The White Horse

And so (finally you may say) on to the Uffington complex itself. The Uffington carving, 374ft (110 m) long and famously featured in Hughes’s The Scouring of the White Horse, was created by the removal of a layer of turf from the hillside and infilling the resulting bare area with dazzling chalk. It is not actually a very realistic likeness of a horse at all but, as if that were not bad enough, it was not even part of the parish of Uffington until 1776; prior to that date it had technically been the Off-white Horse-like shape of Woolstone.51 Of course these are minor quibbles considering its amazing longevity. It has maintained its presence on the hillside thanks to regular scouring by local people, mostly organised by whatever local gentry held Uffington and the surrounding area and often accompanied by a Whitsuntide fair and other festivities – usually in Uffington Castle atop the hill. The first mention of such a scouring was by local diarist and author Thomas Baskerville, who visited the site in the 1670s and commented that ‘some that dwell hereabout have an obligation upon their lands to repair and cleanse this landmark’. These were often well-attended affairs: in 1780 a reported 30,000 people joined in the celebrations and the fair accompanying the 1843 scouring included an appearance of Wombwell’s Menagerie, a travelling zoo. Regular scourings are now organised by the National Trust and members of the public can sign up to join in on a rota basis.

There is little doubt that the basic outline of the Horse has changed considerably since it was originally cut and work by the Oxford Archaeological Unit has established that at the very least the outline has become considerably slimmer over the years, something which may explain its unusual contours (although the writer Guy Underwood speculated that a more

51 To be fair, the current name is catchier.

realistic outline of a horse could still be perceived using dowsing rods).

Demonstrating both the antiquity of the scouring tradition and the changes in the shape of the carving, a correspondent to the Reading Mercury in 1789 wrote:

The White Horse, on the side of the Downs in the White Horse Vale, has been lately recut, so that at a distance of three or four miles it is perhaps one of the most lively representations of an elegant shaped horse, except that the horse’s back ... is rather too long, otherwise it is now one of the best delineations of that animal [I] ever beheld.

Conversely, by 1896 Augustus John Cuthbert Hare was describing it as ‘far more like a weasel than a horse’. Historically, the oddly elongated shape and disjointed limbs are reflected in equine imagery from across Europe on coins minted far apart in space and time, by Philip of Macedon in the east and the ancient Celts of northern Europe to the west, so modern complaints that it is not a literal representation carry little actual weight. Clearly, artistic license was far more liberally applied when the Uffington carving was cut and only the modern Wiltshire hill carvings were actually meant to look like horses!

Antiquarian John Aubrey attributed the original carving of the monument to the invading Saxon leaders Hengist and Horsa, whereas local folklore has two explanations for the cutting of the figure: the first is that it was cut as a victory celebration by King Alfred after the Battle of Ashdown; the second is that it was cut by grateful locals to commemorate St George’s defeat of the dragon after the slaying which took place nearby.

There is an old Berkshire ballad which holds to the first theory and runs:


A was made a lang, lang time ago,

Wi’ a good dale of labour and pains,

By Alfred the Great, when he spoiled their consate52,

And scaddle53 they warshird54 the Danes.

In the St George version of the legend, the shape cut into the chalk, if not representative of the knight’s mount, is of course a dragon, although given the ambiguity of the (current) shape of the Horse there have been numerous other attempts to redefine it as various other types of animal. Writing to the Veterinary Record in 2010, retired vet Olaf Swarbrick expounded the theory that the figure might represent a wolfhound and, in an even more fanciful notion, children’s author Paula Broderick claimed that the ‘horse’ had originally been a unicorn and that the horn was removed during the Middle Ages by over-zealous religious leaders. The shape of the Horse’s head is decidedly odd, and possibly birdlike, leading to scholarly speculation that it may be representative of the ‘hen-headed steed’ associated with the Celtic goddess Ceridwen: academic arguments about age, shape and derivation may have been more restricted in scope than public discussions but have obviously been no less lively over the years.

Of all the theories proposed to explain the carving, my personal favourite is that the White Horse may actually be a representation of one of the last of the dinosaurs which had somehow managed to survive the 65 million years since the extinction of most of the rest of its kin. If this idea is correct should we be celebrating the epic combat between St George and the Dinosaur? Fossil remains have certainly been

52 Conceit

53 Scuppered

54 Rogues, rascals. Apparently. Personally I suspect a rather less restrained translation might be in order.

uncovered all around the area but it seems unlikely that any of them are quite that recent. Although... Take a look at a picture of the White Horse taken from the air and turn it 180 degrees so that it is upside down. From this angle it certainly looks very like a Pteranodon, a flying reptile from the age of the dinosaurs, and it is true that the carving is difficult to observe properly from the ground and is best seen from the air... Even stranger is the theory, voiced in Country Life magazine in the 1920s by H J Massingham, that the figure is supposed to represent an ichthyosaurus, a fossil fish-like reptile, even though a plesiosaur would be more logical from the shape (perhaps this is what he really meant?). Why such a carving would appear on a hillside miles from the sea is anyone’s guess, although I suppose it is just remotely possible that the unearthing of a suitable fossil many years ago might have provided the initial inspiration.

In case you are wondering at the actual age (or at least the most recent and scientifically accurate assessment of the age) of the Horse, then you may be pleased to know that using the technique of Optical Stimulated Luminescence Dating (which measures how long the stone beneath the horse has been hidden from sunlight) David Miles and Simon Palmer of the Oxford Archaeological Unit determined in 1995 a date in the late Bronze or early Iron Age as being the most likely time for the first carving of the monument – somewhere around three thousand years ago give or take a couple of centuries. Of course that doesn’t tell us what it was originally meant to represent so, in that sense at least, all bets are still on.

One further mystery: was there once another carving, now lost, which used to sit alongside the main figure? Ralph de Diceto, the author of De mirabilibus Britanniae, a catalogue of the thirty-five most amazing wonders of Britain written around 1100, wrote of:


The White Horse with its foal.55 It is wondrous that it was so made in the figure of a horse that, while the whole place where that image of a horse is grassy beyond measure, grass never grows over the shape of the horse, but the ground to the extent of the horse is always exposed.

No other writer ever mentions this elusive foal, so was this nothing more than a literary allusion? Was the writer referring to a now vanished second carving (could the white spot atop Dragon Hill once have resembled a horse perhaps?) or is this just a mistranslation from an ancient source?

There is currently a discreet line of fencing to stop visitors from tramping all over the figure but there has long been a local tradition pre-dating such protection which holds that anyone who stands on the eye and turns around three times while making a wish will have that wish granted within a year. There is a modern tradition that visitors who do this will incur the eternal enmity of both English Heritage and the National Trust.
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The landscape around the White Horse is impressive in its own right. Below the carving lies a winding valley, carved from the chalk by melting ice from departing glaciers after the last Ice Age, and known as The Manger because it is said that the White Horse lifts itself from the hillside and descends into the valley to feed on certain moonlit nights. (A variation on this theme holds that the thirsty Horse goes to drink at the Woolstone Wells springs.) There is a curious snippet of Arthurian legend (odd in that there are no other real links with King Arthur in the immediate area) which holds that should King Arthur ever awake from his slumbers and return to save the realm then the Horse will dance atop Dragon Hill in celebration.
This from a bit about Wayland Smithy

There is a local legend which says that once every one hundred years, presumably after eating its fill at The Manger, the White Horse calls at Wayland Smithy in order to be shod by the smith. There is another tale told locally which describes a mysterious stranger dressed in a large hat and leather apron who entered the White Horse Inn at Woolstone one night and ordered a drink. No sooner had he started to sup his ale the sound of a horn was heard outside and the stranger downed his beer at a gulp and rushed away at top speed. Curious as to the reason for the horn and his hasty departure, everyone else in the pub rushed outside only to be assaulted by the deafening sound of horses’ hooves overhead. Gazing up towards the slopes of the Downs above the village they were astonished 


to see that the figure of the White Horse was missing from the hillside. The Horse later reappeared in its usual place, presumably having been reshod by Wayland, the stranger at the inn. Since this story dates from sometime during the 1920s we may be due for another walkabout at some point in the not too distant future: I am hopeful that satellite imagery will be able to capture the event for posterity.

