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Conference Report: ‘British Travellers and Equestrian Enthusiasts in Greater Syria and Arabia: Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, Lady Anne Blunt, and Others’, 25th-26th May 2007, Grimond Lecture Theatre 1, University of Kent.

Over sixty delegates attended the conference on ‘British Travellers and Equestrian Enthusiasts in Greater Syria and Arabia’, which launched the new Centre for Studies in the Long Eighteenth Century at the University of Kent. Sponsored by the Thoroughbred racing establishment Juddmonte Farms, by HE Dr. Sami Khiyami, the Syrian ambassador, and HRH Prince Mohammed bin Nawaf Al Saud, ambassador of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, as well as Kent Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities (KIASH), and the School of English at the University of Kent, the conference brought together academics, independent scholars, authors, travellers, painters, poets, travel writers, film-makers, bloodstock experts, veterinarians, horse breeders, students, and members of the public. The conference aimed to explore relations between Britain and the Middle East since the seventeenth century, and the role played by horses and other agencies of travel, romance, and cultural exchange in these relations. In the traffic between East and West, the common currency of the blood horse, whose origins lie in the deserts of the East, but whose beauty and utility are appreciated by the whole world, appears to exert a strong and positive influence. Organized by Professor Donna Landry of the School of English, with the assistance of the Dr. Emma Bainbridge of the School, Nicholas J. Mills, MRCVS, and Barnaby Rogerson of Eland Press, the event sparked debate, imparted much information that was new to many participants, and drew delegates from the UK, Ireland, USA, Syria, Australia, Canada, and Turkey. Some delegates had just returned from Syria, where they had attended the World Arabian Horse Organization conference in Damascus, toured important desert sites, and been most hospitably entertained by a number of Bedouin tribes. For a portion of the audience, then, the Eastern origins of English ideas about bloodstock and the Eastern genetic make-up of the English Thoroughbred were very much on the agenda.

Professor David Turley, Dean of the Faculty of Humanities, opened the conference and launched the Centre, observing that in these fractious times, it was sensible to revisit the historical record regarding Anglo-Arab and Anglo-Ottoman relations of trade, diplomacy, and artistic and cultural reciprocity. He welcomed the opportunity for scholarly exchange provided by private sponsorship, such as was generously offered by Juddmonte Farms and the embassies of Syria and Saudi Arabia, in the interests of promoting greater public awareness of the cultural benefits that had often been enjoyed by Western sojourners in the East.
The first day of the conference, attended by HE Dr. Sami Khiyami and his wife, as well as the First Secretary of the Saudi embassy, Mr. Hazzaa Al Hasher, addressed both questions of how the land that was once known as Greater Syria has been portrayed in various media, and various approaches to studying the history of the horse. Taking a very long view of the period in question, Glenn Bowman of the Department of Anthropology retraced ideas of pilgrimage to the Holy Land from early Christian times to the present, noting how differing views of ‘authenticity’ distinguished Orthodox from Latin Christians, and had interesting effects on later Islamic and Protestant ideas of pilgrimage. Barnaby Rogerson then read the paper offered by the poet and traveller Marius Kociejowski, who was unfortunately unable to attend. This gave a grand survey of the attitudes and adventures of Western travellers since the eighteenth century  who had gone to Syria for more secular purposes, sometimes as scholars or government representatives, but whose accounts could not be simply written off as conforming to the Orientalist paradigm so influentially disparaged by Edward Said. 
Dr. Kay Dickinson of Goldsmiths College, University of London, introduced a topic that was new to many, the visually and intellectually complex views of Syria offered by Syrian film-makers themselves since the 1970s. Whether state-funded Syrian cinema, known for its visual beauty, technical sophistication, and challenging political content, or the privately funded independent cinema that has also emerged, Syrian films have been notably absent from World Cinema as a commercial leisure activity in recent years. Indeed, said Dickinson, today, even in Syria, it was hard to get to see the classic films that had made Syrian cinema famous among film cognoscenti. The failure of Syrian cinema to travel across borders, not because of any limitations of the films themselves—quite the opposite, as demonstrated by the brief clips the audience were shown or heard described—resonated with other failures of international public relations on Syria’s part, which were themselves often to do with borders and disputes about borders in an area of the world now more associated in the public’s mind with geopolitical flashpoints than with centuries of multicultural civilization and learning.

No less than pilgrimage, travel, or film, the horse trade, in which the native breeds of the Near East figured so prominently, offered lessons in how Europeans had once sought priceless knowledge and technology from  the Islamic  East. Nick Mills, senior partner of Cinque Ports Veterinary Associates, presented a scientific view of the evolution of the Thoroughbred from prehistory to the present, lavishly illustrated with horse portraiture and sporting art, ideas on castration and equine genetics, and thoroughly entertaining. Professor Peter Edwards of Roehampton University explored the rich archive of estate accounts belonging to the Harley family of Welbeck and Wimpole, who were among the vanguard in importing Syrian horses, including the Bloody Shouldered Arabian and the Harley Dun Arabian. The artist Bridget Tempest gave a controversial counter-blast by arguing, also from the evidence of archival letters and sporting art, that the Harley Dun was no Arabian, but a Turcoman horse, a proto-Akhal-Teke, in today’s terms. And thus the cultural complexity, historical layerings of conquests and coexistence, and comparative purity or hybridization of strains—equine and human—in the territories of the former Ottoman empire was firmly on the agenda. 
Mr. Naji Chaoui, Vice-President of the Syrian Arab Horse Association, and a breeder and owner of Arabian racehorses, gave a wide-ranging and witty account of European efforts to upgrade their stock by missions to the Levant, including the journeys of Wilfrid and Lady Anne Blunt, down the Euphrates from Syria into Iraq, and later into Nejd and the Nefud in Saudi Arabia. Might the Blunts have had such safe passage amongst the Bedouin tribes because they were unofficially spying out possibilities for a Tripoli to Basra railway? This bold and unorthodox view of what might also have been at stake in Eastern horse-buying missions suggested how one-sided the Western discussion of the Blunts has often been. Real excitement was generated by Mr. Chaoui’s talk. Reminding us of more fraught contemporary realities, but also of artistic resourcefulness in the face of them, Dr. Caroline Rooney of the School of English presented a paper on ‘Equine Messianism’ in recent Palestinian writing. If the gazelle is usually the sign of that endangered species, Palestinian nationalism under siege, the horse and the donkey appeal to concepts and feelings beyond the nationalist narrative, akin to the Arabic concept of sumud, or perpetual solidarity and resistance, but operating according to a different idiom and tempo, sometimes satirical, sometimes lyrical, sometimes so utopian as to be beyond words. Rooney’s paper opened up dimensions of artistic self-inscription in what was once known as part of Greater Syria—Israel/Palestine—that resonated well with Dickinson’s portrayal of filmic borders, crossings, presences, and absences, inviting further discussion.
The second day of the conference opened with an assessment of the Blunts’ legacies, especially their undoubted contribution to establishing a world market in purebred Arabian horses. From 1878 onwards, desert-bred mares and stallions from Syria, Saudi Arabia, and, later, Egypt, provided the foundation stock for the Crabbet Arabian Stud in Sussex, which in subsequent decades began to export the progeny of these horses globally. Crabbet-bred Arabians have not only helped preserve and maintain certain of the original desert strains internationally but have even been purchased by Middle Eastern breeders in recent years. The breeder and publisher Caroline Sussex spoke about the legacy of Crabbet horses worldwide, which has always been dependent upon the Blunts’ ideas of choosing horses for their proven purity, soundness, and usefulness as riding horses, as well as their beauty. The artist and author Peter Upton expounded on the legacy of the Crabbet bloodlines and their close relation to Bedouin-bred desert stock as well as the priceless collection of desert horses belonging to Abbas Pasha and Ali Pasha Sherif. Peter Harrigan, of Barzan Books (published by Dr. Mohammad Al Rashid, of the family that ruled Hail and the territory of Shammar from 1834 to 1921; the name Barzan echoes the name of the palace of the Emir of Hail whom the Blunts visited), spoke on behalf of Victor Winstone, whose new biography of Lady Anne Blunt is the first biography to be written of this extraordinary woman traveller, Arabist, and Arabian breeder, who may well have been the least ethnocentric of any late nineteenth-century British woman to engage with the Middle East.
A panel on bloodstock politics in a global frame interrogated many of the views that had been put forward. The Arabian breeder Patricia Lindsay, well known for her promoting of Polish and other Eastern European Arabians, reminded the audience ‘not to forget Europe!’  Eastern Europe’s continuous contacts, conflicts, and exchanges with the Ottoman empire, she argued, made it a rich border territory with regard to Eastern blood horses. A  number of subsequent papers echoed this theme of the hybridization of East and West that occurred both within and on the borders of the Ottoman domains. Heather Brown, a UK Arabian breeder, speculated on the economic crisis looming as a result of a saturation of the market in Arabian horses, with the result that Arabian breeding establishments in the UK were hardly ever viable commercial propositions. Enthusiasts would do well, she suggested, to regard themselves as custodians of a valuable genetic legacy who stood to gain more from enjoying the company of their horses than from exploiting their profitability in the marketplace. 
Jasper Winn, the film-maker and ‘Blarney-stone cowboy,’ reframed the question of bloodstock politics in a more historical and ecological frame than had previously been offered. There are areas of the world, especially the Central Asian steppe and desert, and the pampas of South America, where equestrian culture continues to have a crucial economic function, just as there are places in the world, such as Darfur, where wars contain to be fought on horseback and in which the vision of the rider remains a terrifying prospect. In a long-term view, a future without fossil fuels might throw the West into chaos, but there would be areas of the world in which life would continue very much as it currently is, horse-powered. 

The final papers of the conference consisted of assorted travellers’ tales. Gill Suttle’s lyrical account of her ride in Western Syria on an Arabian stallion, described in her recently published book, Between the Desert and the Deep Blue Sea (Long Riders’ Guild, 2007), whet the audience’s appetite for further travels East. Huw Owen-Jones deliciously retold his recent travels in the hoofprints of his ancestor, the Rev. Dr. William Wright (1837-1899), who travelled between Damascus and Palmyra in the 1870s, a story which promises to make an excellent and engaging book. The author of Persia in the Great Game: Sir Percy Sykes–Explorer, Consul, Soldier, Spy (John Murray, 2004), Antony Wynn supplemented the Turkic perspective already in the air by introducing us to what riding Akhal-Tekes in Turkmenistan today was like, causing some Arabian-horse fanciers in the audience to exclaim how much like English Thoroughbreds these exotic steppe-bred horses appeared to be. Professor Gerald MacLean of the University of York, soon to be of the University of Exeter, and author of many books, including The Rise of Oriental Travel (Palgrave, 2004), regaled the audience with both the pleasures and the pains of desert journeys as experienced by Henry Abbott when crossing Syria and Iraq in the eighteenth century, partly on camel-back. Abbott exhorted fellow Englishmen to travel to India largely overland, via the desert; his touted route anticipated the Baghdad railway. Two of the participants in the Great Anatolian Ride, the Ottoman historian Dr. Caroline Finkel and Professor Donna Landry, presented their rationale for undertaking such a project of re-enactment history. Caroline Finkel, author of Osman’s Dream: The Story of the Ottoman Empire 1300-1923 (John Murray, 2006), imagined for us what a ride across Anatolia in the tracks of the great seventeenth-century Ottoman traveller Evliya Chelebi would be like, and Donna Landry proposed yet another perspective on Lady Anne Blunt by suggesting how following the trail of her meticulous travel journals, including those from an expedition to Turkey in 1873, might teach us how to unlearn Orientalist prejudices as thoroughly as Lady Anne seems to have done. Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society Robin Hanbury-Tenison closed the conference with a hilarious, sumptuously illustrated talk on the six long-distance equestrian journeys he and his wife Louella undertook in France, China, New Zealand, Spain, and England, each of which has a Long Riders’ Guild book dedicated to it. Their next horseback destination is Albania, and all conference participants have been invited to the launch! 
The general mood of the conference was buoyant and enthusiastic. Many unexpected and fruitful connections were made and exchanges begun across disciplines, specializations, livelihoods, and areas of interest. Many delegates remarked that it was the most enjoyable, and the most truly multidisciplinary, conference they had ever attended. A relaxed atmosphere, and plentiful Kentish hospitality, ensured that discussions continued long after sessions ended. It is hoped that this will be the first of a series of related events on East-West relations, travel and re-enactment, animal studies, and other multidisciplinary perspectives on the long eighteenth century at the Centre for Studies in the Long Eighteenth Century at Kent. A volume of essays based on the conference papers will be forthcoming.
Contact: D.E.Landry@kent.ac.uk or E.Bainbridge@kent.ac.uk for further details.

