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Philip Ryder-Davies [Combined]

I
This is an interview with Philip Ryder-Davies.  What title do I give you Philip?  Former vet?  Vet?  Retired vet?

Philip
Yeah.

I
Retired vet.  And Equine...

Philip 
Retired vet.

I
Retired vet, okay.  And did you specialise in horses, as such?

Philip
Yeah.

I
Yeah, specialising in horses, okay.  Tell me about the horses you had growing up, first of all?

Philip
Well, I mean I had ponies, but opposite the house where I lived there was a harness maker, and his living had been making harness.  But of course when I was a child, in the 1940s, that was the lowest ebb of all sorts of horses, riding horses, carthorses, anything.  Although in South West Wales carthorses went on being used much much longer than anywhere else, because they were very small farms, and they couldn't afford to do anything else really.  So Freddie James was this harness maker, and his father had been a harness maker before him.  So I spent... nearly every day I'd go and sit in there as a small child, because at that point farmers were bringing in milk.  There was a cheese factory in the village, it was all dairy farmers, small dairy farmers, and farmers would come in with horses and carts, with their... often one or two churns of milk.  And quite a lot of them would then stop for a chinwag in the harness maker's shop, and I would sit there and listen to all this.  But Freddie James, he had an awful lot of old harness.  Well, it was new, but old in as much as it had never been used, harness things.  And he regularly gave me things, like horse brasses, and all sorts of things really.  Most of it... well, all of which I've got now.  So that was how it started.  And I actually used to go and meet the farmer on my bike, and drive his horse and cart into the milk factory, when I was really quite young.  Actually the horse came on his own really, I don't think I did much really.  But... because he knew the way.

I
And there's a lot of tradition, isn't there, behind horse brasses.

Philip
Oh yes.  Yes.  I don't know, there's a lot of stuff about them, how true it really all is I don't know, but you know the theory is that the designs go back to prehistory.

I
And do the Suffolk Punch horses, they have a traditional way when they go out, and they're dressed, and so on.  Has that always been the case with all the different sorts of horses, different farms?

Philip
Yes, there... well, the four main breeds are differently dressed for a show.  But the big thing about the Suffolk is the manes and tails are actually braided, I think, far better than the other breeds, the way it's done, because the whole tail is braided down to the bottom, for example, and then folded up.  Now whereas Shires, they shave the hair off the bottom half of the dock, which is the bony part of it, and it really doesn't look anything like as smart as the Suffolks.

I
And will that have gone back a long time, the way that the Suffolks are done?

Philip
Well actually that's a very interesting question, because if you look at photographs not all that long ago they aren't like that.  And you know, I don't know what the answer to that is, but it isn't really as old as all that.  And there are photographs of perhaps a hundred years ago where they're really not quite like that.

I
So tell me about your time in London then, because you grew up with ponies, you became a doctor, but while you were studying in London you couldn't keep away from all the various horses.  And I think you worked for various companies as well, didn't you?

Philip
Well, I didn't, no.  But one of the sad things was, Gilby's Gin, they had light delivery vehicles, and they had a coach again, and they were stabled in the old railway stables in Camden Town.  And the Head Coachman used to take this four horse team and a coach out every day, and he said if I turned up every morning at ten o'clock he would teach me to drive this coach in London.  Now that would have been absolutely fantastic, but you know, to be absent every day from the medical school at ten o'clock could have... you know, I probably had enough trouble anyway, really, without that. [laughs]

I
And did that... I mean did everyone... you said earlier that lots of people did use horses still at that stage.

Philip
There was still a surprising number, yeah.  All the brewers had them.  And Truman's Brewery were in Brick Lane, they had Suffolks, they were the only brewer in London that did.  And they were on the fourth floor of a building, with... there was an outside sort of ramp going right into the building.  I found that a bit strange, because there were offices beneath the horses.  You know, you might have considered possibly doing it the other way round.

I
So the horses would go up a ramp...

Philip
Yeah.  And they went onto a big balcony.  I've got photographs of it actually, and they... you kind of look over the east end of London from this big balcony, the horses came right on to.

I
And with... because these were sort of for show, were they, at this stage?  Or were.../

Philip
Oh no.

I
/They really were working horses still.

Philip
Yeah, the Truman's horses, they did show them, but they worked every day.  But Whitbreads was the last big commercial urban stable of carthorses, and there were thirty, and they didn't show them at all.

I
And would other people keep their horses in buildings like that, or...?

Philip
Oh, well the Whitbreads one, that was three floors of horses, but only the two lower floors were used, because there were only thirty.  But next door there was Thomas Tilling stables.  Thomas Tilling was a very big job master, and they had about eight hundred horses, I suppose.  And the stable next door to Whitbreads, there would have been about probably three hundred in that one.  But they hired out horses and vehicles to whoever wanted them.  And you could actually... you could hire...  This wasn't in my time, this had finished before my time, but you could hire whatever you wanted.  You could have a pony and cart if you were a rag and bone merchant, or you could have a four horse team and a big wagon, or whatever, and that was they did for their living.  But the really, the most bizarre thing, I think was that the London canals are broad canals, and the broad canal that goes up to Watford stops at Watford when the narrow canal system starts.  And so the Thames lighters were taken up to Watford, actually through London Zoo.  And a single horse would pull a loaded lighter, and that was eighty tons.  And Freddie [?Peasley] was the most fantastic character, was working for Whitbread in my time, but he spent his whole life on the London canals.  And in fact every night when he went home he'd say, 'See you at high water', because his whole life had been spent working with the tide, you see, because they left the London Docks with these lighters.  And... but he was absolutely extraordinary.  And these people knew so much about horses, and I really learnt so much from people like him.

I
Was it a family thing?  Would they have passed the knowledge down, or...?

Philip
Oh yes, they would... most of them would have been families of horsemen really.  But Freddie told me all about this London canal horse business, and the big problem was that... was to get this eighty tons moving.  Once it was moving it was relatively easy, and in fact the horses weren't all that big.  But to get it moving was the problem.  And only one in twelve horses could actually get the barge moving, because you'd got a linen line, and it was elastic.  So you had to have a horse that once he started to pull it he had to keep going.  If he faltered he went straight back into the canal.  And Freddie told me he spent half his life in the canal, because... keeping their heads above water, while he got them to the bank.  There were actually steps cut into the bank all the way up the London canal.  But the other thing, they had this very special harness of course, because they were pulling at an angle.  And you had wooden bobbins on the chain on the other side of the horse, you know, away from the boat, to stop the chains rubbing the horses legs.  And then they had very long whips, because once the thing was going they'd hop on the barge.  And I've got this extraordinary photograph, I would think it's unique, that he gave me.  The London Carthorse Parade, they used to go to that, but of course they couldn't take the barge to Regent's Park.  So they had their harness, and they... all these men had got these huge whips round their necks.  It's the most extraordinary photograph.  But I mean there were people like him who were just extraordinary.  And then there was another fellow, Tommy Taylor.  So Whitbreads did the Lord Mayor's Show with a six horse team, with Shires, well the Head Horseman of the brewery drove them in the parade, but actually Tommy Taylor, who was an extraordinary character, he took them out every morning at four o'clock in the morning round the city, following the route, because there was no traffic at that time.  And he drove them...  It was only on the day of the parade the Head Horsemen drove them.  And people like him, they were just extraordinary people.

I
It's interesting to think as well how horses were used so much, in so many different... like the canals, as you say.  When you start to think, they were used all over, weren't they?

Philip
Well under Cardiff station there were two hundred carthorses.  And a great friend of mine, who is now dead, he was the vet to them.  And actually the GWR had two vets who were stationed in Paddington, and they went... every day they spent their lives on the trains going to Cornwall, or wherever.  Because they did the day time work, you see.  But at night, like this pal of mine in Cardiff, would be called out.

I
So tell me about the horse shows that you mentioned?

Philip
Well there were the two parades in Regent's Park./

I
The ones in London, yeah.

Philip
/Yeah.  Well there was the Carthorse Parade on Whit Monday, the vanners are a lighter working horse on Easter Monday.  Actually it could have been the other way round, but I can't remember.  But they were started a hundred and thirty years ago probably, as a welfare thing.  So the London Horsemen would turn up with their horses and carts, and everything else, and they'd be inspected by a vet, a farrier, a judge.  So the harness would be looked at, the horses looked at, the vehicles looked at, and if the whole thing was judged to be suitable for what it was going to do they were given a horse brass.  And I mean that... what happened was, the two parades amalgamated, because the numbers went down to one.  And then, as I say, it moved out to the South of England Showground in Sussex.  But they still get the... they still have the same inspections, and they still have the horse brass.  But I've got the most extraordinary Martingale, it's a sort of strap from the collar round to the girth under the saddle, and they've got brasses on them.  And on mine there's BBC.  Now that was Bermondsey Borough Council, not Broadcasting Company.  And that was one of the very few local authorities who had Suffolks.  And then on mine there is a horse brass of the London Carthorse Parade from 1923, I think it is.  But at its height the Carthorse Parade would have a thousand entries.  You know, that's how big it was.

I
What a sight it must have been.

Philip
Yeah.  And Ralph... oh dear, my memory's going to a point.  

I
It's the lack of... it's the lack of whiskey./

Philip
/Gilbey.  God damn it.  Anyway, Mr. Gilbey, who's name I'll think of in a minute.

I
You'll get it in a minute.

Philip
He's the President and Chairman of the society now, Carthorse... well, the Harness Horse Parade Society.  His grandfather started it.  So you know, it's the same family been in it the whole time.

I
So did people in general respect their horses?  They were well looked after?

Philip
Oh yes.  Yeah, very much so.  Yeah.

I
They were sort of their bread and butter, were they?  I mean even though they.../

Philip
/Oh yes, of the big companies.  I mean it was a huge...  You know, to have smart horses out on the street, the big brewers would only have the best horses.

I
Big business as well.  When you think about the ramifications of it, sort of the gear that they would use: so the harness, the carts...

Philip
Oh yeah.  I've got...  My own show harness actually is... actually it's Norwich Co-Op bridles, Truman's Brewery collars, and they are the... they were made... they were the best collar makers.  And Mann's Brewery saddle and britching.  And they were made by the best harness makers.  You know, they... everything was the best.  And I've just been given the most extraordinary photograph, there are at least eighty horses in harness in a big yard somewhere, and you can see some barrels, so it had to be a brewery.  And actually I've now got the whole story, it was Mitchell and Butler's Brewery in Birmingham.  And in this photograph there are at least eighty in harness, all going off to work somewhere.  And you can't really count them, there are so many, but there are at least that number.  You know, the scale was huge.

I
Is it sad, do you think, that they've disappeared?

Philip
Erm... Well, yeah, course it is really.  But I think it was very sad when all the big brewers gave up, which they all did.  I mean when I was young every brewery had show teams.  So at a big show you'd have perhaps ten brewery teams, and I think that it's very sad they've gone.

I
You've already mentioned... and this is when you were in London, before you'd moved to Suffolk as well, and you've already mentioned spotting Suffolk horses.  So when did Suffolks first get on your radar then?

Philip
I can't remember, to be quite honest.  I mean they were very very rare, you see, at that time.  So I really can't quite remember.  But [?as I say], we did come here on our honeymoon actually to look at Suffolk horses really.

I
Oh go on, tell me more.

Philip
[laughs] Well we... I mean our honeymoon was three days, you know.

I
You didn't have the... yeah, I know.  You didn't go abroad for several days in the...

Philip
In the standard ten van, which was sixty pounds, with the hole in the floor, and it was in midwinter, with a foot of snow everywhere.  So you know, it was like that.  Well we actually we saw the [?Gooch], he still had the big stud in Lowestoft.  We went to [?Hoseley] Bay.  And then there was some smaller breeders we went to.  There was a dairy farm in Aldburgh with one mare.  There was [?Breeze] in [?Saxstead] who had about two mares and a foal.  I've got photographs of all of them actually.  We did also go and look at some Percherons in Norfolk, they were down to very low numbers as well.

I
So tell me, because I didn't know anything about the last [?off stud].  Tell me about that.

Philip
Oh, it was Robert Gooch, he was absolutely wonderful.  It was a very very big estate, and he had this big stud of Suffolk horses.  He had red pole cattle, and Suffolk sheep, and they were his life really, as it... as all the big estates around here were rather similar.  But he went on longer than all the others.  And actually I started doing the veterinary work there just before he died.  And he was extraordinary.  And he was President and Chairman of the society, you see, forever.  I mean once you were President you were Chairman as well, and there was no.../

I
/Which society, sorry?  Suffolk?

Philip
Suffolk Horse Society.

I
Okay.

Philip
And there was no election, I mean you stayed like that.  And Sir Robert, he had a chauffeur, and a Rolls, and the meetings were in the Golden Lion Hotel in Ipswich.  Everybody was elderly really.  I mean I was a quarter of the age of everybody else.  And so Robert was extraordinary, because the meetings were two thirty to three, and at three o'clock they stopped, and that was it, whatever.  That was the end of it.  And I've never forgotten, at one AGM somebody stood up at the back, and he said, 'Sir Robert, may I say...?' and that was it.  He said, 'You may not', and that was it.  So we never did know what he said.

I
How many horses would he have had?

Philip
About the same as the [?Hoseley] Bay stud, I suppose, as it was.  About twenty five, or something like that.

I
And so were they still being used at that time, or was he someone who kept them on because he was passionate for them?/

Philip
/No.  Yeah.  And the other... there were only about half a dozen people.  I mean [?Hoseley] Bay was one of them, and the individuals were him, Alf Adams in Felixstowe, who was a huge enthusiast.  Cooke in Norfolk, there were them.  And then there was, in Long Melford, erm... dear oh dear.  When you get old it's the memories and names go.  But I know the...  George Coulson.  Oh, Charlie Saunders of course.  Charlie Saunders was quite different, because he didn't have breeding... well, he had one or two breeding mares.   He bought the colt foals, which was probably what saved the breed really, because nobody wanted them.  And he bought all the colt foals, and then he had them as geldings, because he showed this four horse team for years.  Not long after the war he started, he bought Mitchell and Butler's, that I've mentioned.  They had a show team of Suffolks, and he bought their dray and harness.  So... and he showed that, I think, for... I really can't remember when he gave up, but it would have been 1970 or something, I really can't remember, but for a very long time.  

I
So we're talking about a period between working horses, and between people being aware, maybe, that the Suffolk Punch was in danger, or the Suffolk horse was in danger.  So these people really saved the horse, didn't they?

Philip
Oh, there's no question about it.  A handful of people.  I mean one year only nine foals were born.  So it was... you know, it was down to that.  But these people were the people who saved it.  And the council actually, at that time as I said, all very elderly, but they ran it extremely well.  Even with the low numbers, and the... and no money really.

I
Just explain why the Suffolk Punch is so important, and about the Breed Books, and so on?

Philip
Well I think the only other thing that is important, I think, is that the Suffolk has really always been rare, in comparison to everything else.  I think people have this idea, if you came back sixty years there'd be Suffolks all over the place.  There were an awful lot of cross-bred horses round here, and in North Suffolk there were a lot of Shires.  So it never was really that common.  And I think it... if you look in the Stud Books it was really the breed of the wealthy, in many ways.  The smaller farmers couldn't have afforded them.  So it was the breed of these wealthier people, and there were these big estates round here.  So it never was that common.  But what is so important about it, well first of all it's unique to look at it, you know, which is very important really.  But the history is so extraordinary, you know, because of this business of the unbroken written pedigree, going back to 1768, the extraordinary of volume 1 of the Stud Book, which really is extraordinary.  And how that started, because Herman [?Biddle] who was the first secretary, he was a farmer at [?Pleford], in 1875, what he did was, he traced the breeding of every living mare, and every stallion, alive or dead.  So he recorded the breeding of all of those, and he did it by going to the East Anglian Daily Times in Ipswich, or the Eastern Daily Press in Norwich, because they were very old newspapers, because all the show results were in those.  And the show results gave the breeding of the winners, of course.  So he wrote all that down.  Every stallion had a little sort of advertising card, like that, you got a lot of those.  And then of course all the stallions men... because the stallions were led round for a week in an area, and all the stallion men had a tremendous amount of knowledge in their heads.  And so these people who were like that, when I worked for this very big thoroughbred stud in Lincoln there were two hundred mares there, and the stud groom had the breeding of racehorses in his head, he could just go on for like four hours, you know, with the breeding of every racehorse there ever was, probably.  And these men were like that.  And probably a lot of them couldn't read or write, but of course they had these extraordinary memories.  The really bizarre thing in volume 1 though is, a barber in Framlingham, called John Moyse, who had the breeding of Suffolk hor-... a huge number of horses in his head, but nobody knows why, because he was a barber.  Now whether that was because he talked to people, and listened while he cut their hair, I don't know.  But Herman Biddle, when he eventually wrote volume 1, with all the information in it, he prefaced it with this absolutely extraordinary introduction, which is beautifully written, and full of stories about the people and the horses of the time.  And he was talking about Barber Moyes, and he actually said he doubted what he said quite often, because he couldn't know all this stuff.  Actually when he got the information from these other sources it matched together, you see.  So he was right.  But the really bizarre one was, the barber told Herman Biddle there were three stallions in the history of the breed which were not Suffolks.  And one of them was a racehorse, which belonged the Duke of Grafton.  And he said it was foaled in 1754.  Well that's a hundred and thirty years before he told Herman Biddle about this.  I mean that's bizarre in itself.  And Herman Biddle actually wrote in volume 1 that just couldn't be right, I mean there's no way you could know it.  When about 1926 someone went into the Suffolk Horse Society office in Woodbridge with a notebook, it was a leather bound notebook he'd found in a chest of drawers he'd bought at an auction.  He looked at it, and it was about horses, so he took it in to Fred Smith, the then secretary.  And it was the diary of the men who bred it... this horse, in 1754, it was actually in there.  And of course we... no one could go back and tell Herman Biddle he wasn't right to doubt the barber really.  But I find that just extraordinary really.

I
What an or-... it's oral history, isn't it, all on its own.

Philip
Yeah, but it's more than that, in a way, isn't it?

I
Yes.

Philip
I mean it's quite extraordinary.

I
And I mean we're talking about a family history of horses, in a way, aren't we, which is bizarre./

Philip
Yeah.

I
/But I'm right in thinking that all the Suffolks go back to one horse, do they?  Is that right?

Philip
Well, every living Suffolk goes back to this one stallion foaled in 1768.  But of course that wasn't the first Suffolk, they go back much earlier than that.  Just that the progeny, if you like, the descendant of the other stallions died out.  So that it's just that stallions' descendants who went on.

I
And can you say that for any other breed, do you know?  You haven't got the same records, have we?

Philip
Oh no, no there's nothing like that.  But you see because of that volume 1 we know the names of the stallions at the farm the Trust now runs two hundred and fifty years ago, it's in volume 1.  So that... and that... and we know the history of that stud as well, because it belonged to a farm... a farming family, who sold it to the colonial college, and so forth.  And the stud has been there ever since actually.  So all the horses down there really go back to those stallions.

I
And you as a vet, when you're talking about breeding, dealing with stallions, and so on, all that information really important in keeping the breed pure?

Philip
Well no, that isn't.  I mean the breeding side is quite technical... well, you know, it's not all that technical, but it's technical enough, I suppose.  Because I suppose that is what I did when I came... was introduced that sort of thing to the stud at [?Hoseley], because you can decide the day to cover a mare with a stallion.  And if you do that...  They were being covered an awful lot, you see, unnecessarily.  So that... that was causing all sorts of problems, like very minor infections.  It wasn't that you could see, but it would stop them getting in foal.  But if you cover them on the day they ovulate your chances of getting a foal are very much increased.  So you go from below 50%, if you use these techniques, to you can get up to say 90% probably.

I
And that's technology, isn't it?  Is it a sort of a scan thing?

Philip
Yeah.  It's not that advanced technology, but it's just knowing how it works.

I
If we go back to when there were all the different studs here.  And you got to know a lot of the Horsemen, the traditional Horsemen, didn't you?  The people who traditionally looked after the horses./

Philip
Oh yeah.  Yes yeah.

I
/Tell me about some of them.

Philip
Well of course there weren't... you know, the whole thing was pretty rare, wasn't it really.  But there were a lot of men about here who had been stud grooms, and whatever.  But Harry [?Howe] was Alf Adams's stallion man, for example.  I mean he was extraordinary.  Charlie Saunders.  I mean Jenny Coulson who worked for him, she was extraordinary.  And they just... there was so much knowledge in these people.  And actually I learnt so much from them.  And when I started... I mean this was slightly different, but when I started in this big thoroughbred stud, you know two hundred mares belonging to the Queen, and everything else, and I hadn't got a clue what I was doing, because that stuff wasn't taught at veterinary schools.  And you know, here you are with all this sort of carry on, with a Stud Manager who absolutely scared the daylights out of me as well.  The mare probably wanted to kill you.  So all in all, you know, it was...  But this stud groom who worked down... he actually told me everything I ever needed to know really.  I just listened to him.  And if you listen to people like that you just learn so much.  The only problem was he had a hell of a stutter, so you had to wait a bit. [laughs]

I
You had to be patient.  So did...  Because I've been told as well that a lot of the Horsemen didn't want to pass on their information.  But you obviously, over time, learnt your information.  Yeah?

Philip
Yes.  I never had that really.  But you know, you're probably better to watch actually, and... rather than directly ask questions, you know, if you hang back a bit you actually get a lot more really.

I
And they had books, did you... because you said earlier on that.../

Philip
/Yes, they had... they had little notebooks.  I mean I've got a couple here.  And they were very closely guarded, because if you had one of those, you know, you weren't really above every... it was a passport to a job, almost.  And you have to remember there were very big numbers of horses working on single farms here.  So the Head Horsemen, that was a huge job.  And in those books there were recipes for medicines, and all sorts of thing.  So there was a recipe for a sedative, for example.  There was actually a recipe to stop horses going out of a building.  Now that is a fact, you know.  People think that's a myth, but it isn't.  And there were records of people being sacked the next morning the farmer couldn't get his horses out of the stable, because the stuff that was in this booklet had been put on the doorpost, and they wouldn't go past it.  And actually I've actually seen that... or I've smelt that stuff, and it is fairly bad.  

I
You've, as a vet, obviously got the sort of the current knowledge, in terms of physiology, and so on, but did you learn things that maybe you could never have learned at veterinary...

Philip
When I left veterinary school I honestly knew little enough really.  Because with horses it is very different from everything else.  And I was very lucky really, because I went to work for somebody, and I really did an apprenticeship for him, because he really knew what he was doing.  And I learnt everything, I would think, there really.

I
Tell me about the stud, and how you got involved with the Suffolk Punch Trust.

Philip
Well, I became vet to the stud, you see, at [?Hoseley] Bay when it was in the prison hands, so I was there for whatever it was, thirty years or something, before the...

I
And that must have been an amazing time really, because I think seeing the prisoners work with horses, a lot of people have told me that was an amazing experience in a way.

Philip
Well it was, yeah.  But I was very lucky, because the stud groom, who then was Ron Wood, before Bruce Smith, they were very open... not being told what to do, if you like, but to being introduced to modern techniques at the time, if you like.  An awful lot of people weren't.  And it took an awful long time to get through actually to quite a lot of people round here, 'This is really what you need to do'.  And you know, that was quite difficult, because it really does make sense to do it.

I
Such as?  So they were sort of doing the old traditional things./

Philip
/Oh well I suppose... well one big stud, the stud groom there was very resistant to everything, until one day there was a mare there, I went to examine it, it was in foal, and it wasn't.  And I said, 'Actually you need to cover it today', and he did.  And it immediately got in foal.  And funnily enough that completely tipped the balance.  And I wasn't really their vet, I was to go there...  It was a long way from here.  And apparently he then rang up his own vet and gave him an absolute rocket.  You know?  'Why the hell wasn't he doing it?' [laughs]

I
So tell me about that, because we touched on it earlier on, but take me through it properly, because you would exam-...  Tell me how you know a mare's ready to...

Philip
Well you see what happened was, really, it was done by trial and error, and you know... originally... for a long time, action round here for a long time.  So what you'd do was, you took the mare to the stallion, and they... it was considered that the mare ovulated every twenty one days.  So you took it to the stallion every twenty one days.  Well actually they don't ovulate every twenty one days, that's the first problem.  And so that was really hit or miss.  And then if she was covered by the stallion you then took it back to the stallion twenty one days later, and if it wasn't on heat it was thought to be in foal.  Well it almost certainly wasn't really, statistically.  You'd think it might have...  And that's how it worked.  So you ended up with perhaps a third of the mares being in foal on a big farm every year.  Well actually in many ways, of course, that worked because you needed the mares to do work in the summer.  If they'd all been in foal you'd have been in a bit of a muddle anyway.  So you know, actually I suppose it worked in that way.  But of course with racehorses you really need to get every mare in foal, don't you?  And if a breed is very rare you need to get every mare in foal.  So when I went to this big thoroughbred stud, it was only quite recently before that, probably ten years before that, I suppose, when Peter [?Ross] down in Newmarket had... what he'd done was, he'd examined mares' ovaries, and then written it all down.  Nobody really was doing that.  You know, he just noted everything that happened.  So he was able to work out that actually a mare is on heat, and therefore would receive a stallion, for six days, roughly, of course, and then fourteen days not on heat.  But they produce the egg at the end of the six days.  So you need to cover them at the end of the six day heat, you see.  But firstly it isn't six and fourteen, that's an average.  That's the first problem.  So what the thoroughbred people were doing was covering them every other day until they went off heat, because then you would actually cover them at the end of the heat, wouldn't you, within thirty six hours, or something.  So that's how it was done.  But then it was discovered that if you feel a mare's ovaries you can feel them produce what is like a bubble on the ovary, which is a follicle, and you assess the size of it, and actually the softness of it, so you can then say it's going to ovulate today.  So baring in mind that the stall-... well, there were several stallions at this big stud I was at, but the main ones were worth some vast amount of money, and he could cover three mares a day, effectively.  But of course you had to make sure those three mares were going to ovulate on that day, otherwise it wouldn't really work.  So it was really critically important.  And you know, when you had no idea what you were doing, because nobody... you know, you had work it out yourself, that wasn't quite so easy.  But I can assure you this, with this terrifying Stud Manager, you know the Aga Khan, going to cut your hands off, or whatever he was going to do [laughs] you very soon learnt... and you were doing perhaps twelve to fifteen a day as well.

I
And so... and that was what you brought to the Suffolk.  Yeah.

Philip
And then of course, I mean later scanners were developed...  Actually I had the first big scanner [?outside Newbeck Market] in East Anglia, I suppose, but of course they were like a grand piano, you could hardly carry it.  So... [laughs] But that would actually... you know, you could look at the follicle developing every day, or whatever, and you could measure it, you see, because they need to be a certain size to ovulate.  Well I was I suppose guessing, but it was somewhere near right before the scanner.

I
So Suffolk Punch stud... because I've taken you away from the story really.  But Suffolk Punch stud, you first visited when you came you were their vet.  And then came the news that the prison service was going to sell it off, yeah?

Philip
Yeah.  Well I did go to other Suffolk horse owners around here, of course, but... at that point, I suppose.  And then the prison service had thirty five farms, this was by far the biggest, and they decided to stop all farming activity.  So the problem was of course the stud here.  And so the prison service actually wanted to sell the stud, I suppose.  Or actually not necessarily sell it even, and to stay as one unit.  Well really there was nobody could take on that size.  You know, I don't really...  So the Suffolk Horse Society was offered it, and couldn't really take it on.  And so this... a few of us set up this idea of somehow doing what we've done, I suppose.

I
Tell me.  So who did it?  There was you.

Philip
Well there was a fellow called John Marshall raised the money, and that was really... obviously it all depended on that.  And I mean he was tireless in raising it.  And it was two million pounds, which really he raised.  A lot of it came from waste disposal taxes, because you have to be an environmental agency to get waste disposal taxes, but that's quite difficult to qualify as that.  And I'd actually, funnily enough, tried to get the Suffolk Horse Society qualified as one some time before this, but it didn't qualify.  Whereas the Trust did.  And so that was the big money.  But there was an awful lot of money came from all sorts of people.  I mean somebody gave ten thousand quid one day.  There were people sending a pound, and whatever.  So that's how it happened.

I
And once you got the... bought the stud, then comes the whole thing about what are you going to do with it.

Philip
Yeah, we were given three years by the prison service.  And now that was pretty responsible as well, because that land is saleable overnight.  And so they stuck to the three years, and we got the money by the three years, and bought it.  There was an awful lot to do on the farm, it was  bit of a mess really, I suppose.  And also it was largely arable land, because the horses would graze elsewhere.  So it all had to be put under grass, fenced.  We still haven't fenced all of it.  So there was that to do.  You had to have a Visitor's Centre.  The big stud building had to be reroofed, re-floored, rewired.  So there was a tremendous lot to do with that.  There was a... I think we spent thirty thousand pounds on earth moving, because there was... it was a bit of a mess really.

I
But you always wanted it to be sort of a public facility, that's how you see it, isn't it?

Philip
Well it had to be really, because clearly that's the only way they can exist.  I mean there are quite a lot of donations, and whatever, you know.  So money comes in from different things.  But it is... it's very expensive to run it, because its staff are a big expense, because clearly even if we got half the horses you probably would still need another... the same number of staff, because of days off and...

I
How many horses are there?

Philip
Well we sold seven last year.  We've got about twenty, I suppose, now.  But you know, we've got mares in foal of course for this coming year.

I
And paint a picture of what people see if they come to the Trust now?

Philip
Well there's the horses, obviously.  And we try to get the horses out doing things.  There's Red Pole cattle.  We've got actually a young lady who's moved in with a small dairy herd, which she milks every afternoon, which is very popular.  There's the Suffolk Sheep.  We've got the two poultry breeds there.  We've got a pets' corner, which has been very popular.  There's the garden, with Suffolk horticultural plants, which is... again, that's proving to be very popular.  Large black pigs, which are lovely.  Large black piglets are absolutely delightful.  We've got a big children's visit, and I show them... I always point out there's going to be a hog roast at four thirty, that always goes down well. [laughs] So there is... and then there's the two really pretty big museums.  When the Suffolk Horse Society Museum closed, you know, quite a lot of the really interesting stuff came to us, which we still haven't been able... you know, that'll be done this winter.

I
And you've been left quite a lot of horse transport, haven't you, machinery?

Philip
Oh yes, there's a... there are sixty five horse-drawn vehicles and implements, which are largely lent, or given.  Some belonged to the stud before we got it.

I
And Suffolk Punches, I mean you show them, don't you, from the stud, and they do really well.

Philip
Oh yeah, we show... yeah, the stallion is this year's champ.  And he's won really everything for a couple of years.  But he is... he's an outstanding stallion.  And then Bruce Smith drives a four horse team, ploughs competitively.  And I think it's really important we not only breed them, but they're broken in of course to work as well.  There is no point really just breeding them and having them.  And we do weddings, we do funerals, we do advertising work for McMunns Brewery in Hertford.  We did the Lord Mayor's Show last year and the year before.

I
And using them at shows, working them at shows, and so on, that's all... has it always pretty much gone on?  I mean if you look back at the Suffolk Show there will always have been Suffolk hor-... well, classes weren't there?

Philip
Oh yes, yeah.

I
Can you remember going and seeing some of them when you first came?

Philip
Oh yes, yes.  I mean they've been going on for a hundred years, or something, so...

I
And isn't that one of the hopes for the future for the Suffolks as well?  Things like getting them to work logging, and so on.

Philip 
I think really that's pretty limited.  I mean you know, there is logging work, but it is limited really.  And farm work with horses I think really is now... you know, it can never be really, because you just couldn't get through the amount of work.  The logging thing, that's a relatively small amount of work, and actually they do tend to live quite a long time.  So of course there's no great replacement thing, you know.

I
Tell me about the horses, when did you own your first then?

Philip
Well my first horse actually I got from the guy from [?Molesy] Bay, Leader, he was quite extraordinary.  I did so many things with him, all over the place.  Four hundredth anniversary of Rotten Row in front of the Queen, and... you know, we went everywhere.  And he was absolutely perfect, you could do anything with him, go anywhere, do whatever, you know, without even thinking about it.  And he conked out when he was about fourteen, I suppose.  Then I got a mare, who won most things.  And then a fantastic gelding called Sam, who I suppose was the biggest gelding in the breed.  I did end up showing them as a pair.  Then he died.  So... and I've now got one gelding, who's retired.

I
And did you... have you ploughed with them?  Have you driven them?  Have you done any of that?/

Philip
/Oh, I haven't ploughed, no.  Oh yeah, I drove... yes, I showed them in harness every... you know, for thirty years, I suppose.

I
When did you learn then?  Because you obviously couldn't do it when you were a student.

Philip
Well I sort of taught myself by watching people really. [laughs]

I
Tell me about it, because I've never done it.  Is it easy, or is it...  What are the techniques?

Philip
Well I think you really... you know, you really do have to know what you're doing.  It's not... you know, that's terribly important.  I mean I think it's... I've seen people get in all sorts of muddle.  So I was very careful what I did.  I really watched people, I talked to people.  And the horses I had broken in were broken in properly as well.  That's terribly important, by professionals, at... Roger and Cheryl Clarke.  So you know, I knew they were broken in properly, which is critically important.  Because as I say, I have seen all sorts of major muddles really, over the years.  And you know, I didn't have a muddle in all the years I did it.  But that was really because of the way the horses were broken in, and I really did think very hard about it, and talked to people, listened to people, you know, tried to make sure that what I did was sensible, I suppose.

I
Because it's a lot of horse power, isn't it?  But there must be a lot of technique to getting two horses working next to one another, and...

Philip
Well actually I had them in line.

I
Oh okay, in front of each other.

Philip
The first time I did at the Suffolk Show...  I mean the two horses I had were really very good, so you know, that was a very important bit.  We started at one end of the arena, and the front horse went a bit to the left, so I pulled the rein, he went that way.  And then of course I did a bit too much.  By the time I got to the thing we were nearly going from one side of the ring to the other.  And then I dropped the reins altogether, and they stopped, and I came second. [laughs]

I
Fantastic.

Philip
So I thought, well this is pretty good really. [laughs]

I
And what about some of... have you won Champions, and so on?  Have you got... can you remember...

Philip
Oh, I did yeah.

I
Tell me about some of those occasions, because you must feel so proud of them./

Philip
/Well the gelding I won was Champion several times, and the mare I had, I mean she was fantastic really.

I
And were they characters?

Philip
Oh yeah, very definitely.  Yeah.

I
Would they talk to you when you were in the yard, or...?

Philip
Every morning the mare, as I opened the gate into the yard, she'd actually whinny, every morning.  You know?  It was strange.

I
Very sad when you lose them./

Philip
/And she was er... when they... they were really quite difficult when I got them, there were problems which I had to sort out, which I did.  And so she became the mare.  But it was quite difficult really.  She was hand-reared, and she was three when I got her.  And she had various ideas about kicking and biting, and stuff, and smashing the stable door and gates.  So we had to sort that all out, which I did, that all stopped.  But the really peculiar thing was, we just washed the lower end of their legs out before we showed them, and every year at the Royal Show she would try and kick me when I washed her legs up, but never anywhere else.  It was most peculiar.  So I solved that one by getting my son to do it. [laughs]

I
And we've talked about the fact that you've been vet to various people, we've looked... being at the stud, and so on.  But I gather as well that sometimes when horses get into trouble... some of them fall in ditches, don't they, into ponds, that sort of thing, you've also been called out.

Philip
Well that...  You don't seem to get it so much now, but that was quite common.  And of course, with all the tidal creeks here, you know, if the tide came in and they were in a ditch they'd actually sink into it.  And the technique, it sounds bizarre, but people get all sorts... firemen get all sorts of things underneath them, and try and lift them, but actually if you put a big rope round their neck, and pull them sort of backwards, if you see what I mean, not... you know, back towards their tail, and a bit away from the tail, quite a small number of men can pull them out.  But it looks a bit gross, but nothing ever goes wrong.

I
And you've looked after cattle, and also horses, and we were talking.../

Philip
/Yeah.  Well I did initially... yeah.  And we all initially did everything.  I mean most vets did, to start off with.  And then you gradually... you know, things are gradually specialised.  But I've got Red Pole cattle of my own, so there was more cattle work at home than I did anywhere else probably.

I
The difference between healing was one of the things that changed.../

Philip
/Well leg wounds on horses are very peculiar, because they can be very difficult to heal.  It's very odd.  Nothing else is like it.  And there are things you can do to them which really work.  But again, you know, that was never taught at veterinary school.  I learnt all that later on, by listening to people, and whatever.

I
So what sort of things?  Or is it a secret?  Do you still keep it a secret?

Philip
Well a bit, yes. [laughs]

I
Oh! [laughs] Cobwebs?  Because aren't cobwebs meant to be good for healing?  I've read so.

Philip
I've never used a cobweb.

I
Well maybe you should try.  Tell...  I've had a fascinating conversations with you before when I've been at the stud, and you've had the mares in foal, because they're fascinating, aren't they, because you don't know for sure when they're going to foal.  They can hang on to their foals, and they don't like people to interfere.

Philip
I've said about the breeding thing, of being fourteen days, six days, but it isn't, it's an average.  And of course the gestation period is an average, it's a month either side of the predicted date.  So it's a huge spread really.

I
So tell me about how you look after the mares when they're in foal?  Because you've got cameras and all sorts.  Take me through.../

Philip
Yeah, we had a camera.

I
/Take me through the process of sort of waiting and watching.

Philip
Well there are sort of signs which are said to indicate that it is about to foal.  You get sort of a waxy thing on the end of their teats, on their udders.  But actually very often you don't get that.  And sometimes you get it, and then they don't foal.  So you know, it is... it is very much in the lap of the Gods.  So obviously the best thing to do is have a camera.  Tracy has to watch the television all night, you know, to see what's happening.

I
Is it important to watch them?  Can they.../

Philip
/It's critically important, because rather oddly, I was in a stud of two hundred males, you very rarely got called to a foaling problem.  If you do get one it's big.  With cows, they frequently have problems when they're having a calf, but it's easy to sort out.  With the mare it isn't.  So you do need to know what's happening.

I
What sort of things go wrong?

Philip
Well, if it does go wrong, which is pretty uncommon, you could get a leg back, for example, so the foal can't come out, and... it's those sort of things.  Or they're backwards, or whatever.

I
And the foal itself, once it's born, is that something you [?were there] to watch?

Philip
Ah, well there's... there are more problems then really.  Because you know, God made this all wrong really.  When they're born they really need to be up and sucking from the mare within three hours, at... you know, at most really, because most animals are born with anti-bodies which they get from their mother through the placenta, and a foal isn't.  They get their anti-bodies from the milk that's produced in the first twenty four hours.  So you really need to get that milk in them very quickly.  So if they don't suck within the first few hours we milk the mare, and then pour that milk down the stomach tube into the foal, so you know they're getting it.

I
And I mean it's fascinating, isn't it, because I know you don't announce that you've had a foal at the stud until you're pretty sure that it's... like for a week or so...

Philip
Well one of the things that isn't all that uncommon, they can get an ox-... you know, a lack of oxygen brain damage when they're born.  Either if they're born too quickly, or too slowly.  And if they do then they have no idea where they are.  They don't know where the mare is, or the mare's udder, or anything else.  And actually you can save most of those, probably, by feeding them every two hours with the stomach tube.  So as soon as they're born you've got that sort of problem.

I
And you said that, I mean they're... horses aren't the best of animals in design, are they?  I mean they can suffer colic.  I know you've lost all sorts, haven't you, as well, and that's horrendous.  Out of the blue, isn't it?

Philip
Well we haven't' lost that many from colic.

I
No no, not from... but horses do just suddenly develop these horrific situations, don't they?

Philip
Yeah.

I
It must be heart breaking for you.

Philip
Well yes.  I mean it's... you know, they're like your family really, aren't they, I suppose.

I
But Suffolks are no different to any other horse, in that respect./

Philip
/No, they're the same as everything else.  I mean there's no difference.

I
Yeah.  When we were talking horses before I was hearing an amazing story of a foal that's mare, his mum, had died, and it was put onto an old mare, who ended up producing milk.  Have you come across sort of miracles, amazing stories like that?

Philip
That is said, I've never known that, and I... I'm a bit surprised at that really.  But if you do lose a foal... sorry, lose a mare, then the... you either hand rear them, which is very very difficult, because you have to feed them every two hours for months, or you foster them onto another mare.  But mares don't take to the foals very easily.  So that's quite difficult.  And there are techniques like erm...  Because obviously you need a mare who's lost her foal, you know, then she's got milk.  So you take the skin off that foal, put it on the foal that you're going to have fostered, and they smell that, and that can work.  But it can be very time consuming just to get them onto the mare, because they can be pretty savage to foals that aren't their own.  So... but we did have that last year, at the stud.  We had a racehorse mare actually from Newmarket, and she adopted this Suffolk foal, and reared it very well.

I
It must be... that must be a horrible thing, in a way, having to take the skin off, and all of that sort of thing, but needs must.

Philip
Yeah, it's fairly unpleasant. 

I
But then it must be so rewarding to see it work.

Philip
Yeah.

I
Have you... any other miracle stories?  Any stories that when people... when you give your talks and things, that you talk about?  Any in particular?

Philip
No miracles, I don't think. [laughs]

I
Heart-warming stories.  That warm the cockle of your heart.

Philip
Do you know, you ask that, and I can't think of one really.  But...

I
No.  Do you want to tell me about the founding of the museum then, the Suffolk... this is the one in Woodbridge.

Philip
Okay.  Well what really happened was, Fred Smith, who was the... he was the first...  Herman Biddle was the first secretary, but only... once he'd done the Stud Book he retired after about a year.  So this man called Fred Smith took over.  He was a very big businessman.  He managed estates, he had a very big farm of his own, and he had a big business called 'The Suffolk Seed Stores', which had its premises, or headquarters of it, in Woodbridge.  And he was the secretary for a very long time.  Well actually the work was done by Wilf Woods, who worked for him.  Wilf Woods went off to the First World War, under age actually.  And eventually Fred Smith retired, his son-in-law took over as secretary.  Then Wilf Woods became secretary himself, but by then he was in his 80s.  And the office was in the Suffolk Seeds Stores building.  Now the Suffolk Seed Stores was closed, and so the office had to be moved.  And so the Society took a lease on what had been a court room in Woodbridge, in the Shire Hall.  And so that was what happened then.  Now it was actually quite a low rent.  And so in the Suffolk Horse Society there were some beautiful paintings, oil paintings going back to about 1880.  But I found... and nobody even knew this existed, there were about four rooms in the Seed Stores, up in the attics, just full of stuff, which had been put there for a hundred years, it had just been... the rooms were filled, and the door closed really.  And there was so much stuff in these rooms.  And volume 1 of the Stud Book is just an extraordinary book, and I found the original drawings for that, by John Duval, and they were quite badly [?foxed], it was marked... it was an acid change on the paper.  So there was all this stuff.  There were cups, there were six Waverley tankards, I think it was, in the bank.  They'd been there since 1880, and nobody knew.  There were silver medals...  I wish I wasn't honest really.  I could have gone off with the lot, and nobody would ever have known.  So anyway, it was decided to make a museum with these things about the Suffolk horse.  And so an appeal was raised, and actually it raised a hundred thousand pounds in two years.  And I remember the day when it all finally came in, and I thought Christ, now we've got to... we'll have to build a museum.  So the paintings were all restored by... they went... they needed restoration, by a young woman in Cambridge, she was doing an art restoration degree, so she did them for nothing.  And everything was done like that.  Well at that point all sorts of other people came forward.  In particular Ray Hubbard, who was this extraordinary character.  He was a Horseman on a Norfolk/Suffolk border, because he'd collected stuff all his life, which I'd done, I suppose, as well, in a different place.  So all his collection, all... a lot of it was brought down to the museum.  And then all sorts of other things came in.  There was a beautiful painting by Laura Knight, which a lady wrote to me about.  She was in the Lake District, and she had it, and she wanted to give it to the Society.  There were all... that sort of stuff came in.  Lovely photographs.  I mean a lot of the photographs are works of art really.  And then we had a model of the farm made.  Somebody made model farm vehicles.  And so there was this... really a mass of stuff.  And I then found this London stage set designer, who turned up, and we divided it into spaces with partitions, and he created these extraordinary displays.  It was so inventive.  So we had an office, you know, 1930s, or something.  We had a blacksmith's shop.  Horseman's kitchen.  Harness shop.  And all that sort of thing.  And he did it all.  And I mean he really made this beautiful display.  So really that's essentially how it started.  And eventually had to close the... the Society needed a new office.  Well actually you couldn't have found anywhere big enough, I don't think really, for a museum and the office.  You know?  So it was difficult to know what would have happened really.  But that's in a nutshell what happened really.

I
How long did it run for?

Philip
Twenty years.

I
And people would come and...  Because I went to see it.

Philip
Yeah.  But there weren't enough you see, really.

I
Not enough visitors.

Philip
And there was a problem with access really as well, up the stone steps./

I
Because you had to get up the steps, didn't you?

Philip
/Yeah.

I
And so what happened to it once you'd decided that it couldn't stay there?

Philip
Well things have gone to different places.  I think a lot of the really interesting stuff we've got down at the Trust.  And I think we... and you know, we can make a lot of it.  And possibly even make it even better in a way, because just as time has gone on you can look at things differently, and rethink how you would, I think explain it, more than anything.  So that's how it's happened.  So I mean down at the Trust we've got the same thing of dividing the place up into areas, about different subjects.  So you know, we will now have a Suffolk Horse Society area, if you like, with this stuff, so you can explain the history of the Society, and what it's doing now, and hopefully where it goes next.  So...

I
Sorry.  I was going to say, would you like to see it sort of expand, so maybe one day to become more of a museum?

Philip
Well it is pretty big now actually.  Have you seen it, or...?/

I
/Yeah.  I have been... yeah, I have been to see it.  I was thinking of the Suffolk Punch bit, as opposed to...  Because the rest of it, you've got [?Ransoms], you've got quite a lot of the local history, as such, which is fascinating.

Philip
Yes.  That's right, yeah.  Well I mean I don't know if we could raise enough money for another building, so we'll have to...  But you know, I think to have the Suffolk Horse Society area is important, because we've now got the stuff to do it with.

I
And do you think it's really important to...  Because this is part of... for oral history this is.

Philip
Oh yes.

I
So this is trying to preserve...  Is that important?  Because you were talking about the old Horseman before, who had all this information in their heads, and it's fairly blatantly obvious that so have you.

Philip
Well... 

I
And so that's why it's important to hear your stories, isn't it?

Philip
Oh, I suppose, yeah.

I
And others as well, do you think?

Philip
Yeah.  But you know, we can...  I think the important thing with the stuff we've now got, well that we've had down at the Trust actually, is to have adequate labelling to explain what it is, you know, and...  I was a zoo inspector for twenty five years or something, so I've [?50.43] zoos.  And again, by looking at what people do that's really so important, and how they explain things.  You do learn an awful lot by looking at... you know, and talking to people really.  So it's using all that sort of background, which I think enables you to do it.

I
Well it's good to keep the story alive, isn't it?  To know the story.  It's amazing story.

Philip
Yes yeah.
39
Transcribed by                                                                                                               www.academictranscriptions.co.uk

