
E
very now and then, if you are 
very lucky, you witness a 
sporting feat that renders 
you speechless. On my very 

first day of archery duty at London 

of their particular discipline. All the 
time it is a battle to establish enough 
understanding in order to broadcast 
confidently on the radio. 

Happily, equestrianism is a most 
welcoming sport. I walked the cross 
country course with Ian Stark and 
Mike Tucker, who explained every 
nuance of every jump. We bumped 
into gold medallist Richard Meade and 
his son Harry who, tragically, intro-
duced me to the harsh reality of work-

ing with horses. After 
wishing Harry good luck 
and then celebrating his 
clear round came the 
news that his horse, Wild 
Lone, had collapsed and 
died. Such is the bond,  
I do not know how a rider 
ever gets over that. 

Back to the dressage 
and my favourite moment came not 
from the competition itself, but as 
Charlotte and Valegro completed 
their lap of honour. Waving happily to 
the crowd, Charlotte suddenly let him 
go. It was like a Ferrari roaring away 
from a standing start, yet fluid, effort-
less and joyful. So blown away was I by 
that spectacular exit that my first 
riding lesson is booked for next week.

2012, I watched an Italian called 
Michele Frangilli prepare to shoot the 
last arrow of the men’s final. As the 
large digital clock clicked down 
 towards zero Frangilli knew he had  
to score a perfect 10 – a bull’s eye in 
darts – to win the gold medal. Any-
thing less would not do. Bang! Perfect! 
My jaw hit the floor. 

Last week I watched  another 
 astonishing victory performed under 
the most intense  pressure. This time 
it was my first foray into 
equestrianism proper, 
when I found myself in 
C a e n  fo r  t h e  Wo r l d 
E q u e s t r i a n  G a m e s . 
Charlotte Dujardin, who 
with her horse Valegro 
stole our hearts in the 
dressage arena in Lon-
don, trotted in knowing 
that only a top display in the freestyle 
would beat the German who had gone 
before her. Not only did Charlotte and 
Valegro rise to the challenge and take 
gold, they set a new world record in 
the process. 

Reporting on an entirely foreign 
sport is a nerve-wracking business. You 
have so many questions, yet worry 
about asking them for fear of sounding 
stupid. Well-meaning people present 
you to individuals you have never 
heard of, who turn out to be legends 

A
ggers and I have been in 
Normandy together (not 
on holiday) and as you can 
tell from his column, he is 

now mesmerised by dressage. I tried 
to fill him in on some of the detail as 
Charlotte Dujardin won her second 
gold medal in the freestyle but I got a 
little choked up at the beauty of it all.

For all the elegance, power and 
agility of the horses, for all their hon- @clarebalding

someone handle grief with so much 
dignity that it takes your breath away.  
Harry Meade did just that.  

To his eternal credit, he faced a 
press conference with tears in his eyes 
to thank the vets and officials for all 
they had done to try to save Wild Lone. 
He also made the point that he did not 
blame the soft ground or the course 
and that Wild Lone had felt well 
throughout the round, finishing  
‘with petrol still left in the tank’.  

On Sunday, when the 
British team secured the 
si lver medal,  Harry 
walked out into the are-
na. The others, William 
Fox-Pitt, Zara Phillips 
and Tina Cook, were on 
their horses, as is the 
tradition at equestrian 
medal ceremonies. He 

swallowed hard and stood beside 
them. When they dismounted and 
stepped up to the podium one by one, 
Harry got the biggest cheer of all.

‘That was the perfect tribute to a 
wonderful horse,’ he said afterwards.

I will never forget the way in which 
he handled the worst thing that can 
happen to a rider and the way the team 
consoled, supported and strength-
ened him when he needed it most.  

esty, bravery and delight at dancing 
or jumping or galloping, they can come 
to a shuddering halt. At the end of the 
cross-country on Saturday after com-
pleting a brilliant clear round, British 
team member Harry Meade took his 
horse, Wild Lone, back to the cool-
down area. The horse was doused with 
buckets of water and led round while 
the team vet took his heart rate and 
his temperature. Then he collapsed.  
Half an hour later news filtered out 
that Wild Lone had died.

Horses are big beasts. 
They can carry a human’s 
weight without feeling it, 
they gallop for fun and 
they would jump with or 
without a rider, just for 
the thrill of it. They have 
an incredible capacity to 
pump oxygen around 
their system but sometimes even the 
fittest animal can have a fault. When 
I was in my teens I was riding my 
mother’s horse, dear old Ellie-May, 
when she collapsed and died. She was 
seemingly fit and healthy, but anyone 
who has ever loved and cherished an 
animal will know the pain and the 
shock of the loss.

People react differently to grief.  
Some go into denial, some get angry 
and look for someone to blame, others 
break down. Occasionally you witness 
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Horse riding
Burghley 
Horse 
Trials 
4–7 September
Many riders 
from the World 
Equestrian 
Games will be in 
action, including 
William Fox-
Pitt (above), a 
record six-time 
title holder.

Cricket
England 
v India
5 September
The final game 
of the ODI 
series from 
Headingley as 
England look 
to find some 
50-over form 
ahead of the 
World Cup  
in February.

Running
Great 
North Run
6 September
Up to 56,000 
full-time and 
fun runners take 
to the streets 
of Newcastle, 
Gateshead and 
South Shields 
for the premier 
half-marathon 
in the world.

Tennis
US Open 
Finals 
6–7 September
Andy Murray, 
who won the 
title in 2012, has 
announced his 
determination 
to break back 
into the top tier 
of world tennis. 
Can he go all 
the way?

Football
Switzer-
land v 
England
8 September
After the huge 
disappointment 
of the World 
Cup, England 
begin their Euro 
2016 qualifying 
campaign with 
a tricky tie away 
to Switzerland.

Formula 1
Italian 
Grand Prix, 
Monza
7 September
A controversial 
2014 season 
is reaching its 
climax with 
Nico Rosberg 
(above) and 
Lewis Hamilton 
challenging  
for the title.
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‘Reporting 
on an entirely 

different sport 
is a nerve-
wracking 
business’

‘Horses are 
big beasts. But 

sometimes 
even the fittest 

animal can 
have a fault’
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