

[image: Cover: Iced, by Felix Francis]




‘From winning post to top of the bestseller list’—Sunday Times


Felix Francis


Iced


A Dick Francis Novel











Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: Iced, by Felix Francis, UK Adult]










With my grateful thanks to:


The St Moritz Tobogganing Club, especially its President, James B. Sunley, to White Turf for their hospitality, to the various racehorse trainers that I spoke to and who would prefer to remain nameless (you know who you are!)


…and, of course, to Debbie.









In May 2019, at Ascot Racecourse, an auction was held in aid of the Carers Trust. Susi Ashcroft and Brenda Fenton both bought the right to be included as fictional characters within this book. My thanks go to them, not only for their generosity to the Carers Trust, but also to me for not complaining!


I love them both really.










[image: Map and gradient profile of Cresta Run showing course and change in elevation]











1


I know I’m in trouble on the run down towards Shuttlecock, but I am laughing – I don’t care.


I am once again riding in a Grand National, the first time in nearly eight years, but this isn’t the four-and-a-half-mile steeplechase over the thirty fences of Aintree Racecourse. This Grand National is a different type of race altogether – a nerve-jangling, teeth-rattling, buttock-clenching, roller-coaster ride down a three-quarter-mile-long ice chute – the Cresta Run in the Swiss town of St Moritz.


As I enter Junction Straight I pull myself further forward on my toboggan. Not some sit-up-on wooden-slatted affair for the occasional snowy slopes in your local park, this toboggan is thirty-five kilograms of precision-made steel and carbon fibre, with razor-sharp runners and grab-handles to hang on by.


Moving my weight forward gives me more speed, and speed is the king. The difference between winning and losing is measured in milliseconds.


Speed. Speed. Speed.


Only speed will let you win – provided, of course you don’t have too much, and crash.


All I can hear is the rushing wind and the constant clatter of the runners on the ice as I hurtle, face down, along the straight at sixty miles per hour, ever gaining that elusive speed on the steep slope. I stare ahead, searching for familiar landmarks, but my vision is blurred by the vibration. I have never been this fast before at this stage of the run.


I feel rather than see the sharp change in direction as Junction Straight runs into the right-handed Rise where the track even lifts slightly, causing the G-force to squeeze my body onto the sled.


I flash under Nani’s Bridge and through the kink right at Battledore.


Next is the infamous Shuttlecock curve, where so many have fallen there is even a special club for them all, and the big question in my mind is: Am I going too fast to make the turn?


I slide my body back on the toboggan, allowing me some degree of steering by pressing the tail of the inside runner harder onto the ice. But do I also rake?


On my feet I wear special boots with three jagged metal spikes protruding from the toes – a bit like Rosa Klebb with her poison toe blade in From Russia With Love, only more so. These are my rakes – the only means I have of slowing me down.


Do I slam the points down onto the ice? Or do I take the chance that I will fly out of the track at Shuttlecock?


Unlike an Olympic bobsleigh run where the outside walls of the turns are concave, helping to keep the sleigh in the track, many of those on the Cresta are convex, which has the opposite effect. A curling stone released at the top of a bob run will make it to the bottom, but on the Cresta it will slide out at the first corner. Hence, it takes great skill to stay in, and is also deemed to be safer for the out-of-control rider, with so-called ‘soft’ areas of straw and loose snow provided on the outside in an attempt to reduce any injury.


I compromise.


I lower my left foot slightly to slow me a fraction and to help with the big ninety-degree left-hand turn.


As Shuttlecock begins to tighten, I can feel my legs being thrown out to the right into fresh air, so I lean my weight more to the left. I have fallen here before, in previous runs, and I am determined it will not happen again.


Not now. Not in this race.


Not in this blue riband event that I have strived so hard to be a part of.


I lean more to my left, almost further than I dare, and hang on to my toboggan for all I am worth.


And I am laughing again.


This is what is meant by living.


And the Cresta Run has helped save my life – there is no doubt about it.





I was born the year my father, Jim Pussett, was first crowned champion steeplechase jockey, a feat he would repeat six more times before I reached the age of twelve. And it would have been more without a dreadful leg break that kept him out of the saddle for nearly two full years.


He was my hero, and everyone else’s too.


When he came back from the injury to win the title again on the last day of the jump season with a treble at Sandown, it was said that grown men cried.


I know I did.


And I cried again, four months later, when he died in a car crash on the way to ride at Newton Abbot races in south Devon.


I was with him in his brand-new, top-of-the-range silver Jaguar sports car on a wet afternoon in August when the vehicle in front of us lost control and careered to the right into the central barrier on the M5 south of Taunton. Just as in his riding, when a horse in front fell, my father took evasive action, swerving his Jaguar left, but I can only imagine that he didn’t see the van on his inside. Perhaps it had been in his rear-view mirror’s blind spot, or maybe the rain had reduced the visibility.


I shouted a warning from the front passenger seat but it was too late, far too late.


The collision with the van was relatively slight but it was enough to spin us round through 180 degrees so we were now facing the oncoming traffic in the slow lane – not that anything was going slowly.


I could see clearly as the fully loaded brick lorry charged straight towards me, its headlights blazing like angry eyes and with smoke belching forth from its locked-up tyres.


In the very last instant before the impact, my father spun the steering wheel so that the lorry hit broadside on the driver’s door rather than directly front-on on my side.


This action by my dad probably prevented me from being killed there and then, but it almost certainly sealed his own fate.


The brick lorry tore into the aluminium side of the Jaguar, ripping through the metal with ease. There was an agonising scream from my father, cut short almost as quickly as it began, and then an awful scraping noise as what was left of the car was rolled onto its side and pushed along the road surface for what seemed like a very long way.


When all finally went quiet, I remember being quite surprised that I was not only conscious but appeared to be totally unharmed.


Nothing hurt anywhere but, even so, I was unable to move.


There were two reasons why I couldn’t get out. First, the door on my side was now lying flat on the ground, and secondly, my father was sitting in my lap, the impact and gravity combined having thrown him across from the driver’s seat into the passenger one.


I called out to him but there was no reply.


Even at the age of twelve, I was well acquainted with death.


My grandparents on my mother’s side were sheep farmers on the North York Moors and, almost as soon as I could walk, I had been helping with the lambing each Easter holiday. The death of a newborn lamb, or a ewe giving birth, may have been a rarity, but over the years I had seen many. As my hard-hearted grandfather always said, it was an irritation but not something to cry over. He, of course, was more concerned with the erosion of his income.


And then, there had been the dogs.


Not just the sheepdogs on the farm but our own family pet dogs, plus cats, hamsters and guinea pigs – they had all come and gone with regularity. Not that I hadn’t grieved over them. I had, with fervour.


However, I had reached the age of twelve without ever encountering the death of any human being that I knew, and definitely not one as close to me as my own father.


Nevertheless, I knew he was dead.


There was something strange about the angle that his head lay on my chest, and his eyes were open and unblinking.


I remained quite calm and even spoke gently to him, thanking him for taking the impact on his side and explaining to his non-hearing ears that it wouldn’t be long before help came.


But it took a whole hour for the emergency services to arrive and extract us from the tangled mass of aluminium, all that remained of the Jaguar.


Two burly firemen finally removed the buckled driver’s door with mechanical cutters and climbed inside. Then they lifted my father off me.


I was reluctant to let him go, and I clung to him desperately until the firemen forced him from my grasp.


That passing hour was probably the closest I had felt to my father in all my life. He had always been so busy – rising early to ride horses at morning exercise, then off to the races, before returning home, at best exhausted, at worst battered and bruised. At least six days a week, every week of the year, in the all-consuming passion to be the best, to be the champion.


Some nights he didn’t come home at all and I quickly learned that hospitals were to be a major part of my young life as I was regularly deposited with friends or neighbours, so that my mother could drive dutifully to the closest A & E to where he’d been riding in order to pick up the pieces.


She had always hated watching him ride from the grandstands, and her joy at his many victories never outweighed the dread of seeing an ambulance stop next to his prostrate form on the turf. Indeed, she hadn’t been to the races for years, not since the day when he’d had a terrible fall at Newbury, ending up in a local hospital with countless skull fractures and a face so swollen that she’d been unable to distinguish which one of the six patients in the ward was actually her husband.


After that, she stopped even watching him ride on the television and used to busy herself instead in the garden of our house in Lambourn, forever pruning the already over-pruned rose bushes.


Maybe it was ironic that what finally robbed her of her spouse was not a steeplechase racing fall as she had always feared, but a road traffic accident from which everyone else emerged unharmed.


In spite of my protestations to the paramedics that I was absolutely fine, I was fitted with a stiff surgical collar, strapped to a scoop stretcher and airlifted by helicopter to the paediatric trauma centre at Bristol Children’s Hospital.


I wanted to stay with my father but my pleas to do so fell on deaf ears – looking after the living was their priority – but it was that moment of separation that, for many years, I found most difficult to accept.


It felt as if I had abandoned him, and no amount of rational argument would convince me otherwise. Not for a long time, anyway.


CT scans, concussion tests and X-rays at the hospital told everyone else what I already knew, that I was totally uninjured. I demanded to be taken back to my father but, of course, that wasn’t going to happen. Instead, I was placed in a room with a child psychologist who tried to keep me distracted with word games.


‘I know my father’s dead,’ I said to her, refusing to play along, ‘but I still want to be with him.’


Only much later, with the arrival of my tearful mother to collect me, did the enormity of the situation dawn on me – my daddy wasn’t coming home, not on that day nor on any other day.


Hence my tears flowed incessantly through that night and for many nights to come.


One’s heroes shouldn’t die. And especially not like that.





Shuttlecock doesn’t claim me, not this time.


My toboggan fishtails but I am still aboard and streaking through Stream Corner and on to the Bledisloe Straight. Now just the road bridge and the railway bridge to flash under, three slight bends and the Cresta Leap to negotiate, and then on down to the finish.


Easy-peasy.


But nothing is easy-peasy at eighty miles per hour with no proper brakes and no seatbelt.


Eighty miles per hour.


That was the speed my father had been driving at when the car in front had hit the barrier.


Suddenly, I am back there on the M5, watching the brick lorry coming inexorably towards me with its headlights blazing, the expression of terror on the driver’s face still etched deep into my memory.


I shake my head.


Not now! Not now!


I am all too aware what is happening to me. This is the regular prelude to a debilitating panic attack when some inner voice in my head tells me that I’m not worthy to be alive when my father is dead.


‘No,’ I shout, ‘this will not happen. This will not happen now!’


I begin to gasp for air, as if I am being smothered, and I can feel the palpitations starting in my chest. My palms become sweaty and I am in danger of losing my grip on the toboggan handles. I shake my head from side to side, trying to will the wicked demon back into its box.


‘Not now,’ I repeat, forcing myself to concentrate on the ice ahead.


I am merely a passenger as I zip under the bridges and on towards the finish.


And then, all of a sudden, I am over the line and running into the yellow foam mats that stop me careering down into the main square of Celerina, the village at the bottom of the run – and the route to the hospital where, indeed, many a failed Cresta ride has finished before now.


But I am not one of those needing emergency surgery, not today.


I lie on the mat, exhausted, still fighting for my breath.


‘Hello, hello,’ announces Tower loudly through the Tannoy speaker above my head. ‘Miles Pussett, down in five-two point two-four seconds. That puts him in third place.’


Somehow, the announcement brings me back from the brink and the palpitations subside. My breathing begins again and life returns to normal.


But did Tower say Hello, hello?


That call is reserved only for a rider’s personal-best time.


Fifty-two point two-four seconds is my personal-best time – and third in the Grand National, no less. But that was only the first run of three.


I jump up and collect my toboggan ready for the ride back up to the top to do it all again.


I laugh once more.


Bring it on.
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My father’s death understandably had a profound effect on all his friends, but especially on my mother and me, their only child.


His funeral ten days later in the Minster Church of St Michael in Lambourn was attended by all the great and the good of the racing world.


Even the royal family sent representatives.


Loudspeakers were set up to relay the service to the many hundreds gathered outside for whom there was no room in the ancient Norman structure, and the route from our house to the church was lined with men with bowed heads and women holding quietened children. TV news cameras covered the arrival of the congregation, the oak coffin and the family.


Everyone wept.


Racing itself had come to a standstill, with both the day’s meetings cancelled out of respect.


My mother, however, was stoic in her loss, smiling wanly at friends and strangers alike. It was almost as if her torment and uncertainty were now over – she would no longer have to sit at home while he rode half a ton of horseflesh at breakneck speeds over huge fences, wondering if he would be coming home tonight.


Now she knew – he wouldn’t be.


I, however, felt like a fraud.


Dressed in a new white shirt and dark suit from the local Marks and Spencer children’s department, I was sure everyone was staring at me with the same thoughts: If he hadn’t been in the car, his father would have survived. It’s all his fault.


I certainly believed it.


If only I hadn’t insisted on going with him to Newton Abbot on that last weekend of the summer holidays, he would still be alive.


If only I hadn’t badgered him to stop at the services south of Bristol so I could have an ice cream, we would have been well past the point where the car in front hit the central barrier.


If only I hadn’t been in the Jaguar with him, he could have let the brick lorry hit the passenger side, and he would have walked away unharmed.


If only…


It was actually during his funeral service that my young mind concluded that the best tribute I could give to my father was to become him, to be the next generation of Pussett jockeys, and to be the champion, just as he had been.





My father always told people that ‘Young Miles could ride before he could walk’, and my earliest memories certainly involved ponies, mostly other people’s, which my parents allowed to graze on the paddock behind the house for no rent in exchange for me being able to ride them.


By the time I was ten, during the school holidays and at weekends, I was regularly riding a pony at the back of the strings of racehorses as they wound their way up for exercise on the Berkshire Downs above Lambourn.


No one seemed to object, not even the team of men tending the turf gallops, but I was the son of the champion jockey so, even if they did mind, they kept quiet. And, after all, Lester Piggott was riding fully grown Thoroughbreds when aged ten, and he won his first race at Haydock Park at just twelve.


Lester was obsessive about his riding, continually starving his five-foot-eight-inch frame to remain thirty pounds lighter than its natural weight. And now I too became obsessive, riding whenever and wherever I could. And, when there was no pony available, I would run up onto the Downs to get myself fit, pushing myself harder and harder, even when my lungs and legs complained of the pain.


School became a huge inconvenience to my plans.


‘Nothing I can learn in a classroom will be any use to me as a jockey,’ I would say to my mother, pleading unsuccessfully to be allowed to skip my lessons to go riding instead.


After classes, I would hang out at the racing stables next door to our house, doing all the menial tasks that no one else wanted, like scrubbing the floors or washing the tack.


Every day, I would ask our neighbour if I could ride one of his horses the following morning and, every day, he would smile and say, ‘Soon, lad. When you’re a little older and stronger.’


So I had spread my wings further afield and started asking other trainers in Lambourn if I could ride their horses. Even those in Upper Lambourn were not immune from my pleadings as I pedalled my way up there on my bicycle.


Just when I thought I was about to win one of them over, my mother announced, out of the blue, that she had accepted an offer from someone to buy our house and we were moving.


‘Where to?’ I asked with unease.


‘Yorkshire,’ she replied. ‘To be nearer to my parents.’


How could I leave Lambourn and go to Yorkshire?


Lambourn was the centre of the universe for British steeplechasing, and all I knew of Yorkshire was my grandfather’s farm in the middle of nowhere high on the moors. And sheep – lots of sheep.


I was in despair.


‘I’m sure there must be some trainers there,’ my mother said, so I used one of the new computers at my school to search for racing stables in Yorkshire and, sure enough, there were lots of them, especially around two towns called Malton and Middleham.


I immediately looked them up in my mother’s road atlas to see if either was anywhere close to my grandparents’ farm.


Middleham was much further west, close to the Yorkshire Dales National Park, but Malton was only ten miles away. So I begged my mother to look for a house in Malton.


In the end it wasn’t my pleading that made the difference but access to an education for me. It felt as if, for the first time in my life, school was on my side as we moved into a rented two-up-two-down terraced house in Malton, on Princess Road.


I started at the local secondary school in October of the year I was fourteen, and instantly asked all my new classmates if any of them had a racehorse trainer in the family.


I was desperate to find a horse to ride, as the sale of the Lambourn house, together with the paddock behind it, meant that I no longer had any ponies available on which to hone my jockey skills.


It was through a school, however, that I got my break – a riding school.


One of the girls in my maths class was the daughter of the owner and she said that they had horses that needed to be exercised. ‘Apart from classes, we also do pony trekking on the moors in the summer, but we have to look after the horses all year round. I’m sure my mum would welcome some extra help.’


So, after school, I pitched up in my best riding kit and was given a docile Dartmoor pony to ride around the indoor arena to assess my ability.


‘Sit up straight,’ shouted the girl’s mother as I crouched over the pony’s withers in the style of Lester Piggott.


It was as much as I could do to get the damn animal to trot, let alone canter or gallop, but at least I didn’t fall off and was quickly upgraded to a full-sized horse, albeit a pensioned-off half-bred gelding aged fifteen that was as stubborn as a mule. But I didn’t disgrace myself on that either and soon I found myself up on something more lively.


‘OK, you’ll do,’ said the mother after an hour. ‘Come as often as you like throughout the winter. But you’ll have to work though, mucking out and cleaning. I’m not a bloody charity.’


And so started the happiest couple of years of my young life.


The girl and I became inseparable, and I even enjoyed going to school just to be with her. We rode together every day after lessons, and all the time at weekends, and I grew to adore the moors, lying on the heather with my new-found love in the summer while our mounts stood by, searching for grass among the twiggy stems.


But all the time, I made no secret of my aching desire to move on from exercising hacks and hunters to riding in races, specifically steeplechase races, and my chance came when the owner of one of the horses at livery at the riding school said he’d seen me riding, and would I like to ride his horse in a local point-to-point?


Would I? I almost tore his hand off shaking it.


But riding in a point-to-point, even in the novice riders’ race, wasn’t as simple as I imagined.


For a start, I had to be sixteen, and that birthday was still a few months away. Then I needed to get my doctor to complete medical forms and have my riding assessed by a qualified jockey coach. And I also had to be a member of the local hunt that was staging the racing.


It all took money, and my mother was not keen to give me any, not least because she really didn’t want another member of her family riding in races over fences. She hadn’t been able to watch my father and she made it absolutely clear that she wasn’t going to watch me either.


So I did menial tasks all over the town, anything and everything to earn a few pounds. I washed cars or windows until my hands were red and sore. I mowed lawn after lawn, and even white-lined the local football pitch for a handful of change. I walked dogs and fed pets when their owners were away on holiday. In the spring, I may have been forced to spend my days at school but I spent my nights at my grandfather’s farm helping with the lambing. All for some pocket money that went into my ‘Becoming a Jockey’ fund.


Fortunately the owner of the horse sponsored me with the local hunt and I was invited to ride with the hounds.


What excitement!


Jumping hedges and ditches at high speed was all I wanted to do. For me, actually chasing foxes was of secondary importance and I was secretly delighted when they got away, as they mostly did. Foxes are clearly not described as cunning for nothing.


Finally I was ready – old enough, passed medically fit and considered sufficiently competent by both the hunt and the jockey coach.


I received my Rider Qualification Certificate from the racing authorities in early January and the big day was set for a Sunday in February at Duncombe Park point-to-point races, some fifteen miles northwest of Malton.


The horse’s owner agreed to collect me from home at nine o’clock in the morning but I was ready by seven. I’d hardly slept a wink, such was my nervous energy. My mother, meanwhile, refused even to get up to say goodbye.


The day was wet with gentle rain falling on already saturated ground.


‘This will make the car parking interesting,’ said the owner as we sped along.


‘In what way?’ I asked nervously.


‘The racecourse at Duncombe Park is not like those you would have gone to with your father when he was riding. For a start, the course isn’t there for most of the year. Moveable fences, a few rails and some flags are set up only for this one day on the parkland close to the stately home. There are no grandstands, just a few marquees and a temporary scaffolding tower for the judge, stewards and commentator to watch from. And everyone likes to park on the grass as close as possible to the beer tent, especially if it’s raining.’


‘How’s the horse getting there?’ I asked.


‘A trainer friend has lent me his small horsebox. He’s driving it over and also bringing one of his staff to act as our groom. I just hope they don’t get stuck in the mud.’


I’d never been to a point-to-point meeting before. I knew that they were run by the local hunts and that they were for amateurs only, both riders and trainers, but I hadn’t realised that they were quite so basic. But it did not dull my excitement. I was going to ride in my first race over fences and, of course, I thought I had a good chance of winning.


I had been riding the horse now for several months, helping to train him, and he was by far the fastest animal I’d ever been on, infinitely more speedy then any of the others I exercised at the riding stables. I’d also been jumping him over some schooling fences that belonged to one of the trainers in Malton.


So we were ready.


By the time we turned into Duncombe Park I was almost unable to remain seated on the passenger seat of the owner’s car, such was my excitement. I felt like I was bouncing up and down already.


My race was the fifth on the card of seven but, nevertheless, we had arrived a good two hours before the first.


‘I want you to walk around the course with me,’ the owner said, ‘so you know the way and the best line to take into each fence, and where to avoid because the ground is particularly soft.’


So we donned raincoats and wellies and set off round the track, which was laid out on the side of a hill.


‘Remember, the course is not railed except at the fences and round the corners, so you must keep all red flags on your right and the white ones on your left. Then you won’t go the wrong way.’


Red flags on the right, white on the left. I repeated it to myself over and over until I was sure I’d remember.


‘Your race is over three miles so you’ll go round the course two and a half times,’ said the owner. ‘You’ll jump eighteen fences in all, two of them open ditches, so don’t go too fast too early. It’s a long climb to the finish here and if you tire your horse too soon, he’ll not have the puff to make it. Just slot in behind the leaders and let them drag you round the first circuit expending as little energy as possible.’


‘OK,’ I said, trying to take in all he was saying.


As we began trudging up the steep hill the rain finally ceased and a watery sun came out. We stopped next to the fence on the uphill run.


‘Now listen carefully. You don’t jump the first two in the home straight on the last circuit so this one here is the last fence and then there’s a long uphill run-in to the winning post. Be particularly careful to get yourself right. Remember, both you and the horse will be very tired by this stage so don’t ask him to stand off and give you a big jump. He won’t be able to do it and he’ll either put in an extra stride that you’re not expecting or he’ll land right on top of it. Either way you’ll come crashing down.’


I hadn’t thought about falling.


The owner walked on from the last fence and dug his heel into the turf. I did likewise.


‘It’s much softer on the inside of the run-in so try and stay out wide in a tight finish.’


I nodded. He must also think I had a chance.


‘But, most importantly,’ he said, smiling, ‘enjoy yourself. I watched your father ride for years. A great jockey. Won plenty of money on him too. I’m very excited that his son is having his first ride in a race on my horse.’


That made two of us, then.


‘I’ll try not to let you down,’ I said, and he smiled.


But I did.
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‘Miles Pussett to the box,’ announces Tower through the speakers.


The ‘box’ is the starting position for the Cresta Run and I drag my toboggan onto the ice with my heart rate rising in anticipation, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up as adrenalin courses through my veins.


Will I ever get used to this excitement? I hope not.


Should I try and go faster on my second run or do I take it safe and steady? Am I content to come third, or even within the top ten? Or do I want to be first?


‘There’s no point in racing if you don’t intend to win,’ my father had always said.


Four of the 21 starters have fallen in the first run, and one more has already joined that number from the early riders in the second.


You have to be in it to win it, so I plan to push hard but not so hard that I don’t make it to the final run.


I hear the bell ring and the wooden barrier is lifted by the starter. Time to get going.


‘Keep calm,’ I tell myself. ‘Keep calm. You can do this.’


Keeping calm, or rather my inability to do so, had always been my problem.


As it had been on my first race day at Duncombe Park.





I was almost overcome with excitement as I watched the first two races. For the second, I stood behind the rail right next to one of the fences.


I’d been close up to racing horses before, when I’d been to watch my father ride, but somehow this was different with me about to be one of those in the saddle.


I could feel the approach of the field even before I could see them, their hooves striking the turf causing the ground to tremble beneath my boots. Then they were upon me, crashing through the top few inches of birch with noise and colour against the leaden sky. How I had longed to be one of those dashing young men in their bright silks, and now I would be.


During the third, I went with the owner to the administration tent to declare our horse for the fifth race – one reserved, somewhat strangely in my view, for either novice or veteran riders.


I proudly produced my Rider Qualification Certificate and my Medical Records Book for the Declarations Clerk who was sitting at a table.


‘New, are you?’ he said, flicking through the pristine medical book.


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘This is my first ride.’


‘Then take it easy at the start, lad. The ground’s pretty heavy today.’


‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


He placed my certificate and book in a box already containing many others.


‘I keep these for now.’ He looked up at me and smiled. ‘You get them back afterwards.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


The owner did the rest of the declaration while I went to change.


The jockeys’ changing room was simply a big tent with some wooden chairs placed round the edge and some slatted duckboards laid on a tarpaulin for the floor. Many of the chairs already had clothes on them so I selected an empty one in the far corner.


The riders from the third race came back into the tent, their fronts so covered in mud that it was impossible to tell that they were wearing different-coloured silks until they turned round.


‘I thought I had you there, you bastard,’ one of them said while slapping another rider on the back.


‘In your dreams,’ came the reply with a grin, his teeth shining white in a mud-splattered face.


‘I’d have had both of you if that bloody nag of mine hadn’t hit the second last,’ said a third, pulling his filthy colours over his head. ‘I’ll take you next time, you mark my words.’


The first two looked at each other and laughed.


It was my first experience of changing-room banter. And I loved it. Not that it did anything to relieve my nerves, and it wasn’t helped by the third rider who spotted me in the corner.


‘Bugger me,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a schoolboy among us. You lost or something, lad?’


‘Leave the kid alone,’ said the winner sternly. He walked over towards me. ‘Don’t mind him. He’s a prat.’


‘Thanks,’ I said.


‘First ride?’


I nodded.


‘We all started somewhere. Enjoy yourself, but keep out of the way.’


He turned away.


‘But I intend to win,’ I said, echoing my father.


He turned back and stared at me. ‘You do that.’


I started to dress in my racing gear, my hands shaking so much that I had difficulty zipping up my borrowed body protector, to say nothing about the buttons on the front of the owner’s black-and-white-checked silks. Finally, I successfully tied my stock round my neck, put rubber bands on my sleeves to stop the wind blowing them open, and picked up my riding helmet and whip.


I was ready. Time to weigh out.


The owner was waiting for me outside the changing room with the saddle I would use, a large heavy hunting affair. As was the case in the majority of point-to-point steeplechases, all the horses in my race were to carry twelve stone. My sixteen-year-old body weighed a little over nine, so I had no need to have a lightweight postage-stamp model like my father had used. But, even with the heavy saddle, I still needed many sheets of lead slotted into a weight cloth to bring the total up to the required amount. The weight cloth would sit over the horse’s withers, under the saddle.


I stood on the scale and the needle rotated round the dial and stopped.


‘Miles Pussett, twelve stone,’ said the Clerk of the Scales, ticking off my name on his list. He looked up at me. ‘Pussett? Any relation to Jim?’


‘He was my dad,’ I replied.


He nodded.


‘You’ll do fine,’ said the clerk.


For the very first time, I felt the heavy burden of expectation.


The owner took the saddle, pad, weight and number cloths from me and disappeared off to saddle the horse, while I waited nervously in the changing tent until it was time to go out to the parade ring.


Such was my nervousness that I had to rush to the toilet. Then I was nervous that I would be underweight as a result.


I waited in the changing area, pacing around with a mixture of hope and excitement, combined with a touch of fear.


‘Jockeys out,’ came the call at last, and I exited the tent with seven other novices or veterans. Surprisingly, it wasn’t easy for me to determine which was which as some of the novices looked older than a couple of the veterans, a ‘novice rider’ being determined by the number of previous wins rather than his age.


I walked into the parade ring with my feet feeling that they were somehow detached from my body.


‘Good luck, Miles,’ called a familiar voice on my right.


I turned and there was the daughter of the owner of the riding school standing behind the rail waving at me.


I smiled at her.


Now there was an extra spring in my step. In the absence of my mother, it felt good to have someone there to support me, and especially my girlfriend.


‘You look happy,’ said the owner as I walked up.


‘I am,’ I said. ‘But I’m nervous too.’


‘Not a bad thing,’ he said as we watched his horse being led by. ‘Looks good, doesn’t he?’ He was beaming with pleasure.


‘Yes, sir,’ I said. ‘Never better.’


Someone rang a bell and it was time to mount.


‘Just remember,’ said the owner as he tossed me up onto the horse’s back, ‘not too fast to begin with. Let the others lead you round the first circuit. Kick on up the hill second time round and keep away from the inside after the last.’


‘Yes, sir,’ I replied.


‘See you in the winner’s enclosure. I’m off to see the bookies.’


I instantly became even more nervous than I already was. The owner clearly did believe we would win. I just hoped he wouldn’t wager too much.


The groom led the horse out onto the track and I turned him to canter down to the start.


Everything that could possibly go wrong now crowded into my brain: Would the horse run away with me? Would the saddle slip or the reins break? Would I fall off at the first fence? Would the horse put his feet into the open ditch? And, most worryingly of all, would I make a complete arse of myself?


‘Stop it,’ I said to myself. ‘Just do what you’re used to. All will be fine.’


We circled at the start as the starter’s assistant tightened the girths of all the runners. And then we were ready.


My heart was pounding as the starter raised his flag.


‘Walk in,’ he shouted.


I looked about me at my fellow jockeys and suddenly realised with horror that I didn’t have my goggles in position as they all had. I had been so focused on the coming race that I hadn’t concentrated enough on the basics. And, having seen the faces of those who had ridden earlier, I knew that goggles were essential to keep the mud out of my eyes.


I raised my hands to pull the goggles up from round my neck just at the very moment the starter dropped his flag. Everything happened so fast, much faster than I was expecting, and my horse was left flat-footed as the others sped away.


How could I have been so foolish?


I had carelessly given the rest of the field a good ten lengths’ start. So much for my instructions to slot in behind the leaders and let them drag me round the first circuit.


I snapped my goggles into place, kicked my mount hard and set off in pursuit.


‘Calm down,’ I said out loud to myself. ‘This race is three miles long. There is plenty of time.’


But the urge to close the gap quickly is a hard one to resist for both horse and jockey, and we were back on the tails of the bunch by the second fence. And only then did I start to enjoy myself.


Galloping along and jumping the fences was exhilarating in the extreme and I found that I was laughing with delight. But I wasn’t laughing for long.


The horse immediately ahead of me hit the top of the open ditch and stumbled on landing, sprawling nose first onto the turf in a mass of flailing legs, both equine and human, right where I was heading.


Fearing the worst, I closed my eyes – but, thankfully, my horse didn’t. He landed and then immediately took off again like a show jumper, leaping clean over the prostrate forms on the ground. I just about managed to stay aboard by gripping the saddle with my knees and throwing a hand up in typical ‘hailing a cab’ style. But it caused me to lose even more ground on the others.


Another of the runners went down at the next fence and I swerved to my right to avoid any trouble.


By the time we passed the enclosures with one circuit still to go, the six of us standing were spread out in line astern with me back in fifth, some fifteen lengths or more behind the leader.


I decided that, in order to have any chance of winning, I needed to be much closer and kicked on down the hill, throwing caution to the wind at the downhill fence by standing off and asking my mount for a big leap. He obliged and we passed one horse while actually in the air.


‘Good boy,’ I shouted in his ear, and kicked him again.


We passed the third-placed horse at the base of the final climb and came close to being second but, with just the last fence left to jump, the fuel tank was suddenly empty. Just as the owner had predicted, if we went too fast too soon, we would run out of puff – and we had.


The horse jumped the fence almost at the walk, coming to a complete standstill on landing, and it was as much as I could do to get him moving again up the hill and over the finish line. It was not so much his exhaustion that was the problem, more like mine. But those behind us were in no better shape, having already pulled up. The heavy going had taken its toll.


So we finished third. In truth, it was a bad third. Third – and last.


The groom met me at the gate and led the horse into the unsaddling enclosure where the owner was waiting for us. I was worried he’d be cross and that any chance of me riding for him again would have evaporated.


‘Well done, lad,’ he said with a wan smile. ‘At least you got round.’


I slid down off the horse’s back and was so drained that, try as I might, I couldn’t undo the girths. The rules clearly state that all jockeys must remove their own saddles. Only in the case of accidents, illness or other exceptional circumstances were they allowed help to do so.


I wondered if being totally exhausted was considered an exceptional circumstance.


The owner could see the problem and stepped forward, undoing the girth buckles with ease. I felt like a fool as I dragged the heavy hunting saddle from the horse’s back, almost sitting straight down on the mud due to my jelly-like legs.


‘Don’t forget to weigh in,’ said the owner. ‘Then get changed. I’ll wait for you in the car.’


I couldn’t judge if he was angry with me or just wanted to get out of the rain that had now returned with a vengeance.


I staggered into the weighing tent with the saddle and sat on the scales. Any concerns I might have had that I’d be underweight were unfounded as the needle rotated round to twelve stone, one pound. The extra was probably due to the mud I’d accumulated on the front of my clothes.


‘Fine,’ said the clerk. I was within the allowable limit.


I went into the changing tent and sat down heavily on a chair, almost too tired even to feel depressed by my inadequate performance. I had thought that I was quite fit but there was clearly work to be done in that department.


I cleaned the mud off me as best I could in the wash area, dressed, collected my rider’s certificate and medical book from the Declarations Clerk, and then carried my kit and the saddle out to the owner’s car. At last some strength was returning to my legs.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I said miserably into the silence on the journey home.


‘What for?’


‘For making such a mess of it,’ I said.


‘Don’t worry. Everyone has to learn somehow, and third’s not too bad for your first ever race. At least you didn’t fall off.’


‘But you thought I’d win.’


‘I did hope you might,’ said the owner, ‘but I didn’t really expect it.’


‘Did you lose an awful lot of money?’


‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘In fact, I made some. I backed you each-way at long odds and the place money more than covered my win loss.’ He tapped his jacket pocket and smiled at me. ‘And you’ll win on him next time out.’


‘Next time?’ I said.


‘I think we should enter him at Charm Park in three weeks’ time. Don’t you?’
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Shuttlecock doesn’t get me on the second run either, but I do pay a price for being a little over-cautious.


‘Miles Pussett down in five-three point one-six seconds,’ announces Tower.


No ‘Hello, hello’ call on this occasion because my time is almost a whole second slower than my first attempt, but I’m still in the Grand National, albeit having dropped to fifth place overall.


I drag my toboggan off the ice and carry it over to the vehicle that will take me back to the top. It is called the camion, Swiss-German for truck.


Fifth will do for the moment, although any chance of overtaking the leading runners is slim. But, somehow, I don’t care too much.


There had been a time in my life when being only fifth in anything would have sent me into a deeply depressive state, but seven years and many hundreds of hours of psychotherapy later, I have changed my outlook on life.


Now, simply being alive is like winning, and I take great joy from that alone. And I have the Cresta Run to thank for making it so.





Charm Park, near Scarborough, was a very different point-to-point compared to Duncombe. This course was on the level throughout, and turned left-handed rather than right. And a spell of relatively fine weather, plus some well-draining ground, had made the conditions underfoot hugely different as well.


Again, the owner and I arrived well before the first race to walk the course, a wide grass strip left untouched round the perimeter of a large rectangular ploughed field.


‘Nineteen fences this time and a relatively short run-in after the last,’ the owner said. ‘Watch out for the sharp turns at the corners. It’s all too easy to run wide and lose ground.’


I nodded. It felt completely different this time. Sure, I was still excited, but I was also more measured, and more determined.


‘And don’t be afraid of making all the running. The ground today is quite firm compared to Duncombe Park and I know our boy stays on well in these conditions. If he’s good enough, he’ll win from the front and you can run the finish out of the rest of them. Just don’t get carried away and go too fast too soon like you did last time.’


‘OK,’ I said, rather shamefaced. This time I’d be ready.


For three weeks, I had been working not only on the fitness of the horse, but also on my own.


When not at school or riding, I had been running up onto the moors or working out in a makeshift gym – our over-the-road neighbour’s garage fitted out with a pull-up bar and a set of dumb-bells. I had even neglected my girlfriend, and not least because I had heard her sniggering with some other friends about my debacle at Duncombe.


I had also been over and over the happenings of that first race in my head, analysing where, when and why things had gone wrong. As a result, I was far more aware of my surroundings on this occasion, and resolved that I would be one step ahead of events rather than simply reacting to them.


So, when I walked out of the changing tent to the parade ring, I had an air of self-assurance and a real belief that we would win.


And we did.


When the starter dropped his flag, I was ready with everything in place, including my goggles. I jumped off in the middle of the pack of ten runners but I took the lead going to the third and never looked back. I jumped the remaining sixteen fences alone, did not run wide at the corners, and won by ten lengths easing up.


My first winner.


How exciting was that?


The owner was all smiles when I returned to the unsaddling enclosure.


‘Splendid,’ he said, clapping his hands together and then patting me on the leg. ‘Absolutely splendid.’


I slid off the horse, unbuckled the girths without any problem, and went to weigh in.


‘Well done,’ said one of the other jockeys in the changing tent. He was the one who’d come to my aid at Duncombe. ‘You said then that you intended to win, and now you have. See you around.’


He put out his hand and I shook it.


‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘You will.’


And he did see me around because the owner ran the horse three more times before the end of the point-to-point season and we won them all.


My girlfriend wasn’t sniggering now.





‘Miles Pussett to the box.’


I carry my toboggan into position for my final run of the Cresta Grand National.


It is do or die time, although dying is not actually on my agenda for today. Not any more.


The bell rings and the barrier is lifted. Time to go.


Just like in a point-to-point steeplechase, a good start is needed. My spiked shoes grip the ice as I run forward, pushing my sled ahead with my right hand. At the very last moment, just when it feels like the sled is about to go without me, I dive onto its surface and we are away.


The top section is where the run is at its steepest and I am soon hurtling along. Over Church Leap where the ice seems to fall away beneath me, such is the acute angle of the gradient, and then the rapid left-right-left of Curzon, Brabazon and Thoma, and on to Junction Straight where I shift my weight forward for more speed.


I flash past the St Moritz Tobogganing clubhouse with the massed spectators on the terrace a mere blur in my peripheral vision.


Next is Rise and Battledore, then the mighty Shuttlecock.


Do I rake?


Is it better to be careful and finish among the also-rans or to take a chance and go for glory? It is the same question that steeplechase jockeys have to ask themselves when in contention on a tired horse coming to the last fence. And the best of them would always say the latter.


Ruby Walsh was twelve times Irish Champion Jockey and won more races at the Cheltenham Festival than any other rider. He is one of the greatest, if not the very best ever, to ride in steeplechases. Yet he also had more falls at the last fence than anyone else. For him, it was much more acceptable to go crashing down while trying to win than end up safely being second – and to hell with the consequences, and the injuries.


It is that ‘win at all costs’ attitude that makes the great great.


I decide to go for glory over safety and keep my rakes up through Rise. I shift my weight back and left, ready for Shuttlecock, and I almost make the turn – but not quite. Not this time.


I rise up the outer wall and lean further to my left, but I have a fraction too much speed and suddenly, as the bend tightens, I am gone, somersaulting over and over into the straw and snow, and then painfully into the big red crash mats, all the while trying to keep out of the way of my heavy, tumbling toboggan. It is always the toboggan that does the most damage and it can kill you if it hits you in the head or neck.


I lie on the ground for a moment, slightly winded by the impact, assessing whether I have any serious injury, other than that to my pride.


Nothing appears to hurt much so I jump up and wave my arms vigorously above my head towards the control tower situated on the top of the clubhouse – the recognised signal that medical assistance is not required.


‘Pussett is up,’ Tower intones dryly over the Tannoy. ‘And apparently unharmed.’


Damn it!


But I suppose I am lucky. There is a life-size montage of X-rays in the club bar showing the mass of metalwork that has been inserted into all parts of the human anatomy as a result of breaks sustained in falls on the Cresta. It is shown to all potential riders just before they are required to sign a liability disclaimer stating that they understand the risks and will not hold the club responsible for any injuries, or worse.


The Cresta Run was first created in the winter of 1884–5 by guests at the nearby Kulm Hotel, who formed an ‘outdoor amusements committee’. Since then five men have lost their lives riding its ice, albeit far fewer than jockey fatalities in steeplechases over the same period.


Thankfully, the use of full-face crash helmets, protective joint pads and the introduction of back protectors similar to those used in horseracing mean that serious injuries are rare. Far more common are minor cuts and bruises, with the occasional lost finger after it has become lodged between the toboggan runners and the ice. As they say in the club bar, ‘It can usually be sewn back on but it won’t be any good again for picking your nose.’


It is often stated that the St Moritz Tobogganing Club is the last true bastion of amateurism in modern international sport and this, together with its members’ c’est la vie attitude to mortal danger, is what attracted me to it in the first place – plus the adrenalin rush, of course.





After that heady spring of my seventeenth year, with four point-to-point winners on my CV, I was quickly invited to ride work for one of the Malton licensed trainers.


It was not yet the full jockey title I craved for, but it was a huge step in the right direction.


‘We’ll get on with the application for your amateur permit,’ the trainer said. ‘Then we’ll see.’


And so, after six months of riding out and working in the stable yard, I was entered for my first ride in a race under the official Rules of Racing, a two-and-a-half-mile hurdle contest on a Saturday afternoon at Catterick. A race exclusively for amateur riders.


I tried to think of it as just another race, following on from my point-to-points, but there was one major difference that changed everything.


This particular contest was a handicap, so the horses had to carry differing weights, dependent on their official rating – the higher a horse was rated, the more it carried. Theoretically, handicaps should give every horse an equal chance of winning, although it never results in a mass dead heat as some run better than their rating and others worse. And, irrespective of their rating, all of the horses in the race were to carry less than the twelve stone of a point-to-pointer.
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