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      Preface

     
      
      Books like this usually navigate a thin line between advice and entertainment, so those of you looking for a ‘how to’ manual
         should walk away now. Never mind the obvious evidence that such efforts are mostly churned out by those whose advice should
         only be sought on how to fleece the gullible, it’s also dangerous to expect expertise on anything where overwhelming evidence
         to the contrary is provided daily. As a racing correspondent on a national newspaper, the obvious deduction to be gained from
         providing tips on the horses is that if they were any good, I wouldn’t have to provide them in the first place. It is J.P.
         McManus, and not yours truly, who is sitting in his own hotel in Barbados, having individually peeled grapes dropped into his expensively dentined maw by platoons of dusky locals so beautiful they make the wondrous Merlene
         Ottey look like she’s let herself go. Or at least, that’s what I dream is happening. One thing I am willing to bet on, however,
         is that racing’s most famous gambler was in school the last time he found himself dispensing tips, and primary school at that.
      

      
      As for any entertainment quotient, the quips that dipped and swooped like swallows in a heat wave when this idea was being
         pitched to the publisher, sound a hell of a lot more glacial now that they face the arctic vastness of the blank page. Einstein
         joked that the secret of creativity is to know how to hide your sources: mine are so well hidden that I’ve forgotten where
         to start looking.
      

      
      Instead, it has become increasingly obvious the underlying pulse of this book is confessional. Sure enough, where there is
         a confession to be told, there is also a good measure of guilt to be heaved overboard. And where there’s guilt, there is usually
         a crime. I don’t believe that making a living from tipping horses is a criminal offence – although there have been occasions
         when disgruntled punters have advised that a cell would be too good for me. Indeed, on one memorable occasion during Listowel
         race week, a saintly looking old lady transformed into a wrinkly Bodacea when informed of who she was talking to, and loudly
         proclaimed that I couldn’t tip shit out of a bucket.
      

      
      But absolving oneself of a criminal impulse is no sop to a guilty conscience. Making a living from your hobby is a privilege
         accorded to a very tiny minority. The least those of us who have selfishly squeezed fate’s lucky glands dry can do is to take our good fortune seriously. And yet, for some time, there has been no getting away from the gnawing realisation
         that that particular side of the bargain is being let down.
      

      
      Not in any professional way. Covering the horses, like any other form of journalism, demands the appropriate number of words
         being delivered on time to the correct place. To say there is a skill needed to do this is to fairly baste oneself in buttery
         self-regard. It’s more a temperament thing, or maybe at best, a craft. But it is also blindingly obvious we are not talking
         about Heisenberg’s breakthrough in matrix mechanics here.
      

      
      All of which is not to say that just anyone can do it. The world is full of millions of sporting fanatics who have sublimated
         so much useless information that they can tell you who played right-back on the Andorran soccer team that played Upper Volta
         in the 1962 Who Gives A Crap Cup. In comparison, racing inhabits its own peculiar little cosmos where fans are pulled remorselessly
         towards its throbbing heartbeat, while those who hate it would rather be banished to the farthest extremities of non-gravitational
         hell. There is no middle ground with the gee-gees. It’s either love or hate, with no comfortable refuge for the crucial remote-control
         punching, floating viewer.
      

      
      That is good news for those of us sufficiently familiar with the language and mores of the game to at least give the impression
         of competence. If, in addition, you are capable of stringing some sentences together, then a sort of journalistic nirvana
         is achieved, whereby the hack is largely left alone and the boys back in editorial base can concentrate on what really matters,
         like Wayne Rooney’s big toe.
      

      
      However, familiarity is able to smuggle, if not contempt, then at least a deep and comfortable rut into any heaven. And often the only way out is with a defiant gesture.
      

      
      Sir Peter O’Sulleven, the legendary BBC commentator, believes passionately that every racing journalist has to bet. There
         is no other way to engage with the reader, he believes. If the hack can’t be bothered to back his opinion, then why should
         punters? O’Sulleven, who in the 1950s formed a legendary partnership with Clive Graham in the Daily Express, also likes to
         pose a question to his colleagues.
      

      
      ‘Given the choice, what would you rather: tip a big-priced winner of a big race, or a great story?’

      
      O’Sulleven always says the tip is the thing. I would go for the story every time. Maybe that’s training or inclination – or
         both. But it’s increasingly feeling like a cop-out. Professional detachment is one thing: deliberate distance is another.
         Sure, I like a flutter but I can’t remember the last time it mattered enough to get my palms sweaty. There is also the rather
         obvious dilemma of putting so-called expertise out there to the general public and then not being prepared to back it up with
         cash. What kind of ‘expert’ doesn’t follow his own advice?
      

      
      It’s time to at least try and do that with my [image: image]5,000 and maybe even make it pay. After all, there are betting beasts out there that manage to make money out of their gambling,
         although they are increasingly being captured for conservation purposes.
      

      
      The cliché about never meeting a poor bookie has burrowed its way into the public consciousness like a prurient tick, but
         that doesn’t mean it is enshrined in some gambling law that our horse-loving politicians have slipped through parliament. John McCririck, for instance, is a former bookie who couldn’t make it pay. So there must at least be some chance
         of turning a profit from betting, and a chance is all anyone can ask for.
      

      
      It’s not as if I haven’t had times in the past when my eye, and luck and whatever punting fates there are in the sky, had
         merged for long enough to come off in a big way. There was that silly little [image: image]5 double on the Irish Guineas a few years ago: the horses were 33–1 and 20–1 and it paid up over [image: image]3,500. Or when Dermot Weld gave the nod on the morning of the 1993 Melbourne Cup that Vintage Crop was on the verge of history
         and those Aussie bookies were so generous with their 20–1.
      

      
      It isn’t like I’m starting from scratch. I know people in the game. I hear information many punters would kill for. Why can’t
         it pay off?
      

      
      The flat season is just about to start, running from March to early November. The timing is ideal. At the very least, it means
         not having to deal with valuable investments falling on their arses at the last fence. During the summer, there is racing
         every day in Ireland and an absolute deluge available from around the world to fill in any gap, more than enough material
         to see if it’s possible to make betting the horses come up aces.
      

      
      As for the basic idea for this project, I want to acknowledge two young schoolboys I overheard on the Luas one day doing their
         maths homework. One kept saying to his pal – ‘Just add a zero. How hard can that be?’
      

      
      It would be nice to say they ignited a little passion in a middle-aged man but, since that would be to risk a visit from the
         police and a platoon of tabloid reporters, let’s just leave it
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      Sammy the Snake
and the ‘Big L’


      
      25 March 2007

      
      A strange yellow object hovers over the Curragh. At times, it even produces some heat, which prevents the rest of us dismissing
         the sun-worshipers as heretics and torching their pagan carcasses over a spit to create some warmth. It is all remarkably
         pleasant, which has the more sceptical checking their diaries.
      

      
      The opening day of the flat is not supposed to be like this. Usually, Irish racing’s headquarters greets the ‘summer game’
         with the sort of weather that normally parks down at the Falkland Islands and makes a once-a-year vacation north just to remind itself of how wonderful the scenery is back home. Ireland is a cold spot in March anyway, but nowhere can seem more
         miserable than the flat plain of the Curragh. When those northerlies blow, only a few thousand morose sheep relentlessly tearing
         at Kildare’s bald, green pate are reckless enough to venture out: the sheep, and a few thousand racegoers determined to welcome
         in racing’s very own changing of the seasons.
      

      
      It’s only nine days since Cheltenham, the pinnacle of the winter game, finished up. In a couple of weeks’ time the English
         and Irish Grand Nationals will be run and Punchestown is waiting at the end of April. Sandwiched in between all these determinedly
         raucous dates is today: flat racing’s first faltering steps to try and re-establish its more cerebral hold over the public
         imagination. Come the Derby in June, it will have done so, but on Day One, having to switch focus can feel like a duty, like
         when you are a kid at a wedding and despatched to look after the younger cousins.
      

      
      Except it is different today, the start of the most noble experiment since Newton wondered why he liked the colour red so
         much – or something like it anyway. Lying ahead are seven months when it will be established if [image: image]5,000 can be turned into [image: image]50,000 – adding a zero.
      

      
      Ignoring the cries of a wife and two children, as any good scientist would, the fund – or ‘tank’ as it is known in betting
         circles – has been created by also ignoring the creaking demands of an eight-year-old car to receive the scrapyard’s final
         merciful bullet. All it has to do is keep going for another little while, then we’ll be able to afford it a wonderful retirement
         in its own little paddock where it can happily rust into oblivion. As for the kids, their own shots will also just have to wait. Nothing can dampen this optimism. It surely can’t
         be a coincidence that the sun is shining, this is fate, a sunny start to a bright future.
      

      
      Some familiar faces start to appear. Michael Kinane walks quietly by and makes for the ancient jockeys’ room that has been
         his office and spiritual home for over thirty years. Like most of the top riders, he has spent much of the winter in Dubai,
         fighting the never-ending battle against his own body weight. He looks well on it, though. Tanned and fit. That famously tough
         forty-seven-year-old face, perched on top of a schoolboy body, is even relaxed enough to offer some quiet greetings. Back
         again for another season – how enthusiastic is that?
      

      
      Kinane isn’t alone. Crushing disappointment may be only one race away but right now, anything is possible. For the owner,
         that six-figure purchase who steadfastly refuses to approach a decent speed on the home gallops might just be saving his best
         for the track, an equine Socrates able to ponder the philosophical percentages of when to sweat and when to just, simply chill.
         There isn’t a trainer alive willing to give up the ghost as long as there is at least one well-bred two-year-old that hasn’t
         galloped and revealed his talent yet. And as for jockeys, well, they’re a separate breed again, blessed by nature with the
         lack of stature needed for their unique occupation and cursed by the scales to a carbohydrate-free existence of fresh air
         and little else.
      

      
      It’s almost five months since a flat race has been run in Ireland. Some of the horses have run over hurdles during the winter
         but most haven’t, and so the usual tortuous attempts to link and compare form lines is redundant. One horse might be clearly superior to the opposition on last year’s form but, if
         he has eaten like a hungry grizzly during the winter, he might not be able to get his legs around his gut. The result is that
         everyone is going around the place, trying to find out which horses are ready to run for their lives and which of them couldn’t
         run for a bus. It is particularly true of those beasties that are having their first ever racecourse starts. They are the
         real dreamboats, never mind that most of them will end up breathlessly chasing mere adequacy. For the moment, they are all
         Nijinsky incarnate – and one in particular might just be. That’s why at least one punter is already displaying the sort of
         smug satisfaction Sylvester the Cat will have if he ever does finally tuck into Tweety Bird.
      

      
      The word on this miracle of equine design didn’t come from just anywhere. This was no second-hand whisper from a wiry drunk
         in a Kildare pub. In fact, as tips go, it was snobbish enough to have been conceived and hatched by the Mrs Chairmen of every
         rugby club in Cork city.
      

      
      The Moyglare Dinner is an annual pre-Christmas bash at the K-Club where the great and the good accumulate to pat racing on
         the back and reassure it of its rightful place at the centre of the universe. Some of the racing media are brought along too,
         in the same way that brown bread is used for a little roughage with some of the very luxurious pâté. Normally, it is a rather
         worthy and dull exercise but last time was different. The table draw put Kevin Prendergast in the next-door stall and in the
         process changed an otherwise predictable evening into a mini-tutorial in the ways of the horse.
      

      
      Prendergast is seventy-four, looks twenty years younger and has the sort of brio usually found only in Frenchmen living next to a brothel. Training racehorses has been his life, it’s
         been bred into him and is still a source of fascination. That much is obvious in the way he tells a yarn; and he has plenty
         of those, most of them libellous but all the funnier for their flamboyant lack of propriety. There is a tolerance there too,
         and even his audience’s guffaws and increasingly bleary eyed demands for more didn’t send him sprinting for the cloakroom.
      

      
      Towards the end, however, he leant conspiratorially across and, sotto voce, advised about a filly so talented she deserved
         the ultimate accolade from a professional horseman – ‘This is a fucking machine.’ That was enough to prompt me to come up
         for a breath of sober air.
      

      
      ‘What’s her name?’

      
      ‘Reggie, something,’ he said. ‘But she’s out of Rebelline. Belongs to the O’Reillys. She’s had a few little problems. We couldn’t
         run her at two. But they won’t see which way she goes when we do get her out. Just you wait.’
      

      
      And there was a delay, of sorts, until getting home when a full-scale search of every racing website and publication revealed
         that Rebelline’s daughter is called Regalline. Already the picture of her sprinting clear on her first start to win at 10–1
         was forming. Kevin would welcome her back to the winner’s enclosure and slyly wink over at the chortling hack busy trousering
         a five-figure sum just as Sir Tony, Mr Bean himself, arrives in, demanding why nobody had told him to back it. Through a cold
         winter, the idea was enough to warm more than a few cockles. Now that the day had finally come, there were enough cockles
         roasting to send any concept of doubt shrivelling into oblivion.
      

      
      
      Regalline is due to run in the second race, the six-furlong maiden. Twenty-five three-year-olds are lining up. Twelve of them
         have never run before. Regalline might not end up at 10–1 but there should still be some kind of decent price around. It is
         in such exploratory form that the bookmaker’s ring in front of the stands gets a visitor just as the runners for the first
         race begin to canter past to the start.
      

      
      Racecourse bookies are a curious breed, but no longer in the sense of the clichéd popular perception. In Britain, it is almost
         a breach of the trade descriptions act if bookmakers aren’t either roguish Terry Thomas-type hustlers or homicidal maniacs
         who’ll be after your thumbs with a pliers if you don’t cough up. There are a few in the ring in Ireland who are playing out
         their lives in a movie in their head – all pin-striped suits and slicked back hair, bling jangling on their wrists – but most
         could be businessmen in the city if you met them away from the racecourse. It’s not surprising either. This year, almost [image: image]200 million will be handled by on-course bookmakers. They might have to stand on boxes in weather you wouldn’t put a dog out
         in sometimes but, for that kind of money, most of us would put our mothers out into a hurricane.
      

      
      Anyway, these days, instead of chalk and a loaded syringe, no bookie can turn up for work without a laptop. The impact of
         internet betting exchanges has been so immense that venturing into the cauldron of the betting ring without one is to invite
         a quick and expensive commercial death. No one has to hide behind bushes to watch morning workouts any more. Now, all a racecourse
         bookmaker has to do is switch on a computer and watch what’s hot and what’s not. It’s a comfortable state of affairs compared to just a few years ago when the appearance of a heavy hitter in the ring could have
         the same affect as a fox in a hen-house. It still happens, except now the hens have radar.
      

      
      At the Curragh, the top of the betting ring begins almost exactly at the finish line, so it is easy to see how the bookmakers
         are betting on the opening race as sixteen two-year-olds, all racing for the first time, canter past. Every second one of
         them shies at the same spot, eyeing the large red finishing post suspiciously and forcing their riders to crouch low and encourage
         them forward with a tap of the whip down the shoulder. Even at two years of age, and at half-speed, there’s a power and a
         fluidity to the horses that makes the jockeys’ skill in successfully remaining perched on top of them impressive. The point
         is emphasised even more when one of the horses flashes past unencumbered by a little man on his back. A quick peep over the
         rails reveals a mercifully unhurt jockey, David Moran, hopefully running after his mount. He’s carrying the colours of the
         number seven horse, Sammy The Snake, who is galloping in the general direction of Kildare town. Genetically, Moran has the
         size requirements for his profession but those same genes haven’t really equipped him with the stride to catch up with his
         partner. Still, at least there’s at least one runner to discount.
      

      
      There have been persistent tips for at least five of the others who represent most of the top yards in the country. But the
         most persistent of all has been for Dermot Weld’s Jade Mountain. A cursory look in the paddock has resulted in the conclusion
         that the colt has four legs and is able to walk in a straight line. Apart from that, he looks no more exceptional than any of the others. However, the chat in the weigh room is that DK, as Dermot Kenneth Weld is generally referred to, thinks
         he’s going to have a good day. It’s enough. How appropriate to have the first bet of the new season on the first race.
      

      
      The betting is wide open. Aidan O’Brien could run a cross-eyed jennet in a two-year-old race and it would start favourite,
         but a [image: image]300,000 colt rejoicing under the name of Georgebernardshaw is weaker in the market than the old fraud’s handshake. He drifts
         right out to 5–1. Jade Mountain slides too, out to 4–1 and yet there’s no huge support for anything else. A quick glance at
         the big screen in front of the stands: they’re starting to load up. Ciaran Skelly, one of the bigger bookmakers in the ring,
         presses a button and the price on Jade Mountain flashes 9–2 in digital red. Another look at the screen: there’s only a few
         to go. What the hell, let’s start as we mean to go on. Skelly takes the [image: image]50 and swaps it for a ticket quicker than Colin Farrell can drop trou’.
      

      
      The race is over the minimum distance of five furlongs and, even allowing for the testing ground conditions, it takes less
         than seventy seconds. Standing at ground level on the line, and watching on the big screen, it is immediately obvious that
         Jade Mountain is well prepared. Whereas some of the others are being pushed from the start, this little colt with the big
         white noseband travels easily: a bit further back than ideal, but going well enough to make up ground – except he doesn’t.
         When the horses rumble close enough to make the screen unnecessary, he resolutely remains in fifth as a horse with light-blue
         colours flashes past just ahead of a horse carrying yellow. The winner’s saddle cloth has the number seven on it. Sammy The
         bloody Snake has won.
      

      
      
      When they get loose like that, the jockey is supposed to be eventually reunited with the horse before lobbing gently back
         to protect the damn thing for the next day. What is not supposed to happen is that they run loose over a large area and then
         still have enough puff left to win.
      

      
      In the winner’s enclosure, his trainer looks like he’s about to spon-taneously combust with happiness. Brendan Duke is an
         Irishman based in England. The fact that he has come all the way home to run the horse must have tipped off some people. But
         still.
      

      
      It’s only fifty quid but it is not a good start, and good starts are important. The concept of luck might be abstract in theory
         but even just a nodding acquaintance with betting the horses tells you the ’Big L’ hangs over every punter. If you don’t begin
         well, it means your eye isn’t in. Before you know it, you’re circling the drain to financial disaster.
      

      
      Still, there’s Regalline to come next. Kevin Prendergast hasn’t got to where he is by depending on luck. Instead, he has the
         twinkle-eyed shrewdness of a man who hasn’t taken a stupid breath in decades. He’d even told us about his last stupid act:
         driving in northern Queensland in the 1950s in a heat wave when the car broke down – ‘It was a twenty mile walk to the nearest
         town: thought I was fucked.’
      

      
      The opening show in the ring for the six furlong maiden has Regalline a clear 7–4 favourite. Kevin must have talked a hell
         of a lot more since Christmas, and really got into gear during Lent. There are pigeons roosting in the eaves of the old stand
         who know about Regalline, and they haven’t even been caught by her during some of these spectacular morning workouts. Amongst
         the bookies, she’s already old news before she has even run – like an X-Factor winner with a first record that people can’t be bothered to buy.
      

      
      No matter if this filly is running on jet-fuel, this is a ridiculous price. She has never run. The experience of coming to
         the races, parading in front of people and then having to run against twenty-four others might melt her mind. It happens.
         Poor house registers through the centuries are full of the names of dumb saps who have punted their brains out on morning
         glories. Regalline was a bet to dream of at a reasonable price, but not now.
      

      
      Still, she is supposed to be some sort of world beater. Imagine if she wins the Guineas back here in May? How stupid will
         it be to have to tell someone about knowing the inside track on the great Regalline six months before she even ran and not
         backing her in a maiden because she was a bad price? This could be one of those any-price-is-a-good-price moments. The runners
         are at the post. It will take some time to lead them up. Maybe someone will go twos.
      

      
      Not only does 2–1 come along, but Regalline slips out to 5-2, by which time, all this internal debate has concluded that she
         has to be backed. It’s just fifty quid, enough to get the fifty back from the first with some change. Nothing serious, and
         having waited for her since before Christmas, how sick will I feel if she wins unbacked. That really would be fate. The gates
         open just as the ticket changes hands.
      

      
      Regalline finishes second: she had every chance. There’s no point labelling the jockey a cretinous idiot who has just destroyed
         a winter of contented anticipation. If the horse is really as good as all the talk, then she would have won. The real toppers
         don’t have to have excuses made for them. Another filly having her first start, a 20–1 shot called Once Upon A Grace, wins. Afterwards, her trainer, Frances Crowley,
         talks about going for a classic trial next. Says she has always thought a lot of Once Upon A Grace. The starting price, however,
         indicates that she kept that regard mostly to herself. Maybe that’s the best way, although it doesn’t seem as much fun.
      

      
      A hundred quid down might be nothing, but it’s still annoying. What were the reasons for betting on two horses that had never
         run before? Jade Mountain was because of a silly sentimental idea that the first race should be marked by something – like
         marking it with [image: image]50 more in my pocket than there is now wouldn’t have been enough of a statement. As for Regalline, every instinct had been
         screaming to get my sorry ass out of the betting ring and, when it comes to the horses, switching from your gut instinct is
         fatal.
      

      
      Besides, betting seriously when the ground is more suitable to mud-loving Grand National winners than daisy-cutting Derby
         contenders is a futile exercise: the worst kind of mug punting. It’s time to pull the oars in for a while and wait until they
         might not be needed on some of the racetracks. Now is the time to build some foundations, and tomorrow morning will be the
         perfect start.
      

   



      
      
      [image: image]

      
      And God Created Paradise

      
      
      26 March 2007

      
      Peter O’Shea was faster than me, much better at football too, and he knew way more about Vincent O’Brien’s horses. His granny
         used to live next door to us and, every so often, Peter’s mum would drive down from the city to visit her and he would be
         released to hang out with the neighbour. We used to swap shoes and old copies of the Irish Racing Annual in which O’Brien,
         the greatest horse trainer of them all, gave little one-line nuggets about some of the horses he thought might be good. Sitting
         on the footpath, we pored over them like archaeologists on a dig. We were eight. Even then, it was impossible not to be impressed
         when Peter came up with the name of Gregorian and said he was going to be Ballydoyle’s Derby horse that year. Ballydoyle and the Derby: it all seemed so impossibly glamorous. Maybe eight-year-olds, instead of
         pondering the inmates of a racing stable, should have been concentrating on more childish pursuits, but the memories remain
         as colourful as the Wibbly Wobbly Wonders we used to devour by the dozen.
      

      
      I haven’t spoken to Peter in thirty years but on this day, I think of him. Mind you, getting up at a quarter to five in the
         morning means it’s an achievement in itself to numbly remember to put on pants before getting into the car for the long journey
         south to Tipperary. But any resentment at rising at such an ungodly hour is soon forgotten. After all, what would O’Shea give
         for the chance to plod around the world’s most famous racing stable – and be able to pass it off as work? That’s the happy
         fate in store for the fifty or so media types who pull up at Ballydoyle at eight in the morning for the annual press day.
         No one is allowed in until the appointed time so lines of cars spill out from the huge gates along each side of the Clonmel
         road, like the tentacles of some bleary eyed, petrol-guzzling jellyfish.
      

      
      Security personnel eye the lot of us with undisguised suspicion while handing out name tags. With 140 racehorses inside, each
         of them with a pedigree to make Europe’s monarchies resemble an underclass, it’s hardly surprising that they’re careful. At
         this time of year, when potential hasn’t been soured by disappointment, it’s estimated that there might be a [image: image]100 million worth of horseflesh in there. But it’s still hard to quell the suspicion that some of it is for show: part of
         a deliberate attempt to create even more of an aura about the place.
      

      
      
      When Vincent O’Brien started training at Ballydoyle in the 1950s, he knew well the appeal that exclusivity might have for
         his clients. Of course, the fact that he is the nearest the horse game has come to a genius helped too. At a time when the
         rest of Ireland was staring inwards, and not finding the view much to boast about, O’Brien was looking at the world and fancying
         his chances. And the little man from County Cork knew that no fishmonger ever made a penny by shouting stale fish.
      

      
      The vision thing extended to his physical surroundings as much as himself. Today, the vision is provided by O’Brien’s son-in-law,
         John Magnier. It was his original idea in the 1970s that the best way to make money from horses was to buy them as yearlings
         before their racing careers began, rely on O’Brien’s talent to turn them into champions on the racecourse and then stand them
         at stud in Ireland where stallion income just happened to be tax free. From that germ, a colossal industry has sprouted, making
         Magnier extremely wealthy and also more than a little mysterious.
      

      
      As usual, the man everybody in Coolmore calls Boss, and most everyone else in the horse business treats as God, is not here.
         Magnier reacts to media interest in him personally the way a hedgehog reacts to a large dog. It’s not that he is averse to
         publicity, more that he is wary of bad publicity. Much of the Magnier enigma is that a considerable part of Coolmore’s business
         is based on newspaper advertising and yet any personal contact with the press results in a display of porcupines that would
         have even the most ferocious media mutt howling for his mummy.
      

      
      Instead, it is Aidan O’Brien who takes centre stage on these annual press mornings. He is standing outside a massive barn inside which the first lot of fifty-two horses are already
         trotting, getting those expensive limbs warmed up in preparation for their morning workout. He has a handshake for everyone
         and makes a point of saying each name. These helpful tags don’t seem to be necessary. The racing hack pack is a pretty homogenous
         group anyway, with the same faces showing up most years, but it’s still pretty impressive that O’Brien can reel us all off
         without missing a beat.
      

      
      He is wired for sound, holding a large microphone with a pack tucked into his trouser belt. Even with that, everybody leans
         closer to him when he starts speaking. The only volume competition for the softly spoken trainer is the clicking of the horses’
         heels or an occasional rasp of teeth on a steel bit, and yet we circle around him as if is he is about to unveil another secret
         from Fatima. No one wants to miss a little gem of information, so if O’Brien takes a few steps to inform one of the riders
         to pull a rug further up a horse’s back or to do only one spin up the gallop instead of two, it looks like a slight, bespectacled
         whale is being tracked by a large shoal of some considerably over-nourished pilot fish.
      

      
      Out on the gallop it is developing into one of those cold, sunlit spring mornings that can make this place look astonishingly
         lovely. In the distance, the rugged beauty of Slievenamon peeps through a slowly dissolving mist which lingers over the horses
         as they gallop towards us. It’s as if all that muscular fluidity is on mute, because there is barely a sound from their hooves
         on the luxurious wood-shaving surface until they are almost past us. It could be an understated soundtrack for a sporting
         nursery sculpted by man out of a rural panorama that would still be recognisable to generations before us. A lot of money is needed to maintain
         a place like this, but a lot of money never guarantees taste. John Magnier invests in art but the vision he probably really
         values is just a short car journey away from his Coolmore base. He’s right too.
      

      
      It’s a Yeats that breaks the spell. There is a history of horses carrying that name in Ballydoyle and the latest, the five-year-old
         horse who won last year’s Ascot Gold Cup, comes snorting towards us, making the sort of bellows-like racket one might expect
         if you of the visitors was asked to tackle the long, steep gradient.
      

      
      ‘That’s called flapping,’ explains O’Brien. ‘It’s just his nostrils. You love to hear it because it means he’s relaxed.’

      
      There are nods from some of us, presumably in an attempt to give the impression that we knew that anyway. It’s a dangerous
         tactic. There have been occasions here in the past when the name of a high-profile horse has been casually dropped and without
         a helpful steer from our host, lots of eyes have looked at lots of different animals. It’s a fact some racing professionals
         have a problem coming to terms with – that scribbling for a paper does not mean the scribbler has to have an in-depth knowledge
         of the horse as a living-breathing creature in a stable. For most of us, the beast is simply a set of form figures and a handicap
         rating. Purists might be horrified but from the punting point of view, a field of bullocks could sweep around Tattenham Corner
         and it wouldn’t matter just so long as it was possible to get a bet on.
      

      
      The horses this morning are anything but bovine, however. Each of them is bred to win a Derby or a Guineas. If one of them does, it constitutes a good year for their trainer: one more addition to the annual multimillion-dollar industry
         of Coolmore Stud. If none of them come up to the mark, then being on the receiving end of God’s baleful stare must feel like
         having been on the Hood when the Bismarck’s guns whirred into range. Considering the financial imperatives of getting it right,
         O’Brien seems to be remarkably relaxed.
      

      
      Mind you, when he first came here in 1996, there weren’t too many signs of him being on the verge of playing apples
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