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ANDREW NICHOLSON

The 2017 Badminton 
winner talks to Catherine 
Austen about the fairytale 
ending to his comeback 
from injury, and why he  
at last had the edge after  
33 years of trying

Andrew Nicholson relaxes at 
home aboard his Badminton 
winner Nereo, a horse who 
gives his rider ‘his heart,  
his mind and his body’

At home with 
Andrew Nicholson 

W HEN Andrew Nicholson 
looks back at Badminton 
2017 in years to come, 
what will he remember?

“The feeling I got from 
the other riders straight after I won,” he says 
immediately. “You often get people saying, 
‘Well done, you deserve it’, then they walk off 
and you think, ‘Oh yeah…’ But this felt like they 
really meant it.”

We are sitting in his kitchen at Westwood 
Stud in Lockeridge, near Marlborough in 
Wiltshire. His wife, Wiggy, is cooking supper 
and their children, Lily, 12, and Zach, eight, 
are playing with the dog on the lawn. Nereo, 
the bravest, toughest of horses whom, Andrew 
says, gives his rider “his heart, his mind and his 
body” in the start-box, is gazing peacefully out 
of his stable window. The Badminton trophy is 
on the table between us.

Andrew has been taken aback by the 
reaction to that landmark victory last month.

“All sorts of people of all ages have come 
up to me at events, fence judges when I’m 
walking the course, that sort of thing, telling 
me how pleased they were, and they’ve got 
tears coming down! It’s touching and it feels 
very sincere. I’ve never had that, not even when 
I won Burghley for the third time on Avebury.

“Somehow, it’s totally different. The farmer 
next door knows nothing about horses but 
he knows I won Badminton. It must be like 
Wimbledon — I don’t watch tennis, but I know 
who’s won Wimbledon.”

THE reason, of course, that the win 
resonates so much is that it isn’t just 
a “man wins big event on horse” story. 

It’s a fairytale ending to one of the most 
remarkable sporting comebacks in history.

After all, if the law of averages was applied, 
Andrew should be in a wheelchair. Only luck, 
his own exceptional base fitness and the skill  
of his surgeon, Jeremy Reynolds, meant that  
he defied overwhelming odds — 98% of  
people with the same neck injury as the one  
he incurred at Gatcombe in 2015 would have 
been paralysed.

was in third or fourth place, and he hadn’t had 
a rail down for two years — and the smallest 
event he had done in those two years was an 
advanced. So I thought, ‘I’ll just go in there, 
lollop around clear and watch the others have 
one down’. I had the first two fences down. I 
was too casual.

“And Lord Killinghurst led the dressage in 
2005, but I was last to go and got quite a few 
time-faults in the mud across country. That let 
William Fox-Pitt move ahead on Tamarillo.”

Why, then, was he “good enough” this year?
“Nereo was working very well. I went  

there this time feeling I had a better chance 
than most people, as long as I didn’t blow  
it,” he says.

Nereo’s test at Badminton this year was 
good but, with a mark of 38, a little way off 
his personal best at four-star of 35.2. Andrew 
was happy, however: “I wanted as good a score 
as I could get, but I didn’t really want to be in 
the lead. I’ve been in front after dressage at 
Badminton twice and not won.”

Team Nicholson: Andrew 
with his children Zach, 
eight, and Lily, 12, and 
wife Wiggy

No plans to retire: Andrew with 
one of his future prospects, 
Zacarias, by Meneusekal

Mr Reynolds was at Badminton to witness 
his patient’s triumph.

“He camped for the weekend with his 
daughters. A top-class surgeon, camping in  
a field! I was very, very pleased he came.  
The man’s a genius and what he and his team 
did for me… I thought I would never be able  
to do anything to make him feel proud and 
there he was at the bitter end, crying like 
everyone else!”

A much-repeated fact at Badminton was 
that it had taken Andrew 37 goes, starting in 
1984, to win.

“They all forget about the times I didn’t  
get round — those were just the completions,” 
he laughs.

So, go on then, why hasn’t he won it before?
“I haven’t been good enough,” he replies 

with a straight bat. “There were a few times I 
should have won it on Nereo but lost it in the 
showjumping — not just in 2015 [when he 
led going into the final phase but had three 
fences down], but in 2011, for example. He 
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Andrew and the Germans
GERMAN chef d’équipe Hans Melzer 
approached Andrew in March, asking him 
if he would be interested in walking the 
cross-country with the German riders at big 
events, and possibly doing some training 
clinics at the start of the year. 

“I told him I’d be very interested,” Andrew 
says. “I was a little unsure about the training 
bit of it. They do very well already, so to have 
someone come along at the beginning of the 
season and give their two pennies’ worth…

“So he spoke to his bosses and came 
back to me and said they thought it would 
be a good idea to do the course walks and 
then, as the year goes along, possibly some 
coaching with the younger riders.”

Badminton was the first course he walked 
with the Germans.

“Michael [Jung] was the first to turn 

up, 10 minutes early. I’d seen him the night 
before and asked him if he was going to 
come. He looked at me like I was stupid and 
said, ‘Why wouldn’t I?’

“All I do is to say what I see as the 
problem with each jump and what I’m going 
to do at it. Hans said to me on Thursday 
night that the riders really enjoyed it and 
found it very helpful, then on Saturday 
morning he assured me that they were going 
to watch Qwanza [the first of Andrew’s two 
rides] to make sure I was telling the truth!

“There were two places that Michael was 
going to do something totally different to 
me, which was fine. But in the end, he took 
the same route as I did at both of them.”

Andrew’s next “gig” with the Germans 
is Luhmühlen, and it is a relationship that 
seems likely only to become stronger.

After his own early cross-country round on 
Qwanza — clear with 8.8 time-faults — gave 
him the measure of the course, he didn’t watch 
any others. But “team Nicholson” has replaced 
“Team New Zealand” these days — Lily and 
Zach kept careful and precise watch on what 
everyone else was doing, and fed back relevant 
details, such as Ingrid Klimke’s initial 11 
penalties for breaking a frangible pin, which 
was quickly rescinded.

“They take it very seriously,” Andrew 
says with a smile. “They may only be young, 
but they get it right! Nicky Salmon [one of 
Andrew’s owners and an FEI steward] told 
me that while I was going across country, Zach 
was pacing up and down outside the riders’ 
tent. He couldn’t bear to watch the screen 
or listen to the commentary. Not because he 
was frightened I was going to fall off and hurt 
myself, but because he was frightened I was 
going to cock up, get time-faults and not go 
into the lead. So I got a grilling for my time-
faults, until I told him the plan.”

The plan was, as Andrew revealed after his 
round, not to take the lead, which he could 
have done if he had made the time — not quite.

“I knew when I was warming up that 
[dressage leader] Chris Burton had had 20 
penalties, and I knew what Michael Jung’s and 
Ingrid’s times were.

“At Burghley last year, I had a few more 
time-faults on Nereo than I wanted, because 
it was raining and I couldn’t wear my glasses, 
so I had to go that bit slower. But he felt very 
good in the showjumping at Burghley and so 
at Badminton I thought, ‘If I don’t use him up 
too much at the end of the course and sacrifice 
a few time-penalties, I can keep close enough 
to Michael and Ingrid. Then if I jump a clear, 
they will have to do the same — and it is much 
harder to jump clear when you really have to’.

“I knew where I was on the clock — you 
don’t try to be clever and slow down, because 
that’s always a disaster; they think they 

are finishing. I was just trying to keep him 
contained and not push him to stretch and 
take big jumps towards the end of the track.

“And he looked superb when we trotted him 
up that evening — very sound and not at all 
stiff. I felt I was in a good place.”

STEVEN SMITH, who is married to a 
friend of Wiggy’s, has helped Andrew 
with his showjumping since last year, 

and Andrew says he is the best person in the 
warm-up — in which timing is key and horse 
and rider’s confidence is paramount — he has 
ever come across.

“Nereo warmed up very well. I’m quite 
sure that not being so aggressive on him at the 
end of the course helped. When you’ve got a 
horse that’s so brave and you keep pushing it 
into fences to save a second, save a second… 
Next day, when you expect it to back up and 
sit up on its hindlegs for the showjumping, 
the moment you put your leg on, it obediently 
shoots forward.”

Nereo jumped a beautiful clear with one 
time-fault, leaving Ingrid and Michael no room 
for manoeuvre. Did Andrew, deep down, think 
he had clinched it then?

“I did. Secretly, I thought, ‘If I don’t win this 
time, I never will.’”

Steven had told Andrew that the water 
tray would be the bogey fence, and he was 
right — both Michael and Ingrid had it down. 
Andrew’s ambitious but utterly logical plan 
came to fruition.

Does Andrew now, not quite two years after 
his fall, feel he is riding in the same way as he 
was before it?

“I ride very differently,” he says. “I’m 
nowhere near as strong as I was — and I 
think I am riding better. Previously, when I 
touched the reins, the horses stopped. Now 
I’m nowhere near as strong with my legs and 
nowhere as strong in my arms and upper  
body, but it’s balanced out still. 

“Before, I needed to be strong in my arms 
and hands because I was very strong in my 
legs. It’s like in a car. If you have a heavy foot 
on the accelerator, you need another one on the 
brake, whereas if you’re not putting as much 
gas on, you don’t need as much on the brake. 
The horses are more comfortable now.”

And so the caravans roll on. Andrew has no 
plans to retire; why would he? He is at the very 
top of his game. H&H

‘The farmer next 
door knows nothing 

about horses but 
he knows I won 

Badminton. It must 
be like Wimbledon — 
I don’t watch tennis, 

but I know who’s won 
Wimbledon’

Andrew at home 
with Swallow 
Springs and 
Byrnesgrove  
First Diamond
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