Mickleham Parish Magazine - April 1991
[bookmark: _GoBack]MICKLEHAM PAST & PRESENT - TOM CHISMAN, THE HORSEMAN OF MICKLEHAM
Tom Chisman was not born in Mickleham, but he recalls riding across the Downs from Epsom to Mickleham as long ago as 1919 and as he left the village only a few years ago to move to his present home in Petworth he can justifiably rank as a Mickleham personality.
He was born near Stockton in the North Riding, where his parents owned a public house.  One of his earliest and most vivid memories is of being taken in his pram to watch the racehorses being off-loaded at the railway station.  He was so smitten by the vivid colours the jockeys sported that he made up his mind (at the age of four or five) to become a jockey, a resolve from which he never faltered.
When he was a little older, he used to help his parents in the pub and when by good fortune the local hunt met at this venue, he would sneak out to follow the hounds.  One day in 1911 he accompanied his father to the local farrier and eventually persuaded them to let him mount the pony - his very first ride.  At about the same time, instead of the paper round that most small boys do, he used to take the family brake to Stockton market to deliver, as far as he remembers, chickens and vegetables.  On one of these trips he noticed a large clock fixed above an archway, a fond memory which he perpetuated by setting a similar clock above the stables he later owned in Swanworth Lane, as many residents of Mickleham will recall.
On leaving school he discovered an advertisement in a sporting paper and persuaded his parents to let him be apprenticed to a racehorse trainer.  Accordingly, they signed his indentures for five to seven years with a Mr Robertson in Swindon where his wages were fifteen shillings a quarter, plus board and lodging which amounted to ten shillings weekly.  It was essential for a potential jockey to be very fit, so Tom had already converted the basement of his parents’ home into a gym, enabling him to become an adept boxer and a good marksman.  He lacked the necessary attire for an apprentice boy but managed to acquire what he felt was a very smart white sweater and, somehow, breeches and leggings which had previously belonged to a tall woman!
Mr Robertson died in 1915 by which time Tom had demonstrated his skill, indeed a natural affinity, with horses and from then on, he proceeded to racing stables in Rottingdean, Newmarket, Eire and Leicestershire.  On one occasion, full of his usual confidence, he answered another advertisement and left flat racing for steeplechasing. His father was at this time a prisoner-of-war and his mother had died but Tom was visiting relatives in Yorkshire when he fell in with a farmer who owned a thoroughbred steeplechaser.  The following day this horse threw his jockey, injuring him, so the next day Tom, undaunted, competed in a three-mile steeplechase at Sedgefield.  In 1932, he came second in the Grand National on a horse appropriately named Rest Assured, losing by a mere head on account of one of his leathers breaking.
Tom had celebrated his twenty-first birthday hurdling at Jevington in Sussex, and it was while there that he met his future wife, Violet, always known as Todge.  The trainer for whom he was then working built a racecourse for him, but he did not stay long - he was and is a man of independent and emphatic views - and he migrated to Epsom to train a string of horses for Captain Reggie Sassoon.  Following a difference of opinion Tom handed in his notice rather than be sacked and from there he made his, for us, significant ride to Mickleham.  The village, like so much of Surrey at the time, was very horse-orientated (with three forges within its confines) but it was also where Todge was living.  She was then a music teacher at Downsend School, and an avid supporter of eurhythmics and Isadora Duncan; not long after when the organist at the church fell ill Todge stepped in to fill the gap.  So successful was her performance that she became the regular organist until illness forced her in turn to give up.  Sadly, both sons of the marriage predeceased their father; Peter, the elder, had followed in Tom’s equine footsteps, becoming National Hunt Champion, while the younger, John, preferred cars to horses.  He began as a mechanic and later became an important member of the Rod Walker’s racing team, with Stirling Moss as co-driver.  His widow, Mo, is, as most of our readers know, a popular and valuable member of the local community.
Soon after settling in Mickleham Tom struck up a friendship with Mr Knight, groom to the Gordon Clarks of Mickleham Hall but then resident at Long Cottage while their big house was occupied by Manor House girls’ school.  The stables belonging to Mickleham Hall were empty and available for letting but Tom could by no means afford the annual rent of between three and four hundred pounds.  The estate of seventy-five acres included two cottages, a farmhouse and sundry outbuildings, which were without main water supply or electricity.  The total rent was £1200. By good luck ‘mine host’ at The Running Horses, Mr Newman, wanted Tom to care for and exercise his horse, while other friends entrusted their ponies to him for a few months while they were away.  Still other friends in Headley (where there used to be an annual point-to-point meeting) invited him to do the same for their pony Joey.  Thus, supplied with horses, and through the mediation of good friends such as Mrs Abbott of Elm Cottages, Tom approached Mrs Green, headmistress of Manor House School, told her she was charging over the odds in rent and eventually took over four of the fifteen Gordon Clark Stables.  At one point Tom was teaching more than forty children to ride. 
Anyone in the village involved in any way with horses would automatically turn to Tom Chisman for advice and help, for example Mr Fuller, grandfather of the unique waiter at The Running Horses.  Mr Fuller’s ‘garden’ horse was broken in by Tom, though it proved too spirited for such work as pulling the lawn mower and was then trained as a show jumper, winning many prizes.  Subsequently Captain Fosbery of Dalewood gave the horse to the Surrey Union Hunt and it was ultimately put up for sale and bought by Tom for £9.  All prices in the twenties seem low by comparison with those prevailing today: Tom recalls having a pot of tea, bread and butter and strawberry jam at The Running Horses for 10d.
Tom gave up racing as long ago as 1949, but even now he rides almost daily on his own horse.  He also hunts, although since he disposed of his horsebox a short while ago he can manage this only when the meets are within hacking distance of his home.  He still drives, visiting old friends in Mickleham and Leatherhead several times a year.  His mind and figure belie his years and those who have not known this colourful character have missed a great deal of local lore.
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