30 Years of Kirtlington Park Polo School

chool

From beginners to winners

Melissa’s passion for horses has created a 30 year career within polo
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30 Years of Kirtlington Park Polo School

n 1994, Melissa was one of the first people

to set up a polo school in England, at a time

when anyone who wanted to take up polo

needed to first buy their own horses and find
a professional player to teach them.

Melissa recalls “Many people were no doubt
teaching at the time but not in a formalised,
regulated setting. Riding school licenses were only
latterly introduced by the local government. As far
as I am aware, Peter Grace’s Ascot Park was the only
other polo school operating back then.”

At that time, Melissa was working in travel
and tourism whilst her partner, the late David
Heaton-Ellis was employed as a pro at Checkendon
Park Polo Club. Melissa started a polo school
having never actually played polo herself, “I grew
up hunting and team chasing in Berkshire and
Hampshire, but I never played polo before I'set up

the school. T have done so occasionally, just to make
\gvthc numbers during t}‘?ao years. I would

f

¢ never made any mo. I had played myself!”

&

Stowe School competing in The Copenhagen Cup at
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Melissa opened a newspaper one morning and
read an article about Kerry Packer playing with
Prince Charles, which made her think that if people
could go to riding schools, then why were there no
polo schools available to them?

When David was offered the job of Polo
Manager at Kirtlington Park Polo Club (KPPC)
for the 1994 summer season, he took it on the
condition that Melissa could open a polo school at
the Club, “When I set it up I didn’t think that it
would last six months and I checked that I could
get my job back at the airline. It was a leap of faith.”

Kirtlington Park Polo School opened for
business in April 1994, adopting as its motto ‘From
beginners to winners.” The school consisted of just
five, senior ponies, donated by Club membe -
bank loan of £5,000 bought yard equipm
the oﬁtion lacked even a wheelbarr¢

Despite Melissa’s misgivings, he
Manager was optimistic, “He sug
ouifledgling business into a cg
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Forbes Magazine that same year. To my amazement,
we were awarded the Forbes Young Entreprencur
Award for 1994.” The publicity from this led to
a stream of City clients coming for polo lessons
at Kirtlington. Melissa and David also drove to
London to hand out polo school leaflets at the
Stock Exchange, attracting more would-be players.
“David always told me never to say ‘no’ to
business, when we started out,” Melissa recalls.
“This stood me in great stead over the next 30 years,
but I still remember moments of utter panic as a
result, such as the time he promised to provide 20
chukkas at just one day’s notice!”
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Melissa next introduced Summerfields and
Bruern Abbey to polo and the sport became part
of their curricula. Kirtlington Park Polo School
(KPPs) ponies now travel around the country
for the schools polo events. KPPS brought many
hundreds of children and adults into polo, renting
hirelings to them when they became members of
KPPC, “At least sixty people who started at KPPS
went on to join the Club, a perfect stepping stone.”

Many current professional players first learned
to play at KPPS, including Jamie Peel and Oxford
Polo’s David Ashby and Hector Worsley. Other
beginners also typified KPPS ‘Beginners to winners’
motto and went on to become high goal patrons.
The first of these was the late Paul Castle, “He
was determined to play high-goal polo within
ayear of getting on a horse for the first time,”
Melissa explains. “Poor Paul fell off more often
than he stayed on during his first lesson, but his
determination was astounding, and he achieved his
aim with his own team, Metropolitan.”

Cadenza patron Tony Pidgley also took his
first polo lessons at KPPS, Melissa’s ability to help
new patrons slip seamlessly and enjoyably into the
world of polo has been appreciated over the years.
Barefoot Polo patron Fraser Jones commented,
“Melissa goes way above and beyond just providing
fantastic ponies. She looked after me and made sure
I had the right equipment, knew what I was doing
and helped me find a suitable team. Enjoyment of
her immaculately turned out ponies and the sport
was always a priority and without Melissa, I would
never have had the confidence to take part in polo
nor to progress.”

As well as teaching polo, Melissa also started
breeding polo ponies and organising polo holidays
worldwide, continuing both of these activities 30
years down the line.

In 2024, Melissa has a minimum of 20 ponies
in her polo school at any given time. At a time when
economic pressure is bearing down hard on everyone
in polo and polo schools in particular, she still
prioritises pony welfare. “My ponies do one lesson
or two chukkas daily; never more. I have to credit
the HPA for their improvements in welfare and
in regulation around teaching polo and hiring out
ponies. Sadly, there are some that still seem to slip
through the net and some new players are lured into
going to unlicensed coaches, or hirers or playing on
uninsured grounds. However, the flipside of better
regulation of commercial polo activities s, of course,
the rise in red tape and administration. We all want to
be out with our horses but the reality is that every year
there are more restrictions, legislation and insurance
premiums increase. Local councils issue riding school
licences to polo schools, but they unfortunately have a
lack of understanding of the sport.”

The need to increase prices seems set to be a
challenge for most polo schools in 2024. Is it hard
to get clients to understand the costs involved in
keeping horses for a polo school or at livery? “The first
veterinary bill can come as quite a shock to a pony
owner. I am also occasionally asked to justify the price
of alesson and I explain that even a set of shoes for one
pony costs £90 and is one of many other costs entailed
in keeping healthy ponies in work for the school. There
is no doubt whatsoever that costs in keeping polo ponies
are highest in the UK.

She makes a point of setting out the costs
involved in taking up polo to the client at the outset.
“If you have £100, then you can have a polo lesson.
But if you have a spare million, then we can spend
that too!”

It must be a nightmare to work out the correct
numbers of horses to keep in work in a polo school; in
order to meet demand and yet not end up with some
kicking their heels in the corral or stables? “Some
schools pay half a term’s fees in advance as their
bursars are kind enough to understand that I need
paying promptly in order to meet my own costs and
maintain quality standards”

Returning to the subject of schools lessons,
Melissa explains that “You don’t know until the
children turn up and ride in the first lesson of the
term, whether you need to have more beginner ponies
or ones for better riders in work that term! Hence, 1
go to every polo lesson myself, in order to work out
the best fit for ponies and students alike”

Some instructors find it hard to understand that
adult patrons are reluctant to spend time learning to
ride, but Melissa disagrees with this assertion; “I find
it harder to get my instructors to focus on riding!
Because they have ridden all their lives, they often
assume that people can get straight on to a horse and
hit the ball. I prefer to start the riding before they
have a mallet in their hands, which is safer. If a client
comes back and is keen to take up polo, then you
have to work on the riding as well. Most people do
want to learn everything when they come for a lesson.
Teaching is so rewarding, to see children and adults
alike who have never ridden go out and hit a ball.”
However, Melissa believes that adults and children
gain different benefits from taking up polo, “Adults
who come to learn polo have generally been successful
doing something else in their lives already. So, for
them, polo represents both a challenge and a release
from everyday tensions. They appreciate being out in
the countryside and mastering both an addictive ball
sport and riding. Whereas children are able to connect
with an animal; often for the first time in their lives. I
want them to learn compassion for their ponies and I
never let anyone sit down hard in the saddle without
pointing out where the animal’s kidneys are, under the
back of the saddle. It’s all part of a polo lesson: play as
a team, respect the pony, loosen the girth when you
get off and thank the groom!”

Melissa’s instructors still teach students from
Stowe School, which currently boasts the highest
handicapped schools polo teams. Headmaster Dr
Anthony Wallersteiner recognises the role played by
KPPS in the school’s successes. “Melissa Wadley has
looked after Polo at Stowe for more than twenty years
and, in that time Stowe has won the SUPA National
School Polo Championships and successfully taken

part in national and international competitions.
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The ponies are always matched to players’ abilities,
instructors are chosen for their expertise and skill
in bringing out the best in each and every player,
and costs are carefully managed. Melissa and her
team promote the enjoyment of polo for all and
embody the Kirtlington Park Polo School motto of
‘From Beginners to Winners. Generations of Stoics
have gone on to become professional polo players
because of KPPSs inspiring coaching and care for
the individual. “

For Melissa personally, the star players are not
the be all and the end all. “Schools polo players are
often patrons in their own right and play at a high
level outside school; they are amazing players and
they will always play polo.”

Newcomers are just as important at KPPS,
“Daisy was a tiny little girl from one of the schools
I taught polo for the first time last year. Privately, I
thought that she would never play, since she could
not ride and wasn’t strong physically either. But
she loves polo so much and is so determined, to the
extent that she should be able to play for her school
in a team at SUPA Nationals year. Last Autumn,
aboy from Bruern Abbey told me that he could
only trot, when he came for his first lesson. I gave
him my super Criollo gelding: Macchiato, who
took the boy gently but firmly to the ball in canter.
He hit the ball and asked me had he cantered? He
could not believe what he had achieved and ended
up with the biggest grin on his face. Again, last
summer, another girl had to take time off sport
due to a medical procedure but told me that she
had especially asked her surgeon if she might come
and stick and ball because ‘polo is her therapy” For
me, these boys and girls will always be the most
rewarding for me.”

In the wet, muddy depths of a winter like the
past one, surely Melissa sometimes wishes that
her lifestyle choices had involved staying in a nice,

warm airport?

“Yes, of course, I occasionally wish that I had an

office job during winter. I do love the travelling and
the opportunity was more frequent in my pre-polo
job, plus only having to put up with tricky people
for a brief period and for once only in my life! But I
would only be working really hard and desperate to
get back outside to the horses! This is a way of life;
not a job and it’s the way of life I grew up with.

Breeding horses was another part of Melissa’s
carly life. She now usually keeps her homebreds
and uses them in the polo school, rather than
selling them on, “I won't give away the secret of
my horse breeding to anyone, but my aim is to
produce a well-rounded, well-mannered horse
with an excellent temperament and a good
confirmation. My Uruguayan husband, José is a
huge strength in the business and is so calm and
quiet with the horses, his talent of breaking them
is a complementary component to our team cthos.
They can then go on into any sphere of riding. If
I can do this, I feel that I have done my job: like
bringing up a child well! And of course, my saying
this, is an indication that the horses are my family
and come first for me always.”

Would Melissa advise other young people to
follow a career teaching polo or breeding ponies?
“No - don’t do it! Seriously, it will be harder work
than you expected and you have got to love it and
be utterly dedicated.

That said, she is still sanguine about her future
in polo, “I always look forward to another season at
Kirtlington Park with my beloved dogs, which I am
never without, it is such a lovely place to work and
live with a real community feeling. I am so lucky
to have the support of the Budgett family over
the years and my landlord, Charlic Budgett, who
has purpose built me a new barn within walking
distance of the exercise track and polo grounds. My
ambitions for the polo school this coming summer

2024 and beyond is/]ust to be surrounded by good
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KPPS ponies in action (blue)
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people; nice clients, parents and children alike.

KPPS is the catalyst: some players will stay at this

level whilst others move on. I recently met up with
some former Stowe students, now aged 35 and
working in London. They said that playing polo

here at Kirtlington was the happiest time of their

lives and they would do anything to go back to

those days again. Carpe Diem.”
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