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  The original Ruby


  I guess I should start with the name. It comes from my grandfather, who was also christened Rupert Edward Walsh. He was born two days after the feast of St Rupert, on 29 March
  1917, and Rupert was shortened to Ruby over time. I was named after him, but the only person in my whole life who has ever called me Rupert was a teacher, Miss Hannah Foley (RIP), who used it every
  time she caught me talking in class. To everyone else, it has always been Ruby.


  Ruby Walsh Senior was my fathers father. He was the youngest of a family of nine kids who grew up in Kildorrery, a little village on a hill halfway along the road between Mitchelstown and
  Mallow in north County Cork. He was born in the family pub called The Corner House which is still there. Its real racing country around there  the next parish over to the west is
  Doneraile, the finishing point for the first ever steeplechase back in the 1750s.


  Horses were always in the family. The family business was buying and selling all sorts of horses, from troopers to point-to-pointers. A few of my grand-uncles emigrated to America in the 1920s
  and 1930s and went on to make names for themselves in racing over there. Mickey Walsh  known as M.G.  trained horses for nearly fifty years but his heyday was in the
  1950s and 1960s. By 1964, he had become only the third steeplechase trainer in the USA to earn over $1millon in prize money and was champion trainer on three separate occasions.


  He made it into the American Horse Racing Hall of Fame in 1997, where he was joined in 2005 by his nephew Tommy, my fathers first cousin. Tommy was a jockey, the son of Jim, another
  grand-uncle. He rode the winner of the American Grand National five years in a row and six years out of seven in the 1960s, and is still in the top ten in the all time list of steeplechase winners
  ridden over there.


  Ruby didnt follow his brothers to America for a long time. On top of trading a few horses, he ran a pub in Fermoy with his elder brother Ted from 1946. They also held the local hackney
  licence, and one of the clients was a young Vincent OBrien, who in time would become the greatest racehorse trainer ever and the first master of Ballydoyle. Ted was seven years older than
  Ruby and they became very close after their mother and father both died on the same weekend when Ruby was just seventeen. There is an old story in our family of how, when they were digging the
  grave for my great-grandfather in Fermoy, the side collapsed, causing the gravedigger to declare that this was very bad luck. My great-grandmother died the next day and they were buried side by
  side. Ted took Ruby under his wing after that and they were inseparable for the rest of their lives.


  My grandmother, Helen Walsh (ne Buggy) from Gowran in County Kilkenny, was the daughter of a blacksmith and her brother Martin shod the Grand National winner Nicholas Silver in 1961.
  With Ruby she had a son, giving birth in the pub in Fermoy in 1950. They named him Ted: my father.


   They went to join my grand-uncles in the States for a while in the 1950s but came home quick enough, and moved to Chapelizod in Dublin to train horses in the Phoenix Park.
  They only stayed in the city for a short time, though, and by the summer of 1960, they had moved down to Kill in County Kildare where Mam and Dad live to this day. When I was growing up, we lived
  on the Naas side of the yard and my grandparents lived on the Dublin side.


  I was very close to my grandfather right up until his death in 1991. I remember him as a really kind, quiet man. When I was a small boy, he used to make thick toast for me that he would butter
  before he toasted it and then again afterwards. It was simply gorgeous, the softest toast I ever ate.


  He and my grand-uncle Ted trained and traded horses all their lives. They are so expensive to keep and maintain that all you could do to keep the yard turning over was sell them. He went to
  sales and fairs all over the place, turning horses into money. Buy for 1000, sell for 1500. Buy for 2000, train to win a race or two and maybe sell to England for 6000.
  Its a tough life but an enjoyable life too, and it was the only life he knew.


  Dad grew up with horses, with all the ups and downs they bring. He tells the story of when he was a boy and himself and a friend, Eddie OConnor, watched the film Ben Hur. They
  loved the bit in the big chariot race, where the horses jump clear over a broken carriage with the chariot intact and with Charlton Heston still on board. The two boys obviously thought this could
  be done in real life.


  So they went out into the yard and got the pony, harnessed it up to a long pallet and climbed aboard. Out into the field, and they pointed this pony at a gate and drove him on at it, trying to
  get him to jump it with them trailing behind on the pallet. The pony managed it, more or less, but the pallet flipped over and the two boys went flying.


  If that had been the end of it, the story would have been bad enough. But there was more. The pony took off like a shot, still strapped to the pallet, and every bump and hollow in the field made
  the pallet bounce up and hit the pony on its arse, which only made it go faster. He came tearing into the field at the back of the house where my grandfather had two horses  one that was no
  good and cost half-nothing, and another that hed dug deep for at the Derby sale.


  The pony sped through the field and jumped clean out over the post and railing and on to what was then the main Dublin to Cork road. The good horse from the Derby sale decided to follow him and
  jumped out as well, just in time for a car to come along and wipe him out. The people in the car were OK but sadly the horse had to be put down. Can you imagine? That would have been a tough house
  to be in that night.


  Day-to-day life wouldnt have been nearly that dramatic. They had eleven acres originally, sold a horse for good money somewhere along the way and bought some land out the back that
  belonged to the Dunnes, a neighbouring farming family. There were another twenty-five acres in that deal and thats where they put the gallop. Five furlongs, all-weather. Dad bought another
  twenty acres from the Dohertys sometime after, and a strip to connect the whole lot. That was  and is  the family yard in Kill.


  Mam didnt come from that sort of background at all. She was one of seven kids, three girls and four boys. She wouldnt have known the front end of a horse from the back before she
  met Dad. She was born just at the edge of Waterford City in Ferrybank and her father, John Whyte, was a sergeant in the Garda. They moved around quite a bit as he
  progressed through the ranks and eventually ended up in Naas, which is where my parents met. Dad has one sister, my aunt Joan, and she and Mam were in the same class in St Marys Convent in
  Naas. These days Joan and her husband Liam live two houses down from Mam and Dad in Kill.


  They married in 1976 and Jennifer came along in 1977, followed by me in 1979, Ted in 1980 and Katie in 1984. As kids we lived active lives, basically the same sort of life that country kids
  everywhere live. When we got up on Saturdays and holidays, we didnt sit in and watch the television. We went out into the yard to see was there anything to be done. We filled the water
  buckets and haynets and would go to the gallop on the tractor to watch the horses work once all that was finished. Horses were the sun, the moon and the stars. It was a great way to grow up.


  My grandfather trained until the day he died, but the earliest memory I have of excitement in the yard was when Barney Burnett was a novice hurdler in 1984 and 1985. He won nine out of eleven
  races that season and was the leading novice hurdler, culminating in his win at Punchestown. I was five years old, rising six, but hes the first horse I remember well. He was a great
  hurdler, but he got injured in 1986 and was out for a year or so and never made as good a steeplechaser when he got older. Saying that, he did win a Leopardstown Chase and finished second to Desert
  Orchid in an Irish Grand National.


  Dad rode a fair bit for his father and won plenty of races for him, too. A couple of years ago, we got him a list of all the winners hed ridden as a Christmas present. He was surprised to
  go through it and see that the number he rode for his dad came to over 100. He would have always thought it was more like seventy or eighty and assumed hed ridden way more winners for Peter
  McCreery. A win on a horse of your fathers always means that bit more. Thats how Ive always felt about it, anyway.


  I only remember seeing Dad ride a race on television once. It was Cheltenham in 1986 and Dawn Run had just won the Gold Cup. I was sitting on the floor at home in Kill with Jennifer, Ted and
  Katie, bouncing away in her chair. Mam was there too with her mother Claire Whyte who was quite ill with cancer. She died on 7 May 1987 at the young age of fifty-seven. To think both my parents are
  beyond that now; its hard to imagine losing a mother that young.


  Mam was always around for us and, thankfully, still is. She made sure we never wanted for anything but were never spoiled, either. Shes always had a great understanding of people and I
  always saw her as a very level-headed person. Mam has always had a great ability to stand back from a situation and think it through and if Im ever in a quandary or a dilemma, shes
  brilliant for sounding-out. Id like to think, as I got older, that was one of the things I got from her.


  But back then, I was a six-year-old watching the racing on the television. And the very next race after the Gold Cup was the Foxhunters, which Dad won on Attitude Adjuster. Not long after the
  race was over, the phone rang. It was Dad, ringing to tell Mam that that was him done and dusted. He says himself that hed been gone for a while but this gave him a nice way to finish it.
  About an hour later the phone rang again and Jennifer hopped up to answer it. Someone was on the other end, looking for Dad to ride in a chase that weekend. Mam took the phone and said,
  No, sorry, Ted wont be riding over jumps anymore. He was thirty-six and his career as a jockey was at an end.


  I think Mam was probably relieved in a way. Dad had never been too seriously injured, although she could tell you stories all day about his falls. There was one at Leopardstown
  that stands out, from a horse called Little Abbey. Dad broke seven or eight ribs and punctured his lung, and I think it was the one fall where Mam would have been frightened.


  But it was before my time and I dont have any particular memory of him being badly hurt. He broke a wrist during the La Touche at Punchestown in 1985 all right but as far as we were
  concerned as kids, that was fun because we got to wrap and unwrap his bandages. Id say he didnt think it was as much fun as we did. But to me, Dad was this rock of a man. When he
  fell, he got up and got on with it. There was nothing soft about him, except maybe his teeth.


  He took me to buy a pony from Delaneys outside Fethard, when I was eight or nine. Wed had a pony called Pebbles that I got on my seventh birthday, but he turned out to be a stubborn yoke
  that wouldnt jump a twig. So Dad took me to get a new one and put me up on this gorgeous chestnut animal with a white face and a flaxen mane and tail. I cantered up the field on him and he
  was beautiful to ride. He had this big, lobbing canter and rode more like a horse than a pony. We went up and down the field and when I got back, Dad asked if I liked him.


  I love him, I love him, I said, all excited. So he got up on him and went for a spin to see what he thought and when he came back he said to the fella who owned him that he was a
  lovely pony and that wed take him. He cost 1000 though, pricey for a pony in the mid-1980s.


  We got back into the yard in Kill and I couldnt wait to get him out of the box. My grandfather was there and he came over to see us as I rode this new pony in the front paddock.


  Hes a grand pony, he said. What did he cost? Dad didnt even give it a half seconds thought. A monkey, he said. I looked at Dad and he looked back at me and I sort of knew straight away to say nothing.


  Hmmm, said my grandfather, thats enough, Id say. Enough for him.


  If Dad ever asks me the price of anything Ive bought, I always halve it. And I know well that if I ever ask him what he paid for anything, he does the same.


  We called the pony Flash and he was probably our favourite out of all the ponies we had. We all learned to ride on him. My grandfather would even take Katie on his lap as hed trot up the
  fields to watch the horses work. As time went by, Ted got a grey pony who, of course, we called Dessie after Desert Orchid. He wasnt so straightforward.


  In fact, he was anything but. He was a runaway job, with no manners and stubborn as bedamned. Hed go anywhere and jump anything, but he listened to nobody but himself. You could steer him
  but you couldnt stop him. The more you pulled out of him, the more he pulled out of you. He actually wasnt a bad pony to learn to ride on, because you had to have your wits about you
  the whole time. He wasnt that big but he was so free, hed run away with the twelve apostles. Hed pull and pull and pull. You had to learn how to sit and how to hold because
  hed be away on you in a heartbeat otherwise.


  I had a terrible fall from him when I was eleven. Alan Fleming is a successful trainer in Surrey now  he trains the good hurdler Starluck that finished fifth in the 2010 Champion Hurdle,
  among others  but back then he was a young lad working for Dad in the yard. He was only a few years older than me and I got on great with him. The furthest field away up the back, which we
  called Dohertys top field, was where we put horses with injuries or ones that needed time off. Every evening myself and Alan would head up there with a bale of hay and a
  bag of nuts for them, the bonus being that we could have a laugh jumping everything on the way home.


  Our land divides Kill International Equestrian Centre on one side and Greenhills Riding School on the other so on the way back, wed jump over one hedge or the other and take a run around
  the cross-country course on our ponies, jumping everything we saw. It took about half an hour to get back to the yard, jumping all the way. It was great fun  I used to look forward to it
  every evening cycling home from school.


  This one evening though, Mam and Dad had gone to Cork on business and so they were a bit short-handed in the yard. Tony Philips was the head man and when I called in to get Alan, Tony was in bad
  form and said that Alan would have to stay and help out in the yard and that I could go up and feed the horses myself. Fair enough, I didnt mind at all. Off I went on Dessie, with my bale of
  hay and my bag of nuts for the horses, which took a bit of managing. Bale of hay in front of me, bag of nuts underneath me. I hacked up to the top field, laid out the hay, poured out the nuts and
  stuffed the empty bag into the big oak tree up there, then got Dessie and headed for home.


  We came flying down the field, running flat to the boards until we got to the first jump and for some reason best known to himself, Dessie refused to jump it. Right, I thought to
  myself, Ill sort you out now. So I trotted him back up the field to a tree and broke off a branch to give him a few smacks. I pointed him back at this big tractor tyre jump
  that went out into the next field and had a drop off down the back. Next thing I knew, I was in Naas Hospital.


  Dessie had obviously turned a cartwheel, and Id landed on my head. I have a memory of standing in the field and trying to catch him as he went trotting by me, but after
  that I have to rely on what other people have told me. Apparently I rode him into the yard with my head down and Greg Behan, who was working there, asked if I was all right. When I didnt
  answer, he came over to me and saw that I was white as a sheet. He dragged me down off the pony and into the house. I asked him what day of the week it was. Thursday, Ruby, he
  said.


  Our babysitter Mary Byrne was there, taking care of us when Mam and Dad were away in Cork, and she rang Liam Bradley, Joans husband, and he was over in the van in a flash to take me to
  Naas Hospital. What day is it, Liam? I said. Thursday, Ruby, said Liam.


  We got into the van, me in the front and Ted in the back. Teds bigger than me and has always looked out for me even though he is a year younger. Id have been fiery enough at times
  in school but Ted was always there, ready to stand over me if I ever looked like I was in trouble. He came to the rescue a few times if I got into fights. But this day, on the way to Naas Hospital,
  he was getting fair pissed-off at me.


  What day of the week is it, Ted?


  Its Thursday, Rube. And if you ask again . . .


  There were no mobile phones at the time but someone got word to Christy Kinane in Cashel to look out for Mam and Dad driving through the town and to stop them on the road. Christy got them, and
  his daughter drove Mam back to Kildare and left Dad to head on to Cork. Mam came to the hospital to find me with a cracked rib and concussion. My first riding injury.


  Concussion has an upside. Well, obviously a doctor would argue with that and if you can avoid it, youre probably better off living your life never having been knocked out. But if
  youre going to take a bad fall like that early on, youre as well not remembering it. I dont remember the fall, I dont remember the pain and I was
  never any way scared the next time I got up on Dessie. I never had any fear.


  As I got older, I got more and more to do around the yard. Mucking out, sweeping up, feeding, watering, all the little bits and pieces that keep a yard ticking over. Dad had a good staff in the
  place and I learned how it all worked from them. Brendan Sheridan was always there, Joe Pearse and Greg Behan, to name a few. For as long as I can remember, no one worked on Christmas Day. There
  was Dad, myself and Ted, Brendan Brady from the village, another pal of Dads called Bertie, and that would be it.


  On a Sunday it would be half staff. In the yard they worked twelve and a half days out of fourteen  they had Saturday afternoon and a Sunday off every second weekend. To make up the
  numbers on a Saturday and Sunday at home, the other staff was myself and Ted. There was Katie as well, as she got older.


  We knew how to do it and we just did it as our normal, everyday routine. That was the life. It was more or less the same one Dad had growing up, the same as his dad before him and his before
  him. I was only too happy to take my turn.


  My schooldays are always with me. Literally, always with me. Talk about the scars of a childhood! I only need to look down at my left hand to see one from one of my first days at school in 1984.
  I can date it more or less exactly because Mam was expecting Katie and had gone to Dublin with Dad for a check-up.


  I was five and a half so I cant vouch for every last detail of the story, but for some reason I do remember it being a wet morning. I was hanging out of the door of the classroom waiting
  for our teacher to arrive and had my hand inside, holding the edge of it, just where the latch goes into the doorframe. Next thing, two girls inside the door slammed it, with the top of my thumb
  caught.


  I must have screamed the place down. My aunt Joan and my grandparents had to come and collect me to take me to Crumlin Childrens Hospital in Dublin, with my thumb
  hanging off and me bawling my eyes out. You can still see the remnants of the scar if you look at my left hand, right along the joint of my thumb.


  So, not the best of starts. It got better though. I always think its rubbish when people say your school days are the best days of your life. Theyre most definitely the easiest but
  thats not the same thing at all. It was a handy life as far as I was concerned, although by the end I needed plenty of arm-twisting to finish it.


  Academically, I was grand. Put it this way  in secondary school, our classes were named after islands and on the back of my entrance exam, I was put into Lambay. Achill and Aran were the
  bottom two classes, Lambay and Valentia were the middle two and I couldnt tell you what the top two were called. One was Skellig, I think. Anyway, the point is the top classes didnt
  concern me. Solid. Middle of the road. That was me.


  Primary school was in Kill and secondary was in Rathcoole, seven miles away, across the border in County Dublin. Ill never forget the first day in Rathcoole, when about fifteen or sixteen
  of us from Kill landed into the school on the bus. Im sure its the same drill in every school  your first morning, all the first year pupils go into this big assembly hall and
  your name is called out and youre told what class youre in. All the other classes got called out and in each one there were three or four others from Kill. And who was the only gob
  daw left on his own? Heading into a class of thirty students knowing no one? Walsh, Ruby (Kill National School).


  I nearly died. It was bad enough that I was coming from a small village school where our year and the year ahead would be taught at the same time in the same room. But to be landed in a class
  with nobody to hang on to for safety on the first day! I walked into Room 23 that morning with my head down and barely spoke a word for a week.


  I didnt enjoy secondary school really. I had no real hardship or stress  the opposite, if anything. There was never any massive pressure on me from home anyway. When a report card
  came to the house, the first thing Dad would look at was the bit where it said general conduct. As long as that said I was well-mannered and was making some bit of an effort, hed look the
  other way on the odd E once in a while. As long as when they went to the parent-teacher meeting they were told they were raising a lovely lad, Dad was happy.


  Mam was a different story. Shed worry about grades and be on to me to put in a bit more of an effort. But to me, effort was something worth saving for more important stuff than
  schoolwork. I learned quickly enough exactly how much I would have to do to get by, and that amount was all I ever did. I just didnt want to be there most of the time.


  I hated studying. I was actually pretty good at maths and I loved English, but the other languages were beyond me. Irish was just double Dutch to me and French was even worse. I just
  couldnt get my head around either of them. In Irish and French exams, youd be given a piece of text and asked questions about it at the end. My genius scheme for getting through these
  would be to pick out a word that appeared in the question, find that word in the text and copy out the paragraph containing it line by line, thinking to myself, Well the answer has to be in
  there somewhere. Kind of defeated the purpose of calling that part of the exam comprehension, I suppose.


  No, school for me was about sport. It was about playing as much of it and getting on as many different teams as I could. I played everything. If there was anything to get you
  out of school, I was on the bus. Gaelic football, hurling, soccer, athletics. You name it, I was on the bus. There was always the chance you might get a class off here and there, and if there was
  even a smell of a half day to go training, I was gone. Out the door and away.


  We had a good football team in the school and we actually won a Dublin schools title in our division when I was in the sixth year. We had great coaches in Michael Higgins and Pat McEvoy
  who made a deal with us  turn up for training after school on a Monday and you can have a half day on the Friday to go play a match; dont turn up for training and you can stay in
  class. You got out of it what you put in. I liked that a lot. Never missed a Monday session. Never missed a half day on a Friday either.


  I enjoyed football in the school much more than I enjoyed it with the club in Kill. I dont know what was going on in the club but it never felt like the most organised place to be.
  Id say, hand on heart, we had about four training sessions in all the time I played. The training was playing indoor soccer in the winter time. Youd get a phone call to say there was
  going to be a game on Sunday and you might turn up and thered only be a half a dozen of you.


  I got much more out of playing rugby. I started playing in Naas when I was seven and kept at it all the way up along. Ted Coughlan, my mothers brother-in-law, trained the under-tens every
  Saturday morning. He brought my cousin Karl and me along, and I was hooked from then. I loved it from the beginning, and as I got older I especially loved playing scrum half. You were always
  involved, no matter if you were on a good team or a bad team. You were always getting a touch of the ball. Or if you werent, there was always someone to tackle. One way or another, you were
  always busy.


  Actually, that was the main reason I liked playing rugby more than football. I played football matches with Kill where Id be in the backs and wed be hockeying
  some crowd and the ball might squirt my way three times in a half. Youd be freezing or bored (or both) and youd have some lad on the sideline telling you to stay on your toes, and
  meanwhile the other teams goalkeeper cant keep the ball kicked out.


  Or worse, wed be getting hammered by some crowd with big midfielders who never let the ball out past them. For years we played against Sallins, and they had this huge fella in midfield
  who everybody just called Stretch. He seemed three feet taller than everybody else all the way up along the age groups. Every time I turned out on the pitch against Sallins, Stretch was playing
  midfield. No matter where our goalkeeper kicked the ball, we couldnt get it out beyond him. And if you went to jump with him, youd only bounce off him.


  Rugby is a different game that way. Theres a place on the pitch for all shapes and sizes in rugby and everybodys in it together in the one spot on the pitch, fighting away to get
  the ball and do something with it. I loved all that. I was small and light but I was fiery enough at the same time. Id tackle anything. That was probably my downfall in a way. I spent too
  much time trying to crease fellas and not enough working out how to pass off my left hand.


  We played North Kildare one day when we were under fourteen. They had this big lump of a lad playing in the second row and he was knocking fellas all over the place when he had the ball, just
  running through them. I knew that sooner or later hed have to come my way and when he did, I was damn sure I wasnt getting out of his way. It didnt matter that he had about
  four stone and two feet on me, I was going to stand in front of him. Thats just the way I was; no way was I shirking the tackle. Id say I made about as much
  impression on him in the tackle as one of those birds that sit up on an elephants back, but nobody could say afterwards that I ducked out of the tackle.


  I remember going back to Naas that day and wondering who yer man was, the big number four. Turned out that was Bob Caseys last game for North Kildare before he went to play for Blackrock
  College and then Leinster, London Irish and Ireland. The four stone he had on me then is closer to nine now. Id probably think twice about making that tackle these days.


  I did have my own trial for Leinster, though. Sounds good, doesnt it, like I might be the great lost Leinster scrum half of the age? The truth isnt nearly as interesting. When I
  was fifteen, the Leinster scouts organised a trials day in Naas and each club for miles around was told to send along around a half a dozen players. So there were lads there from the Curragh, North
  Kildare and Portlaoise, even as far away as Gorey and Carlow, and we all came along and played two matches apiece in front of the Leinster scouts.


  It was bedlam. My uncle Bobby was a coach with Naas and I remember him saying to me that this was a day for thinking of yourself and not worrying about your out-half. I think the same notion was
  in everybodys head, going out on to the pitch. Everyone trying to be a hero, nobody playing with their head up. Needless to say, I didnt get the call-up afterwards.


  Ah, I knew I wasnt good enough anyway. I was a decent organiser who could call a move and get it happening. But I was an average passer at best  OK off my right hand, desperate off
  my left. I didnt have any great vision for the game and I wasnt going to create any magic for you. Leinster seem to have survived without me anyway.


  The idea of sport as a career though would have taken root around this time. Obviously, it would be hard to claim I ever had a notion of being anything other than a jockey but
  I was hooked on just about every sport. The highlight of the week for me was Tuesday night, BBC 1, A Question of Sport. I never missed it. I didnt care what else was happening in the
  world, I was going to be in front of the television for A Question of Sport. When I went on it as a guest years later, I was sitting there thinking to myself, Jesus, you never thought
  youd make it here.


  And I didnt, not one bit of me. Not back then. Back then, I was more concerned with trying to find a way to convince Mam to let me quit school after the junior cert. Id done
  reasonably well in those exams  six honours and three passes  and I was humming and hawing about whether or not Id go back for the Leaving. Well, I was trying to make it look
  like I was humming and hawing so that Mam would see me looking like I was humming and hawing. But in my head, I was gone. Id done a summer at Ballydoyle and worked for Noel Meade by this
  point. Noel was a big dual-purpose trainer at the time but within a few years, hed be champion National Hunt trainer in Ireland on multiple occasions. Given that choice, school was only an
  inconvenience.


  Heres how little interest I had in it. The day the junior cert results came out, I didnt even go up to the school to collect them. Instead, Mam, Dad and myself were on our way to
  Galway because he had a runner called Dunemer in a two-year-old race. We stopped outside Enfield so that Mam could ring the school to get the results. This was mid-September so I should have been
  in school but no, I was away to Galway with Mam and Dad to watch the filly.


  In the end though, Mam convinced me that school was the way forward. There was the option of doing transition year but I never even gave it a thought. But Mam was pretty firm
  with me and I went back on her terms. Look, a couple of years at school is no burden to carry, she said to me. She was dead right, too. I would have regretted it massively if I
  hadnt gone back and done my leaving cert and its the one bit of advice I always give any young lad who asks me. Finish school, youll be long enough out of it.


  Not that I went back and suddenly became a whizz kid or anything. I kept tipping along at my own pace, just doing enough to stay out of trouble like I always had. The only problem was that
  trouble came looking for me early in my final year. By now I was seventeen, Id ridden a few winners and I was at the beginning of a season that would end with me as champion amateur.
  Id got a taste of the life I wanted to live and there wasnt one other path you could have offered me that Id have considered taking. These are not the kind of words that fill a
  career guidance teacher with joy. Especially not in the first couple of weeks of sixth year, when youre after doing poorly in the summer exams.


  We got stuck with this career guidance teacher in a free class one day. This lady didnt know any of us. And she started to go around the class and ask everyone what they
  wanted to do with themselves. I had positioned myself up in the far left corner of the room, hoping the bell would come along for the end of class and save me the interrogation. It was a close-run
  thing.


  How about you? Whats your name?


  Ruby Walsh, miss.


  And what plans have you got?


  Im going to be a jockey, miss. (She looked at me as if to say, You eejit. Dont be so stupid.)


  Youd want to have a serious think about that, now, she said, just as the bell went to get me out of there.


  The thing was, most of the teachers were happy enough to let me away to do my own thing. They would have known Id ridden a few winners already, and they would have had
  a fair notion of what I was doing with my summers and my weekends. I wasnt carrying on some secret life. Still, teachers have to be teachers and I suppose they wouldnt be doing their
  job if they didnt make some attempt to try and steer you along a conventional path.


  There was an almighty row early on in my final year when our year head, Gerry Kiernan, kept me back after class one day and told me he wanted to see my parents. This racing lark will have
  to stop, he said. This is the most important year of your life. He wasnt talking about my attempt to be champion amateur.


  I went home thinking Dad would go mental. Like I said, he wasnt too concerned what the grades were like as long as I behaved in class. It wouldnt matter that I hadnt done
  anything wrong; hed think that if he was being called into the school it could only be because I was being a pup. But actually, once he heard me out, it was grand. He could see I was in bad
  form about the whole thing and he was soon on my side. Im not going back if I cant ride, I said. It wont come to that, said Mam.


  There was a careers evening that night at the school but Mam and Dad had to wait afterwards to speak to Gerry Kiernan. Mam told me later that Dad played a blinder. Its like
  this, he said. Rubys going to finish his leaving cert but hes going to ride as well. Now, he can do it here or he can go and do it somewhere else. Thats up to
  ye.


  Gerry launched into a speech that hed given me, about how hed played minor football for Louth when he was a young fella and had given that up to get a good leaving cert. But Dad
  wasnt for moving. Thats fair enough, he said, but Ruby has been no trouble to ye, hes never given you a days grief since
  hes been here and this is what hes doing with his life. Hes going to do it with your co-operation and thats whats going to happen. There will be half days,
  well all work together, but thats whats going to happen.


  So thats how it was. I got a note to say I could head off at lunchtime every Thursday and I made a deal with Mam that I would spend a half of every Sunday studying. Id catch up on
  all my homework on my way to and from racing. That was the plan anyway, and I mostly kept up my end of it. Either Mam or Dad would collect me from the school Thursday lunchtime and wed be
  off down the country to wherever racing was on.


  One day Dad collected me and we headed off down to Thurles so I could ride a horse of Mouse Morriss in the bumper  the National Hunt flat race that usually closes out each
  days racing. Dad had nothing running in any of the races that day but that didnt matter to him at all. Mouses horse was pretty average and didnt even finish the race but
  that didnt matter to Dad either. All that mattered was that I was getting experience, learning the game.


  So we were in the jeep on the way back up the road and I had my head in a geography book, reading away so that he could tell Mam I did plenty of revision on the way home and what did he do? Only
  ram straight into the back of a bus in traffic! Looking out of the window, away with the fairies he was. He folded the jeep and left the pair of us stuck to the windshield. All to take me to
  Thurles to ride in the bumper.


  Coming up to the end of school, Mam thought shed take one final stab at getting me to go to college. I arrived home with forms but I had no intention of filling them in. As far as I was
  concerned, I was going to work for Willie Mullins as soon as the last bell rang. I had actually been watching the boys in my class filling out their forms and quietly laughing to
  myself. Away with ye, lads . . .


  Mam always had a way of getting me to do things, though. She said shed like me to fill them out, to apply for a few courses just in case. Just fill them out and send them off and sure,
  you never know what might happen. Keep your options open.


  So I did. I filled them out. What I didnt tell her is that those forms that went to the CAO  the Irish college admissions system  told a fairytale at which a five-year-old
  would make a dubious face. The courses I applied for were all very fine indeed, and that was the whole point. There wasnt a hope of me getting anywhere near the points needed for them. I
  stuck down veterinary science, which was about 550 points. Not if they gave me the exam papers a week beforehand was I getting anywhere near 550 points. Maybe I might manage to scrape 300. Equine
  science in Limerick was 410 so I didnt put that down, just on the off chance that the gods took against me and let me do better than I was expecting.


  But the great thing about the forms was that you didnt put down the name of the course, you just put down the course code. So all Mam saw was a load of letters and numbers. I showed the
  forms to her with four courses applied for and she was happy with that.


  And you know what? As the years have gone by, there actually have been times when Ive regretted not doing a year in college. Not so much for the education but for the social side. When I
  was out for six months with my broken leg, my girlfriend at the time Gillian Doran  who is now my wife  was in University College Dublin (UCD) and I used to spend a fair bit of time
  there with her. I loved all that, all the hanging around, meeting interesting people and chatting away. A year of that wouldnt have been so bad.


  But that wasnt where I was headed. When the CAO offers came out that August, the postman didnt have to break his back on the way to the Walsh household. I wasnt even there
  when he arrived. By then, I was gone.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  [image: ]


  Learning experience


  I was always going to head away somewhere to learn more about the game. It was just what you did. There was plenty for me to be doing around home if I stayed, but Dad was keen
  on me going to other yards to see the different ways things are done. So in the summer of 1994, it was up to Noel Meades yard in Castletown, County Meath with me. Id just turned
  fifteen that May and for the first ten days or so, I stayed with Noels mother. For the rest of the summer I lived with the McKeevers near Nobber, knocking about with Paul Hourigan, whose
  father Michael was  and still is, of course  a successful trainer in Limerick, having trained the likes of Dorans Pride and Beef Or Salmon among others.


  It was my first long period away from home and I loved every bit of it. The World Cup was on in America that June and we used to work all day and then head to the pub to watch the matches at
  night. I had never been in a pub to watch a football match in my life. I wasnt even drinking, it was just the adventure of it, I suppose. The weather was scorching that whole summer and I
  couldnt have had a better time.


  I think I was homesick for a bit but if anything I got to love the little aspects of being away from home that made me become more independent. It made me grow up a little,
  take responsibility for myself.


  The work was hard enough but I never felt that way about it. I still wouldnt. If you want to ride horses, you muck them out. Simple as that. Every morning, I was there at seven
  oclock, ready to go. Me and three other lads, mucking out from seven until eight, riding four lots until lunchtime and then working on from two until five. In the evenings, wed ride
  out a few of Stephen McKeevers horses and that would be our diesel money earned for the lift to work in the mornings.


  That summer was mostly pure fun but by the following one it was time to take things a bit more seriously. I was sixteen, Id taken out my amateur licence and this time I went to Ballydoyle
  for the summer. Ballydoyle then wasnt like Ballydoyle now. The trainer Aidan OBrien had just arrived and Coolmore hadnt a massive influence on the place yet. Actually, I doubt
  if any more than one or two horses in the place belonged to Coolmore at the time.


  Youd have to say that, back then, Ballydoyle was a bit run down. It hadnt really been used to its full potential in a few years and Aidan hadnt been there long enough to put
  his stamp on it. He didnt have the top-class flat horse in the yard that he does these days and mixed through the place were a lot of summer jumpers. The best two-year-old we had in the
  place was No Animosity  Christy Roche rode him to win a sales race in the Curragh that September. I used to look after a horse called Loshian who was third in the Galway Plate that summer,
  when Aidan had the first three past the post. But this was before triple-Champion Hurdle-winner Istabraq, even, and well before there were Classic winners at every turn.


  This is all hindsight, of course. At the time, I didnt care a bit. I was still green as the grass. The first day I went to Ballydoyle, I got a lift from Naas with
  Eugene ODonnell who used to drive Aidans horsebox up and down the country along with travelling head man Damian Byrne. They had runners in Naas that day so I met him at the
  racecourse, threw the bike in the back and hopped up in the front with him. As far as I was concerned, this was the life now. Hitting the open road, chatting away with a grown-up, being treated
  like a grown-up too. Or so I thought.


  As we went through Cashel, he pulled in real quick at a garage and said, Here, go in there and tell that man behind the counter that youre with Eugene ODonnell and you need
  a glass hammer straight away. Sure of course, I was out of that lorry like it was on fire and away in, the wide-eyed gombeen looking for a glass hammer. If Id taken half a second to
  think about it, I might have worked it out. But I was sixteen and innocent. The boys behind the counter just looked at me like I was a fool. I turned and looked out the window and Eugene was
  falling out of the cab laughing. Great, I was thinking. This is going to be a long summer.


  It was mighty though. Seven days a week from seven in the morning to six at night. I was living in digs with Teddy Gould and his family just outside Rosegreen village and it was a matter of
  getting up at six-thirty, hopping on the bike and cycling the four miles to Ballydoyle with another young lad called Jimmy Barcoe who worked there as well. I was in the back yard  the blue
  yard, as it was called  with eighteen boxes. You started at box one in the main yard, mucking out, and went around the yard until you were finished. There were seven of us at it 
  three lads mucking out, three lads with wheelbarrows and one lad sweeping.


  Wed ride out at half-nine when Aidan and some of the other lads arrived from his other yards in Owning village, half an hour away. That would last until lunchtime at
  half-one and wed then spend the afternoon back with the horses. Clean them, brush them, leave them spotless. Do up their beds, sort out their hay, whatever. Everything done to a high
  standard, never giving anyone a reason to complain about you. Head home at seven, get your dinner, play a bit of football and early to bed, ready to go again the next morning.


  Shay Slevin was the head man at Ballydoyle, and he was tough. You toed the line with Shay  if you pissed him off hed have you mucking out for the morning, and you wouldnt
  come near to getting on a horse.


  That was what every day was about. Getting to ride out, getting on a horse. Aidan would be over on the hill until half-nine so the craic and the banter would be flying around the yard as we were
  mucking out, but it would all stop when hed arrive over. In my head, Id be waiting for him to come back, having the laugh but working away good and hard so that nobody would have a
  reason to go to him and say, Here, that Walsh lad was acting the goat. Let him stay here this morning. No way was that happening. Dad always said that if there was nothing to do, pick
  up a sweeping brush. Always look busy, even if you arent.


  In the evenings, we played a fair bit of football. I ended up lining out for the Rosegreen under-sixteens that summer at right halfback. A fella called Seamie Burke from Cashel had headed away
  for the summer, so instead of going through the whole rigmarole of transferring over from Kill for two months, I was Seamie Burke until September. We actually won a South Tipperary championship and
  I played midfield in the final. Cant remember who we beat  Id say its probably too late for them to lodge an objection against Rosegreens
  ringer now, anyway.


  I bucked out of bed every morning that summer, mad for action. Christy Roche would be riding work and that would be all Id be thinking of on the bike on the way there. Christy had ridden
  Classic winners and been champion jockey multiple times so he was a legend to me  Id be dying to get riding a piece of work in the same lot as him, and so would all the other lads.
  Everybody got to ride a canter but not everyone got to ride work. That was what you were after, day after day. Hoping Aidan would let you give a horse a squeeze and get him off the bridle for a
  bit. Thats what riding work meant. Only the good jockeys got to do that.


  There were good lads at Ballydoyle. Adrian Regan lived in the same digs as me and went on to have a successful pin-hooking operation (buying horses specifically for resale) in the USA. Tom
  OLeary, who trains the dual Thyestes winner Preists Leap, was there too.


  I was a sponge for information. Always have been. When I was only eight or nine Id be in the back seat of the car with Dad and Brendan Sheridan on the way to the races and thered
  always be somebody else there talking racing with them. It could be Tommy Carmody or Mickey Flynn or even Charlie Swan sometimes  any of the leading riders of the time were liable to be in
  the car. Id be the little lad in the back, not opening my mouth but taking in every word. So-and-so made a balls of this race; this fella went too soon or jumped out too fast. My ears would
  be cocked, trying to catch every word like it was gospel.


  It was the same story sitting at home on Saturdays watching the racing on television. Dad would be there commenting on whoever was riding and Id be trying to work out what he meant. I
  lived for those races and the further I got into my teens, the more able I was to see for myself what was going on. I loved watching a race and trying to separate out the horses
  that were hanging back for a reason and the ones that were just at the back because they werent any good. Id be there wondering why such-and-such was so far back and gradually
  realising that a horse can only run so far, so fast. It was all about getting the judgement of pace right but I didnt know that at the time.


  At Ballydoyle, Id be listening to every word out of Aidans mouth. If Christy mentioned that a horse needed to be ridden a certain way, thats


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  


  Ruby Walsh was born in County Kildare in May 1979. Amongst numerous other racing triumphs, he has won the Aintree Grand National twice, on Papillon and
  Hedgehunter, and the Cheltenham Gold Cup twice, on Kauto Star.


  Malachy Clerkin is a sports journalist and author in Dublin. Formerly the Chief Sportswriter of the now-closed Sunday Tribune, he now writes predominantly for the Irish Times. He
  has covered just about every sporting event, from the Olympic Games and World Cups in football and rugby to the Cheltenham Festival. This is his second book.
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