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Peter
Well, morning Bruce.

Bruce
Morning David?.

Peter
Bruce Smith of Felixstowe.  And Bruce a very experienced horseman, come along just to talk to you Bruce, thanks for your time.

Bruce
That's okay.

Peter
I wondered how you got involved with horses, and if you could particularly come onto the fact that you got involved with a very unusual project, didn't you, at Hosely Bay, with the prisoners.  But tell me how you started Bruce please, with horses, and just a little.../

Bruce
/Well basically I've always been interested in horses.  My grandfather had a farm up in Lincolnshire, and they used to have horses of... well, I can just remember one or two horses.  I talk to some people who seemed... who are a lot younger than me, who seem to come across a lot of farm horses.  But I can remember my grandfather, just the odd one on the farm.  So I've always been interested in horses.  But eventually, when I left school I worked on a farm, which was tractors.  And then I actually went into the prison service.  I went to an approved school first, to work, not to... not as an inmate.  And then I went to a prison in Kent, which was Rochester Borstal, and Rochester Borstal is the village of Borstal, hence the name Borstal.  So when prisons... when prisons... when young men were sent to Borstal they were actually sent to the village of Borstal.

Peter
Oh, I didn't know that.

Bruce
So this is how the name Borstal originated.  But I went there, and there was a by-the-way job, 'By the way, we've got a couple of Suffolk Punch horses here that we'd like you to look after as well', which to me was great, because as I say, I've liked horses...  And these horses have been bred at the prison farm at Hosely.  And for the politically correct people, these three horses... and this was about 1972, when I worked there, these three horses were probably around about the ten year old mark.  So they would have been born in the 60s, and they were called Rasta, Snigger, and Coon.  So you can imagine today if we were calling horse...  It is in the stud book, so it is fact.  They had been named at the prison where they were born.  And then about 1977 there was the centenary of the prison service, and a lot of the horses from Hosely, Hosely Bay prison, were taken down to a prison in Bristol, open prison in Bristol, to meet the Queen.  And I was asked, as I'd got some experience by then of horses, I was then asked if I would go down there and help with the horses.  And as it happened I was the only one who could actually braid horses up, so I ended up braiding all these horses up that day, ready for the Queen coming along.  And while I was down there the then Stud Groom was then thinking about retirement.  So I was then asked whether I would be prepared to move to the stud at Hosely, and so I moved there, and started work with the horses there.  

Peter
Right.

Bruce
During my days at Rochester I'd never... I had to teach myself just about everything.  It seemed very strange, but there didn't seem...  The old fellas who worked with horses, or said they worked with horses, seemed to be few and far between.  There seemed to be a bit of a gap, I don't know why, but there did.  So most of it was self-taught.  And I had one or two horsemen I got to know, one down in Essex used to come up, and he used to show me one or two little bits and pieces.  And I wanted to plough with horses.  I don't know why.  Everybody wants to plough with horses.  When they haven't got to do it every day they want to plough with the horses.  So literally I'd got these two horses, and neither of them had ever ploughed before, I'd never ploughed before, I had to look at pictures in a book to work out how the harness went on.  That's how bad it was.  And off I went up the field to have this go at ploughing.  Well of course we were everywhere, all over the place, and I then realised that I needed a little bit of help.  So I got a bit of help, and we managed to persevere, and start ploughing with them, which I enjoyed, because I didn't have to do it every day.  I think if I had to do it every day I'd probably hate it.

Peter
Right.

Bruce
But then I moved to...  When the Stud Groom retired at Hosely Bay I moved here, in 1978, and started working at the stud there with the prisoners.  Now in those... in those days I think there was about thirty five horses, which made it... it was the largest stud of the breed, and the oldest stud of the breed now, of the Suffolk Punch breed.  And so when I went there I hadn't really done any stud work, and fortunately our vet, Mr. [?Roly Davies], who you'll probably hear about at odd times, he helped me out on the stud work, and between us and the stallion we were fairly successful in the early days of our breeding.  The prison service became involved with the horses in 1938.  It was...  Prior to that Hosely used to be an agricultural college, believed to be the first in England, where gentlemen's sons had to learn all about agriculture, animal husbandry, horsemanship, saddlery work, surveying, first aid, sailing, all these sort of things, before emigrating to the colonies.  So it was known as a colonial college.  So this is where we've got the name Hosely Bay Colony.  And these young men would go off to the colonies, and find their own way in life.  It was then eventually taken over by the Unemployed Body of London.  And these unemployed Londoners were encouraged to come out there to have a taste of the country life.  And so there were like these little settlements, and these Londoners came and actually worked on the land there.  And then the prison commission took it over, as I said, in 1938.  It's a three thousand acre farm.  And they had the stud there.  And then fast-forward into 1978, when I went there, as I say, we had about thirty five horses, breeding mares, stallions, etc.  And I continued from there.  And in the early days I used to have about ten young prisoners, or Borstal Boys, as they were called in those days.  And they'd had no horse experience.  They used to have to come along, and work with the horses.  Most of them had probably come from the inner cities, from London and places like that, they'd never even been on a farm.  And so I think when they used to first come down there, and see the size of these horses, was probably quite intimidating for them.  But we used to just gradually wean them into it really.  They would come, and wouldn't ask too much of them at first, until their confidence came up, and they became more confident, and was able to start leading one, and...  We always give them a quiet one.  There was nothing being clever about trying to give them a horse that was going to rear up, and jump all over them, and we all stand back and have a good laugh at his expense.  And not only that, of course, if he'd got injured there would have been a lot of paperwork for us to fill in anyway.  But no, we would gradually work these lads until they became very confident, and then they would start taking the horses out with the carts.  We used to do all the mucking out with the horses.  We used to do...  We had a few head of cattle at the stud at the time, we had to feed all them.  So we had plenty to do.  I mean it was a bit worrying at times, thinking...  I mean when there's a young... well, we say when does an old horse be-... when does a young horse become an old horse?  And it was very much the same with these young fellas, because you know, they had very little experience, and to actually trust them out of your sight was very worrying for me going off with a horse, because you know, it's so easy to make mistakes, and we all make these mistakes, and we've all made mistakes, and the consequences can be pretty horrific, or certainly frightening.  One of the jobs for the lads was to exercise the stallions.  We had two stallions in those days, and first job after dinner the two stallion lads, and to become a stallion lad was sort of the top of the pecking tree really, the pecking order.  And their job would be to come and groom the stallions, put the stallion rollers on, and they would have to walk them.  They used to walk them round the village lanes, round Hosely.  And we used to have to set them off, or I used to set them off at sort of an hour's gap, so that they didn't come across each other.  We didn't want two stallions having a fight.  And these lads used to go off with these stallions.  And I think they were quite proud of it, because they'd be walking around there,  and particularly in the summer months, when we get a lot of visitors to the area, people used to stop with the cars and used to say, 'Oh yeah, that's a big horse, and what's its name?  And what sort of horse it is?'  And these lads were quite pleased, you know, this sort of person in a big posh car was actually talking to them and they were able to give them the answer.  So these lads felt a lot of self-worth, I suppose, from that.  And so they could tell them, you know, 'This is a Suffolk Punch, and he's a stallion', and so on.  And so that was one of the major jobs that the lads did every day, was to walk them round.  And I mean in all the years, it was a bor-...  It was a Borstal up until about 1990, when it then changed over to an adult prison.  But during the Borstal days, I mean it was very very rarely that you ever heard of any instances of cruelty to the horses.  These lads, it was self-governing really, because if one had been cruel to a horse one of the other lads would have soon let me know, because they wouldn't tolerate it.  They might have been thugs outside, but they... in general they wouldn't allow anything to happen to the horses, they were quite proud of them really.  And there's been times when we've had a horse with a colic, and of course in those days the big thing with colic was to keep the poor old horse walking, don't let him lay down, whatever you do, don't let him lay down.  And of course you'd be walking it, and the poor old horse...  Must have been terrible for the horses really, because as soon as the horse laid down you'd do anything to get him up, you kicked him, you did anything to get him on his feet, because you were worried that he was going to roll, and end up with a twisted gut.  And so can you imagine being... if you had a terrible stomach ache, some idiot trying to make you walk up and down, you must have absolutely been in agony.  And these poor horses, this is how it was with them.  And we walked them and walked them, and they could go on for hours.  And very often you'd have to say to one of the lads, 'Look, after tea can you come back, and walk the horses up and down and help', and they would be walking them, and then somebody else would take a turn, and we'd keep doing it hoping that we're going to clear it really.  And I can remember, you know, the boys in those days didn't earn very much a week.  They used to get something like ten pence an hour, or something, as part of their wages.  And you know, you'd say to the lad, you know, I'll give you a bit of overtime for coming back after tea, and working with them.  But you know, invariably they would say no, because they were more interested... concerned about the horses than their bit of wage really.  And so that's how it went on.  And we used to go off to shows, and I used to take the lads with me to shows, which was... that was a bit... well, I wouldn't say hair-raising, it was a bit worrying really, 'cos I'd probably got four or five young men at a show, and I've got to try and keep an eye on them.  There was a strict no alcohol, and all this sort of thing, and we'd be staying overnight at a lot of these shows, so we would take camp beds, and very much roughed it in those days.  We'd have a spare stable, as a lot of horse people did in those days, and we'd make that into a... sort of our camp.  And we'd have the camp beds in there, or we slept in the back of the lorry, whatever.  And so we had to take these lads out to that.  And normally they were okay, you didn't get a lot of problem.  But there was the odd occasion when you'd get one go off the rails, and you'd got to go and sort that out.  I can remember at the Norfolk Show one year, where we erm... these lads had obviously got hold of something they shouldn't have had, some drugs of some sort, and they were smoking something they shouldn't have been smoking.  And of course I'd picked up on this, so I phoned the prison and said, 'Look, you know, I think there's something going on with these lads, and what do you want me to do?'  And the then Governor there said, 'Well, you've got police on site, get them to come and have a word with them'.  And so the police... I went and saw the police on the site, they went in there, and picked up these lads, and we all then had to go off to Norwich police station.  And bear in mind I had to show the next morning.  And we went off to Norwich police station, and these lads were interviewed, and then eventually the policeman said, 'That's okay, we've done the interview now.  You can take them back'.  I said, 'Well I don't really want to take them back.  You can keep them'.  So he said, 'Well what are we going to do with them?'  I said, 'Well, I don't want them on site', I said, 'What I'll do is get the prison to come and pick them up in the morning.  You keep them in your cell'.  So that's what we did.  We put these lads... these lads were then locked up for the night.

Peter
But you had a show, didn't you, the next day?

Bruce
I had the show the next day.  So I got back to the showground, and it was getting daylight, which was probably then probably about half past four in the morning.  And the Governor, sure enough, sent somebody to pick these lads up, but she also sent a couple of members of staff along who gave me a hand to help show these horses.  So that was that.  But in general we didn't have a lot of problem with these lads.

Peter
You'd got a lot of responsibility, you know, because you had the show to worry about, the horses to worry about, and the young lads to worry about.  Looking back, do you think you did a good job with those lads?  Do you think you really helped them?  You and the horses really helped those lads?  Or do you think it was just something that they probably forgot the minute they walked out?  What do you think, Bruce?  Do you think...

Bruce
Well, all I can say is that here we are now, 2012, 2013, and I still... when I go to shows it's not uncommon for one of these lads to come and see me.  You know?  With their family, and 'What horse is this?', and you know, I used to be telling their wife, or their kids, they used to work with these horses.  So I think it always had a bearing on them.

Peter
Yes.

Bruce
I can remember one lad who went on to become a farrier, after he left me he went on to become a farrier.  So when I was...  He worked with me when I was at the Borstal in Kent, in Rochester.  And after he was released from there he went on, qualified as a farrier.  And several years later there was a farrier's competition at one of the local shows, or one of the Country Shows, sorry, and he was there, and we got talking, and he remembered me, and I remembered him, and we got chatting about it.  And of course by then he'd probably be in his 30's, I suppose.  And I met him for a lot of years.  Unfortunately he died probably in his 40's, died at quite an early age.  But I used to meet him very often at shows, down in Essex, particularly at the [?Orset] Show, I used to often see him there, because he... I believe he came from that area.  But right up until the day he died, if ever I saw him at a show I would still refer to him... he referred to his pals, 'That's my Governor, that's my old Governor'.  He still called me his old Governor, from all them years.  And er...

Peter
Well that's respect, wasn't it?

Bruce
I suppose it was, yeah yeah.

Peter
It was.  That was respect for you, wasn't it?

Bruce
Still his old Governor.

Peter
Yeah, that's nice to hear that.

Bruce
And er...  Yeah.  I mean...  Then when we went over to the adult prisons, in the 90s, and the same applies.  I still get them coming... get in touch with me, or come and see me at a show.  So I wouldn't say they went off and became horsemen, and things like that, but I just think that it was something they've always remembered.

#I
That's good, yes.

Bruce
And probably was quite pleased with it, to come and actually see me.  I mean I think only last year we was driving back from the [?Orset] Show, in Essex, and driving along the A13, which is... or the A130, which is quite a nice big open road now, and I'm driving the big old lorry along there, and suddenly this car goes by, with somebody hanging out the window waving, and he was one of our ex-prisoners who was from the Travelling Fraternity, and he's going by, and big waves, and everything.  So yeah.

Peter
Very nice story that, yes.  What actually happened?  The prison got rid of the horses in the end, didn't they?  But tell me about that aspect, what actually happened there?

Bruce
Well, what happened was that, erm...  The...  About 2003, or thereabouts, the prison service as a whole decided that they didn't want prison farms anymore.  And so they decided to sell all the farms up.  So the... farming wasn't the way to go with the prisoners, although it gave them a useful employment while they were in the prison, farms of course now were becoming more and more mechanised, and where farms were probably labour intensive in the earlier days, now you've got one big tractor and one man, sort of running these big farms.  So they didn't feel that there was the work.  No point in continuing really.  And so they decided that they should be teaching perhaps other things; IT, and that type of...

Peter
Right.

Bruce
And so we had to... the whole world changed really.  And so the prison decided they would get rid of all prison farms.  And all the farms, prison farms were sold off, and there were several; obviously Dartmoor, and places like that.  And we were the last farm to go, which was a bit more... a bit unique really, because it had these stud horses there.  And they decided that we'd be the last one.  And so the farm was then split up into three areas ready for auction.  But a group of people got together, and decided that it was an important stud of the breed, and that it ought to continue.  And so we all formed a Trust, the Trust was formed, and we had to go out fundraising, etc., to buy the land off the prison department, which we bought two hundred acres.  The horses would have just gone off to auction, and that would have been the end of it.  But no, the Trust was formed, and the Trust bought two hundred acres, bought the horses, the equipment, and so on.  And really that was the end of farming for the prison service.

Peter
Right yeah.  So the Trust actually is still a stud.

Bruce
Yeah yeah.

Peter
And it still keeps Suffolks.

Bruce
Yeah.

Peter
Just bring me up-to-date a little bit about the Trust then please.  Just a little.../

Bruce
/Right.  Well what happened was, obviously the Trust had brought the horses, etc., and all of a sudden we had thirty odd horses to look after and feed, no income, and so of course it was decided that we... you know, we're going to have to open to the public to generate some income.  And the main idea was just to cover horses really.  And by being in a Trust it meant that their future should be secured, because when I retired, and I am now, or pretty well retired, somebody else would take over from me, and when they retired somebody else would take over from them.

Peter
Continuity, isn't it?

Bruce
Yeah.  Whereas if it had gone to... if they'd all been sold off to individual people, would have been okay for a little while, but as we all know people get fed up with it, they don't want horses anymore, so those horses go.  And over the years I mean there's been lots of studs obviously finish, because who wants Suffolk horses anymore?  And that's the reality of it really.  It's alright people say, 'When we run out of fuel they'll be glad of horses', well the population of this country was... during the heyday of the horse, was... well, a fraction of what it is today.  And you know, there would be no way that horses could ever feed the population of England, however clever we are.  So yeah, it's just the enthusiasts really that keep them going.  And it's a good job they do.  The individual people, every person who owns a Suffolk horse is just as important as the person who's got the large studs.  But that's the reality of it, I'm afraid.

Peter
Yeah, it is, yeah.  So the Trust has to be financially viable, has to have an income from the public.

Bruce
Yeah.

Peter
And hopefully will continue.

Bruce
Yeah.  I mean, again as you say, they've got to be financially viable.  There is a couple of paid staff there, but in general there is no one person making all the money.  And so any money that is made... income that is made from the stud is being spent on improving the situation, improving the fencing, improving...  The money is being spent the whole time.  We haven't got anybody at the top who's raking lots of money in, and making a nice living out of it.

Peter
I understand, yeah.

Bruce
Yes.  And as with a lot of these places, we rely very strongly on volunteers, and that's the only way we can survive.

Peter
Yes.  So you're retired now, officially.

Bruce
Yeah.

Peter
But you still do two days a week at the stud, and you do show... you do the...

Bruce
No, I do the...  I'm officially retired.  Unfortunately about eighteen months ago, about 2011, or thereabouts, the prison service decided that they would withdraw the funding for me to continue working at the stud.  So my option was either to retire, which I could have done, or to go and actually work within the prison two days a... well, to go and work in the prison.  I then chose to go part-time, so I actually go and do two days a week in the prison.

Peter
Oh, I see.

Bruce
And then I... I still go down to the stud, help out at occasional weekends, when they've got something on, or take the horses to shows.  All the things I enjoyed.

Peter
Yes.

Bruce
I mean I did think that...  I mean I did miss them, I must say, in a very... for a while.  I did miss it.  But I think I'm getting through the winters thinking, God, I haven't got to lead those horses through the mud, up the field in the snow.  And I still do... I still feel very sorry for the people who are running it now, and the girls who are in charge, because you know, I wake up in the morning, and I think of the frozen water tanks, they're going to have to get water to the horses, and I do feel sorry for them.  And then I think, well I've done for over forty years, so you know.../

Peter
You've done it, yeah.

Bruce
/I'm sure they'll survive.  And they have of course.

Peter
Yes.  Sure.  Sure, yeah.

Bruce
So yeah.

Peter
So just to wind up then Bruce, I do appreciate your time.

Bruce 
That's alright.

Peter
I saw you a couple of years now at the Lord Mayor's Show, and you are a bit of a showman, aren't you?  Let's be honest.  When you're high up there on the postilion, you know, and you're really... you do enjoy it, I can see that in your eyes.

Bruce
I do.  Oh yeah.  Yeah.

Peter
And your turnout, you know, I mean your personal turnout, and your rig turnout, is absolutely first rate, isn't it?

Bruce
Oh, thank you.

Peter
A lot of what you do is honouring the past, isn't it?  Keeping standards up, isn't it?

Bruce
Yes.  Oh definitely, yeah.

Peter
Everything's about the standards, isn't it?

Bruce
Yeah yeah.

Peter
The dress, the way the horses are turned out, the wagons, the drays.  Everything is about tradition, isn't it?

Bruce
Oh yeah, definitely.  Oh yeah, I think that's...  Yeah, it is hard hard work, and sometimes I think why am I still doing it?  But when you've actually got the horses all harnessed up, with all the brasses on, everything gleaming, and hopefully it's a sunny day...  Lord Mayor's Show normally is very overcast, but still.  And then to actually drive through the city with all these people looking, you know, you feel...

Peter
Very proud.

Bruce
Yeah, you feel proud of yourself, you feel proud of your horses.  But I think generally the standard in the show ring today is probably better than perhaps it was in the days when people were showing horses, in many ways.

Peter
You think so, do you?  Yes yes.

Bruce
I mean there's less horses in the ring.  And I think those that are actually showing normally have got some pretty high standards.

Peter
Yes yes.

Bruce
Which is good.

Peter
Well thank you Bruce.  I've mentioned that you're retired, or retiring.  You're a similar age to myself, aren't you?  Is it... are you sort of 1947 vintage, '48, '49 vintage, are you?

Bruce 
I'm '45 vintage.

Peter
You're a 1945 vintage, are you?

Bruce 
I'm a '45, yeah.  Yeah, 1945 I was born.  Just after the war, yeah.  Well at the end of the war really, wasn't it?

Peter
And don't ever deride what you've done, because all those youngsters now at Hosely Bay, you've trained those up.  You've given them advice.  And they're carrying on from you, aren't they?  It's a continuity, like you were saying, isn't it?  So you've bridged that terrible gap where it could have all been sold, and gone forever, but you've bridged that gap, and helped the future, haven't you?  

Bruce
Hopefully so, yeah.

Peter
So I think you should feel very proud of yourself.  You know?  Thank you Bruce.

Bruce
Okay.  Yeah, thank you Peter.

Peter
Thank you very much.  Thank you.
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