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Whispers of 
grace, poise 
and loyalty
H

er name was rhoda, 
a small black pony 
with white socks 
and face. I was seven 
years of age when, 
at Ballivor Horse 

Show in Co. Meath, we took 
third prize in a showing class. 
It was my first formal eques-
trian competition.

At that time, I didn’t particularly 
like riding horses. My family was 
steeped in showjumping and my 
father was racing on the point-to-
point circuit. Horses were everywhere 
yet I much preferred to stay at 
home.

Somehow, my mother coaxed me 
on to rhoda and taught me how to 
trot. Her technique was simple yet 
effective: as the pony began to move, 
my mother would rhythmically 
chant ‘up, down; up, down’. I 
responded by moving up and down 
on the saddle, a practice known as 
the ‘rising trot’. 

My back had to be dead straight, 
my toes and heels perfectly aligned. 
The reins were positioned in such a 
way that you could exert maximum 
control over the pony. What I didn’t 
realise back then, was that this was a 
lesson in harmonious co-ordination, 
elegance and etiquette. 

A ‘showing class’ is like dressage. 
Its aim is to exhibit horse and rider as 
a work of art. Immaculately groomed 
and plaited, the animal is put through 
its paces by a rider who is no less 
 stylish. 

This is not about athleticism but all 
about grace. The primary purpose is 
to reveal the true beauty of horse-
manship, to show that this magnifi-
cent animal holds an honorary posi-
tion in the human world. It is skilful, 
majestic and stately.

I distinctly remember being led by 
my mother into the showing ring at 
Ballivor. My little jodhpurs and boots 
were finished off nicely with my First 
Communion blazer. rhoda looked 
exquisite, her black hair gleaming in 
the summer sunlight. 

My mother was permitted to lead 
but not to speak. However, once out-
side the judge’s earshot, she began 
quietly chanting: ‘Up, down’. My 
 mortification did not prevent me 
from following her instruction.

In subsequent years, I would com-
pete at the highest levels of pony 
showjumping. Still, nothing meant 
more to me than the little plaque and 
rosette I won that day. Standing 
proudly on the sideboard, they signi-
fied my first real achievement.

My parents met through horses. 
That they continue to compete is 
proof not only of their love for those 
noble animals but of our enduring 
fascination with creatures that have 
stood by our side down the centuries. 
In so many ways, the horse has been 
our greatest companion, loyally serv-
ing us on the land, the roads and on 
the track. 

They have helped us fight wars, 
build nations and, until relatively 

recently, were our most common form 
of transport. The history of the horse 
is our history. The fact that they now 
feature primarily in sport should 
never detract from their unrivalled 
service to humanity.

Looking back, I can now see that 
riding ponies like rhoda taught me 
precious lessons in life. In acquiring 
equestrian skills, I learned the value 
of grace and poise. More significantly, 
I became rooted to the natural world 
and to a community bound together 
by a shared devotion to the horse.

In caring for horses, I also learned 
the necessity of responsibility. 
Horsey people spend so little time 
competing. Most of their week is 
dedicated to cleaning stables, groom-
ing, feeding and exercising. It is no 
exaggeration to say that this was, for 
me, the best possible preparation for 
parenthood.

Last Sunday, I drove up the long 
avenue to the stable yard where my 
parents now keep their horse. Set in 
the Dublin Mountains, it is sur-
rounded by grazing fields, an orchard 
and beautifully cultivated gardens. 
The horses are exercised in a sand 
arena halfway up the avenue. 

I was about to drive by the arena 
when I suddenly caught sight of a 
small black pony with white socks 
and face. A young boy, whom I did 
not recognise, was trotting aboard 
the pony. Then I heard those unmis-
takable words, ‘Up, down; up, 
down’.

It was as if I had travelled back in 
time to 1977. I realised the boy was 
my eldest son and, thanks to his 
grandmother, he had just mastered 
the rising trot on a rhoda lookalike. 
The scene was so familiar, so reminis-
cent of those days when, nearly 40 
years ago, I first learned why riding 
horses is much more than a pleasur-
able pastime. 

M
 
 
y beaming son dis-
mounted and quickly 
ran over to me. He 
wondered why I did 
not look happier. How 

to tell him I was in a state of shock?  
My grandparents were well gone 

when my boys arrived. yet, through 
their common love of the horse, they 
are somehow bound together. For, if 
there is one thing that unites the 
absent generations of my family, it is 
that we have learned so much from 
those gallant steeds. 

The horse: so majestic, powerful 
and noble. American author John 
Trotwood Moore captured it perfectly 
when he wrote, that ‘wherever man 
has left his footprints in the long 
ascent from barbarism to civilisation, 
we find the hoofprint of the horse 
beside it’. 

Having featured so significantly in 
my past, it now seems they are set to 
journey with me into the future. My 
trotting children have shown me that 
we are headed back to Ballivor – back 
to where this story began but where 
it certainly shall not end.

Dublin Fashion Festival is proudly supported by:

Photography: Barry McCall  |  Fashion: Claire Lynam, 2013 Young Designer of the Year  |  Model: Teo Sutra, 1st Option Models.

.ie

FOUR DAYS AND 
NIGHTS OF FASHION 
IN DUBLIN
4th–7th Sept 2014

#dublinfashion dff.ie

Man held in North over 
death of ferry stowaway
A SUSPECTED people-trafficker 
has been arrested in the North 
after an Afghan stowaway was 
found dead in a shipping con-
tainer in England.

PSNI officers stopped a 34-year-
old man yesterday in a car on the 
A1 road between Belfast and 
Newry at Banbridge.

He was being questioned on 
suspicion of the manslaughter of 
Meet Singh Kapoor, who was 
found dead in a shipping con-
tainer carrying 34 other migrants 
at Tilbury Docks in Essex.

The suspect is also accused of 
helping the Afghan Sikhs illegally 
enter Britain by stowing them 
inside the ‘metal coffin’ on a 
cargo ferry from Zeebrugge in 
Belgium.

Gardaí are searching his home 
in Limavady, Co. Derry, and are 

sending him to Britain for further 
questioning. The Afghans were 
slowly suffocating when staff at 
Tilbury heard screaming and 
banging coming from inside the 
sealed container.

By then Mr Kapoor, 40, had 
already died as his wife and their 
two sons, aged just nine and 12, 
slept nearby.

The survivors were ‘20 minutes 
from death’ and were ‘drifting in 
and out of consciousness’ when 
they were found. One of the 
migrants, a man in his 30s, said: 
‘The world can only imagine what 
we’ve been through. Our minds 
are blank. We have had to go 
over and over our ordeal in inter-
views with the Home Office.’

Meanwhile it emerged yester-

day that one Afghan mother had 
to resuscitate her five-year-old 
son who had stopped breathing 
inside the airless metal box.

One man who acted as a police 
translator said: ‘She described 
how she desperately pounded at 
his chest. She was terrified her 
son would die in that container.

‘The survivors also told me how 
they tried to save Mr Kapoor by 
pounding at his chest while peo-
ple were shouting at him to stay 
awake.’

The stowaways were forced to 
breathe out of one tiny hole in 
the sealed container as the smug-
glers had not created enough 
ventilation holes for them.

The survivors are staying with 
relatives or in emergency accom-
modation across Britain. All are 
applying for asylum.
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