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  INTRODUCTION


  Horse racing is delightful bait for strange events. In 1935, for instance, a murder trial in the Bahamas was abandoned for the day at lunchtime – so that court officials, jury and lawyers could attend a Montagu Park race meeting. Jury members were given a police guard. If anyone enquired, they were presumably told that the jury was out.


  These strange tales are mostly set on conventional racecourses but, as horses have fared well against a variety of non-equine competition – men, dogs, motor vehicles, Olympic swimmers and Olympic athletes – the book includes some offbeat examples. I’ve concentrated mainly on British horse racing, with a few stories from elsewhere in the world.


  The starting-point for the book – the early 19th century – is arbitrary and to the detriment of some earlier strange races. In 1377, Richard II, then Prince of Wales, lost a match to the Earl of Arundel. If Richard III would have given his kingdom for a horse, no doubt Richard II would have traded his for a better one. Going back to the 18th century would have meant including races against time, such as Miss Pond’s 1,000 miles (1,610km) in 1,000 successive hours at Newmarket in 1758, but not Lord March’s amazing racecourse bet that he could have a letter carried 100 miles (161km) in an hour. This wouldn’t qualify because Lord March didn’t use horses, relying instead on 20 cricketers with safe hands to throw a ball (containing the letter) in a big circle for an hour. He won his bet.


  Strange races have themes – weather, stray dogs, great victories, depressing defeats, odd locations, tragic circumstances, etc. – but the strangest are those unimaginable ones that sneak up on horse racing fans. They include the riderless horse that won a race, a 3,200-mile (5,150km) horse race won by a man on a mule, and a victorious deceased jockey. In 1923 Frank Hayes posthumously rode Sweet Kiss to victory at Belmont Park, Long Island, after suffering a fatal heart attack on the run-in. His body stayed in the seat until the winning-post and then fell to the floor.


  In the modern era strange races continue to emerge. Horses have competed against dogs, humans, stock cars and bicycles, while pantomime horses now have their own race. In the 1990s there were two peculiar Grand Nationals, and a 2010 race saw My Wife Knows Everything and The Wife Doesn’t Know finish first and second.


  WOMAN AGAINST MAN


  YORK, AUGUST 1805


  At the age of 22, she rode side-saddle against the best male jockey of her generation. She was dressed for the race, wearing a purple cap and waistcoat, nankeen-coloured skirts, purple satin shoes and embroidered stockings. Fit and healthy, she was a fine jockey, a spirited woman, and the race was a thriller.


  The 2-mile match between Alicia Meynell, riding Colonel Thornton’s Louisa, and Frank Buckle on Mr Bromford’s Allegro was watched by a huge crowd on York’s Knavesmire racecourse. The previous year Alicia Meynell (also known as ‘Mrs Thornton’ though there is some debate as to whether she was really married) had ridden a horse called something like Vingarillo – there are various spellings on record – in a 4-mile match against Captain Flint’s Thornville but had been forced to ease up her lame horse after leading for the first 3 miles. Captain Flint spent the next year claiming he was still owed 1,000 guineas of the 1,500 guineas prize. Colonel Thornton, in response, argued that the extra 1,000 guineas was nominal – to attract people to the racecourse.


  Alicia Meynell, daughter of a Norwich watchmaker, had moved to the Thornton estate near Knaresborough, where she was ‘under the protection’ of Colonel Thornton. Both she and her man had an eye for a fair racing match, and the contest between Louisa and Allegro caught the public’s attention. The spectators on the Knavesmire that afternoon would speak of the race for years to come.


  The match took place at 3.30 in the afternoon, and Alicia Thornton took Louisa to the front. The ace jockey Frank Buckle – his career record of 27 wins in English classics was unsurpassed until Lester Piggott – rode a waiting race, as was his usual style. Having bided his time, Buckle brought Allegro to the fore, ready for the run-in. But the side-saddled Louisa fought back, and the two horses raced neck and neck for the winning-post. The race was won by Louisa by a short neck. A victory for the woman.


  Wrote The Times: ‘The manner of Mrs Thornton’s riding is certainly of the first description; indeed her close seat and perfect management of her horse; her bold and steady jockeyship, amazed one of the most crowded courses we have for a long time witnessed.’


  It seems a shame to spoil such a heroic victory by the realities of the race, but I must mention the weights. Mrs Thornton carried 9st 6lb (59.9kg), Buckle 13st 6lb (85.3kg). The difference of 4st (25.4kg) might have affected the outcome of a race won by a short neck.


  The other harsh reality of the afternoon was the appearance of Captain Flint at the racetrack. Still believing he was owed money from the previous year’s match, Captain Flint brought out a new horse-whip and began flailing it at the shoulders of Colonel Thornton. In the presence of ladies, it was not the done thing. The crowd hissed and hooted at Flint, and the Lord Mayor ordered his arrest, leaving Alicia and Thomas Thornton to count their winnings in peace.


  OUTSIDERS FOR THE ST LEGER


  DONCASTER, SEPTEMBER 1822


  ‘What? Ride a cripple like that!’ John Jackson is supposed to have exclaimed when he was told he was riding Theodore in the St Leger. When he learned that a bet of 100 guineas to a walking-stick had been laid on the horse winning the classic, Jackson was not uplifted.


  The jockey was distraught and tearful when told that the horse’s owner was exercising his right to call on him to ride Theodore. It was a ride Jackson would rather have missed. The horse might have been passable as a two-year-old, but as a three-year-old was showing pathetic form and was rumoured to be lame.


  The general odds on the horse were around 100 guineas to one (some were offering 200–1) and the ‘walking-stick’ bet, an outlay of something worth about a shilling, showed up the horse’s chances. According to some expert opinion, the horse might need the walking-stick to get round the course.


  ‘We are positive that the annals of sporting history never produced an occurrence on which such anxious doubt existed as on this race,’ wrote The Times.


  The 3–1 favourite Swap was nowhere, while ‘Mr Petre’s Theodore took it into his head to run quite contrary to the opinions of owner, trainer, jockey, and everybody else who entertained an opinion on the matter.’ Jackson got the horse off well at the start, and kept him going. The spectators were excited but amazed when they saw three complete outsiders pass the winning-post first. Theodore won at 100–1, while second and third both came in at 50–1. ‘The most favourite horses were either distanced or lost.’


  Perhaps never in horse racing history have three horses of such long odds come home in a major race, and rarely has a walking-stick been so well invested. And, as another strange feature of this race, the four horses trained by James Croft finished first, second, third and fourth. The following day, Swap, the unplaced St Leger favourite, beat Theodore at level weights to provide another curious result.


  THE COCKED-HAT STAKES


  GOODWOOD, AUGUST 1824


  The cocked hat, a three-cornered hat with a permanently upturned brim, was fashionable at around the turn of the 18th century. Hence the expression ‘to knock into a cocked hat’, meaning to alter something so that it is unrecognisable.


  The cocked hat was a gentleman’s hat, and, in the early 1800s, races called Cocked Hat Stakes were popular with gentlemen. They took two forms. In one every jockey in the race was compelled to wear a cocked hat when riding. In the other cocked hats were optional, but a weight advantage (6–7lb/2.7–3.2kg)) was granted to those who complied with the appropriate dress.


  A Cocked Hat Stakes was run at Doncaster in 1820 – ‘the unusual head-dress of the jockeys caused much curiosity and much merriment at the scales’ – and at other venues, including Hampton, Goodwood, Shrewsbury and Oswestry. At Hampton, in July 1823, Mr Braithwaite appeared at the scales in a hat only ‘half cock’ and there was much discussion about whether he should claim the 6lb allowance. A writer in the Sporting Magazine, quoted by John Fairfax-Blakeborough in Northern Turf History (Vol. 3, p. 269), thought cocked-hat races rather too cockeyed: ‘Gentlemen jockies, generally speaking, look enough like jockies when dressed in proper caps and jackets; but when they adopt the costume of a dancing master to ride a race, they cannot but appear highly ridiculous and quite out of character. I need not say I refer to cocked-hat stakes. I am not going to applaud Mr Braithwaite for the altercation it seems he occasioned at Hampton, by not having the regulation “cock”, because if he had not approved of the articles he need not have entered his horse.’


  As an example of a bizarre Cocked Hat Stakes, here is one from Goodwood, where such races continued until around 1829. On Friday 20 August 1824, a Goodwood race was ‘ridden by Gentlemen in Cocked Hats’. The five horses included Lord George Bentinck’s Olive, who had already raced once that afternoon. But when Olive dead-heated with Swindon, the two horses were forced to run-off over the same course of three-quarters of a mile, the gentlemen wearing the same cocked hats. Olive and Swindon dead-heated again, so they tried for a third time. This time Olive came through to win.


  ‘This was an admirable race,’ commented Pierce Egan’s Life in London, which may simply mean that the riders, wearing cocked hats, looked more like admirals than jockeys.


  A RACE AGAINST THE CLOCK


  NEWMARKET, NOVEMBER 1831


  Squire George Osbaldeston was considered by his contemporaries to be ‘the best sportsman of any age or country’ according to Theodore Cook, editor of The Field, who wrote the introduction to the Squire’s belated autobiography, published 60 years after the great sportsman’s death.


  Squire Osbaldeston (1786–1866) turned his hand to all sports, and bet on steeplechasing, hunting, trotting, cricket, rowing, royal tennis, billiards, shooting and whist. He once won a bet playing royal tennis with a gloved hand (and a few points’ start) against a champion who held a racket, and his friends would wager on outrageous feats such as covering 100 yards (91m) in fewer than 30 hops and eating 20 fried eggs within five minutes. Had there been a Guinness Book of Records in the 19th century, one suspects that Squire George Osbaldeston would have been a likely consultant editor.


  Osbaldeston made a particularly celebrated wager in 183l. Taking his lead from a certain Mr Ridsdale, who claimed he could ride from London to York in ten hours, Osbaldeston offered to ride 200 miles (322km) in ten hours for a wager of 1,000 guineas. His challenge was taken up by General Charritie, and rules were drafted. Osbaldeston would ride over a 4-mile course at Newmarket – the Round Course and Devil’s Dyke to the stand – on the Saturday of the Houghton meeting. To win his bet he must cover the course 50 times within ten hours on as many hacks, hunters or other horses as he pleased. No time would be deducted for mounting, remounting, eating or dealing with any mishaps that might arise.


  An ex-prize fighter called John Gully, then a renowned racehorse owner, was offered 10–1 against Osbaldeston completing the 200 miles inside nine hours. When he sought advice, the Squire indicated that he could achieve that time with a few better-class horses. Gully lent him some good racehorses and took the 10–1 offer.


  At this time of his life, Osbaldeston was a 45-year-old sporting veteran with a permanent limp, a result of a compound leg fracture in a hunting accident ten years previously, his horse having been knocked over by another when about to take a fence. Wisely recognising that this event needed training, he worked up to 80 miles (129km) a day on the horses he intended to ride. Although his weight was not in his favour – together with bridle and saddle it was 11st 3lb (71.2kg) – he decided not to lose weight.


  His famous wager of 200 miles against time started at 7.12 on the Saturday morning, attended by a big crowd. He covered the first 4-mile (6.4km) heat in nine minutes, a good enough pace if he could keep it up and move quickly between horses. But problems were always likely – one stirrup leather was a few inches longer than the other on one interchange and he decided on a meal stop after 120 miles (193km). That was a delay of eight minutes.


  Changing horse every 4 miles, he pressed on and made good time, covering the first 100 miles (161km) in four hours, 19 minutes and 40 seconds. The biggest setback came when Ikey Solomon, owned by Mr Nash, threw him on to the ground and bolted on the 31st lap. Anticipating this possibility, the Squire had stationed men around the course to retrieve a bolting horse. Ikey Solomon was caught and remounted, but that 4-mile leg took 12 minutes.


  With the Houghton meeting taking place simultaneously spectators were able to watch both events – the Squire continued to move from one horse to another. He rode John Gully’s Tranby four times, and the horse rewarded him with a time of eight minutes for one 4-mile lap (the 27th).


  Finally, having ridden 29 different horses, Osbaldeston completed his 200 miles. The time, including mounting, dismounting and refreshments, was eight hours, 42 minutes. He had won his wager and Gully had won his. According to one account, the Squire was none the worse for his arduous journey: ‘There was no wrapping in blankets; no carrying to a post-chaise; no salts, smelling bottles or lancets. The Squire jumped on his favourite hack, Cannon Ball, and, followed by every horseman on the ground, led them at a slapping pace to his lodgings, at Perrin’s, in Newmarket, where he got into a warm bath, took a nap, and in a couple of hours was wide awake and enjoying himself at a good dinner.’


  As thanks to the people who had lent him horses, Osbaldeston offered a £50 Handicap Plate ‘for horses that galloped in the match against time’. The race, called the Osbaldeston Plate, was won by Timekeeper.


  A FAVOURITE FAILS ON THE FLAT


  DONCASTER, SEPTEMBER 1835


  They came no better than Queen of Trumps. She was an exceptional three-year-old, and 1835 belonged to her … except for one strange race at Doncaster. Competing in the Scarborough Stakes, at incredible yet realistic odds of 1–10, she suffered one of horse racing’s most unusual handicaps.


  That year Queen of Trumps won the Oaks from Preserve with something to spare. Trained by John Scott, the filly came to the St Leger with a big reputation – ‘she possesses great power and resolution, and is a free goer and of good temper’ – and destroyed a strong field. Mundig and Ascot, first and second in the Derby, were beaten, and so too was Preserve, whose connections looked in vain for revenge for the Oaks defeat. As 11–8 favourite, Queen of Trumps proceeded gradually to the front of the St Leger field, accelerated when she needed to and ‘won easily and cleverly, by a length and plenty to spare’.


  When she headed a field of three for the Scarborough Stakes, three days after the St Leger success, Queen of Trumps had won six out of six for the year, including two classics. Despite carrying an extra 7lb (3.2kg), she was 1–10 favourite to take the race. There was hardly any betting on her two rivals, Ainderby and The General. Indeed, anyone betting against ‘the Queen’ deserved to be led in a strait-jacket into Lambeth’s Bedlam.


  They raced over a mile. The General took an early lead, Ainderby held second place, but Mr Mostyn’s Queen of Trumps, the pride of North Wales, was simply biding her time, her strong, muscular quarters barely rippling. The three came into a line, and they reached the distance abreast.


  At the merest of requests from jockey Tommy Lye, Queen of Trumps moved into the lead, ready to gain several lengths on her rivals in those last 100 yards (91.4m).


  And then came the surprise. A big dog ran on to the course and darted directly towards the favourite.


  Lye feared his horse would fall. He all but pulled up Queen of Trumps, who changed leg, swerved, and lost her place in the race. She was good enough to come back, but Ainderby held on to win by half a head – one of the greatest upsets in racing.


  Captain Frank Taylor, owner of Ainderby, was apparently so confident of his horse’s lack of chance that he was drinking in the bar while the race was being run. Someone ran in to tell him the story of how Ainderby had won in bizarre circumstances. Captain Taylor swiftly realised that his token bet, out of loyalty to the horse, would bring him £2,000. He searched the course for the owner of the big dog – one source says the dog was a mastiff, another that it was a bulldog, and a third that it was a ‘big white dog’ – and bought the animal. Captain Taylor kept the dog in luxury and eventually left it an annuity for life.


  So the 1835 flat season ended with Queen of Trumps scoring six wins out of seven races, rather than seven out of seven. But she was not the same animal as a four-year-old. The reason for this may be the deterioration in form suffered by most four-year-old fillies, who, I am told, are notoriously difficult to train. Also, the heavy build of Queen of Trumps would not have helped her retain form … but I just wonder about the psychological effects of meeting a big dog at Doncaster when in sight of the winning-post!


  This is far from the only example of horse meeting dog on a racecourse. Very occasionally the meeting was arranged. At Doncaster in December 1800 there was a curious match between a racehorse and a greyhound: ‘A mare was started, and after she had gone a distance of about a mile, a greyhound bitch was let loose from the side of the course, and ran with her nearly head to head to the distance post, where 5 to 4 was laid on the greyhound. At the stand it was even betting, but the mare eventually won by little more than a head.’


  The story does not explain how the greyhound was enticed to stick to the course, but John Fairfax-Blakeborough throws some light on how foxhounds were matched with racehorses on Redcar sands: ‘Unfortunately the trail laid for the hounds was too strong and blew out to sea, so that the selected representatives chosen from the Cleveland Pack spread in all directions, and the race proved a fiasco.’


  In general, though, racecourse meetings between dogs and horses were against the wish of stewards, and almost certainly against the wish of thoroughbred horses, who particularly dislike greyhounds. In fact it was common for the racecard to warn spectators that stray dogs would be shot. They could cause havoc, and, as will be revealed later (see here), have frequently done so.


  VERY THICK FOG


  CHELTENHAM, JULY 1841


  Racing folklore is rich with tales of what really happens behind the walls of thick fog which commonly shroud racecourses. One concerns the jockey who hid behind a haystack and then reappeared ahead of the field on the second circuit to win easily. Another, a tale of morality, stars a jockey who tried the hiding tactic, reappeared several lengths clear on the second circuit and still finished last. And yet another story involves the jockey who took the hurdles so far on the outside that – by accident or design – he kept running round them in the fog.


  There is, of course, a very dangerous side to riding in fog – as will be revealed later in the story of the race at Derby in 1889 (see here) – but it has to be admitted that fog produces a comic theatrical effect which entertains the imagination. Anyone who has watched a race on television and seen riders disappear into the foggy country must have wondered about what they could be up to. As recently as 1947, the connections of Caughoo had to face a lot of flak about what really happened in the fog – did he take a short cut? – after the Irish horse had won the Grand National by 20 lengths at 100–1. That occurred in a year when conditions were good for an outsider – a large field, bad weather which had disrupted training schedules and heavy going – and Caughoo had been well prepared on Portmarnock sands.


  Cheltenham’s County of Gloucester meeting of 1841 took place on the beautiful Cleeve Hill, which offered a splendid view of hills and dales, woods and fields, streams and rivers. Unless, of course, it was encased in very thick fog. Then you saw nothing. And Wednesday 21 July was one of those days. Moist, misty and miserable.


  It was the second day of the meeting, and the opening race was the Sherborne Stakes, run over a mile. Recklessly, the officials pressed ahead with the race, and five runners went to the post, or went somewhere out of sight. Several other jockeys refused to ride.


  The race, as it developed, was between the Duke of Richmond’s The Currier, ridden by Sam Rogers, and Mr Griffiths’s Tupsley, ridden by John Chapple. For all we know, the other three might have got lost in the fog or hid from their owners as the Racing Calendar informs us that they ran but were not placed.


  Tupsley, romping home with a good lead, was ridden past the judge’s winning-chair to win the race … or so Chapple thought. He didn’t realise that what he thought was the winning-chair wasn’t the winning-chair. He had pulled up too early. The Currier galloped past to win a victory for the Duke of Richmond … and the fog. Though how the judge expected to tell the two horses apart – both riders wore variations of yellow – is a mystery.


  Now, the suspicious side of me wonders a little bit about what might have gone on in the fog. What do you think? Surely a losing jockey would be kind enough to point out to the winning jockey where he was on the course: ‘Here’s the winning-chair now, you’ve done it.’ That’s only etiquette, isn’t it?


  That one race was enough for the Wednesday’s racing. It was agreed that the other races would be postponed until the following day. Any optimistic comments regarding the fog – ‘It’ll lift in a minute’ – were obviously misplaced in this instance. After the Wednesday night dance, the good folk of Gloucestershire returned for the third and final day’s racing, and the weather was good. The Currier and Tupsley were there again too. They raced on all three days, The Currier managing two firsts and a second, Tupsley scoring two seconds and a mistake which also counted as a second. By the end of the meeting, the two horses probably knew the course well enough to find their way round blindfold, or in a fog.


  The best jest belongs to the Cheltenham Examiner, which went to press early on Wednesday 21 July, the day of the very thick fog: ‘The early hour at which we go to press prevents our giving the returns of to-day’s sport, which we expect will be first-rate.’


  Yes, first-rate fog.


  THE ADVENTURE OF RUNNING REIN


  EPSOM, MAY 1844


  The tale of the 1844 Derby is one of intrigue, mystery and roguery which could have come from the plot of a Conan Doyle story. Indeed Conan Doyle’s Adventure of Silver Blaze contained some similarities. But in the case of Running Rein, the master detective was horse racing’s own Lord George Bentinck rather than Sherlock Holmes.


  In 1841, a foal was born to Mr Cobb of Malton. The bay colt, by Gladiator out of Capsicum, was called Running Rein. In November 1841, the animal was purchased by a Londoner called Goodman ‘Goody’ Levy, known as Mr Goodman around racing circles, where his reputation was shady. At almost the same time, Goodman Levy bought a yearling called Maccabeus. Both horses did the rounds of several stables.


  In 1843 Running Rein won a race for two-year-olds and the identity of the horse was challenged. A stable boy, called in by the investigators, swore that he had been present at the birth of Running Rein two years previously. He identified the horse and the objections were dropped. The suspicions remained, with an extra one – that the stable boy had been bribed.


  In 1844 Running Rein was entered in the Derby and looked a likely winner. By this time the horse had been sold to Mr Wood of Epsom and was trained by Smith at Newmarket. The stewards permitted the horse to start in the Derby, on condition that if he came in first the stakes would be withheld pending a further investigation into the horse’s age. The same conditions applied to a horse called Leander, owned by the Lichtwald brothers, also suspected of being a four-year-old. The judge was told to note the names of the first five past the winning-post, just in case a couple were disqualified later.


  The favourites for the race were The Ugly Buck, winner of the Two Thousand Guineas, at 5–2 and Ratan at 3–1, with Running Rein at 10–1 and Leander at 14–1. Twenty-nine went to the post, and the race had plenty of incident. Coming round Tattenham Corner, Leander had the lead from Running Rein, but the second horse struck Leander’s off hind leg above the fetlock. Leander pulled up lame, and an examination revealed a splintered bone. The horse was later put down.


  The accident to Leander left Running Rein with a lead of 2 lengths, and jockey Mann kept his horse in front. Running Rein came home first by three parts of a length. Nat Flatman rode Orlando (20–1) into second place for Colonel Peel, and the Colonel also owned Ionian, which finished third at 15–1. Then the investigations began, much to the relief of one punter, Captain Osborn, who had put everything he owned on second-placed Orlando and was about to write a suicide note and blow out his brains when someone tipped him off that Running Rein might be an impostor.


  Mr Wood, owner of Running Rein, fervently denied the claim that his horse was four years old, and defended his cause to the hilt when the case reached court on 1 July. The Lichtwald brothers did likewise on behalf of the deceased Leander, but examination of part of the horse’s jaw showed the teeth of a four-year-old. The brothers, outraged by the accusation, dug up the remains of Leander and had his head cut off for further examination. The evidence again pointed to a four-year-old horse, and the Lichtwald brothers were warned off.


  The Running Rein court case was more complicated as the owner didn’t know where the horse was and therefore couldn’t produce him for examination. (Someone claimed the horse was hidden at Finchley by Goodman Levy.) The outcome of the case, in which Mr Wood was the plaintiff and Colonel Peel the defendant, was sealed by Lord George Bentinck’s cunning detection. Bentinck worked on the assumption that if a switch had been made by Goodman Levy, probably around September 1842 when both Running Rein and Maccabeus moved stables, it would have involved bringing the colouring of Maccabeus in line with that of the other bay colt. The four-year-old’s legs had probably been dyed. Lord George therefore called on dye suppliers between Goodman Levy’s home and club, and the move paid off at a hairdresser called Rossi in the Regent Street area. A woman remembered selling hair dye to a man answering the ‘Goodman’ description, her memory jogged by the fact that the man had ordered a second supply without paying for it. The dye was specially made, and Rossi himself had listened to the instructions. Lord George Bentinck took Rossi to see Goodman Levy and positive identification was made.


  Goodman Levy had purchased hair dye at a time when he owned both Maccabeus and Running Rein. The most likely explanation was that Maccabeus had been dyed to resemble Running Rein. Moreover a Northamptonshire farmer called Worley had come forward to say that he had attended the Derby and the horse running that day looked a lot like Maccabeus, whom he had kept on his farm for a while. The evidence was conclusive. Wood withdrew from the case, Orlando was promoted to victory, Nat Flatman was supposedly given a present of £5,000 by Colonel Peel for the way he rode the winner, and Captain Osborn drew a sigh of relief as the new result spared him from bankruptcy and suicide. It was, however, a real slur on the integrity of horse racing as it cast doubt on some earlier Derby winners, especially the 1833 winner Dangerous, a ‘three-year-old’ who appeared only for the big race and was never seen afterwards.


  At the end of the final case of Wood vs Peel before Baron Alderson and a special jury the judge observed: ‘If gentlemen condescend to race with blackguards, they must condescend to expect to be cheated.’ Goodman Levy and his associates fled the country, and Running Rein ended his days in peace on a Northamptonshire farm.
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