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Since the British Museum’s exquisite Silk Road exhibition in late 2024, there has been 
a welcome surge of interest in non-European history and archaeology. Better late 
than never, I suppose, for the West to recognise the sheer cultural and material 
impact of the vast and complex trade networks across Eurasia and Asia. 

If you attended the exhibition, you will remember the evocative equine imagery 
and portable art: the powerful, cob-like ceramic horse—possibly inspired by 
Emperor Taizong’s favourite mount, Saluzi; the practical and pretty Steppe 
horsewoman, cradling a small dog, wearing woollen chaps and coats of shahtoosh 
and cashmere; and mounted Buddhas on what resemble knabstruppers. 

Chaffetz’s rollicking good read is the perfect dessert to that visual feast, offering 
a sweeping panorama of how horses shaped the rise and reach of empires—complete 
with a cast of thousands. Some of them are even horses. 

This is not an “academic” book, but it is as smart as a whip. Chaffetz writes 
engagingly, often with flashes of humour as dry as the Gobi. Frankly, much of 
academia could take a page from his book—he keeps the reader’s attention 
admirably. He sets the stage for the co-evolution of horse and rider across the “plains 
of Heaven,” stretching from Asia to the Danube Valley. His descriptions of modern 
cairns containing horse skulls in Mongolia are strangely reminiscent of pan-European 
horse sacrifice in later prehistory. 

Let us address the weakest point upfront: the first chapter. It covers the Bronze 
Age but sits uncomfortably between history and archaeology—disciplines currently 
in flux where early domestication is concerned. As an archaeologist specialising in 
ancient equines, I was relieved that Chaffetz mostly sticks close to established 
historical narratives, rather than wading too deeply into murky academic debates 
(here be dragons). That said, there are a few breathless moments—mentions of 
“horses, heroes, and chariots”—that veer toward Hollywood rather than reflecting 
the nuanced and not-yet-fully-understood techno-social transformations of the 
period. 

The horse-centric Sintashta and Yamnaya Indo-European cultures have been 
recently co-opted by political pseudo-archaeology and invoking legendary heroes 
whose tales were told centuries later may not be the most responsible interpretive 
choice. Statements such as “by 1200 BCE, horses became faster, fiercer, and 
stronger” go unexplained—how, exactly? If Kikkuli, the Hittite horse trainer of the 
fourteenth century BCE, was using a form of modern interval training, then surely 
selective breeding was already in play. Elites have always sought bigger and better 
animals as status symbols. 
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From there, we are taken on a whirlwind tour: Scythians, Medes, Persians, a brief 
but delightful diversion into the invention of chess (with rooks as chariots and 
bishops as elephants), before leaping into the diplomatic courts of fifth-century BCE 
India. We do not linger long, however—Chaffetz whisks us off to 200 BCE China, 
where conflict with the Dog Rong pastoralists and the highly mobile Huns highlights 
how horses helped shape not just warfare but landscapes themselves. After all, more 
horses demand more grazing land. 

From this point, the book hits its confident stride—a sweeping saga worthy of 
G.R.R. Martin, except real, which makes it somewhat better. Chaffetz moves deftly 
among the early medieval empires of China, India, and the ever-unpredictable Steppe 
nomads, whose borderless “empire of grass” was as fluid as the wild herds they 
followed. Familiar names emerge—Tamerlane, Attila, Genghis Khan (who famously 
prioritised his horses on campaign). It is hard to imagine any of them becoming 
legends without literal horsepower. This is clearly the story Chaffetz was born to tell, 
and he tells it with verve and passion. 

So—should you buy and read this book? Absolutely, especially if you are 
interested in horses, empires, and the transmission of ideas and technologies. It is 
not an academic tome, but it is impressively intelligent. Yes, the early chapters are a 
bit bumpy—like getting used to a new pony—but if you are looking for a beach read 
or a rainy-day escape to distant places and times, and still come out smarter than you 
started, then this is your summer book. Chances are, you will return to it. It is fun. It 
is vivid. At times, it is so immersive you will smell the saddle leather and hear the 
jangle of bridle decorations. 

A welcome addition to any bookshelf. 
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