus exam, and that if I passed I would go to boarding school on Guernsey. The thought of it filled me with dread. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who passed the exam but I was the only one of my year who was going away to school, so that meant going on my own.


Elizabeth College was the only boarding school we went to look at. You could go to day school and board with a family, but the fact was it would have been too difficult to find a family to take me on for as long as I was going to be there, which was at least four or five years. That rather makes it sounds as if I had a choice, but I didn’t, I was going anyway. I was really worried about going to Elizabeth College as it was known as an academic school, but my main worry was when would I be able to ride?


It was traumatic. The only thing that made it a bit better was that while I was very small at the age of eleven, out of between eighty and ninety boys there were three or four who were there at the age of seven. It was an international boarding school, so some parents travelled a lot and they’d left these lost little seven-year-olds who were tiny. It was the only saving grace that there were others smaller than me, but it was pretty horrendous all the same.


The college was founded in 1563 by Queen Elizabeth I. It is the most impressive building, gorgeous, and behind those turrets that run along the top of the main building are dormitories, or there were then. So my first boarding house was on the top floor of the college, which sits at the top of St Peter Port in Guernsey. I’d look out of the window in the morning straight over to Sark, nine miles away, wonder what everyone was doing and think if only if I could see a



carriage horse in the distance – which of course I couldn’t. That was the most frustrating thing about school, and the full boarding school terms meant we only had Easter, summer and Christmas holidays. Out of sight out of mind is one thing, but it’s bloody well not when you live in a boarding house and can see home from your window! Mum and Dad – Jess – were over there and a wave didn’t do any good at all.


There were eighteen of us in a dorm, a long room with nine beds on each side and lockers down the middle. We had to endure raids from the bastard prefects who used to come in and throw us out of bed and toss our clothes out of the window, the usual boarding school thing. In my year all the boys were very good friends, thankfully. I did hate it, but I wouldn’t go back and change any of it. I don’t think I would have been anything without it. It is said that boarding school is character forming, and it was.


I was so flipping shy when I went there, I had no idea how to speak to people. We had a lot of good housemasters and there was a full curriculum, but I wasn’t much good at any of it. The most disappointing thing about this was that my mother’s brother, David, among all his other skills, was actually a qualified maths teacher. He’d tried to take me under his wing and teach me maths because it was the one thing we didn’t really do at school in Sark, but even so I failed year after year. I simply could not do maths and I think I took an absolute pleasure, after being forced to do it, in coming last every year in maths. Don’t ask me why, but religious studies, which I also loathed, I somehow managed to pass.


Sport is prevalent among the islands; even now on Jersey and Guernsey all they can talk about is beating each other. We did a lot of running, and I enjoyed that. I was a sprint runner for the island over 100 metres. Looking back, I have no idea how I did it as it would take me twenty minutes to sprint out to the car now. I really enjoyed doing my Duke of Edinburgh award, despite being failed for getting back too early. You weren’t supposed to return before noon and I



failed three times for getting back at eleven thirty. We were supposed to clock it and I didn’t.


Team sports were not for me. I was crap at football and always used to get put at the back, which I hated. I’d dive out of the way when the ball came towards me, thinking, ‘Oh my God, they’ve broken through defence – run for it!!’ That was my biggest dread and I could feel myself crumble when the goalkeeper screamed at me to go out there and kick it. How I hated football. I never played rugby, but did play a lot of hockey, and then there was swimming and sailing.


I am the worst sailor. I get incredibly seasick, so it was probably a good job I was a boarder because the way I felt on the sea it would have been very cruel to have had to face that every day. My friend Debbie, being a year older, had gone to school on Guernsey a year before me at Elizabeth College’s counterpart for girls. Debbie was wicked. On the boat going there or back she’d unpick the stitches on the bottom of the sick bag before handing it to me. The contents, of course, dropped straight out. As I used to be sick three times on a crossing this was pretty bad. Ghastly, in fact. In the end, Mum took me to the doctor who said I would grow out of it, but I never did really, or at least not until some twenty years later. You learn where it works for you and I’m fine outside in the open air, but I still don’t like being on boats.


I remember Debbie as a big girl – and bear in mind I was tiny at the time. She and her friend Belinda were the two big girls in their class and I think they must have reminded me of carriage horses; when we were at school on Sark, during breaks, I used to put a bit of string in Debbie’s mouth and a bit of string in Belinda’s and drive them round pretending they were horses. Belinda and Debbie would come in from the playground with big red lines either side of their mouths. Debbie eventually became a bespoke shoe designer; she was obviously pretty handy with stitches and once designed herself a short, tight dress to show off her ‘Nigella’ figure. We got on the boat in Sark, which meant negotiating about five steps down. When we got



off in Guernsey the tide was much lower, meaning there were about thirty-five steps to go up. Encased in her hourglass number, Debbie found to her horror that she couldn’t get her legs wide enough apart to manage the steps, so I had to go and get a pair of scissors and cut the dress up the side so she could get to the top. So I got my revenge for her making me puke through the bag!


Sark is so bleak in the winter. In spring it starts to come alive with bluebells in the woods and hedgerows and along the coastal paths, then some six hundred species of flowering plants all burst into life and colour as the Gulf Stream’s currents warm around the islands. To paint a picture of Sark in summer with everything in bloom, the gardens are glorious and there are even palm trees. Sark in winter at its bleakest couldn’t be more of a contrast. It’s a plateau island of just over two square miles with the highest point 374 feet about sea level, so when the wind and rain come it’s horrendous.


Going out for dinner in summer is great fun. You have to cycle everywhere, so basically if you’re pissed the wind will blow it out of you. The winters are a different matter. You can liken it to the Arab women who wear head-to-toe black in the street then pop out at home dressed in head-to-toe Armani. On Sark in winter everyone goes out in their oilskins as there is no choice but to pedal, or to be very persuasive getting people to come to your place for dinner. Years later, when I worked in the evenings in the hotel bar, I used to have to dress for hell on the journeys there and back.


The island is totally seasonal; bustling in the summer, dead as a graveyard in the winter when the hotels close from mid-October to March. The islanders would turn into migrant workers, leaving their women and children behind and heading to the mainland to work – lots used to head to the Reading area to work on a Christmas tree plantation – with only a handful staying behind to work on the roads, repairing, re-gravelling and rolling (there’s no tarmac) in preparation for the following spring.


My father Jess didn’t have to do that. He’d upgraded his skills and



was a fully-fledged carpenter and builder. People were starting to realise the importance of a house with a view, built of the natural Channel Islands granite which is a stunningly beautiful blue-grey or pink-grey, so he was starting to find his niche doing that. Mum had the three of us, and she worked with him in the building business doing the books as my father was really dyslexic.


I’d met Daniel on Sark when I was ten. Dan’s family had a house on the island and a pretty interesting famous relative on his grandmother’s side, the author Mervyn Peake. Derek Jacobi came to Sark to star in the TV mini-series of one of Peake’s stories, Mr Pye. I remember them filming and it looking like a rather weird film. The main thing about Dan, though, was that in him I found someone who was as mad about riding as I was. Dan’s family were also friends with Elizabeth Perrée, so when Dan tipped up at one of the gymkhanas we started chatting.


One thing that happened when I first met Dan is rather a claim to fame of mine. I was riding Patches, who belonged to Lizzie Dewe. As he wasn’t very big, Patches used to pull a governess cart, which is a small two-wheeled cart. They have two seats, one fitted each side, so you climb in via a little door at the back and you have to sit sideways on when you drive it. They were designed to be suitable for ladies to drive, and the name comes from their use by governesses to transport their small pupils. Patches doubled up as a riding pony and I got to ride him at the annual horse show in the class for the best rider under sixteen. Dan was entered in the competition, turned out immaculately in his jodhpurs and jodhpur boots, and proved to be an immaculate little rider as he’d had proper lessons. Dan rode in the modern style – by that I mean the correct style – and had showjumped quite successfully in Guernsey. So there we were in this class and Dan was really my only rival. Dan trots in, wearing his hat and smart jacket, bouncing up and down very neatly on the correct diagonal as you’re supposed to do in trot. To start with we all trotted round together, then we each had to do a little individual show in



front of the judge. I seem to remember I had a saddle on Patches, but I certainly couldn’t compete with Dan in the turnout stakes with my borrowed breeches and a huge pair of borrowed rubber riding boots. As I started my show, Patches had other ideas and napped it, shooting out of the arena. My natural response to this was to get him back in, which I did by flapping my reins on his neck and kicking him furiously with my boots flapping like waders and falling further down my legs. I got Patches back into the ring and was picked as the winner because the judges thought I was very brave. Dan was horrified, and I don’t know how he has ever forgiven me. That was my first experience of feeling ultra competitive. Whatever the odds, I’d had to beat Dan, and I realised then that I really rather liked winning.


Dan and I would head on our ponies to L’Eperquerie Common at the north end of Sark, which sits on the headland facing Guernsey and the tiny private island of Jethou. It was one of our favourite places for riding as we’d construct showjumping courses out of the gorse bushes up there to canter round and jump. When we’d finished we’d gallop back up to the road. On one side there was a 250-foot drop down to the sea.


Our other favourite place was La Coupée. This natural isthmus – I’m not sure, but I think it’s one of the longest in the world and certainly among the narrowest, being only about nine feet wide – connects Big Sark with Little Sark. We would ride two Welsh ponies named Penny and Bim Dougal. They were only twelve or thirteen hands high. Penny was the mother, Bim Dougal her son and they both belonged to Elizabeth Perrée. Dan and I would ride over to La Sablonnerie on our bikes, pick up the ponies, race over to Big Sark, go hell for leather round the island then ride all the way back. Bear in mind that these ponies weren’t ridden for probably six months of the year, so they weren’t shod and yet we used to pick them up and go like bats out of hell for the duration of the holidays.


All the carriage horses used to be terrified of Bim Dougal and would freak out when I rode towards them on this tiny pony. These



days you’re not allowed to ride a bike across La Coupée, but Dan and I literally used to gallop across, and race each other on this narrow strip with sheer drops for most of the way either side. It is eighty metres above sea level.


The annual Sark horse show was one of the highlights of the year. It still is, but when I lived there it was THE event of the year for me and I used to look forward to it with huge excitement. It’s a proud thing for all the farmers to turn out their best horses and carriages, and much work goes in beforehand, bathing the horses, cleaning harnesses, et cetera. There are showing classes for all the different types of carriages and horses: harness horses, wagonettes, six-seaters, twelve-seaters, governess carts, heavy horses, middleweight, lightweight …


This fantastic spectacle culminates in the famous race derby, the one time in the year when the carriage horses were able to let rip and go. It wasn’t that they were fast, but it was a straight line-up start then go, so that lot thundering towards you made for a pretty fearsome sight. I finally got a horse to ride from Hannie. All the other islanders would come over to Sark to watch and people would be pulled out of the crowd to stand at the corners and act as marker posts for us riders to go round. They were usually either tanked-up or unsuspecting tourists from England. The last time I rode in the race when I lived there I was leading on the first lap so hadn’t seen what happened behind me. Coming round for the second lap all I saw was a wheelbarrow being pushed by two blokes and containing a girl with a bleeding nose – she’d fallen off at the start, been squashed, and they were transporting her from the field.


I wasn’t bullied at school, although I did get dropped in the pool and once had my eyebrows shaved off, but on the whole us boarders stuck together. We islanders were allocated to one of the four boarding houses depending which of the islands we came from. There were eight of us out of some eighty boys in my year who were boarding, so when you have seventy-two boys who are going home after



school every day and eight whose parents had chosen to send us off to school staying on, you can see why we stuck together. It was a very, very good group and we were all completely different. Nobody else liked horses, apart from me. One of the group was Paul Paint, who was into powerboating and had his own powerboat even at the age of fifteen. We all used to pile in and drop over to Herm, where Paul would sip a couple of lagers thinking that was OK to do (the rest of us would be on Pepsi Colas naturally!). Then there was George, whose mother ran tea rooms; James and Pinky, who were going to be lawyers; David Tucker, who wanted to go in the army; Tim, who was deaf; and me. That was about it in our year in the boarding house. The eighth member of the group was John Bell, whose father was a maths teacher so John was around and about with us boarders.


Dan was at the grammar school, but his parents lived a ten-minute bike ride from my boarding house so many evenings after lights out I would climb through the window (we weren’t on the top floor by then) and bike down to Dan’s. His bedroom was on the ground floor. He’d let me in through the window, we’d sit there smoking for twenty minutes, then I’d get on my bike and go all the way back to school again. His parents were the ones who always picked me up from the boat. Because I was sick I would be absolutely ravenous when I landed in Guernsey, so Dan’s mum would whisk me home and fill me up with crisps and omelette. It was so good, they were such nice people and became like family to me. Because Dan wasn’t at Elizabeth College we always had a lot to talk about and a lot of fun, and then there were the holidays, and riding.


Due to my birthday being in June I was actually in the year above where I should have been – that is, I was a year younger than everyone else – and so I left school at fifteen. Probably, in hindsight, I’d have been better off in the year below. You had to get four O-levels to continue to sixth-form level, and I got three: English Language, Biology and the dreaded Religious Studies, none of them useful for what I wanted to do. When the results were released I remember the



look of pain on my father Jess’s face, the absolute disappointment and the ‘after all those years of sending you to this academic school’ recriminations. But my feeling was that there had been no point in sending me there because I was going to work with horses. I’d argued that from the start and the response was ‘you’re going anyway’ so this was really just vindication that I’d been right all along.


Being brought up by a stepfather – bearing in mind I didn’t know and didn’t want to know my real father – was fine, but there was that element of strain which is often present in a relationship with a ‘step’, especially when there are two other children involved who don’t have any steps in the way of their relationship. I’m sure it’s an uphill battle for many step-parents, but if as a stepchild you sense there is favouritism that can make you feel a bit isolated. I resented having to work in Jess’s workshop several nights a week after junior school on Sark. My job was to bag up all the shavings from the saw mills. I hated it. There wasn’t a guinea pig in sight and I was the bloody sweep, but he wanted me to do it. I’d say ‘I’m going to ride’ and he’d say ‘No you’re not’. That was my nightmare, to be told I couldn’t go to the horses. If I’d been naughty or was late, and I mean a quarter past instead of six o’clock, then I couldn’t go to the farm the next day. It was my absolute dread. I don’t think it was unusual. Jess was a disciplinarian and I didn’t bloody misbehave. Call it terror, respect or even both, I now think there should be more of it, but back then I couldn’t wait to leave home. Despite being fifteen and a year younger than my peers, I saw myself as part of that group, and they were all thinking of jobs or A-levels.


My school reports read along the lines ‘Carl is no trouble, he has a lovely disposition but does need to apply himself’, and, to me, the classic: ‘Carl goes along without a care in the world, certain he will obtain employment as a stable boy or jockey.’


My qualifications for the latter were that I was very small and liked going fast on ponies. Obviously I had no experience, but the careers master explored options for me and I sent an application to



the Racing School at Newmarket. I didn’t get accepted, but thanks to Mrs Gibson, one of the teachers on Sark, I had another option.


During my final year at Elizabeth College Mrs Gibson had rung to tell me about the Fortune Centre. The Centre’s founders, the Honourable Mrs Baillie and Mrs Nelson, were coming over to stay at their holiday home on Sark and were planning to give a talk on their work helping physically and mentally handicapped young people through riding therapy. Mrs Gibson suggested that I speak to them, so I took a day out from school to come back to Sark. Then, during the Christmas holidays, I’d spent a week at the Centre in the New Forest where I’d been able to ride every day, learning to ride in a saddle, muck out, and basically do everything that I’d never done before, and do it properly. The ladies had told me that if I wanted to come over and take my BHSAI (British Horse Society Assistant Instructor certificate) I could. So once jockey school didn’t work out, I had two choices: go to the Fortune Centre or return to Sark and live happily ever after working on the carriages and in a bar at night (which was probably what I would have ended up doing if Nan hadn’t put her foot down). So, the Fortune Centre it was.


I was keen to go. I was so used to boarding school by then that the thought of being away wasn’t scary. It was also around that time that Mum had said to me out of the blue ‘Your father’s on TV’ and I’d tuned in to see him, the actor Anthony Smee. So, my move to the Fortune Centre and England was via London where I stopped to meet my natural father. Mum thought it was time I met him.


Guernsey was fog-bound and our plane couldn’t take off, but Mum bumped into someone she knew who had a private plane and who was flying, and was prepared to take us to Heathrow. I’m a nervous flyer now and I blame it on that bumpy, foggy flight, but Mum and I somehow arrived safely in London.


Luckily my father was then married to Maria-Luisa. She was, and is, a gorgeous lady and made me feel very comfortable, but sitting there with someone I didn’t know and my half-sister Vivien, who



was then only two or three years old, waiting to meet my father was a strange feeling. I asked Maria-Luisa what I should call him: Dad? Tony? She said call him whatever you like, so I blurted out both suggested names at once, to which he responded, ‘Call me Tony.’


I stayed two nights with them in London, which was absolutely horrific. Nothing to do with any of the people involved but because they lived on the Gunnersbury tube line. Coming from Sark I had only experienced dark nights with the only light from the stars. Gunnersbury at night was orange outside, and then every twenty minutes a flaming tube train would go past which would cause me to dive ten feet out of the bed. After two nights of this terror, I moved straight down to the New Forest and a fresh start.




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ARL HESTER

NMAKING IT HAPPE








OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
MAKING IT HAPPEN
a

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY
-

-

4









OEBPS/images/pub.gif





