Arabian Horse Celebration in Brittany.
Arabian horses are very popular in France, and especially so in Brittany.  Existing alongside the official Breton Endurance organisation, but acting independently , is ACA  Bretagne, which promotes the interests of Breton  breeders, trainers, riders and anyone associated with pure blood or part –bred Arabian horses.
ACA Bretagne organised their second annual “Festival du Cheval” at Morlaix over the 17th, 18th and 19th November, and Alex and I , who wish to relocate to Brittany, decided to attend.

I have to say they do things rather well there. It is in no small part due to the popularity of horses, Arabian horses, endurance riding and the French love of conviviality that they can carry this off. The numbers are impressive – an associated society of a regional endurance organisation can put on a meal for three hundred people, including spectacular entertainment, of which more later, and a two day show attracting thousands of paying spectators.

We travel to France usually at least twice a year, and have yet to be treated with anything other than a warm welcome and forbearance for our attempts to communicate in their language, and have never had a bad experience in our dealings with the French. So thus it was that when we arrived at the venue on the Friday evening, we were warmly greeted with the traditional multiple cheek kisses and were engaged in conversation by various members of the committee.  Several hundred guests then gathered in a side room decorated with paintings by local artists, mainly of Arabian horses, and the mayor, neighbouring mayors and several other local worthies made their speeches.  Aperitifs of both food and drink were served by young pupils of the local “Maison Familliale Rurale”, which is the French equivalent of an agricultural college, but on a smaller, local basis.
After the official welcome we were directed into the main hall where over thirty tables of eight placings were arranged around the edge of a fenced sand arena. We sat and were plied with glasses of wine and suddenly the spotlight appeared on “mine host” in the centre of the arena, clothed in full arab dress riding a grey Arabian horse, also suitably decorated.  We were then served with a four course meal with wine bottles replaced as they emptied, whilst 40 horses, full and half blood arabs were displayed in the arena by their owners and offered for sale, mostly at mind boggling prices.
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Sat at our table were Alex and I, Graham Hartley and Lizzie Platts, who showed one of their horses during the meal, Graham’s sister Ann and partner Laurie and two French lads, Kevin and Cyrille,  who were representatives of Reverdy equine  feeds, all very jolly. Then came the spectacular – Cheval Rouge!  A mongol warrior sporting a pigtail entered the arena on foot accompanied by a fine grey Arabian horse and the two of them proceeded to perform a dance together, accompanied by a 12 piece Breton pipe band. A second horse then joined them and  the warrior performed a dance, running backwards and being followed less than a foot away by these two horses who twisted and turned and performed many manoeuvres side by side, guided only by their master holding  a small schooling whip in each hand. He then repeated the performance with just one horse, whilst the other stood stock still in the centre of the arena. I swear I’m not making this up!
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The dinner and the display of horses for sale continued, and the night wore on. Cheval Rouge came on again, this time with the mongol warrior (Toma Chaput- Detlof) mounted on the grey. The pipe band played their haunting tunes and Toma and his horse  performed a sort of dressage to the music. His partner Stephanie then entered the arena in a “robe de reves” – dream dress, which with a little help suddenly extended out to about twenty feet diameter of red silk suspended on a web of poles attached to her waist and she and horse and rider performed a dance together, with the horse at times disappearing into the dress. I know you’re thinking I must have had too much of the wine, but I’ve got the photos to prove it!
The evening came to an end at about 1.30 am, and we made our way back to the local Campanile hotel.

The next day we returned to the showground after exploring the town of Morlaix and enjoying a fine lunch. I was surprised to find the parking area overflowing, there were thousands of people attending the show of local Arabian horses in one hall, with a small agricultural show in another, and paying 5 euros for entry!  More proud owners were showing off their horses, then came the display of stallions, followed by a dressage display and then the local riding school put on a fancy dress “Angels and Devils” mounted display of co-ordinated riding, with the angels riding the huge local Breton horses and the devils mounted on what looked to me to be thoroughbreds.
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We had to leave early on Sunday for the Le Havre ferry – the Roscoff service being on reduced sailings for the winter – but were told that the Sunday show would be the “busy” day, with the popular displays of the foals. This may give you some impression of the popularity of the Arabian horse and endurance riding in this part of France. 
We picked up two pieces of information. Brittany is a Celtic area, and they have expressed an interest in either taking part or even hosting the Celtic Challenge. Normally horses need a licence to partake in endurance in France, but there is the possibility of an exception, but much negotiation no doubt needed. Secondly, those prices, so much higher than in U.K. We were led to believe that the Chinese are the possible cause. We were told that there is a “City of the Horse” being created in China, built for the promotion of all types of horse sport, including endurance, and that they are in the process of buying in high quality stock, thus bumping up the prices. How accurate this story is I know not, but there certainly was a Chinese delegation at the sale. Watch this space!
Alex’s opinion - It was just BRILLIANT!!!!!

Edward Cooke
