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CHAPTER ONE



My Family and
Other Animals
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I certainly never expected or dreamed of a career as a top event rider. For as long as I can remember, I was surrounded by animals and I loved them all. We always had ponies and riding was something we did as a family. My younger brother Andrew was good and very brave, but I thought he was crazy. I was cautious and calculating and I enjoyed riding up to a point.


I soon learned how to handle that imbalance. From the age of reason, say five or six, I realised I had natural advantages that I could exploit. Obviously I was stronger and bigger, but more importantly I knew how to wind Andrew up. He had a hot temper and I was the opposite. If I could get him to blow a fuse, he would hopefully get the blame for the resulting chaos. It didn’t always happen that way because I was older and supposedly more responsible.


Even though we were generally pretty horrible to each other up to the age of ten, Andrew and I were a team. My parents were both highly motivated and had incredibly busy lives. When they got married in 1966, my father, Oliver, was thirty-four and an ambitious financial analyst trying to make his mark in the City. After several ventures, with varying degrees of success, he set up his own company, Fox-Pitt Kelton, in 1971. The City has always been his life and the investment world is what he does best. It’s his gamble; it gives him highs and lows. He loved it then and he loves it now, having just set up a new business, Master Capital, at the age of seventy-five.


Before she married at the age of twenty-five, my mother, Marietta Speed, was a top-class event rider who had represented Great Britain at the World Championships at Burghley in 1964, come fourth at Badminton in 1965, and second at Burghley that same year. I was born on 2 January 1969 but, with the life my mother led, full-time parenting was never a possibility. She was always on the road, and it was the same when Andrew came along eighteen months later.


In order to cater for their conflicting passions and responsibilities, my parents divided their time between London, where they had a house in Westminster, and east Kent, where my mother kept her horses at her family home, Knowlton Court. My grandfather, Jack Speed, died before I was born, but his widow, Monica, still lived there, running the house, the farm and overseeing the stables. To this she added being the perfect grandmother. She was a formidable character, much loved by everybody and totally in control of everything that went on at Knowlton, something my newly married parents must have found quite challenging. She completely doted on Andrew and me, and nothing was too much trouble. When we were small, she looked after us whenever our parents were away. She was gifted with incredible patience and warmth and she spoilt us to death.


From an early age I lived for the weekends. Andrew and I both hated London, because it represented school and restriction, whereas Knowlton was the ideal place for two small boys to run wild. I started riding aged two on Nigger, an elderly grey donkey retired from beach duties. There wasn’t a lot of action, but his felt saddle sticks in my mind and at least he was kind, which is not always the case with donkeys. Silver Star, my first pony, came along next, but the only thing I remember vividly is her dying. Riding wasn’t a passion or even a focus, I was lucky it was just there.


We were very fortunate, because our parents allowed us to find our own boundaries so we enjoyed an outdoor life with dogs, making camps and riding bikes. I loved camping, though I have to admit to enjoying my creature comforts now. By the time I was six, Andrew and I were on the loose on our ponies. There were rules, of course: we had to wear hats, we weren’t allowed to trot on the roads and, above all, we were forbidden to jump unless there was an adult with us. Supervision was minimal between breakfast and lunch, though we obeyed the lunch bell promptly because we were usually starving. Today’s parents are more neurotic about losing sight of their children, but sadly they have to be. As long as we could be out of doors, we were never bored. If we had to stay in, options were table tennis, snooker or cards, rather than watching television. I was not a great reader then and I am still not now.


Our first matched white ponies were Willy Wiff and Tiddlywinks – great names. Tiddly used to bolt so, although he was mine initially, he rapidly became Andrew’s, and I had Willy, who was bone idle except when he bucked. Andrew would never worry about the bolting, fast was great and falling off even better, just so long as no one told him how to ride. For me, doing it properly was the more important thing and falling off was the end of the world. However, jumping off was fine, which is what I did every time I lost control. To this day I can’t bear being out of control and I never want to ride an out and out puller.


Sometimes we used to do pairs showing classes, yelling at each other and looking a total mess, despite our best efforts to get our white ponies clean. How we envied children with immaculate bay or chestnut ponies! Having been advised that if you want boys to ride you must do everything for them, my mother normally had the ponies ready for us, but we did help with the show preparation. We would get well stuck in because if we succeeded, we’d have more chance of a rosette.


Minnie Monster was my first proper pony, the first one I remember trying before he was bought. Willy and Tiddly were local hand-me-downs that worked pretty well. Minnie was a handsome, 12hh, charismatic, grey gelding with a good reputation. He gave me my first taste of success at the West Street South Pony Club Gymkhana Games Championship in 1977. I was seven and the games consisted of races involving flags and sacks and bending poles, but no jumping, which was the best thing as far as I was concerned. As overall champion in Jubilee Year, I got a massive red, white and blue rosette. It felt great and I thought I had it made, but jumping was becoming an issue. There were logs all over the place at Knowlton, logs I’d looked at for years and thought, ‘You’d have to be mad to jump that.’ Andrew would gallop up and go over them and I’d gallop up alongside him and go round the edge. The more my mother urged me to give it a try, the more bloody-minded I became.


One day I decided I had to jump, but on my terms and in secret. Ignoring the family rules, I made Minnie stand in front of a minute log for ages while I psyched myself up. Then I took the longest possible run, kicked him into a flat-out gallop, held my breath and shut my eyes. He’d jumped it a couple of hundred times with Andrew so he flew it as if it wasn’t there. The anticlimax was huge: what was the fuss about?


If he’d stopped, I certainly wouldn’t be riding today. As it was, I got no praise from my mother, just a roasting for jumping on my own. There was no boasting to Andrew who had been jumping logs for two years. Not that he’d ever taunted me. He didn’t need to because we both knew he was doing it and we both knew I wasn’t. He was the doer, I was the thinker. He was the baddie, the wild child, cheekier and ruder than I ever dared to be, and he usually got away with it.


Once I could jump, I had to hunt. It was not my initiative – I was terrified – but my mother loved it, as did my father who went with her on Saturdays, so Andrew and I were expected to join in. I started locally with the West Street South Hunt over less demanding country which was perfect for me. Soon afterwards we were introduced to the Cottesmore, a Leicestershire hunt at the other end of the scale, where we were based during the Christmas holidays. To this day I retain a love for the Leicestershire countryside and feel butterflies rising in my stomach as I drive through some of the best hunting country in the world.


On the hunting field my instructions were ‘follow me’. My mother never let doubt stand in her way as she led her small boys across some of Leicestershire’s most celebrated country. We obeyed her as best we could, white as sheets as we scrambled and muddled through hedges, until inevitably she’d disappear over a fence we couldn’t tackle. Panic would set in and I might veer left and Andrew right, each of us taking out a few furious riders. I remember Urky (Ursula) Newton, a formidable hunting character and someone many were petrified of, telling my mother to keep her brats under control or better still leave them at home. My mother would smile and apologise profusely, while taking not a blind bit of notice. Gradually we learned to keep up and I started to enjoy jumping.


On non-hunting days, we would sneak on to a local farmer’s land and race round a circuit of hunt jumps. When it was too frosty, we’d turn the cowbarn, where the ponies lived, into a race track, setting out hay bales on the concrete and creating drop fences out of the steps. We spent hours in there riding flat out, often without saddles. We shared our two ponies with Adele and Rachel Jackson who lived in the village, and took it in turns to do time trials. Once our neighbour, Sue Cross, reported us for riding the pones to the point of exhaustion, but Granny was having none of it, saying they had a great life and if they didn’t want to jump, they’d stop. End of story, except that whenever I run into Sue – as I did at Burghley in 2005 – she says, ‘Every time I see you winning an event, I remember that day when you were flogging those ponies to death round that field.’


Between the ages of seven and fourteen, hunting changed from being the scariest thing I did to the thing I lived for. It taught me about survival and about sticking on no matter what. As I was on a pony initially, I had to fight for my line because the big hunts were competitive, with no hint of politeness, let alone kindness to kids. Eventually I thrived on the cut and thrust, but the more confident I got, the more Andrew lost interest. Before long I was able to hunt some of my mother’s horses. Hunting is the best preparation for cross-country riding because it instils good horsemanship by developing the key elements of confidence and skill. However, although hunting was a passion and a goal, I was unaware how strongly it would influence my future as an event rider.


Sometimes we went to stay with our Fox-Pitt grandparents, Billy and Mary, who lived in Dorset. We were very fond of them but they were much more formal than Granny Speed, and Andrew and I spent most of the time there down by the stream trying to keep out of their way. My grandfather retired as a general after serving in the Welsh Guards. He loved animals, was a keen birdwatcher and was still hunting in his eighties, despite suffering from chronic bronchitis following lung damage during the First World War. Granny Fox-Pitt wasn’t a very cosy character either and there were strict rules as to how we should behave. We would often go and stay with our ponies so we were able to pursue our passion for hunting and it kept us out of the house and out of trouble.


The downside of my idyllic rural childhood was that, in contrast, London was a prison. The Sunday night revolt against the journey back to town from Knowlton was a regular fixture, with Andrew and me often hiding until we were discovered and dragged protesting into the car. One night, we hid in some bushes with all four dogs, two Alsatians and two flat-coat retrievers, for what seemed like hours. We’d normally have been far too scared, but it was okay with the dogs and I remember thinking how lucky we were that they did not even whimper. We listened to the carry-on when our disappearance was noticed, but we only gave ourselves up when we were threatened with a police search. They knew we would not have dared to go far and I remember clearly this being the only occasion I saw Granny in a fury.


Not that she was all that amused by the chicken incident which took place at about the same time. She had a new batch of Marans pullets on point of lay, big grey and white chickens that she was extremely proud of. Andrew and I weren’t sure if they could fly – they certainly didn’t look as if they could – so we devised a test for them. I don’t know how we carried a dozen birds upstairs to our bedroom without being detected, but Granny soon spotted the trail of feathers through the house. By the time she started banging on the door asking what we’d done with her chickens, we’d locked them in the wardrobe. We tried to get rid of the evidence as quickly as possible by throwing them out of the window. Because they had clipped wings, they fluttered to the ground rather than flew, but they all landed safely. That wasn’t enough to stop us being in trouble as they didn’t lay for a month.


In London, our house had no room to run around. There was always an issue with Andrew and I having too much energy, so my mother made us run around the block after school in the hope of stopping us from fighting and breaking up the house. Invariably the run turned into a race that I would win, which in turn led to an argument, so we were pretty much out of control even before we got inside.


My school in London was ultra-formal and strict and the only thing I liked was sport. As I was built like a giraffe, I was very ungainly, but I was quite quick and the medals handed out on sports days became a focus. There were not many gold ones but I won the odd bronze and although I was brought up to think that losing was fine, my parents always encouraged me to try not to.


Apart from our sporadic fighting, everything at home was always calm and relaxed – no shouting, but we were expected to behave. I was clobbered from time to time, but no doubt I deserved it and I learned to control my temper from a young age. It was as well I did because patience is the critical factor when dealing with animals and particularly in a career with horses.


I cannot escape without mentioning the guinea pigs; they were an obsession between the age of eight and twelve. I was introduced to them by Rachel and Adele in Leicestershire and breeding them became a hobby. From that I developed an interest in breeding anything – rabbits, dogs, hares, sheep and so on – which must have been worrying for my parents.


The guinea pig is the ideal breeding animal: it can reproduce nearly every month with a litter of perfectly formed mini adults that emerge ready to run around. I started with a pair of fluffy albinos and reached a startling total of eighty-six. I eventually decided that I’d have to sell some of them and I took my new role as a guinea pig dealer very seriously, not least because it would generate more pocket money and infuriate Andrew. As he wasn’t a guinea pig fan, it was a double-headed benefit. My guinea pigs were kept in luxury in chicken coops and were looked after meticulously by Granny and Michelle whenever I was at school. Apparently they spent most mornings feeding them and mucking them out to make sure standards didn’t slip in my absence. Michelle came to Knowlton in 1979 and has looked after everyone and run the place tirelessly ever since. If ever there is someone to track down or some information to be gleaned, Michelle is still the person to call on.


On Saturday afternoons after school, Granny and I would put the guinea pigs I wanted to sell in boxes and she would drive me round the pet shops in east Kent. Often I would decide the pet shop was unworthy – the cages too small or whatever – so we’d have to go on to the next one. Granny never once said, ‘William, for God’s sake leave them there,’ though she must have thought it.


It was school that developed my enthusiasm for little animals. Every half term, some children were allowed to take a pair of science lab gerbils home and I couldn’t wait for it to be my turn. Eventually it was, and guess what, they reproduced. When it was time to return them, I thought, ‘Okay, school doesn’t know there are any young so they won’t miss them.’ It’s quite disturbing to think I was so devious at that age, but they were my secret. I left them in a nest in my sock draw without a word to anyone and took their parents back to school.


In the evening, I found myself in trouble. When my mother put away my laundry, she discovered the babies barely alive. She explained why they couldn’t survive without their parents and decided we had to return them there and then. By that time, the school was locked, but not daunted, she climbed in through a window and I showed her where my classroom was so that we could reunite the family. The next morning I was excited at the prospect of seeing them, but what I discovered has scarred me for ever. Because of the separation, the parents had eaten their young, leaving the remains of a few limbs as evidence … and it was all my fault.


I didn’t just love animals, I was deeply sentimental about them. As we raised sheep on the farm, there were always a few orphan lambs about the place and I was wholly unrealistic about the need to eat the males. I didn’t consider becoming a vegetarian because I didn’t connect the two concepts, but there was no way I’d tuck into David or Timothy for Sunday lunch. Much to my horror, the Alsatians had other ideas, killing Timothy and taking a good few chunks out of David: it was my first exposure to death. After that, the farm manager told me that the lambs were only with us until they were strong enough to rejoin the flock. It was a white lie that worked.


Despite my commitments to the guinea pigs at the weekend, I would regularly accompany my parents to events. These trips were always fun and I remember keenly hoping they’d do well. My competition debut came after my breakthrough with the log. I agreed to take Minnie Monster to some hunter trials, though my approach was still cautious. Then, at the age of nine, it was time to tackle my first mini one-day event. As often happened, I went with Fiona Larkin, my mother’s head groom. Fiona played a huge part in my early riding years, taking me to most competitions, organising me and teaching me what it was all about.


I remember it as if it were yesterday: the restless night, the nerves of competing, the joy of completing and the devastation that followed. Yes, I won my first event, but I was eliminated for jumping the wrong side of a fence. It was my fault so I wasn’t hard done by and I certainly didn’t let myself cry, but I was very angry and upset that I’d let everyone down. In a similar situation nearly thirty years later, my sentiments would be identical.





CHAPTER TWO



Pink is It


[image: image]


I may never have liked school in London, but Wellesley House, my prep school near Broadstairs in Kent, was far, far worse. My parents wanted me to go to boarding school when I was eight, but they knew better than to insist outright, so they sold Wellesley House to me as being near my grandmother and promised I could come home every weekend. The alternative was going daily to Westminster prep round the corner from our house in Romney Street, but of course that was London, so they reckoned I’d agree to Wellesley. They were right.


I absolutely hated boarding school. I’d had a very happy life and I’d never been miserable before. Wellesley had a rule that you couldn’t go home for the first few weeks of any term to give you time to settle in, but three weeks felt like a life sentence. Any communication had to be by post, which meant two days for letters to get home and two more days for the replies to get back, nearly a whole working week which, at eight years old, seemed like a lifetime.


I was an over-sensitive, home-loving child and I wasn’t ready to be sent away. I’d have been all right if I could have used the phone, but that wasn’t an option. On one occasion, I decided to sneak into my housemaster’s office to call home on his phone. I knew that if I asked permission, he’d refuse, so I decided to take the risk. I looked at his timetable to see when he was teaching senior school and crept into his office. Just as I was on the point of dialling, he returned so I dived under his desk and hid unnoticed in the footwell for what seemed like hours, his feet inches from my hands. Miraculously no one was out looking for me – it must have been during a reading period – so I got away with it. I’m not sure I’d send a child to boarding school at eight, but some children cope well and communication is now so much easier and more acceptable to the school authorities.


At some point in my first term, I decided to go home. I knew I’d be sent straight back, but reason didn’t come into it and I had a compulsion to talk to Granny. I wasn’t running away to escape; I only did it because going home to talk about what I wanted to talk about would be quicker than writing a letter and far more practical. If I could have phoned, I wouldn’t have done it. Planning it gave me a real buzz and I was quite proud of my attention to detail. I couldn’t go in the dark because I hadn’t been there long and I didn’t know the way. Also it would have been too scary. Timing was the key: I needed a long period during the day when no one would notice I was missing.


In the end, I chose morning break. I knew it took half an hour by car to get back to Knowlton, but that didn’t strike me as very far at that age and I knew which direction to take. So far, so good, but a small boy running down the road in uniform wasn’t going to get away with it for long. Sure enough, the mother of another child drew up and asked me what I was doing. I said I was going home and she promised she’d take me there. Of course she stitched me up and drove me straight back to school.


Running away may not have worked for me, but I’m proud that I started a trend for it. My childhood was often like that. I wasn’t socially competitive so I wasn’t a leader, but I had ideas, I made plans and I gave instructions that others sometimes followed. Knowlton was the nearest point of refuge, not only for me but for my friends who’d come to stay for weekends or in the holidays. Granny was a no-nonsense character, and although she remained totally in charge at home until she was well into her eighties, she was essentially soft, always welcoming and very kind to Wellesley House boys.


My approach to my friends was less sensitive and I routinely put pressure on them to jump cross-country fences, even if they’d never ridden before. Naturally they didn’t want to lose face by refusing the challenge, so I showed them how to do it on Tully, by far the best pony, then watched as they struggled with whatever other ponies we had at the time. After anything up to ten refusals, they’d get over the jump, often falling off as they landed. Then I’d move on to the next fence and repeat the process. I assume they enjoyed it, because they always came back for more.


After a while, I stopped moping around and things started to look up, but the weekly torture always started on Sunday night and Monday mornings were sheer hell. After two years, Andrew joined me, but that only made things worse. As his older brother, I’d fuss over him and boss him around when all he wanted was to be left to get on with school in his own way. Realising how much weekends meant to me, he’d often set out to sabotage them, disappearing at the moment of departure and lying low for hours.


We wouldn’t be able to leave until we’d found him which might not be till 6 p.m. so wasting valuable weekend time. I used to try to find him and, if I did, we’d beat each other up. On one occasion, he bashed me on the back of the head with a stone. At this stage, we competed over everything. If I wanted to be at home, he automatically wanted to be somewhere else. It got so bad that Granny enlisted Tracey Simmons, who lived in a cottage on the farm, to be our playmate at weekends. She was a complete tomboy, game for everything, including learning to ride, but she was a civilising influence on us, if only because she was a third element in the equation.


We were typical brothers, fighting like cat and dog, but on the whole we got on well enough. We liked making camps and setting traps and we both enjoyed off-roading on the 50cc Suzuki bike I was given for my twelfth birthday. We weren’t interested in how it worked, or at least I wasn’t. Maintenance stopped at filling it up with petrol and mending a puncture.


On one occasion, we nearly killed Will Murray, a childhood friend who was staying with us. The challenge was to ride the bike over a ridge, touch an iron gate and come back. Andrew and I were sitting at the finish line doing the timing; each thinking it was great he was so slow, much slower than us. Eventually that turned into, ‘Oh shit, where is he?’ We wandered down the track imagining a breakdown, to find the motorbike entwined in the gate and Will lying on the other side of it. He had great gashes on his leg and arm, but he was compos mentis enough to ask why we hadn’t shown him where the brake was. He has the scars to this day and he still believes we did it on purpose. It wasn’t a problem at the time, but later it came back to haunt me when he married my dressage trainer, Lizzie Murray.


In the summer of 1979, my mother and father took Andrew and I on our first family holiday, leaving my new little sister, Laurella, behind. Our trip was to Wyoming in the USA. When it was announced we were going for a month, I was horrified, furious that it was to take me away for half the summer, but it turned out to be one of the best holidays of my life. My father worked very hard and if he did take time off, he wanted action, preferably skiing. He wasn’t one for buckets and spades, beaches or luxury hotels, but dude ranching was right up his street.


We rode out western style every day and ate and camped with other families from America and Europe. We wore cowboy hats rather than crash hats and I loved the relaxed style and the laid-back approach. It was great boys’ stuff, very light-hearted with lots of speed and no style. Andrew and I were given dobbins to start with, but were allowed to swap them for livelier ponies on day two.


Mine was a skewbald four-year-old, recently broken and still quite wild, so I took him on as a project, predictably spending lots of time searching for logs to jump him over. We covered a lot of ground on horseback, looking at the wildlife and tracking moose. I also enjoyed trying trout fishing, although I’ve never done it since. I was fascinated by prairie life and especially by the rodeo, which I thought was the coolest thing ever. We’d pester our parents to take us and we were mesmerised by the bulls and broncos.


When we got home, we put a headcollar and rope on the unfortunate Willy Wiff and a neckstrap round his loins. The harder you pulled, the more the neck strap tightened so the more he’d buck. He was probably in his twenties by then and our parents objected strongly, but Willy got his own back by kicking us once we fell off. The idea was that we would time each other to see how long we could stay on, but eventually we bucked him to a standstill. That was good news for Laurella, who inherited a very docile first pony a few years later.


When Willy quit, we decided to try our luck on some bullocks that were waiting to go to market. We knew what to do from the rodeo: we had to wedge them against the barn at one end of the crew yard and then jump down onto their backs for the buck off. Most of them escaped, so we concentrated on the few we managed to corral, but we never got them in the right position. As they were completely wild, that was probably lucky for us. Abandoning the rodeo attempts, we thought we should round up the ones that had escaped. Before we knew it, they were stampeding through the woods with us and the dogs on their heels, ending up a couple of miles away on another farm. They lost so much weight during their flight that they had to be fattened for another two months before they could be sold. I can still clearly remember the bollocking we got.


Although my mother concentrated her energies on my riding once Andrew stopped, I never felt under pressure. She was probably ambitious, but only in a supportive way. She has this ability to think outside the box and she always had the next stage in mind. Although I was distraught at being eliminated after winning my first event, she was encouraged by my performance and by my increasing confidence.


Not surprisingly I’ve never been small and, from the age of nine, she had me riding horses of all different shapes and sizes. There’s no fault in that, but the Pony Club mothers thought she’d lost the plot when she sent me to my second event with Minnie Monster and Knowlton Corona. Minnie was 12hh, Fatty (Knowlton Corona) was a 17.1hh beast. My father had ridden him round Badminton three times. He had a reputation for taking a strong hold and he hated dressage, so there was no way he was going to stay in the arena for a nine-year-old boy. I remember trotting down the centre line and halting, then trotting straight out past the judge’s car before I could turn him. The same thing happened several more times before I completed the test, but the judge took pity on me, and so did Fatty, and the cross-country was great. I thought I’d done a fantastic job, but the reality was that Fatty had taken me under his wing, as some old horses do, and aimed between the flags to carry me round the course.


To outsiders, it must have seemed crazy to put a slightly nervous child on such a massive horse, but I never thought it was odd at the time. If I’d been really worried, I could have refused, but in those days I usually did what my mother suggested. I would want to meet her expectations and going clear cross-country was at the top of that list. Having a run-out wasn’t great, but a refusal was the worst crime because it meant you hadn’t kicked hard enough.


At this stage, my mother began to look for ponies that would keep me interested. Bronze came next and was my first chestnut, a huge excitement on the grounds that he wasn’t grey, but I didn’t have much of an affinity with him in other respects. He was very feisty, fairly mad and too mental to hunt. Minnie was a kind pony, but he could run out, so my mother thought Bronze would get me going forwards. I wouldn’t say he was a bad choice; just that he always went a notch quicker than I’d have liked. He also gave me my first bad fall in the pairs competition at the Goodnestone Hunter Trial. I was following my mother on one of her young racehorses through a sheep pen made out of hurdles and Bronze jumped in too close behind her, then veered right, clipped the hurdle and turned over. I was winded and taken off in an ambulance. There was certainly no hopping back on this time.


To counter the after-effects of the fall, and in the interests of diversity, I was found a second pony that was as bone idle as Bronze was buzzy. Tully was a priceless Connemara, at 14.2hh a real overgrown pony rather than a small horse. He was the laziest thing ever to come out of Ireland and he had the shortest stride, so he couldn’t do dressage. Not that he had the remotest wish to, but on the upside he was safe, totally genuine and he taught me how to use my legs. Whereas Bronze went around like a motorbike going flat out, with his head bent into his chest, Tully stretched his nose way out in front as I tried to boot him forwards. However, I loved him from the start. He was a friend for years and became part of the family.


My mother also encouraged me to ride the young homebred horses. Some were nice, some weren’t, but either way I enjoyed the challenge. It was a great advantage, teaching me to appreciate what different horses have to offer, rather than thinking there might be a better one round the corner. I was very excited to be given Solitaire, a fiery chestnut mare, when she was four and I was thirteen. We called her Runt because she was only 15.1hh and I rode her for seven years. She was the first horse I produced through to advanced, which was a bit of a joke, given my height.


In those days, winning was rare for me. I routinely got a pink rosette for fifth place and, if I was lucky, a special for best boy, so my victory in the Eridge Pony Club One-Day Event sticks in my mind. Runt flew round the cross-country for her first win, but the scoreboard said I’d been eliminated. Fiona was with me, so we went to ask the organiser, Jenny Nolan, what had happened. She said the fence judge at the bogey fence, a big log over a ditch, had heard someone say, ‘Give her a whack,’ as I was approaching. Seemingly this was outside assistance, so I’d been disqualified. As Fiona hadn’t been there and I hadn’t used my stick, I thought this was grossly unfair, especially as it meant the whole West Street South team was eliminated. Mrs Nolan refused to change it. I knew I hadn’t cheated and both Fiona and I were mortified, especially as it handed victory to the Eridge team. It was a harsh lesson that the judge’s decision is final.


That was my first contact with the Nolan family, though by no means my last as I’ve been a close friend, rival and team-mate of Jenny’s daughter, Pippa (now Funnell), ever since. I hadn’t met her at that point, but she was one of a number of talented juniors in Kent at that time, along with Alexandra Remus, who was being hailed as the next Lucinda Green, Tina Gifford (now Cook) and Polly Martin (later Phillipps). Pippa wasn’t a threat to me as neither of us was winning anything, but the Eridge episode inevitably left a sour taste and I avoided her for ages on the grounds that she was her mother’s daughter.


A year later, I came second to her at the south of England area trials, my first experience of Pippa the Winner. She was always very serious and professional, a year older than me and much more schooled and polished, but then so was everyone else. I was lanky, with very little style, and I always looked awkward. I lived for the cross-country; dressage was the price I paid for the fun. At the age of thirteen, I had shot up to 6ft 2in and, from then on, my height was one of the biggest issues I had to deal with in my riding.


Both my parents had competed regularly at Badminton, my mother much more professionally than my father, but neither was really into dressage. I’d never had any formal lessons, but luckily we had a Polish neighbour, Colonel Wilhelm Lewicki, who lived at the end of our drive. He was an amazing horseman with a cavalry background who’d escaped to England at the end of the Second World War. He trained my mother at the height of her eventing career and competed himself, qualifying for Badminton three years in a row in his fifties. On each occasion, he led the dressage, but pulled out before the cross-country.


He famously broke both hips without falling off, while trying to prevent a horse from refusing, a credit to his power and determination. These formidable qualities were now focused on me. Neither Bronze nor Tully put much effort into their flatwork, which was fine because I had zero interest in it either, but Wil Lewicki was an old man and he looked forward to my weekly lesson. Although I felt it was for his benefit rather than mine, I knew it was my duty to call every Saturday when I got home and book a lesson. He’d drive up from his house in low gears, progressively burning out his clutch, invariably reversing into a tree or a parked car, and limp into the indoor school.


He had an amazing empathy with horses and they all loved him. He was endlessly patient and he really knew how they moved and what made them tick. Up to that point, my only instruction had been at the Pony Club, where the best pupils, which didn’t include me, trotted round on the bit and the rest didn’t have a clue. Wil Lewicki did not tolerate that kind of sloppiness. He stood in front of me hour after hour, sharing his subtle understanding of the basics. He showed me what pressure with the legs should feel like, how to adjust the pace with my seat bones, how to tell which of the horse’s legs was moving at any given time and how to establish a contact. He taught me about timing and precision, the need for endless patience and the futility of trying to force an issue.


For me, it was Chinese torture. I’d learned to ride positively, not to sit through lessons that often took place at a walk. He’d explain that if I asked Tully to halt with one leg in a certain position, it would act as a brake, and that it could lead to a good or bad result, a square or a crooked halt – practising that for an hour felt like all day. Even when we jumped, he worked on my technique, repeating a sixteen-inch fence endlessly in the search for perfection.


Of course it was invaluable, but it took me years to be able to put it into practice. He taught at a level so far above my head that I could see no conceivable gain, but I realise now how privileged I was to absorb things that I would never have learned from anyone else at such a young age. The more experienced I get, the more I fall back on his instruction, but at the time, I thought it was the most boring thing I’d ever done in my life.





CHAPTER THREE



Breaking New
Boundaries


[image: image]


When my mother told us she was going to have another baby, Andrew and I were puzzled. ‘How will it fit in the car?’ I asked. Our sleeping space was a major priority. My parents had always wanted four children, two and two, with a gap in between, but we’d been unaware of that plan. I remember being proud when my headmaster Bill Sale came in to tell me that Laurella had been born, though it didn’t mean much to me either way at the age of nine.


Due to complications, my mother spent several weeks in bed in the run-up to Alicia’s birth in 1981. This meant that Fiona and I were left to tackle the summer shows on our own. That was fine because, like me, she has a cautious disposition. Just before her spell in bed, my mother had bought me my first horse, a grade B show jumper called New Bliss, and her instructions to Fiona for the Broadstairs Show were succinct: ‘Tell William he can jump one class and then he’s got to do the B & C.’ Knowing that this was an adult class with jumps of 4ft 6in or so, Fiona must have thought my mother had gone mad.


As we walked the course, she’d say, ‘Here’s the first fence, right,’ then she’d take me straight past it to the next one, but I don’t remember being scared. New Bliss was a schoolmaster, so it was logical that I should do whatever he was capable of. All I remember was turning, pointing and kicking. As luck would have it, he jumped two clear rounds and we won, beating some good pros, in what must go down as one of my biggest riding flukes. He was the perfect horse, but he wasn’t sound behind, so dressage was out of the question.


He was soon joined by Full House, the world’s clumsiest show jumper, but totally honest across country. As I’d be eligible for junior competitions when I was fifteen, he was to be my first real event horse, but I never went to try him. His owner rode him round an event at the start of the season and I took over at Graveley Horse Trials the next weekend. Although I rode hors concours because I was too young to compete in adult classes, it was the biggest day of my life. I set out with great excitement, quickly curbed by a pretty awful dressage and a very average show jumping round. However, the day ended on a happy note with a clear cross-country.


The next milestone was the junior novice trial in Brougham in Cumbria, an eight-hour drive to what was only my second competition outside Kent. Both my mother and Fiona came, so I was conscious of its importance. Somehow, Full House and I managed to come second, beaten by Polly Lyon (now Williamson), the first of many times that would happen in the early days of my career. Polly had left school aged thirteen (after which she was educated at home) to become a full-time event rider, so being runner-up to her was no disgrace.


At this point my learning curve accelerated because my mother decided I should take Full House to the two-star National Junior Championships at Windsor in May. To do that you had to be selected, but first I had to qualify by competing in the junior intermediate class at the Portman Horse Trials. The biggest stumbling block was the dressage, which required sitting trot and a complicated canter movement, none of which I’d done before. I did it somehow, then knocked a couple of show jumps and went clear cross-country, narrowly surviving a near miss at the coffin to finish fifth.


That day was a highlight of my childhood career, but my euphoria at fifth place only lasted until I read my dressage sheet. ‘Horse showing plenty of potential, rider sitting on the back of the saddle taking unfair tugs at horse’s mouth. Poor horse,’ wrote the judge, Major Derek Allhusen. He was probably right and I was mortified, but my mother was characteristically loyal and played it down as nonsense. In any case, it was mission accomplished because I was selected, and was able to make my three-day event debut at Windsor when I was fifteen.


I was at Eton by then, conveniently close, but ironically a school that embraced every known sport except riding. For my first three years, no one knew about my other life, but the need to compete at Windsor during term time meant the secret was out. When my mother first asked for permission for me to go to Gill Watson for dressage lessons during term time, she received a letter from Jack Anderson, the Lower Master, saying, ‘Riding is a holiday sport and we wish it to be kept as such.’ He was quite a tyrant, so when he said something he meant it, but my mother rolled up her sleeves and persevered until he understood that it was important. Time off was a matter for delicate negotiation and I was always held to ransom along the lines of, ‘We’ll see how good your work is before we decide if you can go.’ This proved effective because my mother was at home getting Full House fit and I knew how unimpressed she would be if I was grounded.


She believes that if a job’s to be done, it’s to be done properly, so she wasn’t going to let me be mediocre at dressage if there was an alternative. Perhaps after Derek Allhusen’s ‘poor horse’ comment, she realised I needed to do more than sit and kick, so she organised a taxi to take me for an hour’s instruction with Gill Watson on one of her school horses every Thursday afternoon. Gill was the junior and young rider team trainer and I was so in awe of her that I barely breathed or spoke. Her lessons were torture, but I did like the focus and the pressure, and appreciated the need to deal with my riding issues. I wanted to improve. Gill became a major part of the next six years of my life. Her patience, professionalism and wonderful nature have been a highlight of nearly every British rider’s formative years. We are so lucky to have a system in place that has provided her as the Under 18 and 21 team trainer for over two decades.


Despite Gill’s help, I was completely out of my depth at Windsor, an event of Olympic proportions as far as I was concerned. I looked round and saw all these juniors with dressage saddles and long stirrups, while I had my knees over the front of the Stubben jumping saddle I used for all three phases. My mother installed Full House at a local livery yard the week before the event and my school allowed me out to ride him for an hour every afternoon.


When we walked the course, she lined up notches in every fence with hedges and trees in the background, and gave me precise instructions as to where to turn to align them effectively. Every other fence was a rider frightener, which terrified me, but I really didn’t need to worry because Full House was 150 per cent brave, too brave. Across country, he would clobber his fences, fighting into them with his head in the air, but no way was he going to refuse.


My mother convinced me that I’d be fine as long as I followed the plan, so I lay in bed on the Friday night and went through it all in my head, never imagining I might come in to a fence on a bad stride. Mind you, that was because I had no concept of a stride, good or bad. My mother doesn’t believe in looking for one, just in balancing your horse and taking the right line. That works, within reason, and I was a blank canvas, so I probably took each fence exactly the way she suggested. I had various hairy moments, but that was more to do with lack of control than from taking the wrong line. As a typical boy rider with no knowledge of tack or studs, I made sure my stirrup length was comfortable and left everything else to my mother.


Full House did a tolerable dressage for those days, though it would be dreadful now. He took me round my first steeplechase like a runaway train and went clear in the cross-country, albeit not in the most stylish fashion, as you might expect from a green horse in bottomless ground and a rider who couldn’t see a stride. After the second day we were surprisingly in seventh place, but the show jumping was a major disappointment. I tackled it as if it was the cross-country and I was probably lucky only five came down. I’d have been happy to finish twentieth had I been there all the way through, but dropping down from seventh was bitterly disappointing, especially as I had to go back to school and tell my mates it had gone belly up. The selectors rubbed salt in the wound by advising a martingale and a stronger bit, but it would be a while before my mother would concede.


My father had been at Eton so he was happy when I did well enough in Common Entrance to follow in his footsteps. Meeting my contemporaries at the New Boys’ Party, I was initially struck by what a mixed bunch they were. I’d been at prep school with Jacob Grierson, but the rest were strangers. Most of them appeared to be fairly studious so I didn’t feel they’d be natural soul mates. I was in Michael Meredith’s house. He turned out to be a great housemaster, always fair and supportive, and he played a vital part in my smooth passage through school. I was one of thirteen new boys in his house, most of them extremely bright, but my two best mates, Charlie Winter and Charlie Clay, were as unmotivated academically as I was. We were probably the odd ones out, surviving rather than thriving, but we had a lot of fun together. My problems at Wellesley had all been about lack of communication, but at Eton I had my own room and phone. I was happy there from the start.


I remember the Dame, our house matron, telling me that we had a lie-in until 8 a.m. on Sundays. At this stage, I’d never managed to stay in bed past 7 a.m. so I couldn’t imagine how I’d fill the time. Reading certainly didn’t come into the equation. Seeing my look of dismay, she said, ‘Don’t worry dear, you’ll learn to lie in.’ And I did. Within three weeks, I was finding it as hard to get up as everyone else did. I had been used to a uniform of cord trousers and Aertex shirts, so it was bizarre to put on stiff collars and tail-coats every day, but I saw it as part of the deal and it’s surprising how quickly everyone gets used to it.


The best thing about Eton was that you were treated as an individual and were encouraged in any sphere you fancied, but you were never forced into anything in particular. The risk was that you’d end up doing nothing and no one would notice, but I was intrigued by the choice of subjects and hobbies. Because of my height, I was encouraged to take up rowing, singularly the most uncomfortable sport I’ve ever tried. I caught more crabs than you can possibly imagine and I managed to fall into the river several times. On the one occasion I coxed the boat, I steered it into a barge and that was the end of that.


Chasing a ball around never did anything for me, so I wasn’t into cricket, though I enjoyed rugby up to a point. As a family, we can do athletics. My father had a hurdling blue from Oxford and he encouraged all of us to run to county standard. He’s a real enthusiast and an equipment freak so, much to my embarrassment, I was using spikes and starting blocks when my contemporaries were in plimsolls. He put up hurdles and the high jump in the garden at home and made sure we all practised regularly. He encouraged us every inch of the way and turned up at athletics meetings to cheer from the sidelines; he was usually the only supporter there.


I didn’t choose to go to Eton, but I’m very glad I did. It worked well for me because I was independent and fairly self-motivated, but there was a certain barbarity in the way it was run. Everyone was put under pressure, the best example being the way each term’s exam results (known as trials) were read out in front of the whole year. I will never forget Willoughby and Burrell being singled out as General Total Failures (GTFs) – two GTFs and you were out of the school. All lists and, therefore, all roll calls in each house, were in order of performance in trials, so in theory the dimmer or lazier you were, the less likely you were to be rescued in the case, say, of a fire.


Academically I was average, but I got nine O levels and three A levels. My mother always wished she’d been an actress, but I was far too self-conscious for the stage. I couldn’t sing a note, but I really enjoyed art. When I first went to Eton, I remember going to chapel, as we had to every day, and watching some boy read the lesson. For the next three years, I dreaded the day that boy would be me and I was only able to relax in chapel when the deed was finally done.


I’d come to terms with school by this time and I’d learned how to make the system work for me so I didn’t feel I needed to push the boundaries. I hated smoking and drugs were not my thing. We were allowed to drink a couple of pints of beer in the Tap, the Eton pub, on Saturday nights. Sometimes we might be tempted to push the limit, but I would always be the one to suffer or get caught, so I soon realised it wasn’t worth it. I made a small number of very good friends, none of them at all horsey. My mates thought I used school as a bit of a dormitory, but I was beginning to love competing and my mother worked continuously at home to make sure I could.


A couple of weeks after Windsor, I got a letter from Colonel Hubert Allfrey, the chairman of the selectors, saying that although he wasn’t putting me in the squad for the European Championships, he wanted to long-list me so that I could benefit from the training. ‘William obviously finds it difficult to control his nerves,’ he wrote, ‘so the more exposure he gets, the better.’ It’s hard to imagine he could have spotted any great talent at that stage, but he could see my enthusiasm and commitment and the huge backing I had from my parents. As it turned out, Full House was lame for the rest of the year, but I felt I was on my way.





CHAPTER FOUR



Bargain Basement
Superstar


[image: image]


My heart sank when I first saw Steadfast. The back partition of the lorry opened and there was a heavy, ordinary-looking animal. He extricated himself from his tight stall and stumbled down the ramp, exhausted by the effort required to finish second in a novice class at Witton Castle. I hadn’t expected another horse, but my mother was on the case, buoyed up by the certainty that riding was the best way to keep a teenager on the straight and narrow. She thought that Full House was too feisty and tricky and wanted a calm horse that I could ride forwards, rather than fight to control.


Steady came from Judy Bradwell, a 17.1hh charger by the thoroughbred stallion, Ascertain, but the other half was part Clydesdale or Shire. I fancied myself on a classy thoroughbred racehorse and I was hoping for something amazing, so this dark bay elephant with a huge white face was a massive disappointment. Full House was no oil painting, but Steadfast, with his huge feet, legs, body and head, was something else again.


He felt fine when I tried him, but then I hadn’t a clue what I was looking for. He wasn’t going anywhere when I galloped him, but he jumped the novice cross-country practice fence willingly enough. I took him back to the lorry, told my mother he wasn’t very exciting and assumed that that was that. Wrong, of course. The next day, she called me at school to say she’d bought him, subject to vet. When I heard he’d failed – lame on the circle, lame on the flexion test, bad front feet X-rays and breathing problems – I couldn’t believe my luck. Wrong again. The next day, she called to say she’d got him for half the original price. She smelled a bargain. I saw a lame heavyweight, but it was one of the best decisions she ever made because he turned out to be the most incredible horse. At the time, he was eight, with a couple of events under his belt, and his owner had sent him to Judy to sell. She told my mother, ‘He’ll get William going and give him confidence, but when he wants to go on, you’ll have to sell him because, basically, he’s a novice horse. Meanwhile, he’ll fill the gap.’


This piece of horse-trading illustrates the parental way with money. No one ever discussed it, but I was brought up not to spend it. My father was ambitious on his own account. He was driven, not perhaps to the point of obsession, but not far off, and he was a role model to all of us, going to work at the crack of dawn and returning when we were in bed, spending his weekends strimming or chopping down trees. During my early childhood, my parents ran Knowlton Horse Trials, a novice event at first, but with intermediate and advanced classes as well by the time it finished in 1982. My father worked tirelessly to design, build and upgrade the fences, in the belief that no job was worth doing unless you did it to the best of your ability.


Neither of my parents ever bought an expensive horse or drove a smart car. They never went on posh holidays or stayed in hotels, preferring to overnight with friends. When we went skiing, we’d drive out, well stocked up with tins of corned beef and baked beans, stay in a self-catering apartment and have dinner in a restaurant perhaps once during the week. On the mountain, we’d take a little picnic, a sandwich and a bottle of water, which we’d eat in the snow, rather than pay over the odds in mountain restaurants.


At home, we did jobs for pocket money, sweeping leaves off the drive, cutting down branches, mucking out and, of course, selling guinea pigs. Everything was negotiable, but we didn’t get anything for nothing. If we showed an aptitude for anything, our parents backed it with all their energy and supported us endlessly. We were then expected to practise and participate to our full ability. Even at pre-prep school, we practised the sack race in the garden in the run-up to sports day.


I rode Steady round one novice event in the spring of 1985, then quickly forgetting his potential limitations, qualified him for Windsor in the intermediate at Bicton, where he came eighth. He also finished third in the intermediate at Chilham Castle, my first grown-up points, as I was now old enough to compete in adult classes. As Full House had already been selected for Windsor at Belton, I had two strings to my bow. The only problem was that the three-day event clashed with my O levels. I’d done four the previous year, so I had five this time round. Now that I was getting more involved in eventing and competing against riders who were in it full time, I slightly resented my education, but deep down it gave me a bit of a loophole, which I frequently used to console myself when things went wrong.


In order to avoid getting my hopes up only to have them dashed, I’d run through the worst-case scenario in my head before I started. Even so, I was more optimistic when I went to Windsor than I had been the previous year, if only because it was more familiar second time round. All being well, Full House would take the cross-country in his stride and, as I had more control, he flew round, getting better all the time. Steady wasn’t really ready and was still green at ditches and water, so we scraped round, with him responding bravely to my ignorant commitment. Both horses went clear within the time, finishing seventh and eighth after cross-country. Steady knocked one show jump down to end up ninth, which was as good as I could have hoped for, while Full House, as usual a bit of a physical wreck after towing me cross-country, demolished six and dropped right down the order.


After two bad Windsors, show jumping was rapidly becoming a real issue for me. When the listed juniors were invited to do a dressage and show jumping competition in Birmingham, it was decided I should go, even though it clashed with the 110m hurdles in the Junior County Championships in Reading. Competing for Berkshire in the race was important particularly for my relations with the school, but the logistics were complicated and I arrived at the Birmingham showground with my mind spinning. The first person I bumped into said to me, ‘Don’t panic. Take one of these little blue pills my mother gave me and you’ll be fine.’ She was immeasurably more sophisticated than I was, so I accepted it. While I was wondering why it had no immediate effect, the organisers changed the running order so I had to hurry off to Reading without jumping. I suppose the pill was valium, because it hit me at the athletics match, leaving me wandering round the track like a zombie. I tried to wake myself up, but I came way last in the race. Neither the school nor my parents had a clue what had happened, but the experience made me realise that there would be no short cuts in the battle to control my nerves.
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