

  [image: cover]


  


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


  So much help, so many people to thank. The horse-racing community has been particularly supportive throughout my research. There are too many people and organisations to mention
  them all here, but in particular, and in alphabetical order, can I pick out Ron Atkins, Michael Caulfield, Bob Champion, Hollie Doyle, Martin Dwyer, Dale Gibson, Lisa Hancock, Martin Lane, Daloni
  Lucas, Richard Perham, Stan Singleton, Steve Smith-Eccles, John Snaith, Willie Snaith, Paul Struthers and Phil Taylor. Thanks also to Frankie Dettori and Hayley Turner, whom I had interviewed
  previously, as well as the team at Bloomsbury.


  Meeting and talking to such fascinating subjects remains the best part of creating a manuscript. I learned so much.


  Finally, thanks, as ever, to my long-suffering wife Paula and children Elisha and Joshua for their tolerance during the many hours when I was absent; either writing in my office or with them in
  body but not in mind as I shaped a paragraph in my head, eyes glazed over. Writing a book is deceptively time consuming. Thankfully they had the arrival of Bentley, the sausage dog, to keep them
  entertained. At times it was as if they didnt miss me at all 


  


  CONTENTS


  [image: ]


  
    Foreword


    Preface


    PART ONE: PERSPECTIVES


    1 Heart and soul


    2 The inner sanctum


    3 Location, location, location


    4 Have saddle, will travel


    5 Trailblazers


    PART TWO: ON THE FLAT: HISTORY, HEROES AND HEYDAYS


    6 Black caps and spurs


    7 Tragic heroes


    8 From toads to princes


    9 Master craftsmen


    10 New age warriors


    PART THREE: OVER THE STICKS: HISTORY, HEROES AND HEYDAYS


    11 Front runner


    12 Endless winter


    13 Raising the bar


    14 AP


    PART FOUR: OCCUPATIONAL HAZARDS


    15 One piece


    16 Wasted


    PART FIVE: ANATOMY OF A JOCKEY


    17 Horse-sense


    18 Look, listen, learn


    19 Pillars of professionalism


    20 Labour of love


    21 Just champion


    22 Bravery, bottle and goodbyes


    PART SIX: LAST HURRAH


    23 National treasure


    Interviews


    Bibliography and further reading


    Plate section


    eCopyright

  


  


  MAP OF RACETRACKS AROUND GREAT BRITAIN


  
    [image: ]

  


  


  MAP OF RACETRACKS AROUND THE WORLD


  
    [image: ]

  


  


  WEIGHTS CONVERSION TABLE


  Jockeys body weights have been given in stone as is common in Great Britain and Ireland. For those less used to measuring body weight in stone, the following conversion
  table may be useful.


  
    
      [image: ]

    

  


  


  FOREWORD


  [image: ]


  BOB CHAMPION, MBE


  Most people remember me for my Grand National win at Liverpool in 1981 on Aldaniti. Because of that, I suppose its easy to overlook the fact that I spent 11
  seasons as a professional jockey on the circuit in Britain. We certainly relished the big race days at Aintree, Cheltenham, Sandown and the like, but for much of the time we were riding in front of
  much smaller crowds at events in diverse locations, from Hexham to Hereford, Wetherby to Worcester.


  Looking back it was certainly a great way to make a living and I loved my time as a professional jump jockey. Just working with racehorses every day was so gratifying. There can be few better
  feelings than to ride one in competition. And when you win, particularly a big race, the adrenalin buzz is addictive and makes you want more. I was fortunate to experience that buzz nearly 500
  times. The jockeys lifestyle is dangerous and requires discipline and sacrifices, but the rewards make it all worthwhile and are what kept driving me forwards when times were tough.


  Yet it wasnt just the racing and the wins that gave me such pleasure. It was the atmosphere and camaraderie within the weighing room that I missed most when I retired. Amid the laughter
  and pranks I made life-long friends. Of course, we took it all seriously when we needed to  and I shared the weighing room with some of the truly great jockeys, such as John Francome 
  but we also had so much fun. And remember that in my time jockeys werent breathalysed at the racecourse each day, so it was possible to have the odd night out and a few drinks.


  Thats just one aspect that has changed since my era. Its difficult to compare jockeys from different periods but I have no doubt that we are currently in a golden age. The riders
  are so professional and dedicated nowadays, none more so than AP McCoy, who would have been hugely successfully whenever he rode. He really is brilliant, so aggressive. I have never seen another
  jockey get a horse more quickly from one side of a fence to another.


  I think John Carters book accurately conveys life as a professional jockey, going back to the 18th century, through my era, right up to 2014. It is a world within a world and I hope the
  insights will be illuminating for readers. Jockeys are undoubtedly a rare breed and a special community that, to my mind, deserves to be recognised and celebrated.


  Bob Champion


  August 2014
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  In my pre-school years I was horse-racing mad, avidly watching it on television. My mum loved to relate the true story that I learned to read and tell the time at an early age
  because I needed to be able to check in the newspaper to see what time the racing was on. I cringe as I write these words, but I used to ride a wooden rocking horse as each contest
  developed, as though I were a jockey involved in the race. I wore a cap and goggles, and used one of my mums knitting needles as a whip. I tended to be Josh Gifford or Terry Biddlecombe.


  Once at primary school I remember asking my teacher if I could be released early one afternoon so that I could make sure I was home in time to watch the Epson Derby. He said no, so I ran all the
  way home once school finished and just made it, breathless, before the stalls opened.


  Somewhat thankfully, in time I grew out of my rocking-horse habit. Indeed I moved away from the sport, transferring my interests to football and cricket, activities for which my height  I
  developed into a sturdy 6-footer by my teenage years  was an asset rather than the hindrance it would have been had I carried on hoping to one day become a jockey.


  Nevertheless, my awe for those who earn their living on horseback never left me. When I wrote two books on horse racing I came into close contact with many jockeys and the experience fuelled my
  desire to learn more, while reinforcing my opinion that they are a quite remarkable, not to mention abnormal, band of brothers and sisters.


  Seriously, what possesses someone to earn a living by placing himself or herself in mortal danger every day? Who would want to starve their body of food and hydration 24/7 while attempting to
  maintain an elite athletes level of fitness? Why would anybody want to get up at the crack of dawn seven days a week to rack up yet more miles on motorways for an annual income that
  Premiership footballers can earn in a week?


  Those questions have nagged away at the back of my mind and, during the course of researching this book, I have tried to discover and document the answers. While doing so, I think that my
  previously limited involvement in the tight-knit horse-racing community has been an advantage: I dont view jockeys through the filter of personal experience or long-held opinions. I also
  know just enough to have been able to ask the right questions of the right people at the right time; just enough to have been capable of reflecting and capturing the views of experts who are truly
  in the know; just enough to tell it the way it is, unaffected by matey friendships.


  Three moments during the researching and interviewing process gave me goosebumps and will stick in my mind long after the publication of this book.


  First, I met a former National Hunt jockey who, at the age of 28, suffered a fall that left him in an induced coma for six weeks. Doctors demanded that he never rode again and for the past 30
  years he has battled with both the injury and the mental torture of being unable to do the thing that made him happiest.


  I asked him whether, if he could turn back the clock, he would have chosen a different, safer profession. To me  a pretty rational, logical, sensible member of society  the answer
  seemed obvious. But he dismissed the notion: he had no regrets and would choose the same path again.


  Along with the words themselves, the tone and animation in his voice left no room for doubt. When he talked of life as a jockey his eyes were alive. Race-riding may have jilted him, but he has
  never fallen out of love with it.


  Something clicked into place for me at that moment; I realised that once the race-riding bug has bitten you (the first win tends to be the point of no return), youve been infected and
  its in your blood forever. Theres more about the jockey in question in the first chapter of the book.


  The second moment of enlightenment took place when I toured the weighing room at Aintree. At the back is a bleak, austere, beige room containing four beds surrounded by cutting-edge medical
  equipment that is, to all intents and purposes, a hospital ward. On race days medics wait there to treat the wounded. Intellectually, I knew this space existed before I visited it, but to see it
  for real disturbed me. It seemed too stark and sterilised to be located at the heart of such a celebrated sporting venue. Ideally, horse racing should be about entertainment, fun and glory; this
  was a sobering reminder that there is also a darker side.


  The third goose-bump episode occurred while I was walking the course, alone with my thoughts, on Epsom Downs on Derby Day, 2014. Early rain on a steamy morning made for a warm, moist tour of
  this extraordinary stretch of racing turf: quirky is the word that comes to mind, so quirky that jockeys need their wits about them. From the starting stalls they follow an anticlockwise horseshoe
  shape, mainly easing left and downhill until they hit the long home straight and contest the most prestigious prize in the sport.


  Id done my research and Id spoken to jockeys who had been there and won. I knew about the slopes, the cambers and the sharp turn at Tattenham Corner. And, for a blissful hour or
  so, as Epsom began to fill up, I was absorbed, lost in nostalgia. It was just me, the turf and the ghosts of races past, going back more than two centuries. Later that afternoon Joseph
  OBrien eased Australia to victory in the 2014 renewal, and more names were writ large in the sports annals. Dreaming of contesting, even winning, events such as this is why so many
  want to become jockeys  and long may it continue.


  For me, these three different perspectives threw new light on this fascinating profession  and I hope this book as a whole does the same for you. Above all, I hope it celebrates a group
  of men and women who deserve our admiration.
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  PERSPECTIVES
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  HEART AND SOUL
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  When Willie Snaith, MBE, opens the door of his first-floor flat it is instantly apparent that a career in NBA basketball was never a serious option. Standing at a mere 4 feet
  11 inches tall and taking a size 4 shoe, hes a little un.


  But the second and overriding impression is that even at the age of 85 the vitality and vigour of his active youth have not entirely left him. Yes, the craftsmans fingers that cajoled
  thoroughbreds around racetracks in his heyday as a top jockey have grown fleshy with arthritis over the years. Yes, he is rounder and plumper than he was in his youth. And yes, last year he spent
  some time in intensive care due to illness. But the grip of the handshake remains firm and the upbeat welcome is delivered in a booming voice. His speech, reflecting both his birthplace in the
  north east of England and the time he spent in Yorkshire, can have lost little of its power and projection. Moreover, theres still a twinkle in his eye and a sharp brain that can deliver a
  witty one-liner.


  Certainly, his memory is undimmed by age. He struggled, for a moment and to his irritation, to recall the name of a trainer that he worked for (it was Matt Peacock) but that was the only
  blemish, blip or deviation during an hour-long trip down memory lane. He effortlessly recalled names and dates from a lengthy catalogue of anecdotes garnered over his long and successful career.
  Perhaps this reflects the post-jockey years he spent sharing stories as a tour guide for the National Horseracing Museum, but its still a remarkable tour de force for an octogenarian.


  During that hour it became apparent that if you want to meet someone who could restore your faith in humanity, let alone horse racing, then Willie Snaith is the man. Yet its not all been
  winning enclosures and MBEs. He had a challenging childhood that began in Gateshead between the First and Second World Wars. He lost his father, a shoemaker, at the age of five and his mother
   who was even smaller than Willie and wore a size 2 shoe  grafted hard, cleaning trams between 10pm and 6am each day. She was keen that her son wouldnt have to go down
  the mines and, fulfilling her ambition, when he left school at 14 Willie worked briefly in a wool shop before moving to Middleham in Yorkshire to train to become a jockey with Sam Armstrong.


  Prior to this, the boys only contact with horses had been pit ponies when he was evacuated to Hexham during the Second World War, but it soon became apparent to Armstrongs eagle
  eye that he was a natural. He just had a way with horses. Better still, he loved being a jockey, and this was a profession where wee Willies lack of height was an asset. A sepia photo taken
  on a Brownie camera when he first started riding shows him on the scales weighing 3st 8lb which seems implausibly low. His own recollections confirmed this passion, with him asserting: I
  just loved it to bits. I loved the feel of the horse; that you were working together and the horse was with you. Ill never forget my first winner  it was in 1948 and I beat Gordon
  Richards by a short head. I was nicknamed the pocket Hercules because I was a strong little fella who used to get em past the post.


  Snaith stayed with Armstrong for nine years, becoming champion apprentice in 1949. Willie said of his mentor, Sam Armstrong was a tough man but he made me a jockey and he made a man of
  me.


  This period marked the start of a long career that spanned 27 years and the memories of those halcyon days are never far away, constantly being re-evoked by the location of his flat and the
  possessions contained within it. The brown-and-beige furnishings may be unremarkable, but the ex-jockeys neighbours certainly are not: Colin Casey lives in the flat upstairs. Jimmy
  Uttley, who won three champion hurdles on Persian War, is another neighbour. And Roy Baker. Were all ex-jockeys who have a flat here, provided by the Injured Jockeys Fund.


  All the flats overlook the Warren Hill and Side Hill gallops on Newmarket Heath, where hundreds of loose-limbed thoroughbreds exercise during dawn gallops. Willie can stand at his French doors
  and survey the territory where he once went about his riding-work duties decades ago. Even on a dank, drizzly, grey January morning it is a thrill to watch the class of 2014 canter up the hill.
  When they return, dragon-smoke puffs out from their flared nostrils.


  The other outstanding feature in the living room is the quantity of memory-jogging mementoes and memorabilia. The space is a shrine to Willies life, past and present. Even a cursory
  glance provides immediate evidence that he cherishes three aspects above all else: horse racing, his family and his association with the Royal Family.


  The mantelpiece alone must trigger a thousand memories in his head. Towards the left-hand side is a black-and-white photo of Willie in his younger, early days. In it he has the look of the
  famous American actor Mickey Rooney about him and he is wearing the racing silks of the owner Jack Gurder, a gambling man and big friend of the trainer Sam Armstrong.


  In the centre of the mantelpiece is a black-and-white photograph of Snaith meeting Queen Elizabeth II for the first time in the paddock at Goodwood in 1954, just before he rode Landau to
  victory in the Sussex Stakes. The Queens coronation had taken place the year before, but Willie was already in full flow and established in his profession by then. In total he rode five
  winners for the Queen and one for the Queen Mother in 1959, beating Scobie Breasley by a short-head at Sandown.


  The next time he met the Queen was some 50 years later when he was awarded with an MBE, an experience he recollects fondly: It was a
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