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Preface

From D.H. Lawrence’s horse Aaron, whose hide was posthu­mously recycled as a duffel bag, to Zippy Chippy, fabled American loser who became a national celebrity, each of the horses featured in this book has a claim to fame.

Some – among them Black Beauty, Bucephalas, Champion the Wonder Horse, Phar Lap, Mister Ed, Rocinante – are permanent residents of the equine pantheon.

Others have to settle for notoriety: horses such as Rossa Prince and Mister Chippendale, point-to-pointers who have the unusual distinction of failing to win a walkover.

It has been estimated that the horse population of the world is around 75 million, and there must be nearly the same number of books on equestrian matters. The reason for adding the current volume to the already groaning bookshelf is simple: to celebrate horses who for whatever reason have made themselves famous.

We salute famous winning racehorses and famous losing racehorses; mythical horses and military horses; literary and historical horses; operatic, television and movie horses.

A word of warning. This is not a reference book, and there is nothing remotely systematic or comprehensive about which horses have been granted inclusion and which horses have not. The sole criterion is personal choice – no more, no less. Thus the pages that follow contain a good deal of material on horse racing but little about showjumping and nothing at all about polo or hunting. And you will have to go elsewhere for volumes about horse breeds, or horse-pulled carriages, or horse colours, or the evolution of the horse – fascinating as those subjects are.

Cross-references within the book are signalled with bold type and small capitals, thus: Arkle.


Let Us Now Praise Famous Horses

I fell under the spell of horses early in life. From a very young age I was captivated by their appearance, their movement, their sound, their texture and their smell. Family lore insists that I have been devoted to horses since my first visit to a racecourse – the now defunct track at Lewes – when six months old. My father was a very keen racegoer, and holidays tended to be planned around the racing fixtures in the West Country, at places like Buckfastleigh (also defunct) or Newton Abbot.

When I was eleven, I started riding at the local stables, where I met the love of my life.

Dumpling was a barrel-like bay pony straight out of Thelwell, with four white socks and a large white blaze down her face – the same markings which years later would make Shergar so instantly recognisable. My beloved Dumpling did not possess Shergar’s exceptional cruising speed, though she had enough competitive spirit to win us two runner-up rosettes in the Enfield Chace Pony Club Gymkhana in 1965.

Having outgrown Dumpling, I landed another runner-up rosette the following year on a black pony named Cinders – though to this day I am convinced that we would have won the Apple-Bobbing had a rival not bobbed my apple, rather than his own.

I graduated from ponies to full-size horses and struck up a good relationship with a hog-maned cob named Paddy, a horse with a keener sense of horsy humour than any I have encountered. When out on a ride, he would wait until my attention was elsewhere then drop a shoulder, and I would tumble out the side door. He never ran off, and I just got back into the saddle.

There was nothing malicious about The Cob (as he was known in the stables). Tipping me off was simply part of the game.

I cut my racing teeth on the hill at Alexandra Park, which offered the best free view in London. My father and I would mainly go to evening meetings at the course known as ‘The Frying Pan’ on account of its eccentric configuration, and once we had found a suitable vantage point Dad would scurry down through the hole in the fence to the betting ring, then nip back up the hill to where his son was working his way through Spam sandwiches and Tizer.

I started to experience the pleasure of following individual horses, and both in my imagination and on the racecourse, Arkle was in a category all of his own. For once, the word ‘awesome’ was inadequate.

I had watched him on television and had assiduously kept cuttings of his exploits since I first became aware of this steeplechasing phenomenon from Ireland. Seeing him in the flesh – just the once, in the King George VI Chase at Kempton Park in December 1965 – was unforgettable. Arkle was not classically beautiful, but he had around him a real aura, while on top of that arched head carriage sat the most remarkable pair of equine ears you would ever see. Long and expressive, they seemed to have a life of their own as they scanned the crowd, checking that everyone was looking at him.

More recently I have loved visiting the equine elderly, retired horses (often but not always former racehorses) turned out in a field, and – ideally – covered in mud.

It was in this happy condition that I discovered Flyingbolt (in handicapping terms almost the equal of Arkle) sharing a field with Cheltenham Gold Cup winner Fort Leney; dual Champion Hurdler winner Sea Pigeon; and many Grand National winners.

Arkle and Dumpling aside, my all-time favourite horse was Credo’s Daughter, owned by actors James Bolam and Susan Jameson – and like Sam Kydd in a 1960s British film, not the star but still an indispensable member of the cast.

That ubiquity was part of her appeal. I never won serious money on her, and she never won a major race, but there was something hugely appealing about her: small and compact, always beautifully turned out by trainer Syd Woodman from his tiny yard in West Sussex, towards the finish of a race she would be plugging on when most of her rivals had thrown in the towel. In a wonderful sequence of five races in autumn 1975 she finished runner-up in the Mackeson Gold Cup, dead-heated for fourth place in the Hennessy Gold Cup, ran second in the Massey Ferguson Gold Cup and fourth in the SGB Chase – and then won at Kempton Park and was retired. As a broodmare she produced many good horses, notably the top-class hurdler King Credo.

Credo’s Daughter and I lost touch in the years after her retirement from the track, but then I heard of her whereabouts – and a couple of phone calls later, I was with her in an Oxfordshire field. She was in her mid-twenties, dip-backed with age and distinctly rickety, but that brightness in her eye had not dimmed.

It was a one-sided conversation. She offered no special welcome, and try as I might, I could not persuade her to prick her ears for a photo. After a few minutes it was clear that my audience was over. She wandered off to graze with her chums, leaving me to mull over the old question: why is the relationship between horse and human so special?

In a way, the mare’s indifference to me that day was part of her appeal. We think we can look into horses’ minds, but we cannot.

As you may read in this book, in the section on La Marquesa, St Thomas Aquinas declared that you cannot love a horse because the horse cannot love you back. This is clearly a questionable view, as the horse might love you but not be letting on.

You might also reflect upon Simon Barnes’s view in the piece on Quixall Crossett: ‘Life: that is what horses are good at. That is what horses give.’
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