Bronze medallist Tuttle was more than
“Merely an American Horseman"

A four-year old boy, thrilled with the power of riding
bareback on animmense, plodding plow horse, guiding
itwith justa strap in its mouth, absorbed the lessons just
as his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had
done.™ Comingof age in the late1800's, this experience
planted in him the skills and appreciation for the
supreme and mostvalued tool of thattime - the horse.

A young Hiram E. Tuttle was given a gift of deep
understanding of the nature of horses. With refined
skills in training his mounts, he would eventuaily land
in company with the greatest American horse riders and
trainers of all time. And what is more remarkable, his
highest performing horses had been initially selected
forracing or cavalry work, not performing. At least two
had experienced devastating injuries that could have
easily resulted in being put out to pasture. Tuttle's gift
for training lifted them to feats beyond what anyone
would have predicted based on their early work. Hiram
E. Tuttle, reflecting on the time of his childhood:

"The community standing of a man was usually

measured by the quality and condition of his horses ...

all community intercourse, whether light or heavy,
was done with horses and a knowledge of them was
considered a basic essential.'”

Born in 1882 on a farm in Dexter, Maine, the curious
and talented Tuttle needed to make his way using his
mechanical skills, musical talents, dramatic flair, and
his intellect to lift himself out of the rural existence
and into a more sophisticated life. As a young man
Tuttle worked at a blacksmith shop near his father's
farm, using his flair for mechanics. He later went
on to study engineering in Boston, Massachusetts,
and subsequently worked in the automatic watch
machinery business. At age 26, he pursued the study of
law at Boston's Suffolk University, achieving the highest
average marks to that date at the school, and graduated
in1912.% He gained membership to the Massachusetts
state bar and practiced law outside Boston for five years.

He was a versatile and talented individual, having
learned to play the violin at an early age in school,
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and later in Portland, Maine, and finally under the
direction of the soloist for the Boston Symphony. He
was also skilled in drama.> He used his music to put
himself through college, and even conducted light
opera and musical comedy in and around the Boston
area with troupes as large as one hundred in the cast
and chorus. While in the Army at Fort Riley, Kansas,
"when our National life was a little more tranquil” he
became involved with the Dramatic Club and directed
as many as five productions in the winter season, and
even worked with the Cavalry School Band as a guest
conductor for a series of concerts of both popularand
semi classical numbers.®

The cavalry calls a horseman back to his roots

But war disrupted life. Wanting to help in any way
possible, three days after the declaration of the First
World War he enlisted in the Army, which thrust him
back to his childhood roots - real horse work. After
Plattsburg Officer Candidate School in upstate New York,
he was commissioned a second lieutenant in August
1917. As the war progressed his business talents were
recognized and he was placed in the Quartermaster
Corps, and was a motor transport officer in the
Brownsville, Texas district.”

His Army assignments created a circuitous route
that revealed his gift for bringing out the talents of
his mounts: the art of training under his delicate and
insightful hand. He kept his riding horse, Buster, with
him at the motor truck camp two miles from the main
post in Brownsville. He converted a vacant truck stall
for his horse's box stall, and despite having motor
transportation available at his disposal, he rode his
mount back and forth daily to the truck camp. The
park there was his training lot, and he taught Busterto
jump obstacles, do the Spanish Walk, and even to jump
through a 0.93x1.52m oval burning hoop! Buster and
Tuttle were in great demand at carnivals and rodeos and
were even featured with photos in the 15™ January 1921
edition of The Rider and Driver horse magazine.® Tuttle's
careful guidance of Buster, a horse that had been nearly
killed after being hit by a‘large Army truck, was just one
of many of his miraculous feats of training.®

After the Great War, while still in Texas, Tuttle won
an Officer's Open Jumping Class in 1923, sponsored
by the 15t Artillery then with the 27 Division at Camp
Travis, Texas, against forty-three other contenders,
making “a clean performance over a four-foot course of
sixteen jumps”.° Tuttle attended Troop Officer's Class at
Fort Riley, Kansas, and then did remount work at Fort
Robinson, Nebraska, where he oversaw the purchase
and breaking of horses and mules for the Army." During
that winter of1924~25 his team of 20 riders made ready
over 600 horses. After one year he was sent overseas
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to Camp Stotsenburg, in the Philippines, charged
with wagon and pack transportation as well as the
quartermaster corral and the forage farm. He was also
detailed to manage the Camp’s Sports Carnival Horse
Show, and as a competitor he won both the juniorand
advanced equitation schooling classes in 1926.% His
business sense and farming experience were put on
display when he developed the curing of cogan grass
for hay feeding at a cost that was only 30% of the same
weight for rice and oat hay feeding, saving the Army $1
perton?, the equivalent of about $178 per ton of savings
in currentUS dollars.™

Tuttle’s $1 lame horse, named Olympic

Itwas when he returned to the United States that Tuttle
received a gift he would cherish for the rest of his life.
Horse training and organisation were his expertise, and
he spent a year in the Office of the Chief of Remountin
Washington, DC. The Remount Service provided horses
(and later mules and dogs) to US Army units. While
there, he also was the active manager of the National
Capital Horse Show in 1929. And it was during the
summer of that year that he made a connection that
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would change the course of history for dressage in
America.

Tuttle spent his summer vacation helping Mr. E.Q.
McVitty with his poio ponies on Longisiand, and refused
payment for this work that he loved. But McVitty found
asplendid way to repay him - after Tuttle’s return to the
Remount Office in Washington, DC, a courier delivered
a message: “Your horse has been delivered. Please pay
$1.00."¢ This was Olympic (a name that foretold their
collective future), the horse that carried Col. Tuttle to
Olympicglory less than three years later, and the highest
placing as of that date of an American-trained horse in
aschooling event.”

Olympic, a thorough bred, had been imported from
France where he was a steeplechaser. McVitty had
settled for second place twice atthe Meadowbrook Hunt
and Olympicwas his hope to change his luck. But the
horse had a hard time with the transition from turfin
France to the hard tracks in the USA, and went lame.
McVitty knew the best place for a project like Olympic
was with a lover of horses, like Hiram Tuttle.”®

The very next year began the Colonel’s trail to the 1932
Olympic Games in Los Angeles. In January 0f1930 a
conference was held in the Office of the Chief of Cavalry
to formulate plans for promoting equestrian events at
the Games. Tuttle was not a part of the conference, but
at its conclusion he was detailed to begin training for
the individual dressage competition. He was transferred
to Fort Riley in June, and he was eventually placed in
charge of the dressage section. Tuttle laterwentwith the

Olympic team to Fort Rosecrans, California, to complete
the teams's final training.™

Dressage competition at the Olympic Games began in
the Stockholm Games in 1912. The rules at that time only
allowed military officers and military-owned mounts
to compete, and the movements were slightly different
than present competitions, including some jumping.®
In January of that year, the US War Department sent
out a special order stating that the cavalry should put
together a team for the Games. Fort Riley was selected
as the training site, and Captain GuyV. Henry Jr. led the
effort. No funding was provided so the cavalry raised
money through events held around the country. That
team took bronze in the three-day event and fourth
in the Prix des Nations (show jumping).” As one might
expect, the host nation, Sweden, dominated the
dressage competition that year and at the next Olympic
Games in1920 at Antwerp.

The USA did notfield an Olympic dressage team until
1932, and the outcomes were not expected to be so
impressive. The Great Depression no doubt put financial
constraints on the countries entering the Games, and
fewer riders and horses were able to attend in Los
Angeles than in the previous Olympics with equestrian
competitions. Unlike other Olympic events, which may
have needed a discus, a poie, or even a saiiboat, taking
care to transport a live animal prepared for competition
is both delicate and expensive. The American equine
entrants had a mere 18 months of training before the
Games, in comparison to as much as 5 to 8 years of
training for those entrants from other nations.? And
the shipping of horses from countries such as Japan
and Europe involved weeks of travel in crates on rocky
seas and on frains with varying weather. This sort of
transportation for the Olympic Games was quite an
investment during that low economic period.

Tuttle, as US Olympic dressage team captain, opined
that they had little support from the military's effort to
try this form of equestrian competition:




Itis only fair to the members of the dressage team to
state that they had very little encouragement. We were
told that we would be entered merely as a gesture of
the host nation, that they knew we had no chance of
placing and that all efforts would be confined to the
jumping and the three-day event.>
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Tuttle was truly self-taught in horse training and
dressage. And essentially everyone else in the US
Army learned dressage from him. Even the “Father
of Dressage" in the United States, USDF and Nebraska
Dressage Association founder Lowell Boomer, made
regular treks to see Tuttle and Kitts school their horses at
Fort Riley, before the Cavalry's mechanization, lack of
need for horses, and their abandonment of equestrian
pursuits.®
I claim the unique distinction of being an American
product in every sense of the word. | am not a
graduate of any foreign school of equitation or have
not received any instructions in the equitation except
at the Cavalry School, Fort Riley, Kansas. | am merely
an American horseman.— Hiram E. Tuttle *

He also had a protégé, Ltn. Robert Borg, who first
became interested in dressage after seeing Tuttle’s
performance at the 1932 Games. Tuttle recommended
Borg join the US Cavalry and in 1943 he joined Tuttle at
Fort Riley to be an instructor of advance equitation.”
Borg was a member of the 1948 London Olympic
dressage team that took a silver medal, the highest
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place in US dressage team history, and fourth in the
individual competition in London? contributing to the
team's second place finish® (this outcome was aided
by the Swedish team being disqualified for including a
non-commissioned officer on their team).3°3

Historic American ranking in 1/
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In the 1932 individual dressage competition, 10 riders
competed from France, Mexico (with one rider, and
therefore not in the team event), Sweden, and the
United States. The officials were General M. Laffont
(FRA), Colonel Sloan Doak (USA) and Count Carl Gustaf
Bonde (SWE), while the Jury of Appeal for equestrian
competition was made up of Guy V. Henry (USA),
Clarence von Rosen (SWE), and Georges Hector (FRA).»
The mix of national origins in the judging pool and the
appeal pool made for an attempt at equality in any
judging of the outcomes.

The venue was at maximum capacity of about 9000
attendees, and the viewers were enraptured, giving
every horse the benefit of silence in the arena. Awriter
forthe Los Angeles Times described the crowd's behavior
as beyond what anyone expected: "Never before in the
history of American enthusiasm has any one sporting
event so completely subdued every man, woman
and child in the grand stands. The sound of whirling
motors on motion-picture cameras pierced through
the silence sounding like the staccato of a machine gun
as each horse went through the intricate performance;
the crackle of a programme made one turn and raise a
finger as a signal for more positive silence.”*
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The competition itself included the best of the best in
Olympic dressage, including several medallists from
three previous Olympics. It also featured a controversial
decision leading to the disqualification of one of the
more famous Olympic dressage riders of that era. The
judges assign ordinals to place the competitors, with
a point total system used as a tiebreaker.>* French rider
Frangois Lesage (bronze medallist in 1924) on Taine and
the Swedish rider Bertil Sandstrom (silver medallistin
both 1920 and 1924) on Kreta, were in the first two spots,
while Tuttie and Olympicwere tied with another French
rider, Charles Marion (second in1928) on Linon, in the
ordinals. But the American pair were behind Marion
and Linonin points.®

However, the silence of the arena revealed a flaw in
Sandstrom’s performance. Both French and American
riders accused him of making clicking sounds with his
tongue to encourage his horse, Kreta. Despite his claim
totheJury of Appeal thatitwas merely squeaking sounds
from his saddle, the protest was upheld and the Swedish
pair were relegated to 10" and last place.3% Suddenly,
Marion and Linon were thrust into second place, and
Hiram Tuttle and Olympic of the fresh American team

won the bronze medal in the individual dressage
competition.

In addition to Tuttle’s bronze, the US medalled in the
team dressage competition as well. This is still the only
time the USA has had a medallistin Olympicindividual
dressage competition.3®® In fact, though only three teams
competed, that dressage team of Tuttle (on Olympic),
Alvin Moor (on Water Pat), and Isaac Kitts (on American
Lady) won the bronze medal in a very close competition
with the French (gold) and Swedish (silver) teams.»

Sandstrom is considered among the Top Dressage
Riders of All Time (No. 69, while Tuttle is ranked No.
11),* but due to this calamity he is also listed among the
most famous “cheats” by others.“# It should be noted
that disqualification in dressage competition was not
completely unheard of. Gustaf Adolf Boltenstern (SWE)
who, in the 1920 Games was initially scored second
justahead of Sandstrom, had the same fate, leading to
Sandstrom gaining the silver medal.®

Col. Tuttle's bronze medal in individual dressage
secured his place in Olympic history, and their bronze in
the team dressage event gave the Americans unexpected
accolades!

The passion of training and performing
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At a time when "the laurels of fancy horsemanship ...
rested for years with the crack cavalry units of some of
the Old World armies', Tuttle not only could ride well
and compete with those from across the seas, he could
train his mounts, as dressage required, “to perform
with the grace and precision of a dancer”.* He was a
master attraining horses from his firstassignmentin the
Army. In addition to Buster, the horse he trained while
stationed in Texas, he trained others to become show-
stoppers in their ability to perform. His amazing work
with Olympic, molding him from a lame steeplechaser




to a bronze medal mount, was just one of his training
turn arounds. While at Fort Riley, he owned and trained
three other horses in dressage and met with great
praise from millions of spectators at such events as the
National Horse Show in Madison Square Garden,* the
World Championship Rodeo in Boston Garden,*® the
Southwestern Exposition and Fat Stock Show in Fort
Worth, and Denver's National Western Stock Show. As
evidence of his nationally known skills, he even taught
a three-week course of post-graduate instruction on
how to handle a horse, at the Cincinnati Cavalry Armory
under the sponsorship of the 107" Cavalry, Ohio National
Guard.”

One year he raised $8000 from his appearances to
help cover expenses for the Olympic team.*® Tuttle
owned all of his horses, rather than using those owned
by the Army, which was very unusual at the time.*
This allowed him the freedom to train his horses as
he pleased, and to concentrate their work on the
movements of dressage alone, without the demands
placed on other cavalry horses.

Tuttle was not only a separate sort from most
cavalrymen, who enjoyed the more exciting horse sports
(unlike the quiet sport of dressage), he was also older
than his peers. At the 1932 Games he was 49, the oldest
competitor in individual dressage, while his teammates
Moore and Kitts were nine and thirteen years younger
respectively. Even Sandstrom, who had two other
Olympic Games under his belt, was five years younger at
the time.® Tuttle was also a dedicated trainer, spending
as much as two hours per day with each of his horses.

Some of Tuttle's favarite philosophical quotes:>*

Thereis no rule in horse training to which an exception

cannot be found.

The ability to train a horse is limited only by your

ability to communicate the text of the lesson to the

horse.

If there are those who labor under the impression that

horses are dumb it is because the particular horses

have been handled by dumb people.

Olympic, who stood seventeen hands and weighed
563 kg, was considered the best bargain of any
champion horse, since his purchase price was just
$1. New York writers stated he may have been worth
$15,000 after his sensational showing at the 1936
National Horse Show.% By 1939, some were speculating
the bay thoroughbred would fetch as much as $20,000-
$40,000.5

Si Murray, Tuttle's mount in dressage competition
atthe 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin, was another of
his talented horses. A chestnut gelding foaled in 1927,
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he stood sixteen hands and weighed 495kg, and was
purchased off the race track in Havana, Cuba in 1930
by Tuttle. Though this registered thoroughbred was
immediately putinto training for dressage, Tuttle did not
try to qualify him for the 1932 Games. Instead, he was the
official substitute mount for the US dressage team. His
owner described him as having “very flashy markings,
lots of quality and a tremendous amount of brilliancy
wheninaction”.”

In fact, the two were called upon to perform at the
Games to fill a vacancy in the Olympic programme,
performing in front of approximately one hundred
thousand peoples® (likely in the Coliseum during the
Opening or Closing Ceremonies, since the capacity at the
dressage competition site at the Riviera Country Club was
inthe range 0f 9000).5

Another chestnut gelding foaled in 1927, Vast, stood
sixteen hands and weighed 510kg and was purchased
by Tuttle off the track in Kansas City in November of
1933.%° Vast may have had more visibility than any of his
other horses. Lauded as “the only horse known to ever
gallop backwards and change leads at the same time"®
he earned acclaim in both Ripley’s " Believe It Or Not"
and Hick's “Strange As It Seems", cartoons depicting
unusual feats and unique animals. Within eight
months of Tuttle acquiring Vast he was ready to exhibit
him, and in two years he was exhibited in dressage in
Washington, DCusing only silk threads as reins.®
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Tuttle went on to compete on the dressage team at
the 1936 Olympics, placing 27*" on Si Murray. He was
named to be a part of the dressage team for the 1940
Games in Helsinki, which were cancelled due to war in
Europe.® He continued to train his horses at Fort Riley
until his retirement in 1944,% after which he got special
permission from the Army, at no expense to them, to
keep his horses at Fort Riley, just eight kilometres from
his home inJunction City, Kansas. He continued to work
with his horses there late into his lifetime.

Col. Tuttle died 11" November 1956 at the age of 73
and was buried at Fort Riley Cemetery with military
honours.® Nearby three of his horses, Olympic, Si Murray
and Vast, are also buried. Tuttle was inducted into the
US Dressage Hall of Fame in 2002.%¢ Soon after his death a
street in Junction City, Kansas, was named in his honor:
Tuttle Way. And in 1991, officials in Manhattan, Kansas
honoured him with a new Tuttle Park. =

Tuttle'stoastto a horse:®”

Faithful to his master.

Generous in his efforts.

Constant in his love for companionship, and
Beautiful in his physical creation ...

is mytribute to the horse.
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