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  The Horse

  Here’s a toast for all who love

  Courage, strength and beauty;

  Whose simple creed is play the game,

  Ride straight and do your duty.

  
    A toast to him who never failed

    In wagon, cart or limber;

    Whose gallant spirit never quailed

    ’Fore line of guns or timber.

  

  
    To him whose heart knows no defeat

    In hunting field or battle,

    On classic course, at jungle meet,

    Or turning maddened cattle.

  

  
    A toast to him who’ll always share,

    Your pleasures, wars and labour;

    The ‘view halloa’ or trumpet’s blare,

    Lance, polo stick, or sabre.

  

  
    So lift your glass and honour him –

    Man’s staunchest friend and treasure,

    As true as steel, as kind as love,

    In action or at leisure.

  

  
    He lives in memories dear and far,

    Of noble deeds in peace and war,

    He paid the price for what we are –

    GENTLEMEN – THE HORSE!

  

  
    Colonel Reginald S. Timms

    [ Modern Horse Management , Cassell 1915]

  


  Chapter One

  The Dawn of History

  There is a wonderful sympathy and freemasonry among horsey men. Be one of them, and you will know all there is to know.

  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Complete Illustrated Sherlock Holmes

  


  In shamanic terms, everyone is believed to have power animals – guardians that empathise with us, guide us on the spiritual path, and protect us from harm. Each power animal increases our inner power by giving access to the wisdom of its kind, so that negative energy cannot influence our thoughts and actions. A horse guardian will impart ‘horse sense’, and endow us with some of the attributes of a horse; a dog guardian will give ‘dog sense’, and bestow some of the instincts of a dog. The animal kingdom has a wealth of knowledge to offer and our animal guardian communicates this wisdom by drawing our attention to happenings around us … and repetition of such ‘happenings’ is their means of communication that will, eventually lead to understanding .

  To fully understand this communication, we need to understand the horse and its relationship with man throughout history. All modern breeds (equus caballus) are descendents of wild horses that once lived in Europe and Asia and from this one species, various breeds have been developed over the centuries. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica , the horse preceded man on earth by many ages, although there is very little known about the early development of the animal. ‘Where or when the species was first domesticated (after having been hunted down and consumed as food by primitive man), and breeding for

  improved types originally began are shrouded in prehistory.’ Research to discover when the first horses became domesticated has been carried out by a team from the McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research at Cambridge University and Bonn University. This genetic evidence has enabled the team to look back thousands of years prior to the first undisputed evidence of domestication, which dates to the horse and chariot burials on the Ural Steppes around 2000BC. Genetic analysis of more than 600 horses from 25 breeds, reveals that at least 77 ancestral wild mares passed on their genes to modern breeds, from the American Mustang to the Shetland pony.

  To discover if today’s breeds could be traced back to one ancestral population, DNA samples were compared with ancient DNA from horse remains found at Viking burial sites from 2,000 years ago, and 28,000-year-old remains preserved in the Alaskan permafrost. The results indicated that modern horses fall into at least 17 distinct genetic groups, with DNA comparisons showing that northern European animals, found in Scandinavia and Britain, for example, can be traced back to one ancestral type.

  Another distinct group could be traced to Iberia, northern Africa and America – the latter including the Mustangs descended from domesticated Spanish horses of the 16 th century, taken by the native Indians, and replacing native horses that had died out around 10,000 years ago. It is even possible that the Scandinavian and Iberian types, which possibly date back to the last Ice Age, show that the horse was not driven to extinction as had previously been believed. As the forest took over, the animals moved eastwards into the grasslands of the Steppes of what is now the Ukraine, Kazakstan and Mongolia.

  As interesting as the joint Universities’ Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences report is, it can only conclude that domestic horses came from at least a dozen different locations; and forensic archaeology does not reveal the kind of injuries normally linked with riding, in contemporary human remains.

  Although it is possible that horses were domesticated by several ancient peoples, the Steppes still seemed the likeliest place for the team to look for the first attempt. Added to this, the range of horse remains from the area is also consistent with the typical makeup of wild, not domesticated animals. As one of the team concluded: “Archaeological evidence has a long way to go before it provides a direct glimpse of how the first horse was domesticated.”

  Nevertheless, as John Trotwood Moore observed in his tribute to the horse in the Encyclopaedia Britannica : ‘Wherever man has left his footprint in the long ascent from barbarism to civilisation we will find the hoof-print of the horse beside it’. Anthropology also shows that all the great early civilisations were the products of horse-owning, horse-breeding and horse-using nations, and that ‘those in which the horse was either unknown or in the feral state, remained sunk longest in savagery’. In a nutshell, no great leap of mankind was made without the assistance of ‘horse power ’.

  So consistent was this imagery that the glorified figure of ‘the man on horseback’ became the universal symbol of power in the universal unconsciousness. The image of the horse was stamped upon coinage, sculptured on temples and even elevated to the human pantheon and worshipped as divine. While animal worship has generally been characteristic of tribal races (with the exception of ancient Egypt), only the horse has been accorded religious reverence in the advanced stages of civilisation; it became the theme of poetry and romance and, next to man himself, the most often portrayed in the fine arts.

  War-horses were introduced by the Hyksos into ancient Egypt, where they were used to pull chariots rather than mounted, although battle scenes dating from the New Kingdom occasionally show individual soldiers riding. In the Illiad , Homer describes four-in-hand chariots and expert riding, with horsemanship obviously becoming quite an art among the Greeks; while horse races and chariot racing were introduced into the Olympic Games around 1450BC. Horses played a major role in the expansion of the Roman Empire (although the Romans did not equal the Greeks for horsemanship); helped secure the 13 th century conquest of China by the Mongols; and still widely used by the military during the First World War.

  In Britain, large numbers of mounted warriors confronted the invading Romans, and history records that these war-horses were extremely powerful. Many were taken back to Rome, where they were highly prized. By King Alfred’s time, native British stock had been crossed with imported German ‘running-horses’. Following the Norman Conquest, William I imported the best type of cavalry horse and a number of fine stallions were brought over from Spain; while the Crusaders brought new breeds from the East. And according to former cavalryman, Colonel Timms:

  ‘The horse in the past has played a tremendous role in history … and the national character of England has been largely influenced by pursuits in which the horse has been associated.’

  Before the arrival of Christianity, the Celts, Romans, Saxons and Danes revered the animal and ‘white horse’ sites were considered sacred. Of the hill-figure art that has existed in Britain since prehistoric times, fourteen of the 48 figures visible today are white horses; the most famous being that at Uffington, which is believed to date back some 3,000 years. The white horse was also the standard of the Saxons, and was later impressed on hopsacks as the ensign of Kent; the rampant white horse being the device of the house of Savoy, also descended from the Saxons. The latest addition is a new image carved into the chalk downland near Folkestone in Kent – whose county symbol is still a white horse.

  The White Horse of Uffington overlooks the Vale of White Horse in Berkshire and on a clear day it can be seen for a distance of some 15-20 miles. 17 th century antiquarian, John Aubrey made the suggestion that the figure was made on the orders of Hengist, the first Kentish-Saxon king, who bore a white horse on his standard. Other sources claim it marks the victory of Alfred the Great over the Danes, while archaeologists have, at varying times, dated it to the Stone, Early Bronze or Early Iron Age. Whatever its history, there is an old folk-belief that the person who stands on the horse’s eye and revolves three times with their own eyes closed, will have their wish granted.

  Significantly, Wayland’s Smithy lies a mile to the west – and below the White Horse there is a deep coomb, or valley, known as The Manger. Wayland’s Smithy is believed to be a long barrow from which the chalk has been removed and generally dated to around 2000BC. When the site was excavated in 1920, several burials were discovered; together with two flat iron rods that were identified as the currency similar to that described by Julius Caesar in Commentarii De Bello Gallico.

  Tradition has it that a traveller could leave his horse at the site overnight and leave payment on the capstone; on his return he would find the animal shod and the money gone. The ‘Weland the Smith’ legend also gives the first clue of the importance of the blacksmith within the early Mystery Traditions of the British Isles. The ritual importance and significance of the smith were closely associated with his role as a worker with iron and the ‘persistent folk-memory of the magico-religious role within the community once occupied by the smith’ ( Man, Myth & Magic) …

  
    Another reason for the exalted position of the smiths arose from their often being outsiders, itinerant workmen who spoke a different language, practised different customs, and kept the secrets of their profession to themselves ... Traces of such beliefs embodying the supernatural powers of the smith can be found in traditions where he is healer, charmer, and practitioner of the occult. As possessor of the ‘Horseman’s Word’, a secret charm, he was supposed to have control over even the wildest of horses.

  

  As to be expected from all this history, ‘horse power ’ plays an important part in heraldry, where the animal was taken as a form of totem or clan symbol to support the family or tribal image. According to The Concise Encyclopaedia of Heraldry , this adoption of tribal, national and personal badges began in prehistoric times and, as civilisation moved forward, evolved into the practice of embroidering the family insignia on to the personal trappings of a nobleman, including the caparisons , or ornamental coverings of a knight’s horse. The personal seal of Geoffroi de Chateabriand of Brittany (1217) shows a rider and horse, sporting a beautiful peacock-design. The most common heraldic equine forms are more than likely to be found completely furnished for war, when it is referred to as ‘caparisoned’; or else rearing on its hind legs, when it is termed either effaré or forcené . A ‘spancelled’ horse has two of its legs fettered by a log of wood.

  Among the most famous of heraldic horses is the white horse; probably introduced to these shores by the Angles, since it is an extremely ancient Germanic symbol of warfare and strength, later to be represented on the shield of Westphalia and Hanover. On the arms of Naples it was a black horse that pranced, certainly an appropriate charger for the dashing Prince Murat. Donkeys and mules are also seen quite frequently as heraldic devices.

  A ‘pegasus’ is a winged horse, generally represented as volant (flying) and animé (with an eye of a different tincture to the body itself ). This is the winged steed of Apollo and largely connected with intellectual arts. The pegasus borne as the arms of the Inner Temple is said to be an ‘imposition’; one of the badges of the Knights Templar was a horse on which two knights were mounted, in allusion to their vow of poverty. ‘Probably,’ suggests Guy Cadogan Rothery ( Concise Encyclopedia of Heraldry ), ‘unwilling to take such a vow the lawyers transformed the two poor warriors into two wings.’ Sir John Jervis (Lord St Vincent), for his victory off Cape St Vincent, was assigned the crest of a pegasus springing from a navel crown, its wings charged with fleur-de-lis.

  Centaurs also belong to classic legend, where they found their way from the dark regions beyond the Caucasus, ‘those lands where man seemed to form one with his steed’. The centaur has a horse’s body, but from the shoulders up has the bust, arms and head of a man. This was an emblem of courage, tempered with wisdom. When a centaur bears a bow and arrows it is blazoned as ‘ sagittarius’ and appears quite early as a heraldic device, possibly adopted as a badge by King Stephen in the 12th century.
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