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The mare of Pheidolas of Corinth was called Avra, according to the Corinthians, and although her 
jockey was thrown off at the beginning of the race, she ran straight on...and turned at the pillar; 
and, when…she heard the trumpet sound, she ran even faster, and reached the finish by the 

judges where she realized she had won the race and stopped running. The Eleans proclaimed 
Pheidolas victor and allowed him to dedicate the mare's statue.’ [Pausanias VI.13.9] 

 
 

Chapter 14. AVRA, AN UNFORGETTABLE MARE  
IN THE OLYMPIC ‘KELES’  RACING 

 
Pheidolas, who is the first known owner in the history of racing, turned embarrassment 
into glory with the aid of his mare Avra* . His sons were also top horse breeders but the 
number of their victories has not been reliably recorded. Some accounts credit them with 
two flat racing victories, but official Elean records show that their horse Lykos , who, it 
appears was Avra's colt won only at the 68th Olympia (keles race, 508 BCE). On the 
other hand, Avra's story of winning the keles without her jockey was repeated centuries 
later by Korax (raven), a Roman charioteer for the White faction. Being thrown off his 
chariot at the start of the race, Korax saw his horses cross the finish line in proper 
fashion but in the absence of a driver in AD 47, over five centuries after Pheidolas. 
 
From this touching story we can conclude that the winners of the keles race at Olympia's 
track received as much adulation as today's Kentucky Derby winners. Avra’s story 
recalls an incident of 1989, when the apprendice jockey Nate Hubbard, continued to 
hang on his horse's neck for over 100 m after his filly stumbled on the slippery ground at 
the Golden Gate racetrack in S. California. Racing in antiquity must have been just as 
exciting as it is today but the jockeys faced many more dangers than their modern 
counterparts. The speed of the horse - an important parameter of danger in racing - has 
not changed much in 2,500 years, but here the similarity ends. Anabates (jockeys) at 
Olympia’s track rode bareback with no saddles, irons, hats or boots. Virtually no safety 
equipment had yet been invented and the � eles riders, as reported by Andokides 
(Alkiviades 26) had to rely on luck. Moreover, at most Greek festivals, contests in � eles 
or � alpe were held after the tethrippon and synoris, which started at sunrise on the 
second day. By then, the dirt track of soil mixed with sand was very bumpy, churned and 
rutted after hundreds of chariot wheels had turned on it at high speed. One Greek writer 
exclaimed that, for most spectators, the greatest thrills during races were provided by 
the spills and falls of the unfortunate jockeys. He must have had Pheidolas' jockey in 
mind when offering these remarks, or he must have seen the fallen rider of Fig. 
14.1...There was in ancient Greece, just as there is today, a great dispute as to whether 
the hippika are dangerous or safe. Xenophon [Hipparchikos, 8.5.6] believed that athletes 
training for the gymnika [naked contests] faced far more difficulties and hardships than 
those training for the hippika [dressed, horse games]: Those who prepare for the naked 
contests have [to do] much more and expend greater effort than those training in 
horsemanship. By contrast, Pausanias claimed that accidents at Olympia were bound to 
happen, due to the ‘bad spirit’ of the Taraxippos, the contraption which terrified the 
horses. He notes in his Eliaka (6.20.15) that, ‘Charioteers often sacrificed and offered 
libations to its altar, beseeching the cruel Taraxippos to take pity on them’ 
 
 
*Avra : modern authors prefer to call this mare ‘Aura’. Her fantastic record of winning the 67th 
Olympic keles, and of giving birth to a colt [Lykos ] who won the same race at the 68th Olympiad 
(508 BCE) was matched only after 2,400 years when Gallant Fox, the 1930 Triple-Crown winner, 
sired the colt Omaha which won the Triple-Crown in 1935. 
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Fig 14.1. Detail of a Greek amphora, c. 420 BCE, from Southern Italy. Museum Antiker Kleinkunst, Munich. 
The body of the vase (not shown) has two lines of paintings: the Nine Muses on the top and Greek heroes 
battling with Centaurs at the bottom. The neck shown here depicts five flat racers at full left-hand gallop. All 
but one have cleared the nyssa, a white stone column visible at the far left. All but one are mounted by 
naked anabatai riding bareback as customary. The last jockey however, has fallen off his horse and clings to 
the reins with both hands desperately, his back on the public's side and his legs trailing on the dirt track. 

 
As if keles races were not hazardous enough, kalpe contests at Olympia, or anthippasia-
afippodromia in Athens, presented more serious dangers. The kalpe was a contest for 
mares in which the jockeys had to dismount in the last lap of the race, ‘finishing on foot 
while retaining hold of the reins’. In all probability, not all jockeys would have been able 
to dismount at the same time. In the last lap some would have been running while others 
were still mounted and galloping straight on them. Although holding on to the reins would 
have provided some minimal protection from being run over, the kalpe race was still 
dangerous and there can be no doubt as to why it lasted only from BCE 496 to 444, at 
least at Olympia. However, it survived in other parts of the Greek world, for example in 
Italy. The afippodromia was a variation of the kalpe (Xenophon Anabasis 4.8.28). 
Similarly, the anthippasia was a show of cavalry maneuvers and, in Xenophon’s own 
words, ‘filled the hippodrome with horses in-line, and drove out the people standing there 
and obstructing the parade (Hipparchikos 3.10-11). 
 

It is highly probable that the numerous spectators of racing contests at Olympia were 
never left disappointed. The great physicians Galen (Parva Pila, 5) and Hippocrates (On 
Airs, 22) were only too familiar with the consequences of bareback racing.  Accidents 
included injuries to the head, chest, legs, kidneys and reproductive organs, in that order. 
Galen, although not famous for his skills in horsemanship, examined enough victims to 
remark laconically, ‘to say nothing of the stumbling of horses ... which has often pitched 
riders from their mounts, instantly killing them in situ ...’ Hippocrates, the great 5th century 
physician, must have had jockeys in mind when dedicating of his Peri Arthron and 
Mokhlikos to the treatment of fractures and disarticulations. His two books contain 
lengthy discussions of the most common injuries in horse riding. A meticulously detailed 
treatise on luxations of the femoral joint occupies ten chapters.  After a close study of the 
‘classic’ methods of reduction used in treating the injuries of fallen horsemen, 
Hippocrates invented a ‘reduction apparatus’, which has made history in medicine. It 
justly bears the name the ‘Hippocratic Bench’. 
 

It should not come as a surprise that young jockeys and charioteers were usually paid 
servants. We can speculate that this might have been due, at least in part, to the fact 
that horse contests were too dangerous for timid, rich and overweight owners.  Master 
Pheidolas's anabates who rode Avra at a Peloponnesian derby in 512 BCE and Nate 
Hubbard, the apprentice jockey who rode at a Californian derby in 1989 CE, 2500 years 
later, have proved one thing: like all history, equestrian history repeats itself. 
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A number of Greek horse owners did prefer to compete by riding their own mounts or 
driving their teams of horses. After all, horse sports were a classic aristocratic pastime, 
like the ‘gentlemen riders’ or ‘gentlemen drivers’ in our days. In Greece, military leaders 
in particular, were expected to be expert horsemen.  One exceptional nobleman by the 
name of Xenophon managed not only to become a famous general but also a renowned 
horse-writer, in the history of equitation. To this day, his Peri Hippikes and Hipparchikos 
are used as reference sources in the teaching the fine art. Xenophon may have had 
Avra in mind when he described how to pick a good warhorse. 
 

Another pastime for kings and nobles was hunting on horseback. The fresco on the 
chamber of the Royal Tomb II at Aigai depicts Philip II and his son hunting lions (Fig 
14.2), and the octadrachm of another Macedonian king, Alexander I, depicts him hunting 
with his dog (Fig 14.2). Themistokles, a famous general of Athens in the 5th century 
BCE, taught his sons to ride, throw javelins on horseback (Fig. 14.3) and perform many 
other dangerous exercises. Thus, he may have been the first father-trainer in what we 
presently call ‘gymkhana’.  
 

   
 
Fig 14.2, left : Detail of the zoophoros wall painting at the freeze of Royal Tomb II at Aigai. The composition depicts a lion 
hunt by three riders, seven men on foot, and nine dogs. The central figure is a bearded man (Philip II?) dominating the 
whole scene. With his spear raised, he moves skillfully towards the lion on his left. Further to the left is a naked youth with 
a green wreath on his head, and is the only one with a face bearing definite features, i.e. large eyes with a firm gaze. This 
feature has led Prof. Andronikos to speculate that ‘…it is very likely that [the fresco] depicts Alexander ‘. Right:  Silver 
octadrachm of King Alexander I, Numismatic Museum, Athens. The coin was minted in honor of the king who is renowned 
for being the first Macedonian to participate at the stadion foot run of the 80th Olympia in 460 BCE. Although he finished 
ex-equo first, the wreath was awarded to a Thessalian runner. Here he is shown hunting on horseback with his dog 
running under the belly of the horse. The king wears a ‘kausias’ on his head and holds the reins in his right, and two 
spears in his left. His body and legs are in absolute harmony as the horse prances in perfect trot and a collected manner. 

 

              
 

Fig 14.3, left:  Attic red-figured lekythion from Eretria, c.400 BCE. National Archaeological Museum, Athens. A little known 
contest is on the body of the vase. The ‘horseback target lancing’ required riding small horses, clutching the reins in one 
hand and throwing a javelin to the target with the other. The first rider (not shown) has missed the target as his broken 
javelin is on the ground; the same or another contestant has also missed, as his javelin is stuck in the pole. He is riding off 
as another rider wearing boots and petasos controls his horse preparing to throw his javelin at the shield hung on a pole. 
His posture is not ideal as he is found on the horse’s croup and his right leg touches the thigh of his mount. Right:  
Panathenaic prize amphora from Benghazi, c. 400 BCE. London, British Museum. A different scene of ‘horseback target 
lancing, this time of two hippeis aiming the shield in full gallop. They are clad in long chitons but no boots. One has a 
petasos on his head and is ready to aim, whereas the first rider has already hit the target ‘bull’s eye’. The contest called 
for perfect synchronicity of arm movements and the rhythm of the horse, and was not held at Olympia. Introduced at the 
Panathenaia by the end of the 5th century BC� , it was official at other festivals, e.g., the Heraia at Argos, where the prizes 
were a myrtle wreath and a shield. As in every horse contest, it required fast horses like those described by Aristotle 
(Parts of Animals, 710.10: ‘the speed of <their> body, which has helped horses…’). 
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We end this chapter with the first written report of one of the most expensive racehorse-
buys ever recorded in history. The playwright Aristophanes (5th century BCE) was 
renowned for his satire. Mocking the ‘hobbies’ of the ‘spoiled Athenian youth and their 
passionate interest in being horsey’, he tells the story of Alkibiades who paid the 
exorbitant price of twelve thousand drachmae for a racehorse in 416 BCE, the year in 
which he won the tethrippon races at Olympia.  In those days such a sum was 
equivalent to at least two full years’ income. At that time, aristocrats formed a rich clan 
called ‘pentakosiomedemnoi’ (five-hundred medemnae worth), a name which revealed 
their vast incomes. To put this purchase in lay terms, the horse bought by Alkibiades 
cost the same as a herd of twelve hundred sheep, an enormous price to pay for a horse, 
even by today’s standards. 
 
 

The popular belief that participation in Olympia’s hippika contests was purely ‘amateur’ 
in nature is a naïve myth.  Even in the 5th century BCE, if one was to buy a horse of 
Olympic standard, one had to be very wealthy indeed, or a fool.  
 
In the ancient Olympiads the only ingredient of ‘amateurism’ was the olive wreath... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


