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About the Book

Red Rum’s classic win in the 1977 Grand National is the stuff of sporting legend. Red himself became a national treasure, and his charismatic trainer – the redoubtable Ginger McCain – became a sporting hero. While the public adored Ginger, there were those who sniped that he was a one-horse trainer. All that changed 27 years later when, in a thrilling race, Ginger won his fourth National with Amberleigh House, equalling the record of Fred Rimmer. Once again Ginger had taken the sporting world by storm. In the 70s, the popularity of Red Rum and Ginger almost single-handedly saved the great race when there were plans afoot to turn the track into a housing estate.

Ginger himself is a remarkable individual – charming, forthright, not afraid to speak his mind and a hugely entertaining raconteur. This is his story, at times funny, sad, exciting and always captivating, told in his own inimitable style.


About the Author

Ginger McCain – real name Donald – was born in 1930 and began his career as a trainer in 1952, with a small stable behind a second-hand car showroom in Southport. He trained the legendary Red Rum to three Grand National victories in ’73, ’74 and ’77 and to two runner-up places. Red Rum died in 1995 but nine years later, Amberleigh House gave Ginger a record-equalling fourth National win. He now operates from a stable complex in Cholmondeley, Cheshire.


To Red Rum:
Thanks for the memories, old lad
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ROYAL SEAL OF APPROVAL



‘I have two very important announcements to make. I know you will want to know the winner of the Grand National. It was Hedgehunter . . .

‘. . . Having cleared Becher’s Brook and The Chair, the happy couple are now in the winner’s enclosure.’

The Queen, speaking to guests at the wedding reception she hosted at Windsor Castle for Prince Charles and his bride Camilla, now the Duchess of Cornwall, 9 April 2005





I CHUCKLED WHEN I read that Her Majesty had begun her speech at Prince Charles’s wedding reception by announcing the winner of the 2005 Grand National to her guests. I have always respected royalty and the Royal Family, and it was only right and proper that the Queen, as an important woman of the Turf, should have had her priorities in order.

In getting married on Grand National day, Prince Charles certainly backed my own judgement, though I can’t imagine what his grandmother, the late Queen Mother, would have made of having her focus on the Grand National compromised by a family wedding. The Queen Mother came heartbreakingly close to becoming the first member of the Royal Household to win the most famous steeplechase in the world when Devon Loch, ridden by Dick Francis, fell spreadeagled when in sight of the winning post in 1956. It was she who gave her daughter – our Queen – her love of horses and horseracing.

The Grand National is like a river running through my life. I became engaged on the day of the 1959 Grand National – won by Oxo – and two years later I married on the morning of the National, taking my bride from our reception in Southport to watch the race at Aintree that afternoon. It was enough in those days for a Jack-the-lad taxi driver like me to marvel at the courage of the horses and the men riding them. It was enough to appreciate the spectacle and to be involved in the craic happening on the sidelines. Never for a moment did I imagine that one day I would stand in front of television cameras and be asked to tell how I had trained the winner of the Grand National.

But then, never did I suppose that I would meet a horse like Red Rum. He changed the course of my life as no man or woman or child could ever do. Red lived with me for twenty-three years, an irascible character and a loyal friend. He won the Grand National three times and finished second twice, trained on the beach at Southport and living in a stable in a small, cobbled yard behind my second-hand-car showroom in Upper Aughton Road. It was simply my privilege to be the person most closely associated with him. He had a gift that I was able to exploit: that’s all.

And that gift extended into retirement, a decision taken on the eve of the 1978 Grand National. From that moment, he became more than ever the horse of the people. In his racing career, Red was a champion; in retirement, he became a national treasure. His engagements diary was filled twelve months in advance. He brought joy wherever he visited, because the old lad was a showman until the day he died.

Red’s death in 1995 was big news: a story told in every national newspaper and broadcast on television. And in recognition of what he achieved, of what he did to revive the fading fortunes of the Grand National, we were invited to bury him beside the winning post at Aintree. I like the idea of him at rest where he made his legend, where he was at his happiest. Whenever I go to Aintree I never fail to have a word with him or to take him flowers. It’s the least I owe him. Never a day goes past without Red being mentioned or some memory of him flashing through my mind. Red Rum has been central to all I have in life, and in the years after he retired there were some extremely hard times to endure when the job was difficult and my debts high.

But I never lost faith; nor did the woman I married on Grand National day in 1961. My wife Beryl – or Conk, as I call her – is a quite remarkable person, really she is. Without her I would have been brilliant. I would also have been dead. She’s been my greatest critic, but you would never get someone to battle harder for you or be a truer friend than she is. She has so many, many good points, they nearly outweigh the bad ’uns! She’s been a star, actually. I can’t think of any two people who argue so much and who have stayed together for so many years as us. She has left me once or twice, but she always found her way home. I have never been brave enough to leave her. To be honest, I never had any inclination to do so – I’m too scared.

Beryl’s had a fair bit to put up with from me, I suppose. Perhaps the run-up to the Grand National this past spring topped the lot. Certainly she thought so; not that I really understood the fuss. Actually, I’ve never felt so relaxed before a National as this time around. To tell you the truth, I was surprised how switched off I was.

On the morning of the race, I awoke sometime after six-thirty without a care, which is probably not something Prince Charles could say. As usual these days, my good friend Sean Byrne was over from Ireland for the Aintree meeting and was staying with us at our training yard on the Cholmondeley Estate in Cheshire – a part of England undisturbed by the passing of time. It was partly because of Sean that I’d found myself, against almost everyone’s (except mine and Beryl’s) expectations, back in the winner’s enclosure at Aintree twenty-seven years after Red Rum won it a third time for me and his owner, a lovely old gentleman called Noel Le Mare. Mr Le Mare was – and always will be – the Guv’nor to me.

Around 8 a.m., Sean and I went out to the all-weather gallop, a few minutes’ uphill walk from our house with its dramatic views of rural Cheshire, to watch the first two lots work. As always, I harrowed the gallop. Amberleigh House – whose home is the same stable where Red Rum lived in retirement – was brought out for a leg-stretching walk. My son Donald felt we had him as fit as we could possibly get him. His wife Sian placed a lock of the old horse’s hair into Amberleigh House’s bridle as she ‘dressed’ him. At 9.15 a.m., Donald, Sian and Wizard, my travelling head lad, left the yard with Amberleigh to make the drive to Aintree, a journey that takes around an hour and fifteen minutes in a horsebox. Sean, Beryl and I had a cooked breakfast and changed before we set out for Liverpool in my Rover. I drove: I much prefer driving to being a passenger, and that way I can make sure we are where we need to be on time.

I just love everything about the Grand National – and Liverpool. Those Scousers do go out to enjoy themselves. I love their witticisms, and I love the way the women go to have a good time and wear next to nothing in their attempt to show off their figures or their tan, even if it has come out of a bottle. You can keep Cheltenham or Ascot; this is the People’s Race. The day before the National is Ladies’ Day at Liverpool – attracting a crowd of 55,000 people to Aintree these days – and one of the features of the programme is what amounts to a beauty competition to find the best-turned-out ‘filly’. This year several women came wearing bikinis – even though it was bloody freezing. The compère asked one of the girls if she felt cold. She replied that she had earlier, so he asked her what she had done about it. ‘I put on another thong,’ she replied, totally deadpan. I had to laugh. The first prize was a Jaguar and I heard the woman who had won trying to convince her husband on her mobile phone that she had been given a car. She told him she was standing near Ginger McCain, and clearly he asked to speak to me, as the next thing I know she has given me her telephone. I say his wife is telling the truth, she has won a Jaguar. I also tell him that, if he wants, I’ll give him a price for it. Once a motor trader, always a motor trader, I suppose.

That was Friday.

On Saturday I discovered I was the one under an unforgiving spotlight – as Beryl had warned I would be. As soon as we arrived at the owners’ and trainers’ car park at Aintree, one of the security fellows said to me: ‘Ginger, if that girl wins, they’ll be queuing to kick your arse all the way from Aintree to Anfield.’ That did make me think a little bit.

Let me refresh your memories. Eighteen days earlier I’d happily gone to Liverpool for the Grand National Media Lunch to lend my support – after all, the race has been the making of me. I’d been asked to take Amberleigh House as well. I had refused to do that, as I felt that it was too close to the National to disturb my little horse’s routine. But, willingly, I was pictured and filmed standing beside Red Rum’s grave. As I answered some questions, Carrie Ford cantered up the course on the horse that she was going to ride in the National, Forest Gunner.

‘What do you think of Carrie riding in the National, Ginger?’ someone asked.

I replied: ‘Carrie is a grand lass, but she’s a brood mare now and having kids does not get you fit to ride in Grand Nationals. Good luck to her, and they have a very good horse, there’s no question of that. But to go four and a half miles around Aintree you have to be a top-class professional. We will discount Forest Gunner.’

Well, how was I to know what would follow? Now, Carrie and Richard Ford, who trains Forest Gunner, happen to be friends of mine and Beryl, and they live just eight miles or so from us, near Tarporley. They know me – and they would know that I had my tongue in my cheek when I said what I said. Mind you, I meant it when I said I felt it was impossible for a woman rider to win the National; but, certainly, I didn’t mean any offence or insult. It seems lots of people took it that way, though.

But I really should have kept my mouth shut instead of saying that if Carrie did win I’d bare my backside to the wind for all and sundry to kick. It was all a bit of a wind-up on my part – and if truth be told, I think the Fords enjoyed it as much as I did. It didn’t harm the race, did it? The story was running almost every day, and Carrie gave interviews all over the place. But Beryl and Donald were decidedly unamused, as she will tell you:

‘The last couple of weeks were awful. I was fielding calls about Carrie every day. Of all the things Ginger has said, this proved the most provocative. We do like Carrie and Richard and they were very understanding when I called to tell them how upset I was, and that Donald was as well. They didn’t take offence. Young Donald had said to me that he wished his dad wouldn’t upset people for no reason and I was getting very conscious of this. I was just fed up with my husband.

‘We had already been concerned whether jockey Graham Lee would be available to ride Amberleigh House as his boss, trainer Howard Johnson, had a potential runner in the National in top-weighted Grey Abbey. Graham has a great relationship with our horse, having won last year’s Grand National on him, after finishing third the year before that. Ginger had said some stuff in the press about Graham needing to make up his mind, and to show some loyalty. In desperation, I sent Graham a text and asked him to give me a ring. He did. I said that I hoped he was not being upset with what was being said, and that Ginger only wanted what was best for Amberleigh House and all of us.

‘Graham said, “Look, Beryl, don’t worry; it’s only a horse race, there are much worse things going on in the world.” I really appreciated that. The next day Donald and Sian were in our kitchen and I repeated what Graham had said about it being only a horse race. Sian turned round and said, “Not in this house, it isn’t.” She was right!

‘Had Graham been able to commit to Amberleigh earlier than nine days before the Grand National – and we understood his position and Howard Johnson’s need to do his best by his owner – we had prepared a press release for the Racing Post. We were going to inform them that Carrie was riding Amberleigh House and Graham was on standby to ride Forest Gunner. The Fords were in on it. And the plan was to send it to the Post for publication on 1 April – April Fool’s Day.

‘But Graham could only let us know he was available the afternoon before, so it was too late to try to show the world that the McCains and the Fords were not at loggerheads over what Ginger had said about Carrie. Usually, it’s quite good fun getting a horse ready for the National if his preparation is going without a hitch. And it was – it was Ginger causing the stress in our house. I went to the golf course one day and the lady captain said, “Beryl, I don’t know what’s the matter, but go out and enjoy yourself.” I had to laugh.

‘It got so silly – every day a variation of the story was in the papers. I was on a bit of a downer, really. I am probably more self-conscious about what people think of Ginger than he is. He doesn’t care. I asked him if he did not regret a little bit what he’d said. He wouldn’t admit it.

‘Donald and I were raging – but when we saw the television interview of what he said, we thought: “Is that all he said?” Carrie wouldn’t have thought twice about being called a brood mare. It’s a term we all use in racing about women within the sport who have had children. But to those outside our world, I suppose it was seen as a term of abuse, a bit like someone being called a cow. In racing, women are used to such terminology.

‘Not that long ago, Harvey Smith said to Ginger: “You’ll have to get rid of Beryl.”

“‘Why’s that, Harvey?” asked Ginger.

“‘Because she’s too old to breed – and too savage to keep as a pet!”

‘This is the way we are. But I admit I wanted Ginger to apologize – we had huge rows about it. But Ginger wouldn’t back down.’

So, I knew from the security man in the car park that I would be in for one heck of a day – but I’d worry about that if and when the time came. Not that I believed for a second that anything would happen. Security at Liverpool is very intense nowadays. Getting into the racecourse is like passing into the departure lounge at an airport, and Beryl was very upset to have a small pair of nail scissors confiscated at the entrance gate on the grounds that they constituted a dangerous weapon. There was no arguing with the policewoman, even though the scissors had been with Beryl over the previous two days.

We’d had a lovely trouble-free run-up with the horse and I had no qualms about the day whatsoever. I’d arrived at Aintree with a large bunch of flowers that my daughter Joanne had got for me to take to Red Rum’s grave as usual. By coincidence, Carrie and Richard came in at the same time, and we shared a lift on one of the golf buggies that shuttle between the entrance and the paddock. I asked the driver to pull up near the weighing room, which is twenty yards or so from the paddock. I said to Carrie, ‘Come on, follow me.’ We went into the winner’s enclosure and I presented her with the flowers in front of the television cameras. It was just a bit of fun and Carrie sportingly played along. Then I took the flowers back and walked across the course and put them on Red Rum’s grave, where they were meant to be. I had a few quiet words with the old lad.

Afterwards, I went to collect some badges that had been left in the office for me. They are very kind to me at Liverpool and they always give me the badges I request, though I don’t think I abuse the privilege. I also get served faster by being allowed in the exit door at the office, avoiding the queues. Must have something to do with age, I suppose.

I love the craic and banter of Grand National day. You bump into all sorts of people you know. One of the first people Sean and I met was Patsy Byrne, an Irishman who is huge in the construction business. That was a bit of luck, giving me the opportunity to remind him that he had bought a horse from us the day before. Yet as it was business that had been done in the owners’ and trainers’ bar, and at the time he’d been buying champagne like it was going out of fashion, I said that we wouldn’t hold him to the sale. Sean had a share in the horse, which, in truth, I’d rescued from him in Ireland when he had declared it surplus to requirements.

But Patsy, good man that he is, said: ‘No, I bought a horse and I know how much it was.’ He loves the craic as much as the next Irishman, being a successful owner of both horses and greyhounds, and the sale went through on the spot – after a little back and forth on what price had been decided on. I’ve known worse starts to Grand National day. I felt good, I really did. The job was done, the pressure was off and I’m a bit long in the tooth to fret over too much.

Sean and I walked down the course a little bit and cut in beyond The Chair to come back past the Irish bar. We’d been in there the day before to meet one or two people. I don’t think the people who go in there ever bother coming out again! We thought better of making another visit for fear that we might not get out ourselves. Instead, we went to the owners’ and trainers’ bar, where I had a half of bitter. Then I thought, ‘Bugger this, I’m going to look at my horse.’

So I went, as I always do, to see Derek, who manages the stables at Aintree, a real character. I can escape all the hype and palaver there – for a time, anyway. I had a John Smith’s with him while we talked. Ted Walsh came in, as did one or two other trainers. Amberleigh House was stabled directly opposite Derek’s office in the exact same box Red Rum used to have. Derek has always kept that box bolted until my National horse arrives, as I have always liked the thought of my horse being stabled in the box that had been so kind to us.

When I went across the yard to see Amberleigh House he was standing back in his box, completely relaxed. ‘What an old pro you are,’ I thought. He was bright, but he didn’t have his head over the door or anything like that. He was completely switched off. Lots of horses start sweating and shivering, and get all wound up. But not Amberleigh House. No, he was the ultimate professional.

The BBC had asked me if I would do an interview with Sue Barker for half past one, and of course I agreed. Sue’s very nice indeed, and, naturally, she asked me about Carrie. I just tried to keep the wind-up going – and we talked about me giving Carrie the flowers and then taking them back. After that, I was just freewheeling down to the start of the race. Before you know where you are the horses are down at the saddling boxes behind the paddock. I watched Donald and Wizard saddle my little horse, then Sian led him up. The horse looked a picture, and very fit indeed. He had a great bloom on his coat and he was carrying himself with a lot of presence. He was ready for the job. I had no nerves at all.

Once all the runners are in the paddock, in come the jockeys, all together in a file from the weighing room. It’s a nervous time for them; they just want to get on the racecourse and away from the crowds. Graham came over to where I stood with Beryl and Donald. Also with us were John Halewood and Judy, who own Amberleigh House. John has had horses on and off with me for twenty-two years – and I introduced him to Judy. John is a friend of mine, but later you’ll see why I deliberately say ‘on and off’. There were times when what happened between us hurt me deeply and I almost packed the whole game in.

But on this day, as he watched Donald give Graham a leg into the saddle, John said to me: ‘Ginger, we can’t give this up.’ Successful as John is in business, I think the Grand National is one of the highlights of his year. Winning the race with Amberleigh House the previous year had been an ambition come true. And finding a Liverpool horse isn’t easy. As Fred Winter, a fantastic man, champion jockey and trainer, said, ‘You don’t buy good horses, they arrive.’

As the horses went out on to the course, I didn’t say anything to Graham other than to wish him good luck. He had talked through the race with Donald, as always – and besides, Graham had ridden the horse over the National fences four times before. I thought we faced two real threats: from Trevor Hemmings’s horse, Hedgehunter, and from Clan Royal, owned by J. P. McManus and trained by my old friend Jonjo O’Neill. Jonjo rode my first ever Grand National runner, Glenkiln, and I think the world of him. He’d had a wretched season with the horses in his yard affected by some mysterious virus or some such thing. I thought Clan Royal could straighten the whole job up by winning the Grand National for him.

Trevor Hemmings, whose empire includes Blackpool Tower, has spent fortunes trying to win the race since he saw his old boss, Fred Pontin, win it with a horse called Specify in 1971. A lot of rich and titled men have thrown around plenty of money without ever having the satisfaction of winning this greatest of all great races. But I felt sure that Trevor’s horse Hedgehunter – who fell when leading at the last fence when we came late to win the race twelve months earlier – would be in contention.

But I also thought my little horse was in with a serious shout again. He went out in the betting – at one time he was 10–1 joint favourite – to 20–1. That didn’t matter to me. Mick Meagher, who manages Trevor Hemmings’s horses, said to me in the paddock, ‘Ginger, your horse looks sparkling, I’m going to have a few quid each way on him.’ He didn’t tell me to back Hedgehunter, though!

I saw the horses go out, then Sean and I cut away. We have this special place where we stand on the stairs to the left of the Queen Mother’s Stand. We are directly opposite the large diamond television screen – and we have the privilege of being the only two allowed there. Beryl had gone wherever Beryl goes: I don’t know and I don’t ask. Donald went down to the start with our horse, but I’ve no idea where he watched the race from.

They all cantered down to the first fence and then cantered back. I watched them walk around at the start, and I knew that I was looking at forty of the best steeplechasers in the British Isles. It’s pretty serious stuff. Magic, really. This all happens right in front of the stands – not in the distance, like at Cheltenham or anywhere else. It’s an electric moment.

When the starter called them in, the line was a bit ragged, but that’s natural. When the tape flies up, the roar is second to none. Forty horses bowling down to the first fence is something special. This year I couldn’t pick my fellow out. It had just been raining, so it was a little murky, I’d suggest. Nothing to do with my age, honest. So I watched the screen and it took me a bit of time to find him. He pitched at the first, I did see that, but from then on he was foot perfect. He was pinging his fences. But he could never get a strike in. The race for us was pretty straightforward. Amberleigh never really got in serious contention. With top weight Grey Abbey withdrawn, we had gone up three further pounds in the weights to 11st 3lb. And with Graham’s back protector, Amberleigh was carrying 11st 5lb. I’m not making an excuse, but for a little horse I think the weight did anchor him a bit. And he is getting more and more one-paced as he gets older. I knew before the Canal Turn on the second circuit that we were not going to get in the shake-up. But it didn’t matter because he was jumping round nicely, very nicely, and I was really proud of the little horse.

But I wasn’t just watching my horse, was I? I had to have a weather eye on Forest Gunner and Carrie. What a ride she gave him. She put the wind up a few people – including me. Coming to the last she was in the leading group that still cradled a dream of winning the National. Regrettably for her, Forest Gunner just didn’t get the trip and she finished fifth behind the winner, Hedgehunter, a deserved and sparkling champion. But Carrie still had a day second to none, one that will live with her for the rest of her life. Don’t you listen to these people who will tell you how having your first child is the experience to beat them all. Riding such a brilliant Grand National will be far more important to Carrie. At least, that’s what I reckon. But what do I know about having kids? I’ve always left that to Beryl. That’s the one thing she’s better at than me.

I saw Carrie afterwards – but there was not a lot more I could say to her other than ‘Magic!’ Richard had a glazed look in his eye. I don’t think he thought it had happened. It was just great to see what they had achieved. To some extent, I think I knew how he felt. They are grand, hard-working people, they really are. I could see in the paddock that Forest Gunner’s legs had been heavily bar-fired, in an old-fashioned way, but leaving them hard and clean, enabling him to remain in training. Forest Gunner had come from a modest background – and gone on to be a lovely Liverpool horse and run close to winning a National. It’s nice that people like the Fords can take the big guns on – just as I had once, I suppose.

I have a secret to reveal. If Carrie had won I don’t think I would have actually bared my arse. That would have been no fun for anyone. But a bet is a bet. So the day before, my family had bought me a big pair of blue Y-fronts to take to Liverpool. And my daughter Joanne had printed a message on the back – ‘Carrie Ford Rules’! They were in Sean’s pocket all day long and I would have put them on and revealed them happily if required. As it was, I passed them on to Carrie after the race for her to have as a keepsake.

As for my fellow, Amberleigh jumped the last and galloped on like the professional he is. His ears were pricked and Graham was just riding him out hands and heels – perhaps these days the horse needs five miles! He finished tenth of the forty runners and put two other Grand National winners behind him, Bindaree and Monty’s Pass. The little horse had done us proud, he really had.

I went down to meet Graham on his return. He said Amberleigh had been in top gear all the way, and that he was galloping as fast at the last as he had been going to the first. He said he couldn’t go another half gear quicker. Graham – a nice person and an excellent jockey – then said something I will always treasure. He said that it was a privilege to ride the horse and that he felt very honoured. He tapped his saddle with his whip, indicating that he had been beaten by the weight he’d carried. He’s a very astute young man and I should think that’s right. Graham gave Amberleigh House a tender pat on the neck and walked away. Then he came back, looked at the little horse again, and gave him another little pat. It was a superb moment.

I wasn’t one tiny bit disappointed. I thought my son had done a great job getting him ready. I’d love to have won the National for an historic fifth time, of course I would. Then I would have retired on the spot. I didn’t give a great depth of thought to it, but I know that’s just what I would have done.

Amberleigh House was turned out into the fields for the spring grass, but once the flies came, he was back doing the same as he has done for the past eleven years. We will aim him at the Becher’s Chase in November, then, in discussion with John, we’ll see what happens next. We’ll play it by ear – but Amberleigh House won’t be abused in any way. Come what may, there is a box at my stable that’s his for the rest of his days – but then, the bugger will outlast me, so Donald will be left with that responsibility.

OVER THE YEARS I’ve had some grand success, certainly more than I could have imagined when I was little more than a stable lad who drove taxis – albeit a happy stable lad. I used to get into Liverpool on an old pass and just hope that no one would pull me up to check it. Now I don’t have to show anything. Everywhere I go near horses or a racecourse, it’s ‘Hello, Ginger!’ You’d have to have no ego at all to say that wasn’t enjoyable.

But in some ways, when you are struggling, though the pleasures are smaller you gain more satisfaction from them. It’s not all fun, of course. We’ve known what it’s like to have the bailiffs at the door at our home in Southport. Mind you, they didn’t hang about when I had a pickaxe handle in my hand: they left shouting that they’d call the police. I told them to make sure there were at least four of them. I could be a right mouthy young man.

Actually, that was only a minor skirmish, a misunderstanding over the payment of our rates. The real crisis came later, long after Red Rum had retired. It turned out that my partner in the car trade had been fiddling us. We very nearly didn’t make it back from that blow, and would have been bankrupt but for the generosity and friendship of one of our owners, Stan Markland, a grand man whom I still miss. His support at that moment was an act of blind faith and true friendship.

To be honest, I wonder today whether, if I had more money and a bigger yard, the job might be too easy . . . You do need to think about things, to duck and dive a little bit. In this sport you meet some lovely people, but you meet some villains, too – which is fine, provided you can tell them apart.

The day after this year’s Grand National Beryl and I, along with a couple of good friends, Tony and Elsie Stannard, went to the point-to-point run by the Cheshire Forest Hunt. Donald had two horses running, and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. People had picnics from their car boots, and generally had great craic between the races. The sun shone, and all you could hear around us was gales of laughter as friends came past Tony’s car and swapped old stories and a glass or two of champagne or wine. That day represented all that is good and grand about this country of ours – and what Tony Blair’s government is trying to kill with his ridiculous ban on hunting. It is my opinion – and my hope – that he won’t succeed unless he has room to lock up thousands of innocent people.

Carrie and Richard Ford were there, along with the owner of Forest Gunner, John Gilsenan, a retired local farmer. I congratulated Mr Gilsenan, who kindly asked if Amberleigh House had returned home sound. And he had, a few nicks aside. Mr Gilsenan had bought Forest Gunner rather than splash out on a posh Mercedes after selling his dairy herd. His horse had cost him £4,000 six years ago – and it was lovely to see him have so much pleasure with him.

WITH AGE, IT is easier to get a clearer perspective on life. In the weeks leading up to the Grand National I underwent a course of radiotherapy. Kindly, the hospital near Birkenhead allowed me to be last man in to have the treatment at 5.30 p.m., from Monday to Friday; and for the Aintree meeting, they brought my appointment forward to 8.30 a.m. to allow me to go racing without any inconvenience. I was told I needed six weeks of treatment. The people at the hospital were absolute magic. I have never dropped my kecks for so many attractive girls with no results! They took the mickey out of me, no question.

The treatment was precautionary, as some years ago I had my prostate removed and doctors making a routine check found an irregularity in a blood sample. I didn’t ask for the details, but I know it wasn’t life-threatening. Actually, I felt I was there under false pretences. There were people around me who were really poorly. What am I – seventy-four? OK, I’m getting to be an old man, but I’m pretty fit and active. I work every day on the gallops; I have almost 200 acres of pastureland that I need to roll, and there are fences that need to be repaired. I can say, hand on heart, that my role in overall charge of the operation has not been in the least bit affected. I truly haven’t given my health a thought – the doctors are the experts and you don’t argue with them. Whatever I’ve got, I’ve got.

A good friend of mine, Emlyn Hughes, who captained Liverpool and England, died earlier this year from a brain tumour. We had some grand times together. I had a great respect for Em, as a sportsman and as a person. He lived well, he wasn’t a big drinker, never smoked and was fit throughout his life. He was just a lovely, lovely man, whom I first met when Red Rum was at the top of his game – just like the Liverpool football team. Emlyn would have loved the way Liverpool overcame Juventus, Chelsea and then, most amazing of all, AC Milan in that dramatic European Champions’ Cup final.

He also loved his racing and, as a boy from Barrow, he never missed a meeting at Cartmel. You see all these flowery footballers now with X thousand pounds per week wages; most of them couldn’t hold a candle to Emlyn. But he never complained that he had lived in the wrong era or anything like that. In fact, I remember him telling me with pride that Liverpool looked after their players and that when he retired he would get £280 per week. I thought, ‘Jesus, that’s an awful good pension – better than racing.’

When Emlyn was dying, he said to his wife, ‘Barb, you play the cards as they are dealt.’ That was the measure of the man. I missed his funeral because I had to go to the Doncaster sales, so as not to miss buying three horses that I wanted. I felt bad – I still do; but I thought that of all people, Em, as a sportsman and a lover of racing, would understand.

I’ve had a great run and I’ve had a great time. But I wouldn’t want to become a doddery, slobbering, incontinent old man. I’d sooner they took me round the corner and shot me. After all, I’ve had times second to none. I’m not squeaking about anything. And I can assure you there’s plenty of life left in this old dog yet! I’m not short of an opinion or two, as the pages of this book will show. And I bet you won’t agree with them all. Where would the fun be in life if everyone did?

It has been a grand old journey, but in telling it from start to finish I’ve often wondered what bugger would want to listen to it all. Is it really worth telling? I’ll let you decide for yourselves.


Chapter One

[image: image]

POACHING, PIGEONS AND PONIES

GROVE STREET, SOUTHPORT, 21 September 1930. That’s the where and when of my appearance. I won’t go into the how. It was a small back street in town – ten or twelve houses on one side and four or five on the other.

My dad, William, worked for a firm called Marshall & Snelgrove as a dispatch manager, and my mother, Sally, was – well, basically at that time she was just my mother. (Or, I should say, our mother: I had an elder sister called Audrey, born a couple of years earlier.) I was named Donald, but that soon became Don or Donny, and in any case I was known pretty much everywhere as ‘Ginger’ from as early as I can remember. I had ginger hair, and a fair bit of it – but it was also a nickname I acquired as I was prone to getting involved in pranks like the character Ginger in the ‘Just William’ stories. Once, for example, with a pal I put some lit fireworks into a dustbin and then we jumped on the lid to see if we could take off like a rocket.

As for the name McCain, I have to be honest and admit that I don’t know where the family originates. It could be Ireland, but after three generations the roots are blurred. It’s just one of those things that at the time didn’t seem important. I do know my mother’s family was from Southport; they came from farming stock, I think.

When I was about four or five, we went to live in Liverpool Road in Birkdale. I had another sister by then, called Sally. We lived in a flat over a fish shop and next door there was a bread shop. Irwins was the corner shop. I suppose it counted as a superstore in those days. After a couple of years we moved again, to 316 Liverpool Road, six doors away from the Crown Hotel. My sister Sally still lives there. It’s semi-detached, a good standard of house for working-class people: not over-big, but with a separate bathroom and toilet upstairs. Almost directly opposite the house was Farnborough Road School, which took infants and juniors. All three of us went there. Funnily enough, I was invited back to be guest of honour for an anniversary of the school in 2004. That was rather nice of them, but I couldn’t go, as I was already committed to be in Ireland for some horse sales. When your life is horses, these sales are very important. I’ve had to miss a few things I’d like to have gone to because of them – Em’s funeral for one, as I said.

We moved to No. 316 not long before the war started – it’d be around the end of 1937 or the beginning of ’38. I enjoyed school, and I did the run-of-the-mill lad type of stuff. My mother did tell a story that one day I was seen outside school offering to take on all-comers in a fight! I don’t remember that, but I’m sure it’s true. I like to think so, anyway. In junior school there was a competition among the boys to be ‘cock-of-the-school’, a title given to the kid who could use his fists best. I don’t think I was quite ever cock-of-the-school, but I wasn’t far off the top of the ratings. I could always look after myself. You’d be in the playground fooling around when, suddenly, someone would shout, ‘Fight!’ – and a great big mob of lads and girls would gather round two boys having a scrap. They would be rolling over on the floor, wrestling basically. Kicking never came into it. Fighting was cleaner then, somehow.

Teachers didn’t make a big thing of it, either. Parents these days worry so much about what their kids do at school. I remember our old headmaster – Mr Bracewell, I think he was called – coming out on frosty mornings and throwing two fire buckets of water (the war was on by now) on to the playground to make slides for us. Imagine that happening these days! All hell would break out.

Not that he was a soft touch. On a couple of occasions, I was lined up outside his office with six or seven other lads waiting nervously to be called in, one at a time – and we were all supposed to be hard men. He used to grip your head between his knees and he held what looked like a two-inch wide leather flap. It seemed pretty long, from memory. He would give you four or five round the arse end, sort of real stingers. You wouldn’t look at your friends as you came out of his office; you’d just say ‘Phew’ and pretend that you hadn’t been really hurt. Crying was for girls. But it didn’t do anyone any lasting harm, that’s a fact. Young lads, young men, get into trouble. That’s what you do. Part and parcel of the job, isn’t it?

From Farnborough Road I moved on to Birkdale Secondary Modern School, which must have been three-quarters of a mile up the road. The school backed on to the sand hills that rise on the beach, and it was hard against Southport and Ainsdale Golf Club. There was a naval gunnery nearby and you could hear the sound of heavy guns and machine guns. Planes would be towing targets over the sea most of the day and sometimes during the night as well. It was an exciting time, a good time for a lad.

I played for the school football team until I left when I was thirteen and a half. With the war on, nobody sort of bothered very much about whether you were at school or not. The German air force made continuous raids on Liverpool – in the blackout, you could see the glow in the sky over the city – and a number of bombs fell on Southport. Once, when I was staying with an aunt in High Park not too far from our own house, I can recall being blown out of my bed. The next day we were out having great fun looking for shrapnel. That’s the way you had to look at things then. Especially as a kid.

About six months after the war started, my dad joined the RAF. Everything was tightening up money-wise. Mum went to work on the night shift at an ammunition factory in Kirkby. Each night at nine o’clock she’d catch the bus from the corner of our road and she wouldn’t be back until close on six o’clock the next morning, in time to get myself and my sisters ready for school. I have to laugh when I hear these silly wet bloody women with one or two kids going on about how hard done by they are today. They have no idea, they really don’t. Dad’s pay from the RAF didn’t start coming through for over a month, and that was quite serious for a working-class family.

But we had a grand mother, a really super woman who coped without complaint. As for my dad, he was one of those lovely men that did everything. By all accounts, he was quite a good-looking man (obviously I take after him) and well thought of within his firm, where they called him Mac. Actually, I often wonder about him. There were a lot of very attractive ladies working at Marshall & Snelgrove, and they all thought an awful lot of Mac – I don’t know for sure, but it could be that my father flew his kite in one or two camps! But my mother would have straightened him up, if she had thought there was the need. He was a nice man, brought his family up well. I like to think he taught us all manners and showed us how to respect our elders.

Dad was in air traffic control, stationed with an American squadron in Yeovil. Occasionally he came home on leave, but it was too far for him to travel if he had only a forty-eight-hour pass. Besides, the trains were very irregular. I can remember Mum going to spend a week down there with him and meeting her off the train when she came back – which we were keen to do, as Mac always managed to find sweets for us. Even after the war was over, American friends he had made continued to send us parcels of chocolate and other goodies for a long time.

In the midst of the wartime rationing, I learned how to find an alternative source of food. I had a useful little terrier, and I could always get a rabbit or two or bag a pigeon from the bandstand in Southport. I had an uncle who’d taken me shooting before the war, and he gave me my first air gun. A couple of times he took me with him to Wales, in a little Austin Seven, when he went there to shoot, so I was clued up about the country style of life from an early age. I became quite adept at poaching – except we didn’t think of it as that. We would go to feed the ducks at Hesketh Park; then, when no one was watching, we’d nick one or two. I used to have ground lines on the beach, too. People fished a lot in the early years of the war, with normal supplies hard to come by. One time I had a 30lb codling off the beach.

We’d take our catch to a local fishmonger, a miserable old bastard. He’d take half a hundredweight of fish and give you about six shillings or five bob, something like that, and sell them for a fat profit. But I could always catch things, and I was really very good with a catapult. On the way to school we would go on to the army range and collect used rounds that made brilliant ammunition. I smashed seven gaslights – they were obviously not working in the blackout – one day. Truthfully speaking, I should have been flogged for it. But nobody caught me – and having done one, I wanted to prove how good a shot I was. I’ve killed a pheasant in the air with a catapult. We also did some terrible, underhand things like killing water hens as they dived. But as we killed them to eat, it didn’t seem a crime.

One night, after Mum had left for the ammunition factory, I headed for the beach to go fishing. Taking a short cut through the sand dunes and the cemetery, it was probably a couple of miles’ walk. I always took my dog – but remember it was pitch black. You couldn’t see your hand in front of your face, but you didn’t think about it. As usual, I came back through the cemetery as it was part of the short cut. My fish were on my back. Suddenly, there was a noise by some gravestones. Well, I dropped my fish and took off. Bloody hell! I had the wind up, no mistake. But as I was running I realized that the fish were worth about five shillings and I couldn’t afford to lose that. So I plucked up courage and went back. In the darkness, I found two bikes propped up against a gravestone – and nearby there were two RAF lads snoring their heads off. They must have been in Southport on the pop because there was a Spitfire squadron stationed down the road.

Pigeons played a big part in my life as I was growing up – and I don’t mean just shooting and eating them. After the war my dad used to keep his own racing pigeons. The area around Southport was a hotbed for that, and a lot of good birds came out of there. You’d have men who swept the roads, or delivered milk, who owned racing pigeons. Some of them could hardly spell their names, yet they could work out the yardage against the minutes to places in France where their birds had been liberated for races.

At a time when it was uncommon to have a telephone, Mum and Dad had one at home. Around eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning, fifteen to twenty men would sit on the opposite side of the road to our house waiting for news. A call would come through to Dad, and he would write on a board the time when the birds had been freed and the wind speed, and put the board out in front of our house. The men would then disappear to their homes and their lofts and wait for their pigeons. Pigeons are a class unto themselves, pure racing machines. In hard races, when they fly for over fourteen hours, a bird can lose a third of its bodyweight. With the really long-distance races, from cities as far away as Barcelona, the pigeons would take three days to return, having been taken in baskets to Spain by boat and train. If there were no birds home on the day you expected, you’d be up at five o’clock the next morning to wait at the loft. A lot of the older birds got crafty and they
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