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GIVE YOURSELF THE BEST CHANCE OF LANDING A WINNER  
WITH THESE WINNING STRATEGIES FROM SIMON ROWLANDS

Value is everything, but value can exist at short 
prices as well as long ones and short-priced 

horses have done surprisingly well in recent years. 

 
and show a 3.03 profit to one-point level stakes at 
industry starting prices. Handicaps at the festival are fe-
rociously competitive, but non-handicaps can be more 
one-sided – in the modern era at least.

Do not be put off 
BY short prices

In particular, horses 
priced at 9/4 or less have 
won 28 out of 61 races 
they have contested over 
the last seven festivals 

4 CHELTENHAM 2016 
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6CHELTENHAM 
NON-STAYERIS NO 

PLACE 
FOR A

Do not 
assume the 
ground will 
be as soft as 

it has been

One of the chief problems with 
ante-post betting is the possibility 

of not getting a run for your money 
when a horse is taken out. Fortunately, 

bookmakers are so keen to attract 
your trade for the festival that many of 
them o� er you your money back if this 

happens as the event gets close. 
You may have to take slightly shorter 
odds, but that is often a price worth 
paying for the certainty that you will 

not lose if your horse is scratched. 
This can be particularly attractive for 
horses with more than one entry or 

about which there is a doubt regarding 
soundness or participation if the 

ground changes.

take advantage of 
non-runner, no-bet 
opportunities in the 

weeks leading up 
to the festival

The ground, in Britain as well as Ireland, has 
been exceptionally testing this winter, when 
racing has taken place at all. Something simi-
lar, if not quite so extreme, has been the case 
in recent years, and yet, come March, things 
have generally been different. By Timeform’s 
reckoning, more than fi ve out of six of the races 
run at the last seven Cheltenham Festivals 
have taken place on good (54%) and good to 
soft (30%) going. Only two races – the last two 
of the 2013 festival – were on a surface properly 
described as heavy. Cheltenham drains excep-
tionally well these days and it is likely to need 
signifi cant rain near to and during the festival 
for it to be a mudder’s paradise.

3

Especially if you are British. One of the joys of horse racing is that you are not 
obliged to support a team but can choose where to pin your colours on a race-
by-race basis. Blind patriotism is unpro� table, but much less so if you have been 
Irish over the last seven years. Irish-trained horses have won at a strike-rate of 
8.5%, nearly double the strike-rate of the rest, and they have shown roughly a 
10% loss on stakes at industry SPs when their rivals have been around 40%. The 
Prestbury Cup for Irish- and British-trained horses was instituted in 2014, the year 
after Ireland scored 14 to Britain’s 13. It has got to the stage where a double-� gure 
number of Irish winners has come to be expected.

DO NOT GET CARRIED AWAY WITH

PATRIOTISM

66CHELTENHAM 
NON-STAYER

Man or beast. With larger fi elds than 
usual and so much at stake, many 
festival races are run at a searching 
gallop and nearly all expose any chinks 
in the stamina of fancied contenders. 
The famous Cheltenham hill rises 40 
feet or more from the second last, 
depending on whether a race takes 

place on the Old Course or New 
Course, and many a fancy’s legs 
turn to jelly over the length of it. 
Horses need to be paced care-
fully, and so do most humans. 

Remember, there are four days 
of action, and you don’t have 
to bet in every race.

CHELTENHAM 2016 5 

See point 2. Come the day, 
some bookmakers will be 
bending over backwards 
to get your business. In 
particular, look out for 
enhanced each-way terms, 
including additional places, 
money-back o� ers, such as 
if your horse � nishes second 
or falls and more besides. 
Getting on can be a problem, 
but well worth going the 
extra mile to try to achieve.

Shop around for

SPECIAL 
OFFERS
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Though only up to a point – and, 
even then, doing so will not reward 

blind support. Horses older than 
the average age in the race they 

are contesting have outperformed 
others over the last seven years, be it 
in handicaps or non-handicaps. All 
individual age groups have shown a 

loss, but six-year-olds and nine-
year-olds have done best compared 
to chance, winning 1.32 times and 

1.14 times as often as pure luck. 
Then again, horses aged 11 or older 

have fared poorly, with just two wins 
from 226 runners. Experience is im-
portant at the Cheltenham Festival, 
at which the hurly-burly can be un-

like that encountered anywhere else, 
but it has not been a happy hunting 
ground for grizzled veterans either.

Favour age  
over youth

7

The Cheltenham Festival is unique in the demands it makes 
on the ability and aptitude of horses and it may not surprise 
to discover that past winners tend to do well when returned 
to the same scenario. But the degree to which this is true is 
remarkable: 126 festival winners have come back 12 months 
later this decade, and 27 of them have won for a level-stakes 
profit at industry SP of nearly 20 points. They included 20/1 
winners Buena Vista (2010 and 2011 Pertemps Final) and  
Lord Windermere (2013 RSA Chase then 2014 Gold Cup).

Give respect to returning

CHAMPIONS

Davy Russell and Lord 
Windermere won the 

RSA Chase in 2013 and 
the Gold Cup in 2014

Photo: SPO
RTSFILE

Photo: healyracing.ie
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One of the best tends to be the “lon-
gest SP” market. Over the course 
of 27 races, there are nearly always 
some turn-ups, though apparent 
complete no-hopers rarely win. In 
six of the last seven years, the lon-
gest SP has been either 33/1 or 40/1 
(often combined as one of the op-
tions) and you have to go back some 
way for a festival in which no winner 
went off at 33/1 or longer.

Look out for 
special-bet 
markets that 
are mis-priced

SOME RACES CAN BE MORE  
PREDICTABLE THAN OTHERS
The remarkable six-timer of Quevega (below) in the Mares’ Hurdle ensures that race 
has the lowest average winning SP (around 5/4) of any race at the festival in recent 
years, followed by the Champion Chase and the Arkle Chase (both around 2/1). At the 
other end of the spectrum, the Plate Handicap Chase, the County Handicap Hurdle 
and the Coral Handicap Hurdle have been the toughest races in which to find the 
winner (a reflection, in part, of the big fields for those races), averaging around 16/1.
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‘BACK RUBY AND WILLIE’ IS NOT 
A BAD SYSTEM BUT PAUL JONES, 
AUTHOR OF THE WEATHERBYS 
CHELTENHAM GUIDE FOR 16 YEARS, 
PRESENTS A MORE SOPHISTICATED 
ANALYSIS OF DAY ONE OF THE FESTIVAL

tUESDAY

PATTERN RECOGNITION

THE TRENDS

Min could provide 
connections with a 

third straight win in 
the Sky Bet Supreme 

Novices’ Hurdle

Rich Ricci is set 
for another � ne 

Cheltenham 
with Min a hot 

prospect for 
the Supreme 

Novices’ Hurdle

‘BACK RUBY AND WILLIE’ IS NOT 
PAUL JONES, 

AUTHOR OF THE WEATHERBYS 
CHELTENHAM GUIDE FOR 16 YEARS, 
PRESENTS A MORE SOPHISTICATED 
ANALYSIS OF DAY ONE OF THE FESTIVAL

THE TRENDS
Rich Ricci is set 

for another � ne 
Cheltenham 

with Min a hot 
prospect for 

the Supreme 
Novices’ Hurdle
Photo: healyracing.ie

Photo: healyracing.ie

Irish winners in the 
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle in 24 years

14
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A well-fancied Irish horse 
winning the Supreme un-
questionably helps to cre-
ate an immediate raucous 

atmosphere and that’s especially 
the case when it’s trained by Willie 
Mullins and ridden by Ruby Walsh, 
as has been the case for the last 
three years with Champagne Fever, 
Vautour and Douvan. All three are 
owned by Rich Ricci, whose horses 
run in the Mr Blobby colours, as I 
overheard one lady describe his silks 
paddock side last March.

That triumvirate’s red-hot 
favourite this time, Min, has been 
devastating in recording two wins 
from as many starts since he was 
imported from France. The Supreme 
has been by far and away the most 
successful contest for the Irish of the 
long-standing races at the festival, 
with 14 wins in the last 24 runnings.

Given that he principally deals 
with speed horses, it is incredible to 
believe that Nicky Henderson has 
not saddled the Supreme winner for 
24 years, yet he has been responsi-
ble for as many as 10 second-, third- 
or fourth-place fi nishers in the last 
nine years alone. 

This season he could sup-
ply Min’s main danger in the 
shape of Buveur D’Air.

Four of the last 14 winners 
fi nished in the fi rst fi ve in the 
previous season’s Champion 
Bumper, making that the best 
individual race guide in recent 
seasons. Look out also for Supa-
sundae (sixth) who led to the fi nal 
furlong. 

It says an awful lot with regard to 
how the Supreme has altered of late 
that the only horse to fi nish in the 
fi rst three in the last eight years that 
started their career on the fl at was a 
subsequent Champion Hurdle win-
ner in Binocular, and especially as 
seven winners in 11 years between 
1996 and 2007 were converts from 
the fl at.

P revious Cheltenham Festival form is always a bonus and eight of 
the last 18 winners had fi nished in the fi rst four at this meeting be-
fore, but this hasn’t been a good race for favourite backers with just 
two successful market leaders since the Fulke Walwyn-trained Gay 

Vulgan won in 1977. However, some shocks aside, it has been a very good 
race for those hunting up the favourite in the betting with eight second 

favourites winning going back to 1984 and 11 winners since the turn of 
the century could be found in the fi rst four in the betting. 

It had been threatening to happen for a while but the 143 barrier 
was fi nally breached two seasons ago and then again last year. I am 
referring to the offi cial BHA ratings of winners as, prior to Holywell 
being successful off a handicap mark of 145 in 2014 and then The 

Druids Nephew doing likewise last year off 146, the previous 14 win-
ners were offi cially rated no higher than 143 entering the race. The 

last two results were not a massive surprise given that all four winners 
between 2009 and 2012 were rated 142-143 heading into the race. However, 
given that six of the last seven winners were offi cially rated between 142 and 
146, then that may not be a bad starting point. 

When Ireland has sent over fancied runners it has paid to take note. 
When Youlneverwalkalone was ending the Irish 38-year drought in 2003, he 
was sent off 7/1 third favourite, and then Dun Doire won at the same odds 
three years later having been sent off second favourite. Last year only two 
Irish-trained horses took their chance and they went on to fi ll the next two 
places behind The Druids Nephew. Jonjo O’Neill commands most respect of 
the home team having won three of the last seven renewals and Alan King is 
another trainer who likes to target this race. His record of two winners and a 
close-up third since 2003 catches the eye.

Trainer Alan King has been 
mopping up big handicap 

chases this season with Smad 
Place, Annacotty and Ziga Boy

Mr Blobby 
team looks 
unstoppable

King & O’Neill command respect

Supreme Novices’ Hurdle

Festival Handicap Chase

Tuesday 1.30pm 
Sky Bet Supreme Novices’ Hurdle 
(Grade 1) 2m 87y

Tuesday 2.50pm Ultima Business Solutions Handicap Chase (Grade 3) 3m 1f

Photo: healyracing.ie

of the past 
15 Festival 
Handicap 

Chase 
winners 

have been 
in the fi rst 
four in the 

betting 
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THE TRENDS

A ll being well, Douvan is going to be 
sent off at skinny odds to emulate 
the likes of Sprinter Sacre, Simonsig 
and Un De Sceaux in the last four 

years who won the Arkle having been heav-
ily punted odds-on favourites. Again, it could 
be Nicky Henderson who provides the main 
danger to Willie Mullins with L’Ami Serge 
and Vaniteux both on target for the race and, 
if either are successful, that would give the 
master of Seven Barrows a sixth victory in the 
two-mile novice chase championship.

Hurdles-race class counts for plenty and 
last season Un De Sceaux became the sixth 
winner stretching back to and including 2000 
that entered the Arkle as the best hurdler 
in the race on offi cial ratings. Two second-
top-rated-over-hurdles contenders in Sizing 
Europe and Simonsig have also won the Arkle 
in recent years. That would be against Ar Mad, 
who won just once over hurdles.

Seven of the last 13 winners had won at 
Cheltenham before (six in pattern races) but, 
purely looking at previous Cheltenham Festi-
val form, although nine of the last 12 winners 
had won or fi nished placed at this meeting 
in the past is a strong steer in its own right, 
arguably even more interesting is that fi ve of 
those 12 winners had fi nished in the fi rst four 
in a novice hurdle at this meeting 
the previous season. Douvan cer-
tainly fi ts that bill, having been a 
devastating winner of the Sky Bet 
Supreme Novices’ Hurdle where 
he had potential Arkle rivals Siz-
ing John and L’Ami Serge back in 
third and fourth.

Douvan fits the bill
arkle trophy

Tuesday 2.10pm 
Racing Post Arkle Challenge Trophy Chase 
(Grade 1) 1m 7f 199y

10 CHELTENHAM 2016 

Willie Mullins 
and Douvan

PAST WINNERS 
HAVE STRONG 
REPEAT RECORD

CHAMPION Hurdle

Tuesday 3.30pm 
Stan James Champion 
Hurdle Challenge Trophy 
(Grade 1) 2m 87y 

of the past 
16 Champion 

Hurdle winners 
ran in the race 

the year 
before
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V ery few trends to take on 
board here, given that 
Quevega has won six of the 
eight runnings and five of 

those were on her seasonal debut – or 
prep race for Punchestown as some 
would call it. Annie Power was also 
all set to give the Willie Mullins stable 
another winner of the ‘David Nichol-
son’ on her seasonal debut last season 
until falling at the final flight, saving 
the bookmakers from a monster pay 
out in accumulators with Douvan, Un 
De Sceaux and Faugheen. Of course, 
Mullins still won the race with Glens 
Melody.

Novices have fared OK. Take out 
Quevega and they would have won 
three of the eight runnings, which is 
good going given that they had no 
obvious contenders in 2013 and 2014, 
and supplied the third and fourth last 
year. However, there is a mares’ novices’ 
hurdle being run at the Festival for the 
first time this season so that takes away 
that small angle in that connections of 
the best novice mares would be mad to 
want to take on Annie Power or Vroum 
Vroum Mag when they have a race for 
themselves now.

The home defence is likely to be 
headed by Aurore D’Estruval, who 
was second favourite for last season’s 
race until ruled out by injury and she 
shaped well in the Relkeel Hurdle at 
Cheltenham on New Year’s Day before 
being humiliated by Vroum Vroum Mag 
at Ascot later in the month.

That Ascot race, the OLBG.com 
Mares’ Hurdle (registered as the Warf-
ield) is a good trial for Cheltenham. In 
fact, had it not been for Quevega, it 
would have thrown up three winners of 
this Festival race as United and Sparky 
May both won it prior to finishing sec-
ond here and Kentford Grey Lady was 
runner-up in both races in 2012. Refine-
ment was also second in both races in 
2008 prior to Quevega’s dominance.

Vroum Vroum’s 
Ascot display 
bodes well for 
Cheltenham  
showdown

MARes’ Hurdle

Tuesday 4.10pm  
OLBG Mares’ Hurdle Race  
(Grade 1) 2m 3f 200y

F or any championship race at the 
Festival, revisiting the previous 
season’s renewal is the starting 
point for many. Of the past 16 

Champion Hurdles, eight winners ran in 
the race the year before. Should Faugheen 
go on to retain his crown after beating 
Arctic Fire by a length and a half into 
second place last year, he will become the 
15th horse to win the Champion Hurdle 
more than once. In victory last season, he 
became just the second horse since Gran-
ville Again in 1993 to win having not run 
in a recognised trial since the turn of the 
year but this season Faugheen has added 
the Irish Champion Hurdle to his sched-
ule and he was impressive there.

The leading British hope  for much 
of the season looked to be Peace And 
Co but a heavy defeat at Cheltenham in 

December, followed by another reversal at 
Sandown in February, appeared to put a 
line through his chances. His trainer Nicky 
Henderson also has the eight-year-old 
My Tent Or Yours in the mix who finished 
runner-up two years ago but missed last 
season through injury.

An Irish-trained winner looks a cer-
tainty this year, however, as not only has 
Willie Mullins got Arctic Fire and Nichols 
Canyon as back-up to the hot favourite, 
Ireland is also represented by Henry de 
Bromhead’s Identity Thief.

Last gasp-winner of the Fighting Fifth 
Hurdle at Newcastle in November, Identity 
Thief is not the most fluent hurdler and, 
though he is probably capable of better 
than he showed at Leopardstown when 
beaten two lengths by Nichols Canyon, he  
looks booked for a place at best.

Could Faugheen lead 
home another 1-2-3 

for Willie Mullins in the 
Champion Hurdle?

CHELTENHAM 2016 11 
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THE TRENDS

T his is a race on the change 
following three significant 
alterations to the race 
conditions in 2002, 2006 

and 2010 leading to a superior class 
of horse required to win. Four of the 
last five winners, for example, had 
contested a Grade 1 novice chase 
earlier in the season and three of 
those were officially top-rated. 

Having won this race on five oc-
casions, with four of those successes 
achieved since the race conditions 
were dramatically altered in 2002, 
Jonjo O’Neill will be many a punter’s 
idea of the first name to look for. 
Paul Nicholls’ record, on the other 
hand, doesn’t read well with just one 
placed horse from 16 contenders, of 
which nine started in the first five in 
the betting. Alan King has won two 
of the last eight renewals.

General experience is key a 
factor in the ‘Four Miler’. For 
example, five- and six-year-olds 
are just 1-69 since 1989 (they were 
also responsible for the unplaced 
favourite for the last two years), 
whereas second-season chasers and 

on either of their first two chase starts, 
further underlining the requirement 
to be on a progressive horse peaking 
at the right time. Six of the 11 winners 
were having their handicap debut. 

Right, that’s the dead boring stuff 
now out of the way. Now, who is any 
good at plotting one up for it? Nicky 
Henderson has fared much better 
than most having won it with Rajdhani 
Express, who followed up second-place 
positions for Copsale Lad in 2006, Bar-
bers Shop in 2008 and Quantitativeeas-
ing in 2011. 

From half as many runners as Hen-
derson, Jonjo O’Neill has gone close, 
twice supplying the runner-up, in 2007 
and 2009. Philip Hobbs has saddled a 
winner and a runner-up and JP McMa-

nus also likes to have a contender or 
two mapped out for this handicap from 
an early stage and won with Reveillez in 
2006. His Bob Hall and Quantitativeeas-
ing both finished second and Sun-
nyhillboy was balloted out at the final 
declaration stage when favourite.

Do not dismiss maidens over fences. 
Finger Onthe Pulse recorded his first 
chase success in this race and a maiden 
over the larger obstacles has placed 
in each of the last six years, including 
filling three of the first five positions in 
2012. Also note a horse wearing any 
kind of new headgear for the first time, 
like last year’s winner, Irish Cavalier, and 
especially as such contenders finished 
placed at huge odds for five years in 
succession up to 2014.

WATCH FOR PLOT HORSES 
PEAKING ON THE DAY

CHAPS Barbados Novices’ Handicap Chase

Tuesday 5.30pm  
Novices’ Handicap Chase (0-140)  
(Listed) 2m 4f 78y

F ive of the last seven winners 
won last time out but only one 
of the 10 penalised runners 
for winning after the weights 

were released has hit the frame. Eight 
of the 11 winners had won at least one 
of their last two starts. Equally as inter-
esting an aspect of winners’ profiles is 
that nine of the 11 winners failed to win 

WILL NINA  
FINALLY RULE 
THE WORLD?

NATIONAL HUNT CHASE

Tuesday 4.50pm  
National Hunt Chase (amateurs)  
(Listed) 3m 7f 170y

horses with handicap form have an 
eye-catching record. Two of the last 
six winners were second-season 
chasers and last season’s 1-2-3 had 
all run in good handicap chases so 
weren’t normal novices. In addition, 
a couple of placed horses recently 
had also placed in a Welsh, Scottish 
and Irish Grand National earlier in 
their career. 

Last year’s winner, Cause Of 
Causes, entered the race being 0-10 
over fences and there are compari-
sons that can be drawn with him 
and Rule The World, who is also a 
maiden over fences at the time of 
writing, despite being a second-

season chaser who has placed 
at the Festival before and ran in 
the previous season’s Irish Grand 
National. He was as good as second 
in fact at Fairyhouse last Easter. 
Being Gigginstown-owned, there is 
a fair possibility that Rule The World 
could be ridden by Nina Carberry, 
who has never won the NH Chase 
but has led over the final fence on 
three of the last six runnings. Then 
again, Roi Des Francs is likely to be 
another leading hope for the owner. 
The last-named is trained by Willie 
Mullins, whose son Patrick could 
have a host of Grade 1 horses from 
which to pick his Festival mount.

12 CHELTENHAM 2016 

Patrick Mullins has plenty 
of good horses to choose 
from in the four-mile chase

of the past 
five National 
Hunt Chase 
winners had 
run in Grade 
1 company 
over fences

4
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WILLIE MULLINS SET A NEW RECORD WITH 
EIGHT WINNERS AT THE 2015 CHELTENHAM 

FESTIVAL – AND IT’S A RECORD HE COULD VERY 
WELL SMASH IN 2016, WRITES MARK COSTELLO

WILLIAM the 
CONQUEROR

KING OF CHELTENHAM
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t’s the big question for punters 
heading into Cheltenham: do you 

row in blindly with the Ruby and Willie 
hot-pots or oppose them and risk feel-
ing a proper mug after the inevitable 
happens?

At time of writing, Willie Mullins 
was responsible for 12 favourites in the 
ante-post betting on the 28 races at the 
2016 festival. Five of them run on the 
first day and three of those are odds-
on. One way or another it’s going to be 
the talking point of the meeting. Win or 

lose, news bulletins will begin with 
reports of the Ruby and Willie roadshow. Be-
cause their fate will affect thousands, maybe 
millions, of others.

Last year the stable had exactly 50 runners 
at the meeting. It could have been more and 
probably will be this year. If all of this brings 
pressure to the champion trainer, he isn’t 
showing it. On a winter’s morning on his gal-
lops in Co Carlow, he is the picture of calm-
ness as he oversees more than 150 horses at 
exercise. Circled by maybe a dozen horses in 
the warm-up area, he calls out the day’s in-
structions, informing riders how many circuits 
of either gallop they should complete and at 
what speed.

“Ballycasey, do two big and that will do.”
“Turban, two work.”
“Aminabad – he had a lung infection. 

What’s he been doing, can you remember?”

RELYING ON HIS TEAM
His staff play a vital role. Maybe every trainer 
says that but, with this number of horses and 
at this level, you need top, top riders who can 
fill in the blanks.

“All my guys just turn up, hail, rain or 
snow,” he shrugs. “Yesterday was just storm 
after storm. Christmas Day we had two-thirds 
of the staff in. The other one-third worked 
New Year’s Day.”

No doubt they are well paid and the fact 
they have the opportunity to ride potential 
champions every day is pretty good motiva-
tion to set the alarm clock.

“We have around 40 riding out each lot 
and there are four lots. There’s half a dozen 
others working around the yard, so that’s 
about 50 people on site every day.”

How does he keep track of it all? How does 
he remember all the details of every horse?

“I think if you have good staff the numbers 
are less relevant. The better the staff, the more 
horses you can cope with. David Casey divides 
the string into lots and I train whatever arrives 
up. I prefer to see all four lots every day, that’s 
important – see what the horses look like. You 
try to get to know them all, know their shape, 
how fit they are.

“Sometimes I won’t recognise one im-

mediately, maybe it’s been clipped, or I might 
know the horse but the name just won’t come 
to me. If I had an extra 10 minutes for each lot 
I could learn them all but to get the work done 
I just have to ask the riders.”

He explains how he works. “When this 
yard was smaller I used to know everything 
about every horse. I retained the knowledge 
and told every lad what to do. But I rely more 
on the staff now and their feedback. I’d have a 
fair idea but they often correct me if, maybe, 
I forget a horse had a dirty nose last week. It 
depends. If I am rushing, I get things wrong.”

But haven’t we always been told that what 
separates the great trainers from the others is 
their attention to detail, their obsessiveness? 
Shouldn’t every little bit of information about 
every horse be stored on a computer? Isn’t that 
how you keep ahead of the game?

“I just put what I see in here [taps head]. 
If you write something down you have to go 
back and look at it, and I hate paperwork.”

He pauses.
“We do write a lot of stuff down,” he 

admits. “Especially if something goes wrong. 
Or we look to see what routine worked with 
a horse before. We might do that again, and 
maybe give him one extra bit of work. As 
horses get older and mature, they can take 
more work, but that’s experience and that’s 
your eye.”

We move over to the gallops. The smaller 
one, the original, is two and a half furlongs on 
sand. In later years, a five-furlong woodchip 
gallop was added. The horses mix it between 
the two depending on their fitness.

Willie and his wife Jackie started the opera-
tion in 1986. 

“We always try to add something every 
year,” he says. “The maintenance is huge in 
the yard and the gallops especially.” 

They are replenished after every season. 
“If you train on the Curragh, it’s done for 

you. It takes a lot of time and money to do it 
when you are on your own but you have to 
have it. You are only as good as your gallop. If 
the gallops are not right, you don’t get results.”

Apart from the stables there are no indoor 
facilities. 

“It’s an outdoor sport – I prefer my horses 
outdoors,” he reasons. 

What about the huge indoor warm-up barn 
in Ballydoyle or the covered rides favoured by 
some very successful trainers? 

“Flat racing is a summer sport. This is 
a winter job. It’s tough work and the riders 
probably need to be a bit tougher. I purposely 
haven’t built an indoor ride and the horses are 
happy.”

Visiting rider Jacques Ricou agrees, telling 
Mullins that everything is very natural here 
and the horses are more settled than those he 
usually works with. 

WILLIE’S  
WISDOM

GROUND 
CONDITIONS
“The British seem 
to allow racing on 
heavier ground 
now than they 
used to. It’s good 
because it’s a 
winter game. 
We owe a lot to 
the ground staff 
at these tracks, 
in Ireland and 
Britain, who keep 
racing moving.”

SWITCHING 
OFF FROM 
RACING
“We take small 
breaks during 
the season, 
here and there. 
I used to play 
golf but I hurt 
my back some 
time ago and it’s 
sore again. I get 
enough exercise 
just going around 
looking at horses. 
I watch football 
on TV and I follow 
current affairs. 
Fellas who just 
do racing all the 
time tend to over-
analyse things.”

Photo: SPO
RTSFILE
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The trainer concurs: “You saw 
them cantering earlier – all like chil-
dren’s ponies, all relaxed.”

A couple of days earlier, Mul-
lins won a Grade 1 novice hurdle at 
Sandown with Yorkhill. It was the 
fi rst in a series of successful new 
year cross-channel raids by the 
yard and, coupled with the by-now 
usual double and trebles at the 
home meetings, it prompted talk of 
unhealthy domination of the sport 
by the trainer. Yes, he has owners 
with deep pockets but many others 
have had similar resources at their 
disposal in the past and never got 
results like these. What gives Willie 
Mullins the edge? Quality staff and 
fi ne facilities play a big part but the 
key component is the man himself.

FAMILY DYNASTY
Training in his own right for 30 
years, he already had a lifetime’s 
experience when he started courtesy 
of his late father, Paddy. The quiet 
man of Irish racing, Paddy Mullins 
began this horse training dynasty 
in the 1950s and slowly but surely 
rose to the very top, winning the 
biggest races both on the fl at and 
over jumps before he passed away 
in 2010.

Willie Mullins has kept on the 
tradition in more ways than one. 
Like his father, he trains with his eye 
and experience rather than placing 
too much faith in more modern 
methods.

“Joanna Morgan had the best 
line,” he smiles. “Too much analysis 
leads to paralysis.”

It’s something he has strong 
views on. 

“Now you see soccer and rugby 
teams using gadgets and monitors 
to collect data on their players. 
That equipment is expensive 
and you would need two or 
three staff to analyse it. I 
think I can do that myself – 
that’s the art of training.”

A couple of teams who 
wear red jerseys and have 
been struggling get a men-
tion. 

“Those guys [coaches and man-
agers] are losing the art of training. 
They are depending on fi gures. A 
fi gure can’t tell you how much bottle 
or heart a fella has. A good player 
may be getting tired but he can 
turn a game in two moves.

“The stats guys tell you ‘get 
him off’ and put on fresh legs. 
But that could be like putting up 

1995
Tourist 
Attraction
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle

1996
Wither Or Which
Champion Bumper

1997
Florida Pearl
Champion Bumper

1998
Florida Pearl
RSA Chase
Alexander 
Banquet
Champion Bumper

2000
Joe Cullen
Champion Bumper

2002
Scolardy
Triumph Hurdle

2004
Rule Supreme
RSA Chase

2005
Missed That
Champion Bumper

2007
Ebaziyan
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle

2008
Fiveforthree
Ballymore Proper-
ties Novices’ Hurdle
Cousin Vinny
Champion Bumper

2009
Mikael 
D’Haguenet
Ballymore Proper-
ties Novices’ Hurdle
Cooldine
RSA Chase
Quevega
Mares’ Hurdle

2010
Thousand Stars 
County Hurdle
Quevega
Mares’ Hurdle

2011
Final Approach 
County Hurdle
Sir Des Champs 
Martin Pipe Con-
ditional Jockeys’ 
Hurdle
Quevega 
Mares’ Hurdle
Hurricane Fly 
Champion Hurdle

2012
Sir Des Champs 
Jewson Novices’ 
Chase
Quevega
Mares’ Hurdle
Champagne 
Fever 
Champion Bumper

2013
Briar Hill 
Champion Bumper
Back In Focus
National Hunt 
Chase
Quevega 
Mares’ Hurdle
Hurricane Fly 
Champion Hurdle
Champagne 
Fever 
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle

2014
Vautour
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle
Quevega
Mares’ Hurdle
Faugheen 
Neptune Novices’ 
Hurdle
Don Poli
Martin Pipe Con-
ditional Jockeys’ 
Handicap Hurdle

2015
Douvan
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle
Un De Sceaux 
Arkle
Faugheen 
Champion Hurdle
Glens Melody 
Mares’ Hurdle
Don Poli
RSA Chase
Vautour
JLT Novices’ Chase
Wicklow Brave
County Hurdle
Killultagh Vic
Martin Pipe Con-
ditional Jockeys’ 
Handicap Hurdle

 FESTIVAL WINNERS

It’s something he has strong 

“Now you see soccer and rugby 
teams using gadgets and monitors 
to collect data on their players. 
That equipment is expensive 
and you would need two or 
three staff to analyse it. I 
think I can do that myself – 
that’s the art of training.”

A couple of teams who 
wear red jerseys and have 
been struggling get a men-

“Those guys [coaches and man-
agers] are losing the art of training. 
They are depending on fi gures. A 
fi gure can’t tell you how much bottle 
or heart a fella has. A good player 
may be getting tired but he can 
turn a game in two moves.

“The stats guys tell you ‘get 
him off’ and put on fresh legs. 
But that could be like putting up 

Mikael 
D’Haguenet
Ballymore Proper-
ties Novices’ Hurdle
Cooldine
RSA Chase
Quevega
Mares’ Hurdle

Quevega
Mares’ Hurdle
Faugheen 
Neptune Novices’ 
Hurdle
Don Poli
Martin Pipe Con-
ditional Jockeys’ 
Handicap Hurdle

2015
Douvan
Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle
Un De Sceaux
Arkle
Faugheen 
Champion Hurdle
Glens Melody
Mares’ Hurdle
Don Poli
RSA Chase
Vautour
JLT Novices’ Chase
Wicklow Brave
County Hurdle
Killultagh Vic
Martin Pipe Con-
ditional Jockeys’ 
Handicap Hurdle

Glens Melody 
(below) won 
the 2015 Mares’ 
Hurdle – the 
seventh win in 
a row for Willie 
Mullins

INTERVIEW

Willie, Patrick and Jackie Mullins 
have built something special

Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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a 7lb claimer instead of Ruby Walsh. 
Maybe I am old-fashioned but that’s 
how I look at it. Maybe Patrick [his 
son] will go down that road but I 
think your eye should tell you what 
you are doing.”

Fascinating stuff.
There is another reason, Mullins 

believes, why his horses have been 
increasingly successful in picking 
off nice races in Britain. The racing 
programme in the UK is not geared 
towards producing graded horses. 
Yorkhill’s Grade 1 race at Sandown 
was worth £23,000 to the winner. On 
the same card, there was a £100,000 
handicap chase for veterans. 

“There is no incentive there to 
bring on good, young 
horses.” 

The British jumps 
season is based 
around big Saturday 
handicaps. That’s 
where the money is, 
so owners and trainers 
don’t make Grade 1 
races their priority.

Cheltenham, with 
its intoxicating mix of 
championship races 
and fi endish handi-
caps, is everyone’s priority. Willie 
Mullins isn’t one to complain about 
the meeting’s elevated position in 
the calendar. 

“I think it’s fantastic to have a 
focal point for the season, instead 
of racing just going on with no place 
to win at the end of it all. It’s a good 
thing,” he says.

With 41 festival winners, it’s hard 
to pick out a favourite memory. Is he 
allowed three or four? 

“We’ve been very lucky there. 
Our fi rst winner, Tourist Attraction, 
was special. Now we’re pinching 
ourselves when we come home ev-
ery year. The four-timer on the fi rst 
day last year, Hurricane Fly’s second 
Champion Hurdle, Patrick winning 
the Bumper, and then the National 
Hunt Chase. I am just delighted 
the way the whole thing works and 
hopefully it will continue.”

GOING FOR GOLD
The Gold Cup remains the holy 
grail. “That’s the race any jumps 
trainer would want to win,” he 
insists. 

Mullins has trained the runner-
up fi ve times but maybe Vautour 
will end the sequence this time. 
Plenty of judges concluded the 
horse wouldn’t have the stamina for 

the three-and-a-quarter-mile Gold 
Cup after seeing the French-bred 
monster get chinned on the line in 
the three-mile King George VI Chase 
at Christmas. Mullins is prepared to 
give Vautour another chance.

“Most people would say he didn’t 
stay but second-season horses 
don’t have a great record in the King 
George. I would think he went on 
[led] soon enough at Kempton and 
he made that mistake at the last 
fence. At Cheltenham, you could 
ride him differently. He runs better 
in springtime and the ground will be 
better too.”

He hints that there might be a 
bit more in the giant gelding’s tank 
when all the screws are tightened. 
A year ago, Vautour’s Cheltenham 
prospects hung in the balance and 
Mullins made a brave decision to 

increase the horse’s workload sig-
nifi cantly. It was a move that could 
have backfi red spectacularly but it 
didn’t. Vautour went to Cheltenham 
ready to run for his life and simply 
annihilated the opposition.

“Last year we said: ‘Right, he’s 
going to get work.’ It was all or noth-
ing. We didn’t do that for Kempton 
but we won’t be afraid to work him 
harder before Cheltenham. 

“There’s another horse, Up For 
Review, who can win when he’s 90% 
ready but if you go to 95% he goes 
backwards. With Vautour you can go 
to 105%,” he says with a smile.

When you are deciding what to 
back in the Gold Cup, ask yourself if 
your selection can beat Vautour run-
ning to 105%. You know the answer. 
This is one bandwagon you want to 
be on.

WILLIE’S 
WISDOM

HORSE 
HEALTH
“It’s been a mild 
winter and we 
would prefer 
a cold snap to 
kill o�  coughs 
and things. It’s 
a nervous time 
when you hear 
one cough. I 
usually ask the 
riders ‘tell me if he 
coughs again’ but 
it’s a worry.”

You see soccer and rugby teams using gadgets 
and monitors to collect data on their players. 
That equipment is expensive and you would 
need two or three staff to analyse it. I think I 
can do that myself – that’s the art of training

Vautour will go to 
the Gold Cup in 
peak condition

Willie Mullins oversees 
more than 150 horses on 

the  gallops every day

Photo: healyracing.ie
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DARAGH Ó CONCHÚIR 
FINDS BARRY GERAGHTY 

WELL SETTLED INTO HIS 
NEW ROLE AS AP McCOY’S 

SUCCESSOR AND LOOKING 
FORWARD TO ANOTHER 

SUCCESSFUL CHELTENHAM

Turning for 

CHELTENHAM 2016 21 
home
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INTERVIEW

When Manchester United supporters look at Jürgen 
Klopp in the Liverpool dugout and contemplate the 
possibility of Pep Guardiola arriving at Manchester 
City in the summer, they know too well that timing is 
everything. 

Barry Geraghty would happily agree. It isn’t accurate 
to say he was considering winding down but Geraghty 
needed a change. For a man with two young children 
and another, since arrived, on the way, the Meath-born 
jockey could not continue being away from home so 
much. It wasn’t fair to Síofra (10), Órla (four) and Rían 
(now eight months), not to mention his wife Paula.

The travelling to England as part of his retainer with 
Nicky Henderson wasn’t a chore in itself. It was the 
lengthy absences that became more of an issue. All the 
top class winners in the world could not justify that for 
him. So he was planning a discussion with Henderson. 
He wouldn’t be calling time on the association, but he 
would have to reduce the commitment. 

In the end, when he did speak to the Seven Barrows 
supremo, the conversation was of a very different hue 
altogether and he ended up succeeding AP McCoy as 
number 1 jockey to leading owner, JP McManus. 

“To be riding good winners and good horses in Ire-
land is something I’ve been missing out on for the last 
eight years and things had even gone quiet before that; 
quieter than they would have been before, going back 
to the early noughties,”  is Geraghty’s direct and honest 
analysis of why he is enjoying the job so much.

“To have a supply like that on both sides of the sea is 
brilliant. I had great years with Nicky riding good horses 
in England but it was one-dimensional because it was 
always England. You’d get off a horse on a Saturday after 
the bumper in Newbury, you’d be legging it straight 
away. There’d be no great analysis done afterwards.”

World Hurdle 
winner More 
Of That has 
progressed 
well to fences

INTERVIEW

Photo: carolinenorris.ie

To be riding good winners and good 
horses in Ireland is something I’ve 
been missing out on for the last eight 
years ... To have a supply like that on 
both sides of the sea is brilliant

GOOD DAYS
“I suppose you don’t get a chance to appreciate good 
days when you’re rushing out to get a flight. 

“To be riding nice winners in Leopardstown over 
Christmas. As a kid, going to Leopardstown racing… 
it’s one of the best festivals of the year. The buzz, the 
anticipation, whether it’s a maiden hurdle or a Grade 1, 
they’re all hotly-contested races. It was nice to be a part 
of it and have a good Christmas this year. I got a great 
kick out of winning the Paddy Power (on Minella Foru) 
and riding some other nice horses as well. It was a real 
good buzz and I’m loving it.”
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Geraghty’s name rocketed to the top of most betting 
lists from the time McCoy revealed his intentions. When 
he was finally confirmed in the role, the presumption 
was that the deal had been done a while, even though 
the 36-year-old had been coy whenever queried on the 
matter. He insists now that nothing happened until after 
the end of the season.

SPECULATION
“There was a lot of speculation from when AP an-
nounced it in February … it was into the summer really. 
Nicky and JP had spoken and Nicky came to me and said 
that I should probably have a word with JP. No one had 
approached me before that.

“I met with JP, we spoke about it. He appreciated the 

Successful 
days – Barry 
with champion 
chaser Sprinter 
Sacre and Nicky 
Henderson 

INTERVIEW

position I was in with regards the family and travel so 
we took it from there. He’s an easy man to deal with and 
a great man to deal with. He believes in having a right 
balance of life inside and outside of racing so he knew 
where I was coming from. 

“I still am going to England a good bit and I’m prob-
ably there as many days as I was but I’m not away as 
many nights which is great. I’m doing a lot of day-trip-
ping, short trips, whereas before you could be gone on 
Wednesday morning and not home ’til Saturday night.”

Not what you want with three young children.
“It was great to have this option when it came up. 

It worked well. Nicky’s was a great job but I’m lucky 
enough this is a great job.”

It says much for Henderson that he was the middle 
man. Of course he will be legging his long-time partner 
up on the McManus-owned horses he trains but no lon-
ger will Geraghty be on board so many dear to his heart. 

SPRINTER
Riding against Sprinter Sacre must have been weird.

“To see him coming whizzing by me down the hill at 
Cheltenham.  ‘Woooaaaahhh!’  That was strange but I 
was delighted to see it. Having defended him for the last 
few years, you’re not gonna switch allegiance then. He’s 
an amazing horse to ride.”

Now you know how the other lads felt in the past.
“I’ll tell you what, it was some view. He’s got some 

strut.”
Sprinter is the past though. The green and gold is his 

present and his future. He has hit the ground running 

Photo: carolinenorris.ie

There was a lot of speculation from 
when AP announced it in February 
… it was into the summer really. 
Nicky and JP had spoken and Nicky 
came to me and said that I should 
probably have a word with JP. No  
one had approached me before that
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and while there are some potential championship hors-
es, it seems that the programme is slightly long-term, 
with a number of nice, young individuals showing well.

“My Tent Or Yours missed last season but will hope-
fully be back soon but as soon as he came back in, Jezki 
was in the wars. It’s unfortunate to lose out on horses 
like that. More Of That missed last year and he’s come 
back and done well as a novice chaser. He’s definitely 
one to look forward to. So far, he’s been really good.

“There seems to be an awful lot of young quality 
coming on the line. But there’s a good bit there. Minella 
Foru is a nice progressive horse. Even Nearly Nama’d is 
after turning inside out.” Good handicap winners, the 
latter duo have potential to continue improving. Of the 
novices, Falcon Crest disappointed at Leopardstown and 

Yanworth and 
Barry Geraghty 
winning The Sky 
Bet Supreme 
Trial Novices’ 
Hurdle at Ascot 
in December
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Kitten Rock suffered a serious injury 
in Naas but there is plenty to look 
forward to.

One recalls at the beginning of 
last season, Ruby Walsh selecting 
More Of That as his choice if offered 
one horse outside of Closutton. 
Injury ruled him out but Geraghty is 
excited about the former World Hur-
dle winner’s return over fences. The 
Jonjo O’Neill-trained eight-year-old 
will be a player wherever he pitches 
up, be it the RSA Chase or the Gold 
Cup. That should be the case too for 
Aidan O’Brien’s juvenile, Ivanovich 
Gorbatov, despite his recent defeat.

PROSPECTS
“It’s hard to get away from More 
Of That, not alone for this year but 
for seasons to come. He’s a classy 
sort. And from the juveniles, you’d 
have to go with Ivanovich Gorbatov 
– you’d have to be impressed with 
him. He looked like one with plenty 
of potential.

“Anything’s a possibility at this 
stage [with More Of That]. We’ll get 
him to Cheltenham anyway, that’ll 
be the main thing and see where 
he goes after that. I only rode him 
the once over hurdles, in the World 
Hurdle and it’s easy to say that he 
was brilliant on the day when I rode 
him but he was. He’s a lovely horse 
with a lovely way of going. He jumps 
and travels and he helps you more 
than hinders you anyway. He’s a 
nice horse to ride and touch wood, 
he’s been very good so far.

“Ivanovich Gorbatov is very simi-
lar to More Of That. Did all he was 
asked to do. Travel, jump, never do-
ing too much, just always doing as 
much as he had to. He’s a nice horse. 
He went through the motions nicely 
[at Leopardstown over Christmas]. 
He’s a horse who wouldn’t have an 
awful lot of experience on the flat, 
so he’s not overly cooked. Travel 

and jump, give him a squeeze and he’ll pick up and stay 
going.”

Modus, Uxizandre and last year’s Gold Cup fancy, 
Carlingford Lough are others who might propel him to 
glory. Yanworth is hot favourite for the Neptune and 
Geraghty is optimistic about last year’s Champion Bum-
per fourth.

“He has to be thereabouts. He’s won his four hurdles 
well. He’s improved with each run. He’s a nice sort. He’s 
uncomplicated as well, he’s a grand horse. He’s good 
bumper form and shown a level of ability that should 
make him competitive.”

Looking briefly beyond Cheltenham, Shutthefront-
door is many people’s idea of a Grand National winner 
but, apart from acknowledging that the nine-year-old 
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ran well in the race last year, Geraghty isn’t inclined 
to make commitments. At this remove, there are a few 
progressive types who might come into the reckoning 
come Aintree.

Meanwhile, as someone who knows racing in Britain 
and Ireland so well, Geraghty is well placed to compare 
the two jurisdictions. He is adamant that we have caught 
up considerably in this country, and overtaken Britain in 
some facets. 

“They talk about the owners’ experience in England, 
they’re so well looked after. It seems to be really good. 
The facilities in general are good in England. They’re 
improving here as well. Weigh rooms are improving the 
whole time.  I think it’s at a good level here. 

“The clerks of the courses are very good – we all have 
a good working relationship on track layout and all that. 
We have plenty input, they’ll take on board our opinions 
and vice versa. All that leads to a better-run racecourse.

“I think Irish racing is in great shape as regards prize 
money especially and the quality of racing. I don’t think 
there’s an awful lot we need to do… it’s definitely going 
the right way. 

“I hear the owners’ experience in England is an 
amazing day out but I think Ireland is catching up the 
whole time,” he says.

It’s a changing game of course. There have been a 
few more retirements apart from McCoy, with David 
Casey and Andrew McNamara amongst the other long-

time colleagues to call it a day. Geraghty hasn’t even 
thought about retirement.

“Well I hope it doesn’t have to come into consider-
ation for a good while. I’d be sticking my head in the 
sand for that one.”

Jockeys’ careers are extended with improved condi-
tioning and awareness. Geraghty hasn’t been hindered 
by having a nutritionist for a wife but that type of exper-
tise is available to everyone now.

“Sport in general is more professional than it was 10 
or 15 years ago, when I was starting. Jockeys are fitter 
and have more healthier lifestyles. It all adds up. I don’t 
feel any older than I did 10 years ago anyway.”

The weigh-room has changed though.
“In a way it has but do you know what? The same 

faces are there. You see young lads coming along but it’s 
still Ruby, I know Paul (Carberry) is injured at the minute 
but he’s there, (Davy) Russell, Robbie Power, Mark 
Walsh, Alan Crowe, Roger Loughran.”

And in England, Dicky Johnson, Noel Fehily.
“Yeah. You’ve good young lads coming along too, I’ve 

no doubt about that. Johnny Burke is a great rider for his 
age. He’s going the right way.”

With young lads, you posit, it is how you deal with 
the first setback.

“Sure every setback you get. That’s all part of it. Ride 
the storm.”

All the way to the other side.   

The whip issue remains alive and 
well across the water, while it 
hasn’t been one in Ireland for years. 
Geraghty admits that it is a concern.
“Ah it is, it is. There’s no point saying 
it isn’t. But I suppose it’s easier for 
me when I’m in England as much as 
I am because I’m more aware of the 
rules and used to them and hopefully 
I can keep it within the limits of 
that. But it is difficult. There’s a lot 
to be said for the Irish approach, 
which is very much a common 
sense approach and that’s great. 
It’s something that comes up as the 
situation arises. If you’re on a horse 
that’s under pressure a long way out, 
your count is gonna be high!”
Can you count in the heat of battle?
“Ah you can. You’d be conscious of 
it but it’s an impossible one as well 
because horses respond differently. 
One is gonna be too much on one 
and 12 mightn’t be too much on 
another. It’s a very tricky one but it’s 
part of the game. We’re all trying to 
stay within the rules.”

whip 
rules

TOP: Barry 
Geraghty with 
the Stan James 
Champion 
Hurdle trophy 
won on Jezki 
for owner JP 
McManus and 
trainer Jessica 
Harrington  

ABOVE: Barry 
on Ivanovich 
Gorbatov: “He 
went through 
the motions 
nicely” 
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INTERVIEW

RISE OF AN 
EMPIRE
RYAN McELLIGOTT FINDS OUT WHAT 
SUCCESS AT CHELTENHAM MEANS TO 
GIGGINSTOWN HOUSE TEAM,  
THE RYANAIR BOSS MICHAEL AND  
HIS BROTHER EDDIE O’LEARY
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War Of Attrition and 
Conor O’Dwyer on 
their way to victory 
in the Gold Cup in 
2006
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R
ise of an empire – it has the 
ring of a horse carrying the 
colours of Michael O’Leary’s 
Gigginstown House Stud. 
More pertinently though it is 
a vivid illustration of how he 
has amassed one of the most 
powerful strings in National 
Hunt racing.  This year will 
mark the 10th anniversary of 
O’Leary’s first Cheltenham 
winner which came when the 
Mouse Morris-trained War 
Of Attrition famously landed 
the Gold Cup under Conor 

O’Dwyer. In the intervening decade much has changed. War Of 
Attrition was the only horse to carry the Gigginstown colours at 
Cheltenham that year but this year in excess of 30 horses could 
sport the maroon and white silks which regularly make their pres-
ence felt at he highest reaches of jump racing.  

“Obviously it has grown significantly since 2006 but we keep 
clearing horses out every year. So it’s kept at a fairly manageable 
level of up to 100 horses,” says O’Leary. “We’d sell about 30 or so 
every year. Graded races are what we are after so we move on the 
handicappers at the sales each year.”

CENTRAL FIGURE
The origins of O’Leary’s venture into ownership, which makes him 
a central figure in the Irish National Hunt sector as one of the few 
domestic owners with the financial clout to get heavily involved, 
trace back to 2001 and a horse called Tuco. 

Trained by David Wachman he won the valuable Goffs Land 
Rover Bumper on his racecourse debut in May 2001. The following 
year he was successful in a Grade 3 hurdle at Naas only to suffer a 
fatal fall at Fairyhouse over Easter. 

“Tuco was the start of it, just look how expensive he’s turned 
out to be,” remarks O’Leary in typically snappy style. “I suppose 
I did always have an interest in the National Hunt side of things. 
Then we bought Tuco from John O’Byrne. Unfortunately he was 
killed and at the time Ryanair had been floated so we said why 
don’t we try and get some nice horses together.”

The ‘we’ that O’Leary refers to is his younger brother Eddie. Al-
ready a noted breeder and pinhooker, he has been responsible for 
building up Gigginstown to its current level, one which has yielded 
three champion owner titles in Ireland over the last six seasons.

“When Tuco had that fall in Fairyhouse Mick said to me that 
never again did he want his entire string to be wiped out in one 
day, the thinking being that if we lost a nice horse in the future we 
would have others to step in and fill the void,” comments Eddie 
O’Leary. 

Certainly that aim has been achieved and even a cursory 
glance of the ante-post betting for the Gold Cup would reveal as 
much. Three of the top six in the betting for the great race - Don 
Cossack, Don Poli and Road To Riches - are all owned by Giggin-
stown. 

“It’s quite simple. Gigginstown just wouldn’t exist without 
Eddie,” stated his brother. “I see him sometimes referred to as a 
racing manager but I would view it simply as a partnership. He 
provides the expertise and I’m the backer. My job is Ryanair and 
he makes it all happen in terms of Gigginstown. If he decided in 
the morning that he wanted to stop then I would stop too.

EMOTIONAL INVOLVEMENT
“If things aren’t going well Eddie gets lower than me and tends 
to take it more personally, and possibly there is more emotional 
investment on his part.”
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Indeed he recalls a rather sombre evening on the eve of the 
final day of Cheltenham in 2014 when Gigginstown had failed to 
land a winner during the first three days while retained jockey 
Bryan Cooper had suffered a broken leg the previous afternoon. 

“That was a pretty quiet dinner, there wasn’t too much being 
said that evening.”

However, that dinner was the prelude to a day of days for 
Gigginstown as Tiger Roll, Very Wood, Don Poli and Savello all 
claimed top honours on the final day, bringing up an even now 
scarcely credible 82,654/1 four timer.

That most amazing of days is right up there when it comes to 
high points of O’Leary’s involvement but, as ever, he is reluctant to 
place one victory or day above any others. 

“I’m just not sure I could pick any out. Obviously there’s War 
Of Attrition in the Gold Cup, Weapon’s Amnesty winning the RSA, 
the Friday when we had four winners was incredible. 

“When we won our first Lexus, our first Hennessy or Thunder 
And Roses in the Irish National last year, they were great days too. 
Even today is a great day. We’ve only had a few runners and Roi 
Des Francs has just won a Grade 2 novice chase and beaten a very 
good horse in Pont Alexandre, he’s put himself up there now.”

Don Poli with Anita, Michael and Eddie O’Leary and Lynda 
Masterson after winning the RSA Chase (right). Below left: Michael 
hugs Conor O’Dwyer after War of Attrition’s 2006 Gold Cup success

Eddie, Wendy, Michael and Anita O’Leary with Tiger Roll in the 
winners enclosure after winning the JCB Triumph Hurdle

We have had a good season so far 
but when you get to the Friday of 
Cheltenham then you really know 
how good your team is. There’s 
a lot of great races throughout 
the season both before and after 
Cheltenham but it’s those four days 
you get judged on
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A willingness to adapt over the course of time have also stood 
Gigginstown in good stead and have certainly played their part in 
the operation’s rise to prominence. 

MOVE FORWARD
“In the airline business if you’re not trying to move forward you 
are going to stand still and get left behind. So each year we are 
looking to try and make small, incremental changes.

“We look at what J.P. (McManus), Willie (Mullins), Gordon (El-
liott) and Paul Nicholls are doing and we are trying to learn a little 
bit from them,” asserts O’Leary. 

Initially Gigginstown concentrated on buying pointers and a 
select group of unbroken three and four-year-old National Hunt 
store horses. 

This has evolved significantly and each year the operation now 
acquires some promising young stock from France as well as some 
recruits off the flat to bolster their hurdling team. 

This in turn has paid dividends through the likes of Don Poli 
and Sir Des Champs, dual Cheltenham winners who were ac-
quired after showing promise at an early stage in France. Further-
more the Coral Cup hero Carlito Brigante and the Triumph Hurdle 
scorer Tiger Roll were both acquired following minor triumphs in 
what could generously be described as low key juvenile hurdles in 
Britain. 

“It’s about trying to refine things. Early on we weren’t buying 
French-breds but now Eddie goes to France and will try and buy 
some nice, young horses with a good profile.  

“So now we are at a stage where we will buy around 30 stores 
each summer, maybe a couple pointers at Brightwells over the 
course of the year. We might buy one or two off the flat at the Arc 
Sale in France and maybe a few more at the horses in training sale.

Michael and Eddie at  Navan

“We refined our number of trainers too. It’s no secret that the 
trainers who get us winners will get more horses the following year 
(as evidenced by the 30 Gigginstown-owned runners at Chel-
tenham last year being split between just five trainers). So we’re 
trying to get better and year on year our tally of graded winners is 
increasing.”

POINT-TO-POINTS
Away from the racecourse O’Leary is also heavily involved in the 
point-to-point sphere with a team of four-year-olds divided be-
tween Gordon Elliott and Pat Doyle. 

GIGGINSTOWN’S CHELTENHAM WINNERS
2006  War Of Attrition - Totesport Cheltenham Gold Cup
2009  Weapon’s Amnesty  - Albert Bartlett Novices Hurdle
2010  Weapon’s Amnesty  - RSA Chase
2011 Carlito Brigante  - Coral Cup
2011  First Lieutenant -  Neptune Investment Management Novices 

Hurdle
2011  Sir Des Champs  - Martin Pipe Conditional Jockeys Handicap Hurdle
2012  Sir Des Champs  - Jewson Novices Chase
2014  Tiger Roll -  JCB Triumph Hurdle
2014  Very Wood - Albert Bartlett Novices Hurdle
2014  Don Poli  - Martin Pipe Conditional Jockeys Handicap Hurdle
2014  Savello  - Johnny Henderson Grand Annual Chase
2015  Don Poli -  RSA Chase
2015  Rivage D’Or  - Glenfarclas Handicap Chase
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“If we have 30 pointers, about 20 of them will get to run over 
the course of a season and the hope would be that maybe 15 of 
these could win. This enables us to get an idea of where our four-
year-olds are at and it gives us a good guide to what’s out there 
too, like if we have something we think is very good and it gets 
beaten we would then know that the winner would be worth buy-
ing,” states Eddie. 

His brother is quick to point out though: “We have no monop-
oly on brilliance or wisdom. That belongs to Willie Mullins – he 
has bought a number of very good horses out of point-to-points in 
recent seasons.”

In keeping with a policy that sees many of their younger stock 
begin their career point-to-pointing, a career over fences is what 
the vast majority of the Gigginstown horses have been bought to 
excel at. While they have been reasonably prolific in bumpers in 
recent seasons, that isn’t a sphere that holds too much excitement 
for the operation. 

“Our horses are potential chasers but we’ve nothing against 
bumpers it’s just we haven’t been that keen on the Grade 1 bum-
pers as they aren’t necessarily ideal for a big, raw chasing type. 

“We ran two in the Cheltenham bumper last year but that 
didn’t work out. At one point during the race I turned to Mick and 
said that we’ve wasted our time here. Having said that though 
Willie has won the Cheltenham bumper on numerous occasions 
with raw types who have gone on to do even better later in their 
career.”

DEFINING DAYS
The season defining four days that is the Cheltenham Festival now 
looms large on the horizon. Up to the start of January, Gigginstown 
had bagged half a dozen Grade 1 wins and a host of other high 
profile triumphs to go with them. 

Don Poli and Don Cossack both head to the Gold Cup with 
leading claims. No More Heroes is a solid favourite for the RSA 
Chase the likes of Identity Thief and Alpha Des Obeaux are inter-
esting contenders for their championship assignment and there 
are a clutch of promising novice hurdlers to go with them. 

As ever though O’Leary won’t be drawn on the strength of his 
challenge or the likelihood of a winner or two despite the notable 
strength of his challenge. 

“We have had a good season so far but when you get to the Fri-
day of Cheltenham then you really know how good your team is. 
There’s a lot of great races throughout the season both before and 
after Cheltenham but it’s those four days you get judged on.

“First and foremost though the horses have to get there fit and 
well. Then we’ll see what the ground is shaping up like and then 
coming up to the weekend before myself, Eddie and Bryan (Coo-
per) will sit down and talk to the various trainers and then we’ll 
decide what we are going to do over the four days.”

Interestingly O’Leary has yet to have a winner on the first day 
of the meeting although War Of Attrition, who was something of 
a pioneer in the formative years of Gigginstown, failed by only 
a neck to spring a 33/1 surprise in the 2004 Supreme Novices’ 
Hurdle. 

“That was actually the last time I backed a horse of mine. I’d 
€500 each-way on him, I think I got more money out of the bet 
than I did for finishing second that day. 

“Just once I’d love to win the Supreme Novices’ Hurdle and 
then all the pressure would be off at the very start. Usually we have 
to wait until later in the week to get our winners.”

Much has changed since War Of Attrition clinched that famous 
Gold Cup triumph but the one constant has been Gigginstown’s 
relentless rise to the top of National Hunt racing and expect that to 
manifest itself through the four day extravaganza at Cheltenham 
next month. 

3 FOR THE 
FESTIVAL

NO MORE HEROES 
(Gordon Elliott): 
A quality novice 
hurdler, he looks 
to have found 
his true calling 
over fences. He is 
unbeaten in three 
starts over the larger 
obstacles which have 
included two Grade 
1 triumphs. This 
relation to L’Escargot 
has headed the RSA 
market for the last 
three months. 

DON POLI (Willie 
Mullins): Already 
a dual Cheltenham 
winner, this gelding 
already had thoughts 
turning to this year’s 
Gold Cup when 
he landed the RSA 
Chase 12 months 
ago. A lazy and 
rather deceptive 
sort he could just 
possess the requisite 
qualities needed to 
land the holy grail for 
Gigginstown.

ALPHA DES OBEAUX 
(Mouse Morris): 
Further improvement 
is needed from him 
if he is to lift the 
World Hurdle but 
his latest 11 lengths 
victory in Gowran’s 
Galmoy Hurdle was 
a striking one. Don’t 
be surprised to see 
him post a career 
best showing in a 
race where old rival 
Thistlecrack sets a 
daunting standard.

No More Heroes

Don Poli

Alpha Des Obeaux
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Henry de Bromhead 

IT’S THE OLYMPICS OF RACING
Brian Sheerin asks Denis O’Regan, Mouse Morris, Noel Fehily,  
Henry de Bromhead and Paudie Hassett to explain the magic of Cheltenham

Earliest or best memories from 
Cheltenham? 
My earliest memory was arriving 
over to ride for Frenchie Nicholson 
and barely seeing over the hedge 
down near the water jump as a 
16-year-old. That was a long time 
ago now, and the place has changed 
a fair bit since. The best memory I 
have of Cheltenham was War Of 
Attrition winning the Gold Cup 
in 2006. That will be hard to beat. 
Winning a race like the Gold Cup 
is hard to put into words, and if I am 
honest, I don’t know if it ever sinks 
in really. 

Mouse Morris 

‘I don’t know if it ever sinks in’
What race are you most looking 
forward to at the festival and 
why?
Cheltenham is where everybody 
wants to have winners and whatever 
I run I just hope they can perform a 
bit above themselves and go close to 
winning. That’s what I am looking 

forward to.

What makes Cheltenham 
special for you?

The journey. You are building 
up to Cheltenham the whole year 

and whenever a horse wins you’re 
always wondering if he will some 

day run at Cheltenham. It’s not so 
much the week that’s special but the 
whole journey in getting there. 

Should we be worried by the 
increasing influence of French-
bred horses in our top-class 
jumps races?
The good thing about jump racing is 
that it has gone international now. 
We just have to breed better and 
raise our own game. The Irish horses 
are as good as the French horses but 
the French-breds are more promi-
nent because Willie (Mullins) has 
them all. I think the international 
aspect is good for the game. 

What race or races at the Chel-
tenham Festival would you hap-
pily see scrapped and why?

‘It’s 
not so MucH 

tHe week tHat’s 
specIal But tHe wHole 

journey In gettIng 
tHere’
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IT’S THE OLYMPICS OF RACING

Michael O’Leary celebrates War 
Of Attrition’s victory in the 2006 

Gold Cup with Conor O’Dwyer, 
led up by Noelle O’Gorman

Tidal Bay and 
Denis O’Regan 
winning the Arkle 
Chase in 2008

Earliest or best memories from 
Cheltenham? 
My fi rst festival winner was my best 
memory when winning the 2008 
Arkle Chase on Tidal Bay. It was my 
fi rst year in a new job and the horse 
came up trumps for me on the day. 
He eased the pressure of a big job in 
my fi rst season and that meant a lot 
to me. I was unbeaten on him dur-
ing his novice chase campaign and 
always loved riding him. 

I have little doubt that he should 
have won a Gold Cup if he had a 
little bit more luck on his side. He 
was a bit of an enigma in the fact 
that he had no pedigree, his dam 
was moderate and I think all of his 
brothers never did much on the 
track. He didn’t have a lot going for 
him in that respect, but he was just a 
freak with a huge engine and he had 
an awful lot of class. 

What race are you most looking 
forward to at the festival and 
why?
I have a good association with Tony 
Martin and his owner John Breslin 
and have enjoyed a lot of luck with 
them throughout the past year and a 
half. I would be hopeful that we can 
team up together again and obvi-
ously I have a good association with 
Malcolm Denmark as well. Malcolm 
is based in Britain, and I have been 
riding plenty of winners for him and 
it would be nice if he could unearth 
another good horse. 

What makes Cheltenham spe-
cial for you?
For some unknown reason, whether 
it’s the magnitude of the occasion, 

but horses, trainers and jockeys seem 
to perform above themselves for that 
week, compared to any other week in 
the racing calendar. It’s not signalling 
inconsistency throughout the year 
or anything, but with the pressure of 
the week everyone seems to fi nd that 
little bit more. 

It’s a great week to be involved 
with and as a jockey it’s where you 
want to be. There is huge pressure on 
the smaller trainer who might have 
one live chance, as much as there is 
massive pressure on trainers such as 
Willie Mullins with 40 plus runners.

Should we be worried by the 
increasing infl uence of French-
bred horses in our top-class 
jumps races?
Barring Kauto Star and a few other 
top class examples, I don’t think the 
French-bred has proved its longev-
ity in comparison to the English or 
Irish horses. The Irish horses have 
improved over time and, while they 
might take a year or two longer to 
come to hand, they stick around a 
lot longer, and can run up until 11 or 
12 years of age. The point-to-point 
system is very strong in Ireland 
and the people training winners 
in points are horsemen fi rst and 
foremost. 

What race or races at the Chel-
tenham Festival would you hap-
pily see scrapped and why?
Four days of Cheltenham is plenty 
and I wouldn’t like to see more and 
more races being added to the festi-
val. I think every race is well thought 
out and I don’t think that the ‘pow-
ers that be’ have taken much away 
from what has always been there. 
They have added to it all right but I 
think the programme is pretty good. 

Are Irish horses being treated 
too leniently or too harshly in 
British handicaps?
I think the Irish horses are being 

treated very fairly by the handicap-
per. Maybe, just maybe, Ireland 
have an overall better quality of 
horse at the moment compared to 
Britain and maybe the pendulum 
has swung a bit in our favour in that 
respect. 

They have melted it down a bit 
recently. They are trying to bring in 
new races just to fi ll time. Some of 
the handicaps could probably go. 
Having said that, the Fred Winter 
has taken a lot of the rubbish out 
of the Triumph so that’s good. That 
was a good idea to introduce the 
Fred Winter, but some of the other 
handicaps are not for me, until I 
have something that can win them!

Are Irish horses being treated 
too leniently or too harshly in 
British handicaps?
We are treated too harshly over there 
and they are treated too leniently 
here. I fi nd the handicaps are very 
hard to win over there, but they 
seem to be given a chance when 
they run in our bigger handicaps.

Denis O’Regan

‘it’s the magnitude of it’
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Earliest or best memories from 
Cheltenham? 
My very fi rst memory of Chelten-
ham was watching Dawn Run get-
ting back up to win the Gold Cup in 
’86. Ever since that day, I have been 
hooked. When I was watching the 
race at the time I probably didn’t re-
alise what an unbelievable achieve-
ment it was for a mare, who had 
won a Champion Hurdle, to then 
go on and win a Gold Cup. It has 
never been done since and probably 
won’t be done for a long time. On a 
personal level, winning the Cham-
pion Hurdle on Rock On Ruby was 
defi nitely my favourite moment. 

What race are you most looking 
forward to and why?
From a neutral’s perspective, the 
Gold Cup is shaping up to be a 
very good race. Willie Mullins has a 
strong hand and Cue Card has been 
very good over here as well. It will be 
a hell of a race and probably the best 
race of the festival, which it should 
be. Of the horses I will be riding, I 
don’t like putting anything forward 
for fear of jinxing it! Bitofapuzzle 
seems absolutely fi ne since her spill 
at Thurles and will probably have a 
run before running in the RSA. The 
rest of them will have to prove their 
mettle ahead of Cheltenham and, 
just like every jockey, I will be hope-
ful I can ride a winner or two during 
the week. 

What makes Cheltenham 
special for you?
People save up all year round to 
go to Cheltenham and see the best 
horses running in the best races. It’s 
been that way for years and years 
now. Nowhere compares to Chelten-
ham. It’s a tricky track and you have 
to have a horse that travels, is bal-
anced and can jump well. You need 
so much from a horse to be able to 
win around Cheltenham, more so 
than any other track I have ridden 
at. That’s why it is such a special 
place and why everybody wants to 
have a winner there. 

Should we be worried by the 
increasing infl uence of French-

bred horses in our top-class 
jumps races?
I wouldn’t be worried about it. There 
are plenty of good Irish-bred horses, 
as Willie Mullins is proving, and this 
year the point-to-point graduates 
are well represented at Cheltenham. 
Ireland will always hold their own in 
terms of breeding. 

What race or races at the Chel-
tenham Festival would you hap-
pily see scrapped and why?
I don’t think there is any race at 
Cheltenham where I would say 
“scrap that’’. Every race is com-
petitive and if anything I think there 
could be room for more races. You 
could have a two and a half mile 
championship hurdle race, a mares’ 
chase and a couple more. Scrapping 
races would be a ridiculous idea. 
Getting back to the mares, for the in-
dustry as a whole we need top races 
for mares or else they are worthless. 

Are Irish horses being treated 
too leniently or too harshly in 
British handicaps?
A few years ago I think the Irish 
horses were coming over and were 
probably well treated. I think it’s 
pretty even across the board and 
whether the horse is English or Irish 
trained, the best will win. Nobody 
has a great advantage either way. 

Earliest or best memories from 
Cheltenham? 
My best memory from Cheltenham 
is Looks Like Trouble winning the 
Gold Cup in 2000. We had him as a 

Noel Fehily

‘it will be a hell of a race’

Paudie Hassett

‘it will 
be a big 
surprise if 
it’s not an 
Irish horse’
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Sizing Europe and 
Andrew Lynch winning 
the Champion Chase at 
Cheltenham 

Photo: SPORTSFILE

Jockey Noel 
Fehily aboard 
Rock on Ruby, 
celebrates 
winning the 
Champion 
Hurdle  in 2012
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Earliest or best memories from 
Cheltenham? 
Dawn Run winning the Champion 
Hurdle was my earliest memory. My 
favourite memory was Sizing Eu-
rope winning the Champion Chase. 

They are two memories that stick 
out for me. 

What race are you most 
looking forward to at the 

festival and why?
Rather than pinning my hopes 

down on one race in particular, I am 
most looking forward to the festival 
as a whole and will be hoping that 
everything we run aquits themselves 
well. 

What makes Cheltenham 
special for you?
It’s the Olympics of our sport and 
that’s what makes it so special. 

Should we be worried by the 
increasing infl uence of French-
bred horses in our top-class 
jumps races?
I think you can get a good horse 
anywhere. If you take the four 
championship races last year: 
Faugheen won the Champion 

Hurdle having started off in Irish 
point-to-points, a fl at-bred won 
the Champion Chase in Dodging 
Bullets, Cole Harden won the World 
Hurdle and he’s Irish-bred and then 
the English-bred Coneygree won 
the Gold Cup. I certainly couldn’t 
say we should be worried. I think it 
balances out and the fact that none 
of the big four races last year were 
won by French-breds answers the 
question. 

What race or races at the Chel-
tenham Festival would you hap-
pily see scrapped and why?
I think they have got a pretty good 
programme and I wouldn’t think 
there is need to get rid of any races. 

Are Irish horses being treated 
too leniently or too harshly in 
British handicaps?
I think more often than not the Brit-
ish handicapper gets it right. I mean, 
the odd horse seems to be treated 
harshly but you have the option of 
not running as well. All in all, if you 
look down through the results, we 
seem to be doing well in the handi-
caps, so I don’t think we’ve much to 
complain about. 

Henry de Bromhead

‘IT ALL BALANCES OUT’

point-to-pointer and it was nice to 
see him go on and do it on the big 
stage. That was pretty special, to say 
you played a part in the career of a 
Cheltenham Gold Cup winner. 

What race are you most looking 
forward to at the festival and 
why?
The Gold Cup is the obvious one. 
You couldn’t put anyone off any 
of the fi rst three or four in the 
market, although it will be a big 
surprise if it’s not an Irish horse 
that takes the prize. 

I really like Don Cossack despite 
his fall at Kempton and I think the 
5/1 which is available is pretty fair. 
His best performances have been 
when the ground was a bit better 
and he will more than likely get that 
at Prestbury Park. 

Headgear would be interesting as 

well. He ticks a lot of the right boxes. 

What makes Cheltenham spe-
cial for you?
It’s an obvious one but it’s the 
horses that make Cheltenham spe-
cial. The best horses in Ireland and 
England going head-to-head is what 
everyone wants to see. Everything is 
building towards it for months and 
in all my years watching the festival 
it has yet to disappoint.

Should we be worried by the 
increasing infl uence of French-
bred horses in our top-class 
jumps races?
I don’t think so. Irish point-to-point-
ers are still very well represented 
throughout this year’s festival. Look 
at Faugheen, Yorkhill, Black Her-
cules, Killultagh Vic and No More 
Heroes. They are all at the forefront 

of their respective markets and have 
come through the pointing fi elds 
here in Ireland. I think that answers 
your question. 

What race or races at the Chel-
tenham Festival would you hap-
pily see scrapped and why?
The mares’ hurdle is fast becoming 
a Willie Mullins benefi t. It would 
have been great to see Quevega run 
against Big Buck’s and Annie Power 
contest another World Hurdle. 

Are Irish horses being treated 
too leniently or too harshly in 
British handicaps?
I think the handicapper has it about 
right. Ireland had the fi rst six home 
in the County Hurdle and the fi rst 
three in the Martin Pipe last year, 
which makes it hard to argue he is 
too harsh. 
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‘I REALLY LIKE 
DON COSSACK DESPITE 
HIS FALL AT KEMPTON 
AND I THINK THE 5/1 

IS PRETTY FAIR’
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SUPER 

ROBBIE McNAMARA

Mc
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C heltenham, the Nou Camp of 
football, the Croke Park of GAA. 
Where do you start? Like so many 
others, it probably starts with the 

memories from one’s youth. Mine were of 
the outstanding Istabraq; the green and 
gold colours, the beautiful bay with the dis-
tinct white diamond shape drawing you to 
his face, the exuberance and extravagance 
with which he did everything, the speed 
and accuracy with which he’d measure 
his hurdles, the gap between him and the 

Robbie McNamara celebrating on Spring 
Heeled Picture: carolinenorris.ie

ROBBIE McNAMARA 
TELLS THE TALE 
OF HIS DESPERATE 
QUEST FOR A 
CHELTENHAM 
FESTIVAL WINNER

038-042_Mcnamara.indd   39 11/02/2016   17:20:58



40 CHELTENHAM 2016 

ROBBIE McNAMARA

rivals that he’d have left in his wake. ‘The 
Swan’ sitting pretty on his back with a 
salute to the crowd crossing the line and 
an expression of delight crossing his face. 
An image painted as clear in my mind as it 
would be on a framed canvas.  

There were obviously many many more, 
the likes of Brave Inca, Hardy Eustace and 
Harchibald - their famous show downs 
were a joy to behold. One other memory 
that stuck out for me was Newmill winning 
the Champion Chase. The rest of my family 
had gone across the water to cheer on my 
brother Andy who was riding him. I think, 
unknown to my mother, I had taken a day 
off school to watch the racing, the only day 
that I mitched off school of course. 

Kauto Star was the hot pot in the race 
but crashed out at the third and the front-
running Newmill and Andy never saw 
another rival. I remember him coming to 
the last in front and with eyes almost shut 
and holding his breath, he cleared it and 
landed running. At the same time, I cleared 
both my lungs and every emotion my 
body had inside it. With the excitement, I 
had managed to get myself out of the seat 
of the sitting room chair onto the top of 
the back of it. I was so caught up in the 

moment, jumping up and down, that the 
back of the chair gave way and I was pain-
fully unseated, excuse the pun. I quickly 
gathered myself up, in enough time to peek 
over what was left of the chair to see New-
mill crossing the line in victory. 

The other strong memories I had were 
of John Thomas working miracles on Rith 
Dubh, cojoling him up the hill to the nar-
rowest of victories. It was his partnership 
with Spot Thedifference however, that 
captured people’s hearts. 

Cheltenham began properly for me 
when I had my first ride in 2009 on a horse 
for Philip Hobbs, he was called Kornati Kid. 
He was highly rated and went off close to 
being favourite, he travelled and jumped 
great but just faded from the third last, to 
finish a creditable fifth. Immensely enjoy-
able but when is fifth ever good enough?  

Later that day I had my second ride 
there, it came in the bumper for Dermot 
Weld and Dr Ronan Lambe. Lead The Pa-
rade was 33/1 but ran a cracker and stayed 
on to be sixth. 

The bullseye of my career had very 
much become that winning post at the top 
of that Cheltenham hill. I’d had a taste of it 
and I was blood-thirsty for more. 

The following year, I went back with 
probably my best book of rides, I had 
three rides on the Wednesday which hap-
pened to be St Patrick’s Day. All three were 
favourites that morning. Abbeybraney for 
Howard Johnson and Graham Wylie in 
the National Hunt Chase, Rite Of Passage 
in the Neptune and Elegant Concorde in 
the bumper, both for Dermot Weld and Dr 
Lambe. 

Abbeybraney had travelled and jumped 
brilliantly throughout but very nearly 
fell five from home and never recovered. 
Not to worry, one down but still the best 
to come. Rite Of Passage was next, many 
people’s banker and I thought, my best 
chance of getting off the mark. He never 
really travelled and I struggled to hold my 
position for most of the race but his jump-
ing kept him in it. 

As we turned down the hill, we were 
lying in seventh or eighth and he picked 
up the bridle for the first time in the race, 
he coasted down the hill and jumped the 
second last brilliantly to move upsides 
turning for home. 

It wasn’t to be however as Peddlers 
Cross stepped it up and went on to win 
impressively. Deflated but I still had one 
good ride left so there was still some hope. 
Elegant Concorde ran a bit keen and got 
badly hampered turning in and that was 
the end of his chance. 

Not my most enjoyable of days, I was 
young and it got to me that none of those 
had won. It spurred me on however, and 
although I was struggling against weight 
issues, there was no chance I was going to 
retire without having ridden a Cheltenham 
winner. 

I had many fancied horses along the 
way, Alfa Beat was favourite to win the 
four-miler and ran a good race to fin-
ish fourth, not quite seeing out the trip. 
Galileo’s Choice went off the favourite for 
the Supreme Novices’ but finished a never 
nearer seventh. 

Becauseicouldntsee was second in the 
Kim Muir and I was getting more and more 
agitated. He made the running and jumped 
from fence to fence, I was clear turning for 
home and after a good jump at the second 
last, I felt I only needed to clear the last to 
win. 

We met it on a good stride and landed 
running and I thought it was finally going 
to happen, but like the darkest cloud ap-
pearing over a sunny day, Alan Berry and 
Sunnyhillboy came by us as if we were 
stopped, my heart sank and I just wanted 
to get off and cry. As that old cliché goes, so 
close but yet so far. 

It was really starting to get under my 
skin at this stage. Lord Windermere then 
came along, I’d got the ride on him in the 
Dr P.J. Moriarty Novice Chase in Leopard-
stown and we were just touched off. It was 
straight for Cheltenham for the RSA but the 
weights are lighter over there so I ended up 
losing the ride on him as 11st 4lb was out 
of my reach at the time. That was a tough 
race to watch as I saw him striding up the 
hill to victory. 

I would undoubtedly have retired if I 
had had ridden a Cheltenham winner a 
couple of years ago; my weight was a seri-
ous issue and had become increasingly 
difficult to manage. I just couldn’t retire 
without a winner at the festival however, it 
would have haunted me for the rest of my 
life. I remembered Ted Walsh speaking in 
an interview to a question: “What does it 
mean to ride a winner at Cheltenham?’’ He 
replied: “You can ride as many winners as 

I had the flag and I was 
getting a great reception 
but all I was looking for 
was my father, I knew 
how much it would 
mean to him
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Lambe had been very good to me so I felt 
obliged to ride him. 

Sue Smith’s horse ran as well as expect-
ed but now it was time for my only realistic 
chance of riding a winner for the week. He 
had 11st 5lb to carry which was about as 
light I could manage so I’d put a lot of work 
in during the run up. 

Silver Concorde went off at 16/1 which 
I thought was a little generous. He was a 
little hot-headed in his younger days so I 
headed down to the start last on him, nice 
and slowly, to keep him as relaxed as pos-
sible. He was completely switched off and 
when I got to the start they were ready to 
go. I literally pulled down my goggles and 
the starter let us go. 

We were off and he was still half asleep: 
it was perfect, he now had every chance of 
staying the trip because he had exerted so 
little energy in the early stages and even 
the preliminaries. We went very quick and 

you want but if you can’t do it at Chelten-
ham then you don’t cut the mustard.’’ It 
was like he was directing it at me, he obvi-
ously wasn’t but that sentence resonated in 
my head for years. 

It was 2014, about 10 days before the 
festival, I had one ride for Sue Smith in 
the four-miler and Dermot Weld had two 
in the bumper so I knew I’d be riding one 
of those. It turned out to be Silver Con-
corde. I had only two rides for the week, 
Sue Smith’s hadn’t any real chance and 
I thought Silver Concorde had a huge 
chance but was very worried whether he’d 
stay around Cheltenham so I wasn’t getting 
too excited. The Monday of Cheltenham, 
Jim Culloty rang me and said he was going 
to wait until Thursday for the Kim Muir in 
the hope of drier ground and asked if I’d 
like to ride Spring Heeled. His recent runs 
weren’t too exciting and I was waiting on 
another ride in the race but Jim and Dr 

At last, first past 
the post at 
Cheltenham in 
2014, Robbie 
McNamara and 
Silver Concorde
Photo: healyracing.ie
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the preliminaries. We went very quick and 
I found myself about mid-division but 
travelling sweetly.

As we got down the back the pace has 
slackened and we all crowded up. I had 
plenty of room to myself and never got 
into any trouble which is very rare in the 
Champion Bumper. As we came down 
the hill, we were really starting to race 
but I had no choice but to sit. If I went for 
home I knew he wouldn’t stay so I just 
took a good deep breath and stayed where 
I was. Luckily, Ruby was in front of me on 
Shaneshill, and I knew he would give me a 
lead into the race so I was content to stay 
behind him. 

CHELTENHAM WINNER
As we approached the turn in, I was still in 
third gear but I had to go through a little 
gap between a horse coming back and the 
rail. I just gave Silver Concorde a squeeze 
to make sure I got there before the gap had 
closed, he just came alive underneath me. 
This warm sensation came over me and I 
just said to myself: “Oh my God I’m to ride 
a winner at Cheltenham.’’ 

We turned in and straightened up, we 
still had a bit to go. Ruby was about two 
lengths in front of me but Silver Concorde 
was rolling, we picked him off inside 
the furlong marker and went a length or 
two clear. As I thought he would, Silver 
Concorde started to run out of gas but the 
winning post came in time. 

I had done it. It was the most amaz-
ing feeling I’ve ever had in my life; in 

the split second I crossed the line, 
so many different emotions came 
over me, sheer delight, relief, built 

up temper of the near misses 
and anticipation. It was just the 

greatest feeling, the only thing 
I have experienced that would 
remotely compare to it was 
the moment I jumped out of 
an aeroplane doing a skydive. 
It was a surreal moment. If I 
won the Gold Cup or Grand 

National, they wouldn’t be as 
special to me as that winner. 

I remember coming back 
down the chute and into the 
winner’s enclosure, I had the 

flag and I was getting a great 
reception but all I was looking 
for was my father, I knew how 

much it would mean to him. He fi-
nally appeared just as I entered the 
parade ring, he never said a word, 
he didn’t have to, It was written all 

over his face and a simple thumbs 
up encapsulated the moment. 

I did the interviews, smiled for 
the photos, returned to the weigh 

room and got all the congratulations. It 
was the last race of the day so when I was 
back out of the shower I was the only one 
left in the weigh room. I turned on my 
phone and the messages came flooding 
through, I don’t understand why but I sat 
in that spot for almost an hour, just crying, 
I was so overwhelmed and felt for the first 
time in my life I’d achieved something. It 
was my World Cup, it was my All Ireland, 
it’s something that I look back on and it’s 
something that makes me happy even 
thinking about it. 

NO PRESSURE
The very next day, Spring Heeled was my 
only ride, there was no pressure, Jim never 
gave me any real instructions and I just 
went out to enjoy it. We ended up getting a 
nice easy time out in front and he jumped 
for fun. 

I knew a fair way out it would take 
something good to come and get me. He 
stayed on strongly and held off the chal-
lenge of Cause Of Causes. I crossed the line 
and just laughed, I’d waited so long for one 
winner and drove myself so mad about it, 
then two come along within 24 hours. 

Spring Heeled was brilliant and I obvi-
ously enjoyed it immensely but it could 
never have matched the experience of that 
of Silver Concorde’s win. Even now after 
my injury, the fact that I have ridden the 
Cheltenham winners makes it quite easy 
to accept and although I miss the riding, 
I achieved what I set out to do. If I hadn’t 
ridden those winners I would be very bit-
ter. 

Cheltenham isn’t just the biggest meet-
ing of the year, it’s the only meeting of the 
year. When somebody breeds a horse, it’s 
with the thought of Cheltenham in mind, 
when somebody buys a horse, it’s with 
Cheltenham in mind, when a trainer sees 
potential in a youngster, it’s Cheltenham 
that he dreams about, when a jockey rides 
a nice horse, it’s immediately the thought 
of Cheltenham. There’s nowhere in the 
world like it, it’s a magical place and as 
I’m soon going training, I’ll give you one 
guess where I’m dreaming about training 
a winner. 

Istabraq and Charlie 
Swan supreme at 
Cheltenham.

Cheltenham isn’t just the biggest 
meeting of the year, it’s the only 
meeting of the year. When  
somebody breeds a horse, it’s with 
the thought of Cheltenham in mind, 
when somebody buys a horse,  
it’s with Cheltenham in mind 
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WEDNESDAY

PATTERN RECOGNITION

THE TRENDS
Sent o�  at 9/2, Windsor Park 
was another well-fancied 
winner of the Neptune 
Investment Novices’ Hurdle

O f the four Grade 1 novice 
hurdles at the Festival, 
the Neptune has been 
by far the most punter-

friendly with just two of the last 30 
winners starting outside the fi rst fi ve 
in the betting. During the last seven 
years, only two horses who did not 
start in the fi rst four in the market 
have fi nished in the fi rst three. The 
market leader in particular has a 
belting record, winning on 10 oc-
casions in the last 25 runnings and, 
in victory last season, Windsor Park 
was giving Ireland its 18th victory 

PAUL JONES, AUTHOR OF THE CHELTENHAM FESTIVAL BETTING 
GUIDE FOR 16 YEARS, PUTS DAY TWO UNDER THE MICROSCOPE

Photo: healyracing.ie

tested a graded race over hurdles be-
fore. If Barters Hill runs here rather 
than the Albert Bartlett, he will be 
trying to overcome the poor record 
of the Grade 1 Challow Hurdle win-
ner as they are 0-15. Of those, seven 
fi nished second or third.

Seven of the last nine winners 
also won last time out and, over the 
last 32 years, only Massini’s Maguire 
failed to fi nish in the fi rst two on his 
most recent outings, so stick to in-
form horses with nothing to prove in 
this regard. 

As for age, there are no positive 
stats but you may want to think 
twice about supporting any novices 
aged seven or older as only French 
Holly has won from 100 contenders 
aged seven-plus since 1974. Four of 
the last six winners started their ca-
reer winning an Irish point-to-point.

Irish form horses hard to beat
Neptune Investment Management Novices’ Hurdle

Wednesday 1.30pm Neptune Investment Management Novices’ Hurdle (Grade 1) 2m 5f 26y

favourites 
have won 

the Neptune 
in the past 
25 years

since 1971. Willie Mullins has been 
responsible for three of those in the 
last eight years and looks to have 
another strong hand this season 
and is likely to run at least any two 
from half a dozen potential realistic 
contenders. 

Punters sent off Rite Of Passage 
and So Young as favourite (both 
fi nished third) on their pattern-
race debut over hurdles in this race 
but only two of the last 18 winners 
(Galileo and Fiveforthree) managed 
to overcome their lack of experience 
to win the Neptune having not con-
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No More 
Heroes has 
the perfect 
profile

RSA Chase

Wednesday 2.10pm 
RSA Chase 
(Grade 1) 3m 80y

Don Poli 
smashed the 
trends when he 
won the RSA 
Chase last year

D on Poli wiped out a whole 
heap of long-standing 
trends in victory last sea-
son, including (a) he had 

not given a prep race in the same calen-
dar year unlike every RSA winner since 
1962, (b) had less than three chase 
starts unlike the previous 15 winners 
and (c) was aged six and just three RSA 
winners since 1978 were aged under 
seven. The previous eight winners were 
all seven-year-olds. Let’s hope trends 
followers have more luck this time.

Don’t be too wowed by horses with 
a string of 1s against their name earlier 
in the season as only Denman and Don 
Poli have won having been unbeaten 
over fences since 1998 so it is certainly 
no pre-requisite. This is mainly because 
the RSA is usually won by an improving 
horse whose early season form is not 
always that special as they kick o�  over 
an inadequate trip and then only show 
their true worth when given a sterner 
test of stamina such as this. We have to 
go back 14 years to Hussard Collonges 
to � nd the last winner to have started 
their career over fences over the RSA 
trip of around three miles. 

The standout hurdle guide has been 
the previous season’s Albert Bartlett 
Novices’ Hurdle, which has featured 
four of the last six winners – and that 
may well have been � ve had Boston 
Bob not fallen at the � nal fence when 
holding a lead. That’s a great stat for No 
More Heroes who was a close-up third 
in last season’s Albert Bartlett. The main 
British hope looks set to be the 2014 
World Hurdle winner More Of That, but 
if we don’t include Lord Noelie’s sole 
run at the end of the 1998 season when 
well beaten on his racecourse debut 
and then put to grass, we have to go 
back 24 years to Rolling Ball to � nd 
the last RSA winner that had spent at 
least two seasons over hurdles. In other 
words, if you have a proper RSA hope, 
get it over fences pronto.
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THE TRENDS

T wenty-two runnings down, 
most renewals have gone 
the way of the bookmak-
ers (surprise, surprise, for 

a bookmaker-sponsored handicap). 
And to make matters even harder for 
followers of patterns, two of the last 
three winners were also the classiest 
two winners in the race’s history, break-
ing previous official ratings stats. The 
other was a French import having his 
first run in Britain having not run since 
mid-September. Despite all this, and 
this is the good bit, anyone combining 
second-season hurdlers that won last 
time out would have collected on six 
occasions in the last 13 years so that’s 
an obvious combination trends angle 
to start with. If you choose to focus on 
just one of those factors, nine of the 
last 11 winners were second-season 
hurdlers which should swing it in that 
direction.

Irish runners are averaging one win-
ner just under every three years having 
won the Coral Cup on seven occasions, 
which is an excellent return given that 
they would fall some way short of 33% 
representation and they supplied the 
second and fourth last year after being 
responsible for two more placed horses 
in 2014. Four of Ireland’s last five win-
ners had not run since early January, 
with two of those not seen for over 
three months and another for over four 
months. Sneaky, as we Brits call it, but 
hats off. Of the home defence, Philip 
Hobbs has won the Coral Cup twice in 
addition to posting five other top-six 
finishers from 22 runners. 

The Betfair Hurdle at Newbury 
has featured three winners and two 
runners-up from the last 10 occasions 
when it has beaten the weather so that 
has been the best recent guide though 
two of the last three winners contested 
the Welsh Champion Hurdle. Just one 
outright winning favourite (Xenophon 
in 2003) and one joint-favourite (Olym-
pian in the inaugural running) have 
justified their market support.

Back from a 
break since 
winning last 
time out key

Coral Cup 

Wednesday 2.50pm  
Coral Cup Hurdle (handicap hurdle)  
(Grade 3) 2m 5f 26y

W ith 33 of the last 34 
winners sent off at an 
SP of no bigger than 
11/1 (and 14 of the 

last 16 could be found at no bigger 
than 5/1), this is not the race to go 

in search of that elusive big-
priced winner. That’s some 

change around from when 14 
consecutive favourites were 
beaten between Crisp (1971) 
right through to Badsworth 

Boy’s second victory in 1984. 
The stats would very much 

be in favour of last season’s Arkle 
winner Un De Sceaux over the 
former Champion Chase winners 
Sprinter Sacre and Sire De Grugy 
given that the last 14 Arkle winners 
to run here the following season all 
finished in the first three, of which 

as many as seven won, whereas 
only Moscow Flyer has won back his 
two-mile chasing crown after losing 
it since Royal Relief in 1975. 

What Sire De Grugy has in his 
favour though is that he won the 
Tingle Creek (admittedly minus 
Un De Sceaux, Sprinter Sacre and 
Dodging Bullets) as that Grade 1 at 
Sandown has been the No 1 guide, 
having featured 11 of the last 15 
winners. In fact, the last three Tingle 
Creek winners went on to also win 
the Champion Chase having also 
collected the Clarence House Chase 
at Ascot in between. 

The Tied Cottage Chase run at 
Punchestown on 31 January (won 
by Felix Yonger) has been the best 
recent Irish guide featuring four of 
their last five winners. 

So far,  
Sceaux  
good

Queen Mother Champion Chase

Wednesday 3.30pm  
Betway Queen Mother  
Champion Steeple Chase  
(Grade 1) 1m 7f 199y
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Irish success rate 
in the Coral Cup 

over the past  
22 years

33%

Un De Sceaux and 
Ruby Walsh winning 
The Sodexo Clarence 
House Chase at 
Ascot in January
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H ow relevant trends will be now that this race 
is a conditions contest rather than a handicap 
is up for debate and it should certainly favour 
the classier horses who no longer have to give 

lumps of weight away. Weights and measures still mean 
something in these races but not to anyway near the same 
extent as park-fence handicaps and that could not have been 
demonstrated any more than by Josies Orders who had form 
book students sco�  ng at the very mention that he should 
be around a 4/1 chance to win a race over these fences in De-
cember, being 23lb worse o�  with Any Currency for 1¼l from 
when they met a month earlier in a handicap, but he did, 
though we have to take on board that Any Currency was on a 
non-going day and a problem was diagnosed afterwards.

Josies Orders is improving at a rate of knots and has built 
up a special relationship with Nina Carberry (no one rides 
this course better) with the pair having also combined to win 
over these fences the previous month. The most impressive 
aspect about Josies Orders is that he only turned eight years 
of age on 1 January as Wonderkid and Sire Collonges are the 
only two winners in the previous 44 races over this course to 
win being aged younger than eight from 88 to try. In other 
words, this course has not been for younger horses yet Josies 
Orders has now won two cross-country chases at Chelten-
ham at the age of seven, so he can be marked up for that in 
addition to the fact that, because he is delivered late in his 

races, we don’t really know how good he is. He also 
has the turn of speed for a few strides that we are 
used to seeing from winners over this course so he 
looks to have everything you need to become the 
� rst horse to win all three cross-country chases at 
Cheltenham in the same season. Garde Champe-
tre came closest � nishing second in March after 
winning in November and December. He also just 
happens to be trained by Enda Bolger who has 
won 17 of the 47 races that this cross-country 
course has staged. Bolger’s Quantitativeeasing 
was travelling like a winner in last year’s race until 
he was carried out and is likely to return.

Philip Hobbs has the best record over this 
course of the British trainers and the plan is to 
run Balthazar King on his seasonal debut in his 
quest to win this race for a third time. The switch 
to a conditions race from a handicap is cer-
tainly in his favour. Being a conditions race now 
though, do not be surprised if a name or two 
with a lofty handicap mark is entered. But as we 
saw with the narrow Gold Cup runner-up, On His 
Own, if you don’t love this specialist test then 
you can have as lofty a handicap rating as you 
like and � nd it very tough. That said, last year’s 
winner, Rivage D’Or, became the only second 
horse to win this race on its banks debut in the 
last 34 races run over this course.

New race conditions 
suit Balthazar King

Cross Country Chase

Wednesday 4.10pm 
Glenfarclas Cross Country Steeple Chase 
3m 6f 37y

The Champion Chase has been 
a terrifi c race for Ireland since it was 
fi rst run in 1959 with 21 victories, 
and it is also worth noting that on 
the last six occasions when Ireland 
has supplied the winner, they have 
also weighed in with the runner-up 
fi ve times.

Last season’s winner, Dodging 
Bullets, has been the forgotten horse 
of this division having not run since 
his victory in this race due to injury 
but Paul Nicholls hopes to get a prep 
race into him. If he can win back-
to-back renewals, he would become 
the 11th dual winner or better since 
the race’s inception. However, 12 of 
the last 13 defending title holders 
were beaten the following season, of 
which 11 started favourite or second 
favourite.
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races, we don’t really know how good he is. He also 
has the turn of speed for a few strides that we are 
used to seeing from winners over this course so he 
looks to have everything you need to become the 
� rst horse to win all three cross-country chases at 
Cheltenham in the same season. Garde Champe-
tre came closest � nishing second in March after 
winning in November and December. He also just 
happens to be trained by Enda Bolger who has 
won 17 of the 47 races that this cross-country 
course has staged. Bolger’s Quantitativeeasing 
was travelling like a winner in last year’s race until 
he was carried out and is likely to return.

course of the British trainers and the plan is to 
run Balthazar King on his seasonal debut in his 
quest to win this race for a third time. The switch 
to a conditions race from a handicap is cer-
tainly in his favour. Being a conditions race now 
though, do not be surprised if a name or two 
with a lofty handicap mark is entered. But as we 
saw with the narrow Gold Cup runner-up, On His 
Own, if you don’t love this specialist test then 
you can have as lofty a handicap rating as you 
like and � nd it very tough. That said, last year’s 
winner, Rivage D’Or, became the only second 
horse to win this race on its banks debut in the 
last 34 races run over this course.

The Cross 
Country 
Chase is no 
longer a 
handicap, 
which suits 
Balthazar 
King
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THE TRENDS

T his will be the 12th running 
and the bookmakers are 
well in front so far with 
winners at 40/1 (twice), 

33/1, 25/1 (twice) and 20/1, though 
a couple of favourites have also 
gone in. All 11 winners had run 
from February onwards (nine in the 
previous 25 days) but, in a complete 
turnaround, three of the last four 
winners had won on their hurdling 
debut whereas the first seven failed 
to win on either of their first two 
starts over timber. I like the angle 
that seven of the 11 winners had run 
the bare minimum of three times 
over hurdles in order to qualify.

French-breds or French imports 
(usually one and the same but 
Crack Away Jack was the latter but 
not the former) have won six of the 
11 runnings from approximately 
one-third representation so they are 
over-performing. In fact, 20 of the 
last 32 win-and-placed horses were 
French-bred and especially note any 
representing Paul Nicholls, who has 

ally dominate the placings as well. The 
overall score is 17 to six in favour of the 
Irish but on the six occasions when the 
Brits have been successful, they also 
provided the runner-up and even a 1-2-
3-4-5-6 in 2003.

The last 12 winners also all won on 
their previous start. In fact, only two of 
the 23 winners were beaten last time 
out but unbeaten horses in bumpers 
only lead 13-10 so they can often be 
over-bet. Last year’s winner, Moon 
Racer, was unbeaten heading into the 
race and also ended the bad dose of 
seconditis for the favourite as they 
had finished runner-up for the three 
previous years and nine times in total. 
Just three favourites have won, which 
is a poor return for a Grade 1 race over 

Unbeaten horses 
are bad value

Champion Bumper

Wednesday 5.30pm  
Weatherbys Champion  
Bumper (NH Flat Race)  
(Grade 1) 2m 87y

A 1-2-3-4 for the British last 
season would have had 
many punters scratching 
their heads after the domi-

nance of the Irish winning nine of the 
previous 11 runnings, including a 1-2-
3-4-5-6 in 2014. It is bizarre that when 
one nation wins the race, they gener-

Watch the 
French and 
the fillies

Fred Winter Juvenile  
Handicap Hurdle

Wednesday 4.50pm  
Fred Winter Juvenile  
Handicap Hurdle  
(Grade 3) 2m 87y

saddled two winners and five placed 
horses with French origins, includ-
ing when Qualando led home a 1-2-
5 (all French-breds) for the stable’s 
three runners last season.

Eight of the 11 winners started 
their career on the flat and try to 
make a note of the highest-rated 
flat performer as Dabiroun (20/1), 
Silk Affair (11/1) and What A Charm 

(9/1) entered the race as best horse 
from off the level. 

Also note well-fancied fillies. We 
have been bereft of those recently, 
which is a shame given that they 
won four of the first eight runnings 
in addition to supplying the runner-
up in 2006. That is some return con-
sidering that they have represented 
less than 10% of the field.

Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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almost a quarter of a century. Although 
bumpers are all about potential, it is 
worth noting that four of the last 13 
winners were top-rated by the BHA and 
the 16/1 winner four years ago was only 
1lb off the highest-rated horse.

Of course, we can’t not mention Wil-
lie Mullins, who will be attempting to 
be on cloud nine having won this race 
on eight occasions. Two quite interest-
ing points about his octet of previous 
winners: (1) on four occasions when 
he won the race he saddled just one 
runner and (2) on three of the other 
four occasions when he was successful 
when represented by more than one 
contender, it was one of his second or 
third strings according to the betting 
that emerged on top.

Number 
of Festival 

Bumper  
winners 

trained by 
Willie  

Mullins

It’s bizarre but 
when the British 
win the bumper 
they usually 
have the placed 
horses as well
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NIALL CRONIN FINDS GORDON ELLIOTT 
FOCUSED ON EVERY WINNER IN THE PURSUIT 

OF WILLIE MULLINS AT THE TOP OF THE 
NATIONAL HUNT TABLE

050-055_Elliott.indd   50 11/02/2016   19:36:24



CHELTENHAM 2016 51 

T
here can sometimes be a perception from outside the world of racing 
that the most successful in ‘the sport of kings’ are only carrying on a 
tradition after being born into the game. Certainly not the case when it 
comes to Gordon Elliott. 

Hailing from Co Meath, Elliott’s father was a panel beater and his 
mother a housewife with not a horse in sight and he spent his early 
years riding old motorbikes rather than ponies. But, as anyone not bred 
into racing will tell you, there is something very addictive about horses 
and racing when you get started, and Elliott has been hooked ever 

since he took notice of the trainers that were scattered around him. 
When he trained Silver Birch to win the Aintree Grand National in 2007, Elliott had yet 

to train a winner in Ireland and most people watching the most famous jump race didn’t 
even know who he was. With one of the finest purpose-built training establishments in 
the country and a mind full of determination and ambition, we all know who Gordon El-
liott is now.

“I grew up around crashed cars and motorbikes. There was always plenty of train-
ers around and hunting going on but I was 11 or 12 before I got into racing really,” the 
38-year-old recalls. 

“I thought for a while that I could be a jockey but I wasn’t good enough. I used to ride 
a good bit for Martin Pipe when I went over to him in England, Michael Cunningham and 
Tony Martin but I suppose I was pretty realistic by the time I got to my early 20s that I 
wasn’t going to be a Ruby Walsh or a Paul Carberry or a Barry Geraghty.”

Despite his career in the saddle being shorter than he would have hoped, Elliott did 
manage to win the Grade 1 Champion Bumper at the Punchestown Festival in 1998 
aboard King’s Road for Nigel Twiston-Davies and he did experience the feeling of riding a 
winner around Cheltenham but before long his mindset changed from riding big winners 
to trying to train them. 
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“I just started pre-training a few and buying and selling a few 
and I was lucky enough things worked out for me. When I was in 
Pipe’s I always kept my eyes open, my mouth shut and watched 
everything. If you ever needed a bit of advice you could always 
ring either Martin or David, they’ve been very good to me. I also 
worked for Tony Martin for 10 or 12 years so between the two of 
them I learned nearly all I know.”

Following the famous victory of 33/1 shot Silver Birch at Ain-
tree, Elliott came to prominence with his successful raids across 
the water and his relentless search to go wherever he could find a 
winner. 

Ever since he started training there has hardly been a meeting 
held at Perth that was safe of an Elliott raid but the trainer himself 
feels that proving his ability with a lower-class horse has led him 
to the position where he now trains for some of the leading owners 
of National Hunt horses in both Ireland and Britain. 

“I never had money or never had anything really and luckily 
when I was starting out I got the support of a lot of good owners 
and it just went from there.

“I wouldn’t say I would have a horse for Michael O’Leary if I 
didn’t go to Perth and those places to train winners because at the 
time when he came to me first, I didn’t have a horse good enough 
to go to Leopardstown or Punchestown or to win many races in 
Ireland. 

“Norman Williamson introduced me to Eddie O’Leary one day 
at the Doncaster Sales and said to Eddie ‘Give this man a horse to 
train’ and Eddie said ‘I will someday’ so Norman made the initial 
introduction and that played a big part.”  

Had that impromptu meeting not have taken place there is a 
small chance that Elliott might be trying to snatch a champion 

No More Heroes in his box at Cullentra Stables 

trainer title from Paul Nicholls, rather than Willie Mullins. 
“A few years back there was a time when I was training a lot of 

winners in Britain and there was a lot of rumours going around 
but there was never anything in concrete. I was lucky enough 
to get the support of Gigginstown then and that put an end to it 
forever. 

A move across was tempting at one stage however; “I wouldn’t 
say that going to England was something I never thought about 
because it’s a lot easier to train winners over there and plan your 
races than it is in Ireland but I’m just so lucky that I’ve got the 
backing of a lot of owners, I have great staff and a lot of good 
horses that I can compete in Ireland.
“But like all the owners, they want the results. Gigginstown gave 
me a massive kick start but we have been very, very lucky that a lot 
of the big owners have come to support us.”

By his own admission though Elliott isn’t one to play the PR 
game with owners or potential owners and is renowned for his 
straight-talking approach. 

“I’m not one of the royalty of racing and you won’t see me out 
in Dublin after Leopardstown or I don’t go to all these fancy func-
tions trying to get owners because if an owner wants to send you 
a horse they’ll send it to you anyway. Don’t get me wrong, I love 
going out and having the craic as well but I try to be as honest as 
I can with my owners and train as many winners as I can and if 
someone wants to send me a horse I’ll do my best with him.”

In 2011, clearly not deterred by the powerful force of Willie 
Mullins or the downbeat economic situation in Ireland, Elliott 
took the decision to pull up stumps and move away from Cap-
ranny, the yard outside Trim that he was renting and had saddled 
his first Grade 1 winner, Jessies Dream, and Cheltenham Festival 

050-055_Elliott.indd   52 11/02/2016   19:02:08



CHELTENHAM 2016 53 

winners from, to buy Cullentra House, just outside Longwood. 
He admits: “It was a big gamble to move from Capranny to 

Cullentra but for what I was paying rent in Capranny and then 
renting a house as well, the mortgage wasn’t working out a whole 
lot dearer. 

“I wasn’t really worried about moving as I had put a gallop in 
that was the exact same, if not better, than what we had in Cap-
ranny but I was more nervous when we moved wondering was the 
luck going to come with us. 

“We had a crossover for nearly two years where we were trying 
to build one yard up and train from the other and that was a lot of 
hard work and stressful but thankfully, we’ve never looked back 
since we moved in to Cullentra. 

“The fi rst week we moved we had a winner in Galway, with a 
horse called Fisher, and we haven’t stopped training winners there 
since.”

Elliott hasn’t not only stopped training winners since the move, 
but he has hardly stopped developing either and his capacity has 
already more than doubled since Fisher won at Galway in 2012.

“Then I had 60 stables, the sand gallop and the woodchip gal-
lop and since we got in we have added the schooling ground, an-
other new schooling gallop which is a furlong and a half around, 
we’ve four walkers, 138 stables and a big menage. We are just 
trying to improve the place the whole time.”

Despite reaching a fi rst century of winners in Ireland this sea-
son, he has no plan on resting on his laurels. 

“There’s always something going on in the spring and the 
summer, obviously in the winter we are so busy with training the 
horses, but come April this year I have a few plans and more stuff 
I want to do.

“If you want to compete with Willie Mullins you have to do 
those things. I’m not doing all this to train 25 winners a year but 
I’m not stupid either and I know Willie is setting the bar higher 
and higher every week, never mind every month. But I enjoy doing 
what I’m doing and if I keep getting the support of my owners 
some day we might be there as champion trainer. It’s a dream but 
if I don’t keep pushing I won’t get there.”

That dream is one that is not going to go away. 
“I’d love to win a Gold Cup, a Champion Hurdle, a Champion 

Chase and another Grand National, because I didn’t appreciate it 
when I did win it with Silver Birch, but I have one dream in life and 
that is to be champion trainer. I get a kick out of a horse winning 
in Wolverhampton as I do from a winner in Naas or a winner in 
Cheltenham. You have to do your best for every horse.”

After Mullins, Elliott is the trainer that most punters will turn 
to most next month for the Cheltenham Festival and Gold Cup 
hopeful Don Cossack will lead the team into battle but it could be 
a smaller team than normal this year. 

“This year is about being a bit cleverer. All the festivals are 
coming on top of each other and there’s no point in me bringing 
30 horses to Cheltenham and having nothing for Fairyhouse 10 
days later and leaving big pots behind. I might not have as many 
runners over there this year, we’ll probably end up with 15, maybe 
20, but I’ll try and pick them selectively. 

“Is Cheltenham the be all and end all? Being champion trainer 
is the be all and end all for me. Do you want to have winners in 
Cheltenham? Of course you do. It’s the Olympics. If you’ve got a 
horse good enough Cheltenham is where you want to win. 

“Cheltenham is one of those places that you spend all year 
waiting to get there and then sometimes when you are there you 
just can’t wait to get out of it because you can get defl ated so 
quick.

“It is so competitive over there and there is a chance we could 
come home on Friday without having a winner and if that was to 
happen of course you’d be disappointed. We were disappointed 
last year when No More Heroes got beaten and Don Cossack 

Jessies Dream and Timmy Murphy – Gordon’s � rst Grade 1 winner  

 I know Willie is setting the bar higher 
and higher every week, never mind 
every month. But I enjoy doing what 
I’m doing and if I keep getting the 
support of my owners some day we 
might be there as champion trainer. It’s 
a dream but if I don’t keep pushing I 
won’t get there
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got knocked down everywhere, but then you have a winner with 
Cause Of Causes and it makes up for all of it.”

Don Cossack remains a leading player for the Gold Cup this 
year and many feel he would be a King George winner had he not 
have fallen at the second last fence back in December, but it is 
frustrating for his trainer that he has had to spend so much time 
defending his stable star. 

“I suppose he’s been on the back foot since he was a novice 
hurdler because he was disappointing then, but he has 15 races 
won and five Grade 1s, there’s not too many horses that do that. 

“Still at the line in Thurles the last day he was going away from 
them and the horse can only do what he is asked to do. 

“It is frustrating. Look at the field in this year’s Gold Cup and 
only Cue Card has won one more Grade 1 than Don Cossack and 
none of the rest of them have won five Grade 1s like they have. 
I don’t need to defend the horse but yeh, you do get a bit bored 
when you turn on the racing channel so I have just got to the stage 
now where I let it in one ear and out the other. 

“The horse is going to have to do his own talking now. If he 
wins the Gold Cup, great, and if he finishes third and runs his 
heart out I’ll be just as proud of him.” 

Apart from a half an hour period most days when Elliott takes 
some time out, the rest of his day is spent planning on how to 
improve and the trends would suggest he’s doing a pretty good job 
of that. 

“I put myself under pressure because if you don’t put yourself 
under pressure to train winners well then you shouldn’t be doing 
it. If I was happy with having a double the other day and not think-
ing of today or tomorrow, well then I shouldn’t be doing it. You are 
only as good as your last winner. 

“I don’t remember the last Saturday or Sunday that we haven’t 
had a runner but if there was, my day off would be to sit back with 
the feet up and watch the two racing channels. I suppose my only 
switch off from racing is watching Home And Away for half an 
hour every day. That’s the one thing I don’t miss!”

Be it home or away, if the race suits, Elliott doesn’t mind travel-
ling and he continues to put himself in a position to be champion 
trainer whenever the day may come that Willie Mullins isn’t. 

DON COSSACK
“I’d be the first one to say he’s getting very 
idle in his races but I think when we get better 
ground that we’ll see a different horse. I’m not 
saying he is good enough to win a Gold Cup 
but he definitely deserves his chance there. 
If Willie Mullins trained him he would be two 
points shorter than what he is. There’s a fair 
chance he’ll wear cheek-pieces. I don’t have 
any issues with him around Cheltenham just 
because he has been there twice and hasn’t 
won. The first year he was travelling as well as 
he ever did and just stood off a fence and fell 
and last year in the Ryanair he just got wiped 
out of it and I don’t think on either day that it 
was the horse’s fault.”

NO MORE HEROES
“I wouldn’t like to say how good or bad he 
is but he looks awesome. If he went into the 
sales ring tomorrow I wouldn’t say there 
are too many horses that would make more 
money than him. He’s what you get up for in 
the morning. He’s laid back, he eats and he 
sleeps and he’ll go straight to Cheltenham. 
He’ll go for one of the novice races and the 
RSA is the plan. He won’t be running in the 
Gold Cup, he just got an entry just in case 
because you never know what can happen but 
he is a novice that warranted an entry anyway.”

TOMBSTONE
“He’s a good horse. I think he was very unlucky 
not to win at Leopardstown over Christmas. I’m 
not decided whether he’ll go for the Supreme 
Novices’ or the Neptune at the moment but 
he’s a fair horse. I don’t think two mile five 
furlongs would be a problem because he won 
a Naas bumper over two miles, three furlongs 
on heavy ground and he has a bit of class.”

PRINCE OF SCARS
“I would be very surprised if he won a World 
Hurdle. He has won a Grade 1 for us at 
Christmas and he is going to be some horse to 
jump a fence. Not unless the ground comes up 
on the softer side will he go to Cheltenham. 

“If you told me a year ago that we’d be run-
ning him in the World Hurdle, I’d have my chest 
stuck out, but now I’m more patient and I don’t 
mind waiting. If he runs in the World Hurdle 
with an ease in the ground, great, if he doesn’t 
I just want to have him back there next year as 
a novice chaser because that’s his game.”

DIAMOND KING
“We like Diamond King and he could be a 
horse for the Martin Pipe Conditional Jockeys 
Hurdle. I think when he gets better ground he 
is going to be a lot better. 

“We’ve got a lot of horses for all the handi-
caps but I would love to win this race because 
of who the race is named after. If you asked me 
who my hero was I’d say Martin.”    

Don Cossack 
and Bryan 
Cooper:  “If he 
wins the Gold 
Cup, great, and 
if he finishes 
third and runs 
his heart out I’ll 
be just as proud 
of him” 
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SEVEN FESTIVAL SHOCKS

1981 TRIUMPH HURDLE - 
BARON BLAKENEY 66/1
No race has a bigger reputation as a cradle of shocks as the Tri-
umph, and while Baron Blakeney’s win gives him only a share 
of the record winning starting price in the race, his win was a 
shock which told a couple of stories, most notably that of David 
Nicholson’s hot favourite Broadsword, who had the reputa-
tion as the English banker of the meeting, having won six of his 
seven starts over hurdles, including the Tolworth at Sandown 
against older horses. 

In a fi eld of 29, his SP of 7/4 was remarkably cramped, but 
he looked sure to win when going on between the last two 
fl ights, and a fi ne leap at the last looked to seal it, only for the 
hill to galvanise Baron Blakeney and the little grey seemed to 
shoot forward like a bullet in the last 100 yards to steal victory 
from the tiring Broadsword, thereby denying Nicholson his 
debut win at the Festival. 

Instead it was another trainer who gained a virgin success, 
and while Martin Pipe might not have been a household name 
before, he was soon to etch it indelibly into the very structure of 
the sport. The winner did well to produce such a strong burst, 

2
1965 CHAMPION HURDLE - 
KIRRIEMUIR 50/1 
Trained by a master in Fulke Walwyn and placed in 
the race as a four-year-old in 1964, it might have been 
expected that the bonny little Kirriemuir would develop 

into a leading contender for the following year’s race, but he failed 
to improve in his second season, and while his jumping was usual-
ly an asset, his lack of toe was exposed on a number of occasions, 
and he fi nished well behind several of his rivals in trial races. He 
eventually got his head in front in a minor affair at Wincanton, but 
gained the formbook comment “not impressive” in beating much 
inferior rivals with little to spare. 

Walwyn didn’t just rely on Kirriemuir in the Champion, but 
had an exciting pair in Worcran, owned by the Queen Mother and 
the ex-American front runner Exhibit A, making him a palpable 
third string from the Lambourn yard. In the end luck was on his 
side, as Exhibit A set a breakneck gallop which caught a few out, 
with second favourite Salmon Spray falling early and bringing 
down the fancied Nosey. Dave Dick still had his mount in front at 
the last, but a blunder allowed Kirriemuir and Willie Robinson to 
sneak up on the inner, and he kept on dourly to withhold chal-
lenges from Spartan General and Worcran to become the biggest 
priced winner in the race’s history. 

RORY DELARGY LOOKS 
BACK AT SOME SHOCK 
RESULTS AT THE CHELTENHAM 
FESTIVAL OVER THE YEARS

SHOCKS
FESTIVAL
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1982 TRIUMPH  
HURDLE -  
SHINY COPPER 66/1
A year after Baron Blakeney won the 
Triumph came an even bigger shock as 
Sussex handler Dina Smith scored with 
Shiny Copper, who paid the equivalent of 
over 350/1 on the Tote despite a simi-
lar SP. Smith forged her reputation as a 
shrewd buyer of modest flat horses who 
she improved to win at a high level over 
hurdles, and she was prolific with such 
types in the early 1980s. As well as Shiny 
Copper, she also saddled Janus, Dr Steve 
and Prince Bless in the 1982 Triumph, and 
all appeared to be better fancied by the 
betting market. In fact, all four did their 
trainer proud by finishing in the first 10 of 
a 29 runner field, but it was Shiny Copper 
who stayed on best to deprive Cima (later 
to finish second to Dawn Run in a Cham-
pion Hurdle) after the last. Shiny Copper 
failed to win another race over hurdles, but 
Dina Smith again showed her skills when 
winning the big four-year-old hurdle at 
Aintree with Triumph seventh Prince Bless. 
She retired from training in 1999, but made 
a comeback a decade later, and showed 
the old skill remained when producing 
outsider Ibal to win the 2001 Imperial Cup 
from top-class pair Valirimix and Rooster 
Booster.

On the subject of the Triumph, mention 
must also be made of Richard Holder’s 
Ikdam who, like the pair cited above, won 
the race at 66/1 in heavy ground, beating 
David Nicholson’s much-vaunted High-
land Bud in the process. 

If you’re beginning to feel sorry for ‘The 
Duke’ at this stage, you may take heart 
from the fact that he 
belatedly registered his 
first Festival success 
with an outsider of his 
own in the shape of 
40/1 poke Solar Cloud 
in the 1986 running.

3
given jockey Paul Leach had dropped his whip at the penulti-
mate obstacle.

Broadsword gained his revenge at Aintree, and as many 
predicted, Baron Blakeney began what looked a steady 
decline into obscurity, failing to make the places in seven 
runs the following season, and his only subsequent win over 
timber came in an amateur riders’ event at Newton Abbot in 
May 1983. 

If that sounds like it should be the end of the story, then 
there’s another twist, as Pipe produced the flat-bred to be-
come one of the best novice chasers of the following season, 
when he won four times, including when slamming no less a 
horse than West Tip at Aintree in April. Still an entire, he was 
retired to stud, where he produced County Hurdle runner-up 
High Baron. 

Baron Blakeney 
and Paul Leach are 
about to overhaul 
Broadsword in the 
Triumph Hurdle
George Selwyn

Baron Blakeney and the little grey 
seemed to shoot forward like a bullet in 
the last 100 yards to steal victory from 
the tiring Broadsword, thereby denying 
Nicholson his debut win at the Festival
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SEVEN FESTIVAL SHOCKS

1983 STAYERS’ 
HURDLE - 
A KINSMAN 50/1
It’s not unknown for horses trained under 
permit to be successful at the Cheltenham 
Festival, but it’s in races like the Foxhunter 
that we expect such Corinthian derring-do, 
and not contests like the World Hurdle. 

So it was that former pointer A Kins-
man shocked the world when winning 
what was then the Stayers’ Hurdle. John 
Brockbank always kept a few horses to run 
in his yellow-and-black hooped colours, 
and while most were middling at best, A 
Kinsman rose from very humble begin-
nings to become a dual winner at the main 
event in March.

Setting the tone for his low-key start 
over hurdles, he made a winning debut at 
Sedgefi eld as a novice, and it was at the 
Durham track that he had his prep for the 
Stayers. The fact that he could fi nish only 
fourth in handicap company shows that 
his starting price wasn’t simply a generous 
overreaction from bookmakers, and he’d 
generally been found wanting in varied 
company that season. Come the day, how-
ever, he was given the chance to showcase 
his ample stamina, and in a race run at a 
sound gallop, he kept on strongly to deny 
another thorough stayer in Mayotte. 

The result was one which left punters 
scratching their heads at the time, but he 
proved it was no fl uke by beating Forgive’N 
Forget in the Sun Alliance Chase a year 
later, again under the handling of Geordie 
Dun. 

Beech Road 
jumps the 
last to win the 
Champion 
Hurdle in 1989  
George Selwyn 4

1989 CHAMPION 
HURDLE - 
BEECH ROAD 
50/1

“The screens have gone up around 
Beech Road, and I’m afraid it doesn’t 
look good,” opined Richard Pitman after 
Toby Balding’s promising novice chaser 
took a heavy last-fence fall in the Steel 
Plate & Sections Novices’ Chase 
Qualifi er at Cheltenham’s New 
Year fi xture. That Beech Road 
was allowed to start favourite 
against subsequent Arkle 
winner Waterloo Boy says 
plenty of the regard in which 
he was held, but the omens 
looked bleak as he failed to rise 
immediately from his tumble. 

Eventually, the screens went back to 
reveal the chesnut gingerly on his feet 
and the verdict was that he was merely 
badly winded. That made it two chase 
starts and two failures to complete, 
however, and it was clear that any chas-
ing aspirations would need to be put on 
hold.

A return to hurdles looked in order, 
but most assumed that a run against 
Champion Hurdle contender Vagador 
in the National Spirit at Fontwell in 
what amounted to a match was merely 
a perfect opportunity for a school round 
to inject much-needed confi dence. Even 
when he beat the odds-on favourite to 
gain an easy win, it was felt that Vagador 
had been affected by an early slip which 
rendered the form almost worthless. As 
a result, the pair lined up on March 14th 

with Vagador less than half his conquer-
or’s odds. 

At Fontwell Richard Guest had stolen 
a march by kicking off a slow pace, but to 
his credit, the rider had a very different 
game plan in mind for the Champion, 
holding his mount up at the rear of the 
fi eld in ground which had deteriorated 
badly after heavy rain. As it transpired, 
the pace set by the leaders was a strong 
one, with warm favourite Kribensis al-
ways handy but fading dramatically after 

hitting the front approaching the last. 
He was overtaken in mid-air 

by Beech Road and Mole Board, 
and it was the former, steering 
a path closest to the stands 
rail, who saw it out best to win 
from Celtic Chief and Celtic 

Shot, old rivals who stayed on 
in unison after getting outpaced 

as the tempo increased down the hill. 
The sense of shock was in evidence in 
the voice of Sir Peter O’Sullevan as he 
called: 

“Beech Road – an unthought-of horse 
is striding up towards the line….here’s 
one of the most staggering results ever in 
the Champion Hurdle!”

It was a beautifully judged ride by 
Guest, but no fl uke, as Beech Road 
showed when winning by a deal further 
in the Aintree Hurdle. He was sent off fa-
vourite for the 1990 Champion and ran a 
race of equal merit, but fast ground saw 
Kribensis redeem himself, and Beech 
Road had to make do with a close fourth. 

He won 18 times in a 64-race career, 
and was still competing at Cheltenham 
in 1995, when seventh in the Gold Cup 
at the age of 13.

5
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1989 CATHCART 
CHASE - 
OBSERVER  
CORPS 66/1
The Cathcart is one of many races lost 
from Cheltenham in the mists of time, 
like the Birdlip Selling Hurdle and the 
United Hunts Challenge Cup. It used 
to feature as the last race of the meet-
ing and was often a reward for those 
who had done the rounds at a higher 
level - a chance to see previous heroes 
strut their final hour on stage, if you 
will. 

It also allowed the young stars 
to get a crack at established chasers 
outside of the cauldron of Gold Cup 
competition. So it was that Martin 
Pipe decided against a crack at the big 
one with his deeply promising Rusch 
Des Farges, who had given Barnbrook 
Again an almighty fright in the Em-
bassy Premier Chase Final at the track 
in January. 

The six-year-old entered the Gold 
Cup market, but Pipe played it safe by 
going for the much weaker Cathcart. 
As a result he opened up as short as 
nine-to-four on, and was reported to 
have been the subject of the biggest 
reported bet in festival history at that 
price. His high-rolling backer must 
have been stunned to see his price 
knocked out to evens before being 
clipped late on, but nowhere near as 
stunned as he would have been by the 
abject performance of the hot favou-
rite, who stopped as if shot on the run 
to the second last. That left the way 
clear for rank outsider Observer Corps 
to sprint away for a remarkably easy 
win from another outsider in Norton’s 
Coin (more of him later). 

The win provided a quick double 
for trainer/jockey combination John 
Edwards and Tom Morgan, which may 
have eased the pain of Yahoo’s brave 
defeat in the Gold Cup itself. Observer 
Corps was having his first run of the 
season, and while he can’t be regarded 
as anything but a below-average win-
ner of the race, he did his bit, along 
with Dixton House to advertise the 
sublime skills possessed by Edwards 
when it came to preparing one for the 
big meeting. 

1990 GOLD CUP - 
NORTON’S COIN 
100/1
The Norton’s Coin story is well worn, with 
some of the aspects rather embellished 
with the passage of time, as is often the 
way with fairytales. The horse was ob-
scurely bred, by a stallion, Mount Cassino, 
who won on the flat as a three-year-old for 
Doug Smith and Benny Schmidt-Bodner, 
but who was offloaded for just £700 after 
developing serious breathing problems. 

His dam Grove Chance never ran, and 
both were purchased by Welsh farmer 
Sirrell Griffiths for little more than meat 
money. Griffiths sold the mare in foal to 
a neighbouring farmer, Percy Thomas, 
only for the mother to succumb to injuries 
received when foaling, and Mount Cassino 
also had to be put down due to persistent 
lameness shortly afterwards. 

Only when the orphaned chesnut geld-
ing, by then called Norton’s Coin, had won 
four points and a hunter chase, did his 
breeder consider buying him back, and he 
got his best bargain by paying just £5,000 
for what was now a promising chaser.

As noted above, Norton’s Coin finished 
a fine second in the Cathcart in 1988 before 

beating the likes of Beau Ranger, Panto 
Prince and Golden Freeze in the Silver Tro-
phy Chase at the April Meeting. Given the 
form he showed, the bold Sirrell consid-
ered a tilt at the Gold Cup the next season, 
but three modest runs from four starts that 
winter meant he had lost any confidence, 
and determined to have another crack at 
the Cathcart instead, only to find he wasn’t 
qualified. 

The next option was the Mildmay of 
Flete, but fate decreed that the trainer 
would miss the closing date for entries 
for the handicaps, meaning that the Gold 
Cup was the only race at the meeting for 
which he could be aimed. Aided by the 
quick ground which protected his suspect 
stamina at the trip, he travelled like a class 
act, and had Desert Orchid beaten when 
jumping alongside Toby Tobias at the last. 
A rousing drive from Graham McCourt 
saw him get up in the closing yards, and 
pandemonium ensued after a short spell of 
stunned silence. 

The horse only won one more, and 
developed a tendency to dig his toes in at 
the start, but he was still smart when he 
fancied showing it, and beat Waterloo Boy 
to claim a second Silver Trophy in 1991. 
He’s unlikely to be forgotten as long as rac-
ing continues at Prestbury Park.
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Dawn Run and Jonjo O’Neill (right) on their way to winning 
the Gold Cup with Run And Skip and Steve Smith Eccles 
alongside Photo: healyracing.ie
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DAWN
GOLDEN
ON THE 30TH ANNIVERSARY OF 
DAWN RUN’S HISTORIC GOLD CUP 
WIN, GUY WILLIAMS RECALLS 
THE MOMENTS WHEN ALL OF 
IRELAND WATCHED AS “THE 
MARE” BEGAN TO GET UP 
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restbury Park, Thursday, 13 March 1986 - were you there? Well, if 
not in person then in spirit, perhaps via television, thereby wit-
nessing racing history being made? Oh, you’re too young, maybe 
still unborn all of 30 years ago. No matter, it has become part of 
your racing DNA. That was the day Dawn Run re-wrote National 
Hunt history, becoming the first - and so far the only - animal ever 
to complete the Champion Hurdle - Gold Cup double, a racing 
immortal. 

If poetry is ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity,’ to quote the 
arch-poet W.B. Yeats, his definition surely applies to that 1986 
Cheltenham Gold Cup. 

Dawn Run’s clean sweep of the Irish, English and French 
Champion Hurdles in 1984 had prompted owner Mrs Charmian 
Hill to prophesy Cheltenham Gold Cup triumph for her magnifi-
cent mare two years hence. Circumstances conspired to limit 
Dawn Run to just four steeplechases in the interim. 

Successful on her chasing debut at Navan in November 1984, 
Dawn Run had sustained an injury that kept her off the course for 
more than 12 months. Paddy Mullins nursed her back to racing 
fitness to such effect that she ran away with the Durkan Chase at 
Punchestown on her reappearance in December 1985. 

She confirmed her rehabilitation when slamming Buck House 
at the Leopardstown Christmas meeting. Perhaps Mrs Hill’s pre-
diction that Dawn Run could do what no horse had ever done was 
not so fanciful after all. 

The Holstein Distributors Chase at Cheltenham on January 
25th was chosen as Dawn Run’s dress rehearsal for the 1986 Chel-
tenham Gold Cup, for which the mare went off odds-on to extend 
her unbeaten chasing sequence under Tony Mullins, the only one 
of her trainer’s four sons light enough to have turned professional. 

Setting off in front as she invariably did when ridden by Tony, 
the big mare made a nonsense of the fifth last, unseating her hap-

less rider. The image of Tony vaulting back into the saddle from 
the mare’s off side remains indelible, even 30 years on.

Just how much that misfortune meant to a country then 
plunged into economic recession became apparent on the flight 
back to Ireland. The captain announced that all on board could 
now unfasten their seatbelts, “except Tony Mullins!” 

The humour was lost on Mrs Hill. As she had in two previous 
instances, Mrs Hill informed Paddy Mullins that another, top-class 
jockey should take the mount in the Gold Cup. 

Record-breaking champion jockey Jonjo O’Neill had replaced 
Tony when the mare won the Champion Hurdle. He was the obvi-
ous choice.

Summoned over to ride the mare in a solo schooling session at 
Gowran Park, Jonjo was unimpressed. “At the end of that I didn’t 
think she should be running in the Gold Cup, let alone be favou-
rite to win it. She did jump the last fence of that schooling run well 
but one out of 14 isn’t exactly encouraging.”

A further attempt at Punchestown - just a week before D Day - 

At the end of that I didn’t think she  
should be running in the Gold Cup, let 
alone be favourite to win it. She did jump 
the last fence of that schooling run well but 
one out of 14 isn’t exactly encouraging

Dawn Run and Jonjo O’Neill schooling at 
Punchestown before the Gold Cup    
Photo: Caroline Norris
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RACING RECORD
DAWN RUN bay mare 1978 
Deep Run-Twilight Slave. Bred 
by J.J. Riordan. Owned by Mrs 
Charmain Hill and her son Oliver. 
Trained by Paddy Mullins.

1982-1983: 16 STaRTS, 8 winS
23/06: Tralee, Castlemaine I.N.H. Flat Race 

2m (Mrs CD Hill) 5/1 Won 1L
31/07: Galway, Tonroe I.N.H. Flat Race 2m 

(Mr T Mullins) 10/11F Won 1L
02/09: Tralee, Sean Graham Havasnack 

Flat 2m (Mr T Mullins) 8/1 Won 3L
20/12: Navan, Blackhills Fillies Mdn Hdle 

2m (A Mullins) 4/6F Won 5L
28/12: Leopardstown, Findus Beefburger 

Hdle 2m 2f (A Mullins) 12/1 Won 1½L
05/02: Punchestown, Fournoughts Hdle 

2m 4f (A Mullins) 3/1 Won 8L
08/04: Aintree, Page Three Nov H’cap Hdle 

2m 5f (A Mullins) 7/2JF Won 10L  
26/04: Punchestown, B.M.W. Champion 

Nov Hdle 2m (A Mullins) 5/2F Won 10L

1983-1984: 10 STaRTS, 8 winS
05/11: Down Royal, AR Soudavar Memorial 

Hdle 2m (A Mullins) 2/5F Won 10L
18/11: Ascot, Val Watkins Hdle (G3) 2m 4f (JJ 

O’Neill) 1/3F Won Sh Hd
26/12: Kempton Pk, Ladbroke Christmas 

Hdle (G1) 2m (JJ O’Neill) 9/4 Won Neck
18/02: Leopardstown, Wessel Champion 

Hdle (G1) 2m (JJ O’Neill) 4/5F Won 5L
13/03: Cheltenham, Waterford Champion 

Hdle (G1) 2m (JJ O’Neill 4/5F Won ¾L
31/03: Aintree, Sandeman Aintree Hdle 2m 

5f (A Mullins) 4/6F Won 10L
28/05: Auteuil, Prix La Barka Hdle 2m 3f (A 

Mullins) 6/1 Won 1½L 
22/06: Auteuil, Grande Course De Haies 

3m 1f (A Mullins) Won 6L

1984-1985: 1 STaRT, 1 win
01/11: Navan, Nobber Chase 2m (A Mullins) 

4/5F Won 10L

1985-1986: 8 STaRTS, 4 winS 
14/12: Punchestown, Durkan Brothers 

Chase (A Mullins) Won 8L
30/12: Leopardstown, Sean P Graham 

Chase 2m 2f (A Mullins) 4/9F Won 4L
13/03: Cheltenham, Tote Gold Cup 3m 2f 

(JJ O’Neill) 15/8F Won 1L
23/04: Punchestown, A Match 2m (A Mul-

lins) 4/6F Won 2½L   
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was somewhat more reassuring. “This time Tony Mullins rode an-
other horse round with me and Dawn Run did everything I asked 
her to do, which I didn’t think was possible after Gowran Park. So 
that raised our hopes, though there had to be worries about how 
she would go about her work on the day.” 

HISTORY
When Buck House won the Queen Mother Champion Chase, 
beating the best two-milers in both islands, 24 hours earlier, 
Dawn Run’s place at the head of the Gold Cup market became 
copper-fastened. What matter that ‘the mare’ was tasked with 
making history, hadn’t Paddy Mullins been working the oracle 
with his horses for years? Merlin had nothing on Mullins!

Determined to give the mare a clear view of her fences, Jonjo 
set out to make all, only to be harried every stride of the way by 
Steve Smith-Eccles on Run And Skip. 

Encountering a water jump for only the second time, Dawn 
Run dropped her hind legs in it, raising a curtain of spray. When 
she misjudged the fifth last once again even her most fervent 
supporters began to fear the worst, as both Forgive’n Forget and 
Wayward Lad threw down their challenges. A good jump at the 
second last put Dawn Run back in contention.

Even so, when Wayward Lad leaped the last with his custom-
ary precision and Forgive’n Forget still threatened, second or third 
was the best the mare could finish. 

The 42,000-strong crowd held its collective breath as the 
drama played out. Halfway up that pitiless hill Wayward 
Lad wavered, his stamina reserves exhausted. Only 
when Sir Peter O’Sullevan, prince of commenta-
tors, uttered those deathless words. “The mare is 
beginning to get up!” did the crowd give vent to 
pent-up emotion. As Dawn Run passed the post 
a length to the good, a barrage of hats hurtled 
skywards.

Let Jonjo be the one to recollect that emo-
tion in tranquillity. “Halfway through the run 
to the last fence she seemed beat. But I let her 
get her own feet and she jumped it well. She’s a 
moody old devil, and neither me nor anyone else 
could get her to do something if she didn’t want 
to. She wasn’t absolutely knackered. She was taking a 
breather, saying, ‘I’m going fast enough here.’”

After Wayward Lad went two or three lengths he began to hang 
across in front of me towards the rails. I realised he was tired and 
so did she. So we both got stuck in together.”

HELL BROKE LOOSE
By the time Mrs Hill, with her son and co-owner Oliver, led Dawn 
Run back into the winner’s enclosure all hell broke loose. Willie 
Mullins, who knew just what ‘a moody old devil’ she could be, 
walked behind her, arms stretched in an effort to prevent well-
wishers getting their heads kicked off. 

The over-excited, riotous throng broke through the security 
cordon surrounding the winner’s enclosure. As Jonjo removed his 
saddle and attempted to make his way to the weigh-room he had 
to fight his way through a swarm of souvenir hunters, hell-bent on 
seizing any item of his equipment.

Quick to respond to a threatening crisis with all its implica-
tions should Jonjo fail to draw the weight, senior Stewards’ Sec-
retary, Col Dick Bromley-Gardner grabbed his as yet unlicensed 
understudy. “Get in there quickly and tell the Clerk of the Scales 
that if O’Neill arrives in there bollock-naked, I said he is to pass 
him!” A cool head in an emergency, was Dick, God bless him. 

The frenzy renewed when Jonjo emerged for the presentation 
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Clockwise from top: Dawn Run and Jonjo O’Neill are led in by Mrs Charmian Hill after their 
Gold Cup win. Dawn Run and Charmian Hill at Tramore. Dawn Run with Charmian Hill, 
Paddy Mullins and Jonjo O’Neill on board   

Photo: carolinenorris.ie Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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ceremony, presided over by HM the Queen Mother. Her Majesty 
seemed in real danger of being embraced by eager Irishmen; not 
out of disrespect, you understand - merely the euphoria of that 
unforgettable occasion. The excitement reached fever pitch as 
Jonjo hoisted Tony Mullins shoulder-high in tribute to Tony’s role 
in making Dawn Run into the champion she had now become 
under both codes.

Only when some degree of decorum had been restored did Her 
Majesty – safely back in the royal box - remark the absence of the 
mastermind behind this piece of racing history. 

Maureen Mullins received a royal command to fetch her 
husband, Paddy. Maureen had no need to search. She found her 
shy, undemonstrative husband of over 30 years in the stable yard, 
struggling with his emotions while ostensibly overseeing his 
beloved mare. 

Paddy had produced Dawn Run to win the Champion Hurdle 
and then to make history by winning the Gold Cup, yet each time 
Mrs Hill had exercised her owner’s prerogative to ‘jock off’ his son 
Tony. That Paddy found hard to bear. Triumph had a bittersweet 
tang. Did that inscrutable man foresee what lay in store?

************************

Despite her energy-sapping Gold Cup heroics, Dawn Run went 
to Aintree, where she galloped straight through the first fence, 
giving Jonjo no chance. Reunited with Tony for a £25,000 match 
against Buck House at Punchestown, the mare once again con-
firmed her superiority, though not until Tony had the wit to put 
down his whip. 

Then, flying in the face of all that seemed either fair or reason-
able, Mrs Hill insisted Dawn Run attempt to win a second French 
Champion Hurdle. 

Deaf to all protestations, blind to editor Valentine’s Lamb’s 
front-page appeal in  The Irish Field, Mrs Hill exercised her 
owner’s right. Tony got off the mare after her second in the Prix La 
Barka saying she would not reverse placings with easy winner, Le 
Rheusois. Mrs Hill sought a jockey with a positive outlook, second 
prize money was too much to forego. 

On a baking hot June 27th day, veteran rider Michel Chirol 
set off in front to blunt Le Rheusois’ finishing speed in the Grand 
Course de Haies d’Auteuil. 

Standing too far off the fifth-last flight, the big mare paid the 
ultimate penalty, breaking her neck. Le Rheusois went on to vindi-
cate Tony Mullins. 

Winner of 21 of her 35 career starts, Dawn Run had won a 
record National Hunt total of £269,083. Inevitably pressed for 
comment, Paddy Mullins silenced his tormentors in five words: 
“That mare was my life”.   

Photo: carolinenorris.ie

“Forgive And Forget is going to jump marginally in the 
lead from Wayward Lad…Forgive N Forget on the near 
side, Wayward Lad on the far side. It’s Wayward Lad, the 
veteran, trying to break his Cheltenham hoodoo, being 
pressed now by Dawn Run in the centre… Forgive N 
Forget on the near side, as the race to the line, …and the 
mare’s beginning to get up, and as they come to the line, 
she’s made it. Dawn Run has won it.”
Peter O’Sullevan’s legendary commentary
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A
ction-packed pictures over the mantelpiece 
are one thing. Living, moving proof of glories 
past are quite another. It may be coming up 16 
years since he won the Cheltenham Gold Cup, 
but Richard Johnson has only to step out of 
his back door for a fond four-legged reminder. 
Looks Like Trouble, who provided him with 
a fairytale triumph in steeplechasing’s Blue 
Riband, has a home for life at the jockey’s Her-

efordshire farm. Fittingly, he’s spoiled rotten.

KING 
RICHARD
TOM O’RYAN TALKS TO RICHARD 
JOHNSON ABOUT HIS FESTIVAL 
HIGHLIGHTS, HIS IMPENDING 
JOCKEYS’ TITLE AND HIS OLD  
FOUR-LEGGED FRIENDS
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“He’s the family pet, a gentle giant,” 
says Johnson, a father of three. “All the 
kids sit on him, my seven-year-old daugh-
ter Willow rides him around the barn and 
my wife Fiona takes him hunting,” he 
adds of the hairy-heeled 24-year-old, who, 
trained by Fiona’s father, Noel Chance, 
earned himself a permanent place in Chel-
tenham’s history when beating Ireland’s 
celebrated Florida Peal five lengths into 
second.

“He was Norman Williamson’s ride, but 
I think he and the owner had a bit of a dis-
agreement and I was lucky enough to get 

on him in the Gold Cup, which is the race 
every jump jockey wants to win,” recalls 
Johnson. “He was a real class horse - he 
won the RSA there the previous year - and 
he was very athletic, so light on his feet. He 
still is - he floats across the field.”

Johnson feels blessed to be one of only 
three current jockeys - Ruby Walsh and 
Barry Geraghty are the others - to have 
won all four of Cheltenham’s champion-
ship events. Anzum, a 40-1 shot, set the 
ball rolling in 1999 in the World Hurdle, 
then known as the Stayers’ Hurdle, Looks 
Like Trouble struck gold in 2000, Flagship 
Uberalles clinched the Champion Chase 
two years later and in 2003 Rooster Booster 
completed the coveted four-timer in the 
Champion Hurdle.

“I think I was a bit spoiled in that five-
year period,” smiles Johnson. “Of course 
you enjoy them all, but as the years go 
on and you get a bit older, you wonder 
whether you should have appreciated 
them even more because they are that hard 
to win,” he adds.

Anzum was trained by the late great 
David Nicholson, Johnson’s first boss, a 

“No matter how many times 
you’ve ridden there, it’s still 

special. All you want is for 
everything to go right, for 
your horses to get a clear 

run, to have the opportunity 
to win with no excuses.”
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15 of his 20 Cheltenham Festival winners. 
Flagship Uberalles – “such a tough horse, 
a warrior,” and Rooster Booster, a dual-
scorer at the meeting, are the obvious 
stand-outs. 

“No horse tried harder than ‘Rooster’. 
But if he pulled too hard, he wouldn’t fin-
ish, and he was second in lots of big handi-
caps before winning the County Hurdle,” 
said Johnson. “He was a different horse 
after that. I will never ride an easier win-
ner at Cheltenham than when he won the 
Champion Hurdle the following season.  
They went very quick, which was ideal and 
he pulled me to the front going down the 
second-last. I don’t care if it’s Faugheen or 
whatever horse it is, that rarely happens in 
a championship race. He was breathtaking 
that day.”

Trawl through the inevitable ups-and-
downs of the festival with Johnson and the 
name of Captain Chris produces a mixture 
of emotions.  Classy winner of the 2011 
Arkle Trophy, Johnson genuinely feels he is 
the horse that got away; a frustrating mix of 
subsequent injuries and setbacks prevent-
ed him fulfilling his enormous potential. 
“It was so unfortunate for the owners.  For 
me, he was the perfect racehorse, but we 
never got to see it. When he won the Arkle, 
I thought he could do it all, be a Gold Cup 
horse. It was such a shame that he had so 
many problems.”

As far as Johnson is concerned, Chel-
tenham – and the festival meeting in par-
ticular – presents horses with the ultimate 
test. “They need to travel,” he explains. 
“If you don’t travel, the gaps that open are 
closing before you can get to them. But you 
also need a horse with the stamina to get 
home, and, perhaps most importantly, a 
horse with a great attitude, a will-to-win.”

Nobody has ever doubted Johnson’s 
attitude or will-to-win. Modest he may 
be, but he’s single-minded, committed, 
and with an insatiable hunger to succeed. 
“I think I have the same sort of mentality 
as A.P. had,” he explains. “No matter how 
many winners you ride, you want to ride 
more. It doesn’t matter if it’s a minor meet-
ing on a Monday, I still get a great kick out 
of riding a winner there, out of seeing the 
owners’ faces when you come back in. It’s 
some buzz.”

The Cheltenham Festival remains the 
biggest buzz of all. “No matter how many 
times you’ve ridden there, it’s still special,” 
he says. “All you want is for everything to 
go right, for your horses to get a clear run, 
to have the opportunity to win with no 
excuses. But even then you might still fin-
ish only sixth or seventh. Often, as much as 
you can expect. That’s how hard it is there. 
But if you do have a winner,” adds Richard 
Johnson with a knowing nod of the head, 
“there’s no better feeling.”

Ruby Walsh:  “Ruby 
makes it look easy, 
he’s always in the 
right place at the 
right time and he’s 
very confident in his 
own judgement.  He 
never looks like he’s 
panicking. He’s a 
confident jockey.”

Barry Geraghty:  
“Barry has that knack 
of getting the best 
out of horses from 
the turn-in to the 
winning post.  If you 
look across, he’s the 
last man you want 
to see in full flight 
beside you.”

Davy Russell: “Of 
all the jockeys I’ve 
ridden with, there 
is nobody better at 
judging pace than 
Davy.  Whether he’s 
making the running, 
or holding one up, 
he’s great at getting 
horses into a rhythm 
and conserving their 
energy.”

Bryan Cooper: 
“Bryan is good. He 
has done really well 
for a young man in 
such a big job with 
a lot of pressure, 
and he’s come back 
from some nasty 
injuries. I think he’s 
coped with it all very 
professionally.”

JOHNSON ON  
HIS RIVALS

Clockwise from left: 
Rooster Booster and 
Richard Johnson 
winning the 
Champion Hurdle 
in 2003. Looks Like 
Trouble and Richard 
Johnson winning 
the 2000 Gold Cup 
from Florida Pearl.
Flagship Uberalles 
(second) and 
Richard Johnson 
on their way 
to winning the 
Champion Chase in 
2002 
Photos: healyracing.ie

mentor, and a man who made a lasting im-
pression on him. “He gave me opportuni-
ties, he protected me, he put his trust in me 
and gave me the best grounding anybody 
could have,” declares Johnson, “He was, 
without doubt, the biggest influence in my 
racing life.”

Now 38-years-old and with 3,000-plus 
winners on the board, Johnson has done 
Nicholson proud. He’s also done himself 
proud. Runner-up no fewer than 16 times 
to Tony McCoy in the British jockeys’ 
championship, the retirement of his long-
time nemesis has left open the door for 
him to finally claim the all-important title. 
“It would mean everything to me to win 
it,” he says. “I’ve been very lucky. I’ve had a 
trouble-free season and have great support 
from Philip Hobbs, Henry Daly and Tim 
Vaughan, and others like Charlie Longsdon 
and Jonjo O’Neill. What I’ve been really 
pleased about is the goodwill I’ve experi-
enced from so many people in the game. 
It’s quite humbling.”

Johnson and Hobbs, his main man, are 
a formidable combination. The Minehead 
trainer has supplied his stable jockey with 
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Sceaux  
easy Un De Sceaux 

and Ruby Walsh 
winning the 

Sodexo Clarence 
House Chase at 

Ascot in January
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Time was racing away before the start of the Clarence 
House Chase at Ascot on January 23rd and the reap-
pearance of the O’Connells’ star chaser, Un De Sceaux. 
How would he get round after his second career fall took 
him down at the Leopardstown Christmas meeting? A 
last-minute dash into the bookies to see the race. Come 
on, come on ... Lingfield ... South Africa showing on the 
screens, then at last the Ascot pictures come up.

Un De Sceaux is on his toes, galloping out in front in 
the usual buoyant style, a standout in those distinctive 
bouncy colours. Put himself right at the seventh fence 
and then over the ditches, ears flicking; six out, a bit 
close; four out, looking lively; one jump out, he’s look-
ing hard at the fence – so daring, so talented. The Ascot 
crowd gasps as Un De Sceaux powers over. There’s no 
room for error in this pitiless discipline. Gary Moore’s 
Sire De Grugy, the 2014 Champion Chase winner on the 
comeback, and the talented Traffic Fluide can’t get on 
terms with him. He’s just too good – never been beaten 
when stood up. 

Afterwards, Willie Mullins is relaxed, smiling: “He’s a 
joy to behold. He jumped much better today, he seemed 
to measure all his fences. I’m hoping he’ll improve a lot 
from that. He’s full-on every day, like he is racing, but he 
appeared more settled today than I’ve ever seen him.

“I think I’d rather watch him if he was someone 
else’s. When they’re your own and you have so much 
invested in them and they are jumping flat out, it makes 
your heart jump every time.”

Colm O’Connell, son of owner Eddie, was delighted: 
“It was his first time in open company and Sire De Grugy 
is a good horse.”

So that’s it then, back on the trail of the Cheltenham 
Champion Chase crown after this Ascot romp. Wil-
lie Mullins had put that Leopardstown error down to 
“freshness’’, the horse having had a slight setback in the 
autumn which caused him to miss the Tingle Creek at 
Sandown and how right he was.

O’CONNELL FAMILY
Where has this marvellous horse 
come from? What is the story of his 
lucky connections, the O’Connell 
family from Glanmire, Co Cork, 
owners of the Cork-based O’Connell 
Group, one of Ireland’s leading logis-
tics companies? Their brilliant Arkle 
Chase winner is not only one of the 
Irish bankers of this year’s Chelten-
ham, but also one of the most thrill-
ing horses to watch racing. 

Colm O’Connell is happy to tell 
the tale again and you can hear it in 
his voice that the family can hardly 
believe in their good fortune.

“Going back to the late ’80s my 
father, Edward, had had over 30 
horses in training and they had won 
maiden hurdles and handicaps and 
we had plenty of winners. We had 

FAVOURITE FOR THE 
CHAMPION CHASE AT THE 
CHELTENHAM FESTIVAL, 

UN DE SCEAUX IS THE 
PRIDE AND JOY OF THE 

O’CONNELL FAMILY, WRITES 
OLIVIA HAMILTON

them placed with different trainers around the country 
– Enda Bolger, Michael Hourigan and Trevor Hogan with 
point horses. But we wanted a fresh start. An old man 
in west Cork, a racing fan himself, he told me to change 
our colours and see what happens. So we sat John’s 
young children down with the crayons and they came 
up with our lucky blue and orange,” recalls Colm. 

“We modelled them on John Hale’s colours: the 
bright yellow with the red star to stand out – Azertyui-
op’s colours. I always loved those two-mile chasers.

“Eddie got it into his head one day and decided to 
call up Willie Mullins to tell him: ‘We want a festival 
horse for handy money,’ and that’s how we got con-
nected. It was amazing really. Willie never knew us or 
heard of us but when we called in he was going out on 
the gallops and he said: ‘Right, walk with me.’

“We got Turban who won first time out in Novem-
ber 2011 and we had plenty of good times with him. 
He’s paid for himself over again. When he won the Dan 
Moore at Fairyhouse in 2014, Willie said that was his 
Gold Cup. We were ecstatic. 

“Some time went by and Eddie said we’ll go again. 
Four or five French-breds failed the vet and then Willie 
said: ‘I think I have one,’ and that was it, we had him 
and affordable – we’re not Rich Ricci or Gigginstown! Un 
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UN DE 
SCEAUX (FR)
 
Eight-year-old  
bay gelding
Breeding  
Denham Red –  
Hotesse De Sceaux 
Trainer  
WP Mullins
Owner  
Eddie O’Connell
Breeder  
Haras De La  
Rousseliere Et Al
Form 
(1/111/11111/
F111-1F1)

HORSE  
FACTS

The O’Connell family celebrate after 
Ruby Walsh and Un De Sceaux  won 
the Arkle at Cheltenham in 2015
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Photo: healyracing.ie

070-073_Un_De_Sceaux.indd   71 11/02/2016   19:31:45



72 CHELTENHAM 2016 

INTERVIEW

De Sceaux has no breeding but the 
way we felt about it was we can be 
last in Cheltenham for the fun and 
laughs with our festival horse … Wil-
lie doesn’t do laughs.’’

Un De Sceaux was sourced in 
France from his owner-trainer Fab-
rice Foucher and is by Denham Red, 
who won over hurdles in France 
before becoming a successful sire 
of jumpers. His dam, Hotesse De 
Sceaux, is an AQPS mare. Rumour 
has it that the “affordable” horse 
changed hands for €50,000 but the 
O’Connells aren’t saying and why 
should they? It’s their business and 
their hard-earned money.

UN DE SCEAUX STARTS
Racing in Ireland for the first time in 
the O’Connell ownership, their new 
buy made his debut at Punchestown 
in a maiden hurdle in February 
2013. Sent off the 9/10 favourite, 
he led from the start to win by six 
lengths in a field of about 20. He 
kept up the gallop throughout the 
race and quickened away impres-
sively when asked. Two months later 
he started 5/4 favourite over the 
same course and distance and again 
made all the running to win by 13 
lengths. So far, so good.

In the 2013/14 National Hunt 
season, Un De Sceaux won five races 
over hurdles, beginning at Thurles 
in December with a 29-length vic-
tory, followed by a 53-length win at 
Navan in January in 2014 and the 
dream continued. Upped in grade 
at Gowran Park in the Grade 2 Red 
Mills Trial Hurdle in February 2014, 
he went at a steadier pace in the 
heavier ground but still managed to 
romp home by 16 lengths. 

Colm continues: “Ruby said to us 
after Gowran: ‘This fellow’s a super-
star,’ and Davy Russell commented 
back then that ‘this horse will win 
the Arkle’.”

Naturally after winning his first 
five Irish starts, Un De Sceaux was 
fancied by many observers for the 
2014 Champion Hurdle but Mullins 
opted to leave him at home as he 
didn’t think the horse was ready 
mentally for that challenge.

“Every call Willie makes is prov-
en to be the right one,” says Colm. 
“Holding back from the Champion 
Hurdle was the making of Un De 
Sceaux. We could have ruined him. 
It’s all down to Willie and the team 
he trusts implicitly. Ruby [Walsh], 
Patrick and Jackie [Mullins], Harold 
Kirk and David Casey all play a huge 

role. The French vet, Virginie Bascop, who rides Un De 
Sceaux, she’s allowed him to mature. He’s a handful but 
so much is down to her work and Willie’s patience. The 
horse’s head carriage has changed and he’s gone from 
all-out aggression to controlled aggression.”

Controlled aggression. That’s what you want in a 
winner.

OFF TO AUTEUIL
In the spring of 2014, Un De Sceaux went back to Au-
teuil, France, to the land of his birth and held off the late 
challenge of the Grande Course de Haies d’Auteuil win-
ner Gemix in the Prix Hypothese with Barry Geraghty on 
board. 

“There was a big group of us in Paris,”says Colm. “We 
all had our lucky scarves on. Un De Sceaux had never 
gone over the longer trip [two miles, three and a half 
furlongs] and the French hurdles are different so that 
was a concern. He runs so free and keen. Barry gave him 
a sweet ride and it was beautiful to see.” 

Un De Sceaux’s regular rider Ruby Walsh was back 
on board in the Prix Leon Rambaud over the same 
course and distance a month later and taking the lead at 
the first hurdle, he was never headed.  

Returning to action in November of that year for his 
eagerly anticipated first chase, he was sent off the 1/8 
favourite in Thurles. Un De Sceaux was bombing along 
in his usual fashion in the lead, attacking his fences with 
a real desire for jumping until he slithered to a fall at the 

Un De Sceaux and Ruby 
Walsh power home in 
last year’s Arkle Chase 
at Cheltenham

Every call Willie 
makes is proven 
to be the right 
one. Holding 
back from the 
Champion Hurdle 
was the making 
of Un De Sceaux. 
We could have 
ruined him. It’s 
all down to Willie 
and the team he 
trusts implicitly
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third-last. Undaunted, Mullins put 
it down to a novicey fall and Un De 
Sceaux put in a round of flawless 
jumping at Fairyhouse next time out 
after he knuckled a bit on landing 
over the first, which his trainer after-
wards confirmed must have given 
him a bit of a scare.

At Leopardstown in January 
2015, in the Frank Ward Solicitors 
Novice Chase, Un De Sceaux was 
flawless, exuberant in his jumping 
and also in his galloping, and easily 
held off two good horses in Clarcam 
and Gilgamboa. 

His season culminated in a 
powerful display at Cheltenham in 
the Arkle, being clever at his fences 
and not making any mistakes on 
what was the fastest ground he had 
encountered to date. 

Punchestown saw Un De Sceaux 
a more subdued winner of the 
Ryanair Novice Chase, producing 
an end-of-season performance 
which saw him home by a cosy three 
lengths. Everybody went happy out 
to grass for the summer.

Colm outlines what owners get 

from the Mullins’ team: “What they are really good at is 
not dwelling on the negative. When Un De Sceaux fell 
at Christmas in Leopardstown, the talk wasn’t on what 
might have been. We’d missed out on a Grade 1 but 
straight away the Clarence House was mentioned and 
that worked out.”

The Cork family also have the five-year-old novice 
hurdler Bachasson in training with Willie Mullins with 
six wins to his name.

“Bachasson could go in the Supreme or the Nep-
tune,” continues Colm. “It’s up to Willie. We’re happy to 
run him and take our chance. Ten days beforehand the 
plan will be hatched.”

The O’Connells are amazed at the attention they 
receive about their star horse with people emailing from 
all over the world. 

“We’ve had fans contact us from the US, France and 
South Africa. Lots of people love him, I suppose because 
of his style of racing. We had 100 scarves made up in the 
colours and do you know they’re all gone, sent out to his 
fans. It is funny though. Jeez, I say to my nephews and 
nieces, racing is not all like this. They only know winning 
– not slogging around points with horses that maybe 
aren’t up to much.

“We go down to Closutton about three times a year 
and make a day of it with family and friends. We’re busy 
with the O’Connell Group in Cork earning money to pay 
Willie once a month! When we go there we look at Vau-
tour and Douvan and Annie Power, taking photos and 
enjoying them. I’m as star-struck a fan of these fabulous 
horses as the next man. I would be roaring home Ricci 
or Gigginstown horses now as well as my own. Success 
breeds success. I’m shouting for Min, Annie Power, Vau-
tour. We’re part of the team.”

Colm has no problem admitting he and all the family 
live on their nerves when Un De Sceaux is racing.

“I’ve no problem watching Turban ... he won’t fall, 
he’s safe enough. But Un De Sceaux, sometimes I wish 
he would just run in bumpers. I’m counting the fences 
till it’s over.’’

---
Wednesday March 16th, 3.30pm, Grade 1 Betway 

Queen Mother Champion Chase. Start counting ...

Photo: healyracing.ie

Photo: healyracing.ie
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Un De Sceaux and vet 
Virginie Bascop at Willie 
Mullins’ stables in Carlow
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GOLDEN  
MOMENTS

TRACY PIGGOTT  
RTÉ PRESENTER
It’s so hard to pick out one highlight of the 
Cheltenham Festivals over the years. There 
have been so many for such different rea-
sons. There always seems to be a fairytale 
result.

Imperial Call’s Gold Cup win in 1996 
was a stand-out moment. Fergie Suther-
land was one of the great characters of rac-
ing, and Conor O’Dwyer, a hugely popular 
jockey with immense talent.

It was Conor in the saddle again in 2004 
aboard the wonderful Hardy Eustace. He 
started a long shot, at 33/1, and led all the 
way for an emphatic triumph. He went on 
and did it again a year later, just to be sure 
we all knew how good he was.

He was such a gutsy horse, and Conor 
got on so well with him. His owner Larry 
Byrne never disguised his absolute delight 
and joy after each victory, and the late, 
greatly missed and much loved Dessie 
Hughes was supreme in getting the horse 
spot on when it mattered.

WELL-KNOWN SPORTING 
PERSONALITIES SPEAK TO JUDITH 
FAHERTY ABOUT THEIR STANDOUT 

MOMENTS FROM THE FESTIVAL 

There always 
seems to be 
a fairytale 

result
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HENRIETTA KNIGHT 
TRAINER OF BEST MATE 

There is just one and it has to be when Best 
Mate won the Gold Cup for the third time 
in 2004. It was just unbelievable. There had 
been so much pressure and such a huge 
build up that it was the biggest relief of my 
life. It really was the best day of my life. I go 
to Cheltenham every year, and I am doing 
some work down there this year.

PAT HEAly 
HEALy RACINg 
PHOTOgRAPHy 
My favourite festival moment is when 
Master Oats and Norman Williamson won 
the Gold Cup in 1995. Norman is one of my 
best friends and to see him make history 
by winning the Gold Cup and the Cham-
pion Hurdle in the same year was brilliant. 
We started together in Pony Club then 
he slogged through point-to-points as an 
amateur jockey and for him to turn profes-
sional and become one of the best jockeys 
and be part of history was incredible. He 
won by about 15 lengths in the end, I think 
he was the favourite. 

The party that night was unbelievable. 
It was a great couple of years. I have been 
going every year since 1990 and every year 
there are special moments but if I had 
to pick one it’s that time because of our 
friendship.

PAT DowNEs 
gILLTOwN STud 
For a stand-out moment, I can’t go beyond 
Dawn Run winning the 1986 Gold Cup. I 
was a student at the Irish National Stud 
and we were allowed to leave work to 
watch the Gold Cup. That was incredibly 
special and I don’t think anything could 
match it. 

Some horses we have sold have gone on 
to win at the festival – Nina Carberry’s first 
Cheltenham winner in 2005 was on a horse 
that we sold called Dabiroun and that was 
a great day. I suppose any day that a horse 
we had wins is special, but that day stands 
out of them all. 
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GOLDEN MOMENTS

JOHN MCINTYRE 
SPORTS EDITOR AT THE 
CONNACHT TRIBUNE 
My most fond memory of the Chelten-
ham Festival was on my fi rst visit in 
1989 for the Gold Cup. I went to hope-
fully see Desert Orchid win. I remember 
it was a horrendous day weather-wise 
and there was actually a threat to the 
Gold Cup that morning. I had been fol-
lowing the festival for years and I have 
been going every year since, bar one 
year when I missed it for an All-Ireland 
Hurling Club Final. Anyway I put £300 
on Desert Orchid at 11/4 and he came 
home in a titanic fi nish, beating Yahoo 
in a close race. Even though he was the 
favourite, he had a bad record on left-
handed racetracks and had never won 
at Cheltenham. I still remember the tre-
mendous thrill – I was obviously happy 
for my pocket but I was really delighted 
for the horse. 

I am heading to the festival again 
this year. I think when we were all leav-
ing Cheltenham last year we all thought 
Willie Mullins’ record of eight winners 
would stand for a long time, but if all 
of his horses come good, he could be 
on course for breaking that, it’s quite 
remarkable. 

ALAN MULHOLLAND 
MULHOLLAND BOOKMAKERS 
AND FORMER GALWAY 
FOOTBALL MANAGER 
We have shops in Galway and also have 
been standing on track in Cheltenham 
since the early 1980s. My greatest memo-
ries are the ones where we looked dead 
and buried and got out of jail. One was in 
2009. Tony McCoy produced the greatest 
ride I had ever seen at Cheltenham to get 
Wichita Lineman up to win the William 
Hill Chase. His next ride, Binocular, in the 
Champion Hurdle, would complete a 20/1 
double which we had laid to lose €160,000. 
He was challenging at the last but couldn’t 
quicken to win and fi nished third. Relief!

The second was only last year when, 
like all other bookmakers, we were left 
stunned when Annie Power failed to 
complete the Willie Mullins accumulator 
on the fi rst day. Douvan, Un De Sceux and 
Faugheen had all obliged and the ac-
cumulator was conservatively costing us 
€250,000. I turned away from the action as 
Ruby and Annie approached the last and 
only turned back when I heard the gasps 
from the crowd. I had to wait for the replay 
to see what had happened.

We’re still standing – bring on 2016!

 I still 
remember the 

tremendous 
thrill – I was 

obviously happy 
for my pocket 

but I was really 
delighted for 

the horse
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TOM McGURK
RTÉ BROADCASTER AND 
JOURNALIST 
Would you believe I have never been to 
Cheltenham because I have been doing 
the Six Nations for 18 years.  It raises 
a great morale – so many of the Irish 
would go to Cheltenham and then make 
their way down to Twickenham for the 
rugby, to hopefully beat the English! 
They were special days. 

The week after my father died I 
backed a horse whose name reminded 
me of my Dad’s nickname – Big Mack. 
It never stopped raining that week and 
the horse came in at 100/1. That was 
incredible.

GARY O’BRIEN 
AT THE RACES PRESENTER
A stand-out moment for me is the fi rst year 
I ever travelled to the festival, back in 1996. 
Willie Mullins rode a winner in Wither Or 
Which. He was the Irish banker that day 
and he won the bumper. The festival was 
only three days that time and it was a good 
year for the Irish – I think there were seven 
or eight Irish winners. Wither Or Which 
lost ground at the start but went on to win 
it well. I will always remember the buzz 
after the race, Willie was in great spirits, he 
was egging on the crowd as he was being 
led in, everyone was going mental. It was 
my fi rst festival, about 20 of us went from 
UCD and it was a great year. I have been 
every year since. 

LEO POWELL  
EDITOR OF 
THE IRISH FIELD 

Many moments stand out for me 
through the years but a very special one 
was watching my nephew win the JLT 
Chase on Golden Chieftain in 2013. An 
outsider in a highly competitive handi-
cap, he won like a good thing and I had 
backed him. He paid more than 33/1 
on the Tote. Had I some special insight? 
Well, not being a punter, I can only say 
the reason I backed him was that I had 
a dream the night before that BJ (our 
family name for Brendan junior) had 
ridden a Cheltenham Festival winner. 
I shared this story with Joey Cullen of 
Goffs and we laughed about it before 
the race. Being a little superstitious, I 
then quietly had £10 each way – just in 
case - and to my delight collected £448. 
When I met Joey later I beamed that I 
had had a punt – and he beamed back 
that he had too! The winnings were 
lovely but the feeling of pride in BJ’s fi rst 
festival winner at just 18 years of age 
was indescribable. 

the feeling of 
pride in BJ’s 

first festival 
winner at 

just 18 years 
of age was 

indescribable

RACHEL WYSE 
SKY SPORTS PRESENTER

Riding in the charity race on St Patrick’s 
Day in 2011 was a special day. Sir Henry 
Cecil was guest of honour and I was fortu-
nate to ride in the green and gold colours 
of J.P. McManus. Even though I showed 
how not to be a jockey on the day we raised 
nearly £250,000 for Cancer Research, so it 
was more than worth it and a day to never 
forget!

NIALL CAREW
SLIGO FOOTBALL MANAGER 
I have a few special memories. The one 
that probably got me hooked on racing was 
watching Dawn Run win the Gold Cup in 
1986. I was 11 and watched it at home with 
my Dad, who had her backed. I remember 
that well.

Another special day and I suppose the 
best of all was at the 2006 festival when 
Hairy Molly won the bumper and I had €50 
each way on him at 33/1. That is the win 
that got me into the betting side of horse 
racing. It was a very special day because I 
won it with my Dad, and he very suddenly 
passed away a few years later. Obviously, I 
got a lot of cash out of it but, because I won 
it with my Dad, that is the most special 
memory. 
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INTERVIEW

T
here is a good way of getting an interview with a top trainer ahead of 
Cheltenham and there’s my way. Having been promised a chunk of 
Colin Tizzard’s time for this piece at Cheltenham last Saturday, I found 
myself in the winner’s enclosure after Thistlecrack had won the Cleeve 
Hurdle, and the usual swarm of reporters had just drifted away from 
the successful trainer. A colleague on the edge of the pack asked if I 
could clarify one of the phrases he’d just used.

“Oh, don’t ask me,” I replied “I couldn’t hear. In fact, I can hardly 
make out what Colin says at the best of times.” Or words a bit like that. 

A second later, I was greeted by a hefty blow to the ribs from the lady on my left, although 
it was the following blow which left me gasping for air.

“That’ll be the Dorset burr - when you’ve lived with him for 40 years, you get used to 
it.’’ I realised with a degree of alarm that I was unexpectedly making the acquaintance 
of Pauline Tizzard, although my rising panic dissipated when I turned to see a mischie-
vous twinkle in her eye. After a rather cack-handed attempt at eulogising her husband, 
I decided that it might be best to fi nd out how and when I should approach Colin with a 
view to fi nding him in best humour. Once again her reply spoke volumes: “Don’t call too 
early as he rings round his owners before lunch but any time after that. He’s doing ‘dry 
January’, so he’ll defi nitely be sober, but he does watch War And Peace in the evening, so 
give him plenty of time before that.” 

PUCKISH HUMOUR
I suspect she’s enjoying my discomfi ture a little bit throughout this exchange, but she 
does so with such puckish humour that I immediately fi nd myself warming to her. When 
I called Colin on Sunday afternoon, he was similarly obliging. I explained that I could 
either drive down the following day, or conduct the interview by phone that evening. I 
much prefer the former if possible, especially if I can rope Pauline into the conversation, 
although I don’t add the last bit.

NOTHING WAS LOST IN TRANSLATION 
AS COLIN TIZZARD CHEWED THE 
CUD WITH RORY DELARGY

ALL IN A 

TIZZ
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“In total, I expect to bring a team of about 
10 to the Cheltenham Festival, with Golden 
Chieftain (pictured below) probably having 
another crack at the race he won a few years 
ago (Ultima Handicap Chase), while King’s Lad 
will go for the two-and-a-half mile handicap 
(Brown Advisory & Merriebelle Stable Plate). 

“Morello Royale will head to the OLBG 
Mares’ Hurdle, and I might try Third Inten-
tion in the Glenfarclas Cross Country; he’s got 
speed but he does stay three miles and the 
way this race is run could suit him. He’s being 

aimed at the Topham at Aintree, so this looks a 
suitable prep. 

“Native River could go in the RSA Chase, 
but I’m coming round to the idea that he 
might be better o�  in the National Hunt Chase, 
as he’s a bit one paced. I’ve also got West Ap-
proach, who is a half-brother to Thistlecrack 
by Westerner also owned by John and Heather 
Snook. He’s needed time and experience, but 
should turn out to be decent, and might have 
a lenient BHA mark of 125. We’ll enter him in 
handicaps over the next few weeks and see 
how he fares. If he can win one, then he’ll get 
in one of the handicap hurdles, and that’s the 
aim.”

FESTIVAL
RUNNERS
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INTERVIEW

“Well, if you can make it here by 7.30am in the morning, then 
tomorrow’s fine.” A pregnant pause at my end is greeted with 
laughter. “I thought that might stop you in your tracks. We better 
do it tonight, then – let’s say seven.” I remind him that he’ll be 
enjoying War And Peace later, which seems to surprise him a little. 
“What time’s that on? Right, better make it six then!”

It’s tempting to pile in with questions about Cue Card and the 
Jockey Club’s £1million bonus should he win the Gold Cup, but I 
know he’ll hear little else in the next month, and I don’t want to 
turn this into yet another conveyor belt ride. Instead I start by ask-
ing for his earliest memories of the festival, and highlights of his 
own career as an amateur jockey. Thankfully, he’s soon warming 
to the task …

“As a young farmer, I went to two consecutive festivals just to 
see Pendil. He was brilliant and the undoubted chasing star at 
that time. I remember he looked a certainty, but got beaten by The 
Dikler and Ron Barry – that was a hell of a story, and then I went 
back the next year and he got brought down when going well. I 
suppose if you asked who I followed back then, it would be Fred 
Winter – he had all the best horses, really.

“I rode from when I was 17 until I retired at 31. I had the cows 
to do all the time, so I couldn’t devote myself to it, and in the end I 
wasn’t fit enough, but I rode 14 winners in points and seven under 
rules, including one at Cheltenham’s April meeting. That was 
the high point, a horse called Loving Words for Richard Dimond, 
who’s been a great friend for many years. He later finished third in 
the 1982 Grand National despite having to be remounted. 

“Richard is also Joe’s (Tizzard) godfather, and owner of Joe 
Lively, who helped put us on the map. He bought the horse at 
Ascot just because of the name – he swears he didn’t, but he did! 
Well, I wasn’t impressed when he arrived, and to top it all we 
found he had a leg when we cantered him. I thought we might 

win a seller with him if we were lucky, but he turned out to be a 
superstar, and won seven times in the 2007/8 season, including 
the Feltham.

“When I stopped riding, I was running the farm full-time, and 
I didn’t go racing at all. I suppose it might have been nearly 10 
years, but by that time Joe was ready to ride in points, so I bought 
a couple of horses at Ascot Sales for him and took out a permit. It 
wasn’t something we did off the cuff – we’d supported Joe through 
Pony Club and show jumping with the BSJA, so riding in points 
was just a natural progression. 

“I picked up The Jogger for 3,000gns, and Qualitair Memory 
cost 2,600gns, and they both did us proud, winning four times 
each in Joe’s novice season. The Jogger also won a couple of 
hunter chases, and was well-fancied for the 1997 Foxhunters. Joe’s 
career took off really quickly after that and it wasn’t long before he 
was off to Paul Nicholls. 

“I suppose we didn’t need to carry on then, but I found that 
a few people were asking about having a horse with us and we’d 
unearthed a good one in Mister One, who won twice as a novice 
chaser at Cheltenham and was third to Gloria Victis in the Feltham 
at Kempton. It seemed a good idea to upgrade to a full licence, 
although I never thought we’d end up where we are today.”

CRACKING PROSPECT 
Thistlecrack for 
Gold Cup in 2017
“THISTLECRACK has also had the perfect 
preparation, and it’s frightening how much 
he’s improving. He’s left me speechless 
with the power he’s shown at Ascot 
and Cheltenham, and he’s beaten them 
(in the Cleeve) without coming off the 
bridle. They’re very good horses, but he’s 
exceptional. He’s been winning on deep 
going, but he had no trouble with spring 
ground at Aintree and Punchestown last 
year, and the prospect of quicker conditions 
at Cheltenham doesn’t bother me a bit.

“He’s always had a powerful engine, but 
his frame was too weak to show it, which 
is why he’s taken so long to reach his peak. 
You’ve got to remember although he’s 
eight, he only had his second hurdles run 
a year ago. He’s a different horse to look at 
now, a beautiful horse, big and strong. He’s 
really a top class chaser in looks, and while 
we’ll keep to hurdles for the spring, I genu-
inely believe he could win the Gold Cup 
next year and that’s how I’ll train him.” 

Joe held him up until he couldn’t hold  
him any more and then he took control.  

He was so flamboyant then, he just wanted 
to get on with it, and his problem was that 

sometimes he’d forget to breathe!
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Where he is today is a family-run outfit with 65 horses in train-
ing. Colin has more time to dedicate to the horses these days as 
he’s handed over the running of the farm to Joe, and that side of 
things is expanding – there’s certainly no sense of anyone sitting 
on their laurels at Venn Farm. That doesn’t entirely curtail Joe’s 
time in the yard, and he still does the vast majority of the school-
ing, but it’s Colin’s daughter Kim (Gingell) who has the biggest 
day-to-day involvement of the siblings, and her father is keen to 
stress that she is a partner in the business. Making sure everyone 
does what they are meant to is the aforementioned Pauline, who 
also takes responsibility for secretarial duties and payroll. It’s a 
close-knit unit. 

CUE CARD
Whatever success the team at Venn Farm enjoyed in the first de-
cade has become something of a footnote since Cue Card emerged 
on the scene, winning Cheltenham’s Champion Bumper in 2010 
as a four-year-old having just his second start. It was clear from an 
early stage that he was something out of the ordinary and I asked 
Colin how he acquired the son of King’s Theatre. 

“The Bishops weren’t originally owners of mine, but Joe rode a 
couple of theirs and they liked him, so when he came back here, 
they sent us Mount Oscar, who won a decent pot at Newbury. 
Then they asked me to go with them to Ireland to buy a new 
recruit. Well, they knew the sales better than me, to be honest, and 
everyone knew them, so by the time I arrived they’d already got a 
shortlist of 15 for me to look at. Well, they were all big backward 
stores and I didn’t like any of them! Being polite, they weren’t 
spring chickens, and I didn’t want to buy a big, fat store that would 
take years to come good. I wanted something that would win a 
bumper and I told them that. 

“Well, Jean reckoned that she’d seen one in the top yard that 
might be all right and the second I saw him I knew he was the one. 
We were very lucky really, because he had a smashing pedigree, 
but King’s Theatre was just taking off at the time, and the reces-
sion was biting hard in Ireland, so we ended up getting him for 
€52,000, which was less than he’d cost as a yearling and he was 
still second top lot!

“I originally planned to run him in a junior bumper at Exeter in 
the November, but it was fogged off, so I talked to Bob, and he said 
that maybe we should just leave it ’til after Christmas, and that 
proved a blessing. When he went to Fontwell, he won with a ton in 

hand, but after he’s turned the bend after the post, and Joe tried 
to pull him up, he just took off again and tore off down the back 
straight. 

“I thought then than nothing would touch him at Cheltenham 
but I had a proper argument with Joe about how to ride him – I 
said he’d have to be held up as he was so keen, but Joe didn’t want 
to blunt his speed, so we compromised. Joe held him up until he 
couldn’t hold him any more and then he took control. He was so 
flamboyant then, he just wanted to get on with it, and his problem 
was that sometimes he’d forget to breathe!

“People have always questioned his stamina, but I believe he’s 
a thorough stayer, and now that he’s grown up he’s very relaxed, 
and is showing it. It took him every yard of the straight to get up 
at Kempton, didn’t it? He’s had minor issues with his wind, and 
the stress fracture of his pelvis that meant he had to miss the Gold 
Cup in 2014, but he’s basically a joy to train, and he’s raced every 
season since his three-year-old days at the top level. 

“People make a lot of the fracture, but it’s a common thing, and 
is a bit like when you fold a bit of cardboard over and over. You get 
a little ridge, but there’s no break in the bone as such. In the old 
days it might just be taken for a pulled muscle, and it comes right 
in six weeks or so. There’s no hangover from it, and it’s history for 
him now. 

“He’s developed into a proper, thick-set chaser now, but that’s 
not always been the way, and I used to show people a field with 
about 15 of our horses in it and tell them that one of them was 
a Champion Bumper winner. He was always the last one they 
picked. In fact, he’s never done well at grass – he does okay to start 
but his condition tends to melt away in July. He doesn’t like the 
grass, he doesn’t like the flies, and he’d prefer to be inside. I think 
it’s been a big help to have him in earlier than usual this season 
and he seems to have thrived for it.

“He goes straight to Cheltenham now, but don’t think he’s 
just ticking over. We might have gone easier on him for 10 days 
after Kempton, but he’s been in full work otherwise, and there’s 
no chance of him losing fitness in his absence. We’ll take him for 
a spin somewhere about two weeks before the race – Wincanton 
probably, and that should help put the finishing touches to his 
preparation. I know Willie Mullins is running a lot of his horses 
now, but a lot of them started late in Ireland because the ground 
was too fast. That’s not been a problem for Cue Card – he’s had 
three races, and that’s enough.”

Cue Card ridden by 
Joe Tizzard being led 
in after winning the 
Ryanair Chase by Mrs 
Jean Bishop, on left, 
with Colin Tizzard  
on right

People have 
always 
questioned 
his stamina, 
but I believe 
he’s a 
thorough 
stayer, and 
now that he’s 
grown up he’s 
very relaxed
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ILLIE Mullins doesn’t just have strength and depth in 
his squad of horsepower for Cheltenham, he is pretty 

well equipped in the jockey department too. With an 
even bigger team of horses than usual earmarked for 

this all-important meeting, David Casey in retirement and 
Paul Townend still on the sidelines, Mullins is a great believer in 
shopping local and is happy to source his riders from the up-and-
coming pool on his doorstep, namely his son Patrick and nephews 
Danny and David.

Twice champion amateur Patrick knows his way around the 
undulations of Cheltenham at this stage, having won the cross-
country race a couple of times at the November meeting on Uncle 
Junior. However, his victory on Cousin Vinny in the 2008 Cham-
pion Bumper is still the one that stands out for him.

“For anyone who starts to ride in races, all you dream about is 
riding a winner at Cheltenham – it’s like scoring a goal in a Cham-
pions League final or in an All-Ireland final. I’d heard the stories of 
my father winning the race on Wither Or Which so to emulate him 
was something I was very proud of,” says Patrick. 

“Without doubt to do it at 18 and as an amateur is a feeling 
that can’t be described. Your first is always different and, while I’ve 
been lucky enough to ride two more since at the festival, you can’t 
ever recreate the emotion.”

MUSKETEERS
Danny, the 23-year-old son of Tony and Mags, and 19-year-old 
David, son of Alderwood’s dual Cheltenham-winning trainer Tom 
and Helen, are still impatiently awaiting their first festival suc-
cesses. They were beaten to it by yet another cousin, 25-year-old 
Emmet, who is the remaining member of this immensely likeable 
and grounded band of four musketeers and better known these 
days as a fledgling trainer with a barn right beside Willie’s gallop.

Emmet is the man who, together with Patrick, bought star 
novice chaser Black Hercules and won a point-to-point with him 
at Dromahane, coincidentally his first runner between the flags, 
before selling him on to Graham and Andrea Wylie.Danny Mullins

CLAIRE BARRY TALKS TO THE FOUR MULLINS COUSINS, 
PATRICK, DANNY, DAVID AND EMMET, ABOUT WHAT THE  

CHELTENHAM FESTIVAL MEANS TO THEM

next
GENERATION

Photo: healyracing.ie
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Emmet, a son of George, had a comparatively short career in 
the saddle but made the breakthrough aboard Sir Des Champs in 
the Martin Pipe Conditional Jockeys Handicap Hurdle in 2011. 

“He was a well-punted Irish banker on Gold Cup day and got 
a great reception. Without a shadow of a doubt, that’s my best 
memory of Cheltenham so far,” Emmet says.

Like his cousins, Danny was always aware of his family’s strong 
racing pedigree: “I can remember being in school and watching 
Moscow Flyer and Barry Geraghty winning the Arkle. He’s a horse 
I always liked but I was watching Cheltenham long before that 
and was always aware that it was the pinnacle of racing and you 
definitely aspired to winning there. 

“Hopefully myself and David will ride winners at the festival 
this year. Everyone remembers when you have a winner there.”

ARRESTED
David, meanwhile, has a unique tale to tell about Cheltenham: 
“When I was 12 or 13, I was ‘arrested’ after being caught trying to 
place a bet. Danny was walking by on his way up to the stand and 
found me in a little pen on the opposite side of the parade ring.

“He was four years older than me but probably looked two 
years younger. The policeman was taking down all my details but 
we hadn’t a clue what a post code was and that was the problem. 
I was there for about an hour and think I was putting a bet on a 
horse in the Gold Cup,” recalls David.

Patrick turned 26 at the beginning of December and Dawn 
Run’s Champion Hurdle and Gold Cup wins for his late grandfa-
ther Paddy were before his time. 

“We’re only going on what we’re reading or have seen on the 
video but it’s part of legend around our part of the country, and 
it’s extraordinary what my grandfather achieved with her. Now 
we’re all striving to try and find another one,” Patrick says.

From an amateur’s point of view, Patrick would obviously wel-
come more amateur races if the meeting continues to expand.

“As a racing fan I think it worked well and was perfect when it 
was three days. But with my trainer and amateur’s hat on obvious-

Trainer Emmet 
Mullins saddling 
St Stephen’s Green

Patrick Mullins

For anyone who starts to ride 
in races, all you dream about is 
riding a winner at Cheltenham 
... I’d heard the stories of my 
father winning on Wither Or 
Which so to emulate him was 
something I was very proud of
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ly the more races, the better,” he says. Looking at the overview, he 
adds: “Obviously the sport is changing and very much big-owner 
dominated at the moment. We’re very lucky to have several differ-
ent big owners and whereas before all the good horses were sold to 
England, now the pendulum of power has swung towards Ireland.”

Both Danny and David are happy enough with the current 
format of the festival and have no complaints. 

Danny points out: “The quality is coming from the same place 
these days but it’s great to see the fi llies getting more of a chance 
now and the Ryanair serves its purpose. Florida Pearl, for example, 
could have achieved higher status if that race had been around 
in his day. Cheltenham is a great meeting and everything has 
improved. There’s something for every horse and everyone – from 
trainers to jockeys and stable staff – is well looked after.”

The Mullins family tend to be laid-back by nature and Danny 
and David seem to have inherited that trait. They both agree it is 
“defi nitely a plus to be a Mullins”, with Danny remarking: “People 
on the outside might think there’s more pressure on us to perform 
but there’s also more of a support network from family and always 
someone to have your back. It’s great to have our parents and Wil-
lie to keep us on the right track.”

FESTIVAL BUILD-UP
The build-up to Cheltenham for jockeys and trainers begins long 
before most other people have even started thinking about mak-
ing their travel plans. 

“It’s when the young horses start to do their fi rst bit of work 
in October or November,” says Danny. “It’s very exciting for the 
smaller trainers if you have a horse with that kind of potential, 
whereas for Willie it’s a case of: ‘Which race do I go for?’”

Come the festival, Danny and his cousins certainly won’t be 
socialising at night-time. However, according to David: “We still 
enjoy the atmosphere of the meeting and meet plenty of people 
but we have to perform and just concentrate on our job.” 

Danny agrees: “We just chill out in the evening and do it all 
again the next day.”

Of his father’s horses Patrick says: “They’re 
all pretty short but I do think Arctic Fire is 
over-priced in the Champion Hurdle. If you 
look at last year he was making up ground 
hand over � st and this year it will be run at 
a stronger pace which will suit him.”    

Danny looks no further than his mother’s 
Martello Tower in the World Hurdle, saying: 
“I’d like to ride him but won’t be.”

David is a big fan of Killultagh Vic in the JLT 
or the RSA Chase, while Emmet put up Long 
Dog each-way in the Neptune Investment 
Hurdle.

People on the outside might 
think there’s more pressure on 

us to perform but there’s also 
more of a support network from 

family and always someone to 
have your back. It’s great to 

have our parents and Willie to 
keep us on the right track

FESTIVAL 
PREDICTIONS

MULLINS COUSINS

David Mullins and 
Nichols Canyon after 
winning at Punchestown
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LIVING THE
DREAM
JOE FINEGAN SITS DOWN WITH 
20-YEAR-OLD JONATHAN BURKE, WHO 
IS HOPING TO RETURN IN TIME TO 
RIDE HIS FIRST FESTIVAL WINNER
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Winning the Galway 
Plate on Shanahan’s 

Turn at the Galway 
Races in 2015 – one of 

Burke’s biggest wins

Photo: healyracing.ie
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“You can hear the crowd roar from down at 
the start. It’s amazing, gives you such a rush. 

And the crowd must be a good half-mile away

carolinenorris.ie

L
eading Briar Hill into the Cheltenham winner’s enclosure 
after the Champion Bumper three years ago whetted 
Jonathan Burke’s appetite something fi erce. He witnessed 
fi rst-hand the joy and appreciation on the faces of the 
public, Willie Mullins grinning from ear to ear, Ruby 
Walsh’s beaming smile, Graham and Andrea Wylie were 
overjoyed. The noise. The cameras. The prestige. Jonathan 
has never forgotten it. Even heading to Cheltenham as a 
boy with his father Liam Burke with Thyne Again (fourth 
in the Arkle in 2008) and with First Down Jets, who made 
it to the Cotswolds for three tilts at the Foxhunters, fi nish-
ing second in 2006, only served to make a young Jona-
than more determined to return as a winning jockey. On 
March 15th, when the tape fl ies up for the festival opener, 

Jonathan will be pumped. “Yes, you can hear the crowd roar from down at the start. It’s 
amazing, gives you such a rush. And the crowd must be a good half-mile away.”

With luck, at that time, the 20-year-old will be sitting on the back of Supasundae for 
the opener, the Sky Bet Supreme Novices Hurdle but he’s reluctant to burden him as be-
ing his best chance of a winner that week. And a fi rst festival winner for the Corkman.

“It’s a very tough division this year, but in his maiden hurdle at Leopardstown at 
Christmas, he beat Silver Concorde (Champion Bumper winner two years ago). He also 
has the advantage of having run at Cheltenham before. And at that time, Henry (de Brom-
head) had only had him a month. Now Henry knows the horse better, and Supasundae 
knows Henry better. He was only four last year and was a shell of a horse. It was a lot for 
him to take on. He’d only arrived over from Andrew Balding’s yard, then he was back over 
to England for Cheltenham a couple of weeks later. He is much more settled this year – 
and we have a better handle on him.”

Similarly, Jonathan has a better handle on his job these days too. He’s 18 months into 
his role as retained rider for Alan and Ann Potts. At Cheltenham last year, he was 19, fresh 
faced, six months in his new position, and delighted just to be involved at the festival. A 
year on, he’s still fresh faced. But he’s matured a lot.

“There’s been gradual improvement over the past 18 months,” he says. “I haven’t 
peaked yet, but keeping a steady line of winners. I’d a great Christmas, managing to get 

three more winners on the board but I know a festival winner is very important to 
everyone.

“We haven’t had a whole pile of maiden hurdlers this year like we 
did last year. But I’m very happy with how things are progressing. 

We’ve some brilliant horses heading to Cheltenham and I’m 
honoured to be involved.”

It’s clear analysing the statistics that Jonathan’s winners 
are increasing steadily, as are Henry de Bromhead’s.

Last season, Jonathan’s fi rst in the job, he booted home 
55 winners (11% strike rate). Thus far this season, he re-

mains at 11%, with the juicy end of the campaign ahead of 
him. De Bromhead saddled 48 winners in the season before 
he had Burke piloting most of his horses, before notching a 
career high of 49 last year. He’s already handled over 40 win-
ners this term.

Jonathan knows he’s living out his dream. “I’m doing 
something which I always dreamed of doing. I’m very grateful 

to everyone around me, especially my agent Garry Cribbin, 
who does trojan work for me. I wouldn’t be in this position 
at this stage of my career without him. He was the one who 
phoned Rebecca Curtis in January inquiring if she needed any-

one to ride at Chepstow on a Saturday racing was abandoned here. She 
booked me for three rides, one of which was a winner on the classy Rac-
ing Pulse. He’ll be going to Cheltenham, either for the amateur four-mile 
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Jonathan injured his back in a fall at Thurles in late January but, 
at time of going to press, he was on course to return to the saddle in 
time for Cheltenham

Jonathan Burke leads in Briar Hill and Ruby Walsh after winning the 
Champion Bumper at the 2013 Festival

race or a long distance race. I’d like to think I might get to ride him 
if he did appear – he’s a great jumper, he won well at Chepstow 
under me, he’ll be well able to get around Cheltenham and there’s 
plenty of improvement left in him.”

Back at de Bromhead’s Waterford base, the final pieces of seri-
ous work are being done.

“Sizing John will probably go straight to Cheltenham for either 
the JLT (two miles four furlongs) or the Arkle (two miles),” says 
Jonathan. “Personally, I’d like to see him in the longer race. On all 
known form, he won’t beat Douvan. The performance Douvan 
put up at Christmas was phenomenal. I’ve ridden against him 
four times but the biggest thrashing was at Christmas. My fella did 
nothing wrong – he was just beaten by a better horse.

“Sizing Granite was slightly disappointing at Christmas when 
he didn’t handle the ground. I thought he was a certainty to fin-
ish second to Un De Sceaux, and he felt great early, but then he 
struggled. He’ll have to step up on that run. In saying that, he’s 
in great fettle having done plenty of work and he’s got all guns 
blazing. He’s improved with every run, and he’ll go to Cheltenham 
with high hopes.

“Smashing will go for the Ryanair. He’s got solid form behind 
him and two and a half miles is his trip, and he’s at his best on 
heavy ground. He wasn’t quick enough for the Arkle last year and 
we probably should have gone for the JLT.

“Shanahan’s Turn is being aimed at one of the handicaps. He’s 
been a shade disappointing since winning the Galway Plate, but 
good ground is the key to him, and he should get that at Chelten-
ham.

“Sizing Codelco doesn’t get a yard beyond two miles and will 
go for the Grand Annual.  He ran a cracker behind Shaneshill at 
Naas, which surprised a lot of people.”

Away from the Potts team, Jonathan has a couple of other Chel-
tenham contenders up his sleeve.

“Three Stars might head over for a handicap. He’d be a great 
ride over there – he’s a tough two-miler. The ground went too soft 
for him at Christmas but he loves good ground. He won a Grade 
2 and that form was franked by Thomas Hobson, who won twice 
since, including a Grade 2 at Warwick.

“Guitar Pete ran a cracker over two miles one furlong in Janu-
ary and you’d get a great spin on him over at Cheltenham – I just 
hope I’m available to ride him.

“This time of year, all the chat is about Cheltenham, and it’ll be 
great just to be a part of it.”     

Jonathan at Thurles, top, and winning at Leopardstown on 
Supasundae, below.
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BOOK EXTRACT

I
n 2013, Irish-trained horses won 14 of 
the 27 races at the Cheltenham Festival. 
In 2014 it was 12, while in 2011 and 2015 
it was 13. With their form going into the 
1980s, however, expectations for the 
Irish overall, if not for individuals, were 
at a vastly more muted level and as that 
decade drew to a close even those expecta-
tions were not met. Dawn Run was gone. 
A new Irish flagbearer emerged from an 
unconventional, extrovert and sometimes 
controversial source.

Just as many Irish challengers in those 
days arrived for the festival surrounded 
by an air of mystery to British racegoers, 
something similar would sometimes attend 
those runners in their own country who 
were trained by the flamboyant business-

man John Mulhern. In conspicuous fashion, the issue was alluded 
to by his own racing colours: ‘Red, white question mark on back 
and front, red and white quartered cap’.

Mulhern’s father had been president of the Dublin Stock Ex-
change, but this was a family in which racing played an important 
part and the young Mulhern’s interest in it was burnished might-
ily during his time at University College Dublin. The veterinary 
student sometimes pawned textbooks and instruments in order to 

boost his betting reserves. Racing and betting seemed to go hand 
in hand. He made his first visit to the Cheltenham Festival on the 
final day in 1961 and, thanks to the Paddy Sleator-trained Spar-
kling Flame in the Spa Hurdle, that visit was short and sweet, as 
Mulhern related in Raymond Smith’s highly instructive 1992 book 
The High Rollers Of The Turf:

“Before the horses had moved out from the parade ring for 
the next race, I had left the meeting and was already en route to 
a lecture in Earlsfort Terrace [in the centre of Dublin], counting 
the readies into neat bundles in the taxi as I winged my way from 
Prestbury Park.’’

The Spa Hurdle was the first race of the day. 

BUMPER PROSPECT
In the mid-1980s, perhaps enlivened and emboldened by two 
festival successes as an owner, Mulhern sought to give his own 
training operation some major impetus, and one critical step in 
the process took place at the end of 1984. On December 5th, his 
longtime assistant Stephen McCarthy travelled to Naas for a bum-
per in which Mulhern was running a young horse who had shown 
plenty of ability at home. He was quietly fancied. Or was he?

“We weren’t quite sure,’’ recalls McCarthy. “The question mark 
came into it again. I remember Mr Mulhern saying, “I’ll see you at 
the races. If I’m late don’t worry about it.’’

But when the time came for their horse to be saddled, Mul-
hern was still not present. McCarthy continues: “I tacked him up. 

RACING TO 
GLORY
THIS IS AN ABRIDGED VERSION 
OF THE CHAPTER COVERING 
THE 1987 AND 1988 WATERFORD 
CRYSTAL STAYERS’ HURDLE, FROM 
AT THE FESTIVAL: RACING TO 
GLORY AT CHELTENHAM IN MARCH 
BY RICHARD AUSTEN
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A good amateur was riding him and I told him to go down, jump 
out mid-division and just enjoy himself, teach him something 
and don’t be hard on him, finish as close as you can and we’ll be 
delighted. So that was grand.’’

McCarthy took his place in the stand: “There was no sign of the 
boss anywhere and then all of a sudden somebody with binoculars 
had seen him down at the start. He was down there having a seri-
ous chat with the jockey and all of a sudden there’s a pile of money 
for our horse on the racetrack.’’

Charlie Lucky, the medium of this late market interest, was 
slashed from 33/1 to 10/1 only to finish eighth. But in the long 
term the result of that bumper turned out to be one of the most 
rewarding of John Mulhern’s life in racing. Also present in the 
27-runner field was a five-year-old ridden by Ted Walsh and 
trained by Joe Canty, and this horse attracted even more interest in 
the betting, backed from 10/1 into 5/2. It won by 12 lengths.

“Galmoy annihilated them, absolutely,’’ McCarthy enthuses. 
‘This horse had to be something special so I think he went and 
bought him maybe within the week. He paid big money for him.’’

LEADING NOVICE HURDLER
After Galmoy’s purchase was rapidly agreed, he won another 
bumper at Fairyhouse on New Year’s Day in the ownership of Mrs 
Canty before thereafter sporting the colours of Deborah Thread-
well, daughter of Mulhern’s great friend Stan Threadwell. Still rep-
resenting Canty, he ended the season as one of the leading novice 

There was no sign of the boss anywhere 
and then all of a sudden somebody 
with binoculars had seen him down at 
the start. He was down there having a 
serious chat with the jockey and all of a 
sudden there’s a pile of money for our 
horse on the racetrack
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hurdlers in Ireland.
Galmoy’s first season with Mulhern as his trainer began with a 

switch to chasing, his first run inspiring hopes that he would be a 
Gold Cup horse but his second inspiring a switch back to hurdling. 
At the end of that campaign Galmoy appeared in a three-mile 
handicap at Punchestown, carried top weight of 12 stone and won 
it by 12 lengths. His usual jockey was Tommy Carmody, who says: 
“I’ll tell you something now and you’ll have a little laugh to your-
self, but I would say to this day that this was his best performance 
ever, the one at Punchestown.’’

Evidence soon emerged of just how much Galmoy had im-
pressed both his jockey and his trainer. The Sunday Independent 
once described Mulhern in these terms: “A dapper bachelor, he 
was a familiar figure around the racecourses, the Horseshoe Bar in 
the Shelbourne Hotel and Le Coq Hardi restaurant with a string of 
beautiful women.’’ 

One evening in the summer of 1986, however,  this time at the 
Moyglare Manor, Mulhern could have been spotted having dinner 
not with one of his beautiful female friends but with Tommy Car-
mody, and the upshot was that the jockey would end his retainer 
with Mouse Morris to ride instead for Galmoy’s owner Deborah 
Threadwell. 

With Galmoy and now Carmody on the team, Mulhern had the 
horse and jockey to take his training operation to another level, 
and the decision was taken to plan Galmoy’s second season with 
Mulhern entirely around a challenge for the Waterford Crystal 
Stayers’ Hurdle at Cheltenham. One run beforehand would be suf-
ficient to get him there in peak fitness. 

In the winter of 1986/87, all appeared to be going smoothly 
with Galmoy’s preparation – until he actually raced again. The 
Boyne Hurdle over two miles, six furlongs at Navan in late Febru-
ary saw his comeback and Galmoy was beaten by the Paddy Mull-
ins-trained Welcome Pin, a novice receiving just 2lb. The Sporting 
Life reported that ‘an apparently distraught Mulhern promptly 
declared: “Galmoy should have been able to beat a novice on 
those terms.” He also predicted that he would not be sending a 
runner to the festival.

CHELTENHAM PLAN
However, giving what had transpired in the Boyne some further 
thought, Mulhern modified his conclusions and for a reported 
six-figure sum he bought Welcome Pin. The front two at Navan 
had drawn 12 lengths clear and with the trainer now feeling more 

at ease about the performance, Galmoy was back on course to run 
at Cheltenham.

In Mulhern, the festival had one of its greatest devotees. As 
first evinced in his student days, with that fleeting visit for the Spa 
Hurdle, betting was undoubtedly part of the attraction. But the 
festival for Mulhern had become vastly more than that. Mulhern’s 
friend J.C. Savage used to call it ‘The Big Picture’. It was the very 
best their sport had to offer and, like so many, Mulhern was part 
of a group that made its way there year after year to celebrate the 
fact. Together with Savage and Peter Costello, Mulhern had a tried-
and-tested routine of travelling over from Ireland, joining up with 
Stan Threadwell and heading to Gloucestershire.

AONOCH’S JOCKEY
Up until declaration time for the Stayers’ Hurdle, there was a 
major doubt over the presence of the horse who appeared to be 
Galmoy’s most serious opponent. Aonoch had won the previous 
season’s Aintree Hurdle over two miles, five furlongs. Earlier in the 
1986/87 campaign he had shown his versatility by stepping down 
to two miles for two wins and stepping up to three miles for two 
more, and the last of those wins, in the Rendlesham at Kempton, 
was hugely impressive. The Champion Hurdle was still a very 
serious alternative option for Aonoch’s owner Henry Oliver and 
trainer Sally Oliver, his wife, but when good ground prevailed the 
feeling was that he had far better prospects in the longer race.

The Olivers’ choice of engagement was uncontroversial. What 
attracted more attention was their choice of jockey. Daughter 
Jacqui had owned Aonoch the previous season and, a 7lb claimer, 
had ridden him initially in that campaign, alternating with the 
more experienced Jimmy Duggan in 1986/87. She would take the 
ride in the Stayers’ and, as part of the conditions for a race of this 
stature, she would not be able to take off the 7lb.

Aonoch had been third in the 1985 Stayers’ but was a far better 
horse in his run-up to the 1987 version. In the Racing Post selec-
tion box, 11 of the 14 tipsters went for Aonoch and one for Galmoy. 
The pair started 2/1 and 9/2; the locally trained Model Pupil (on 
a four-timer) was 6/1, in front of Out Of The Gloom on 7/1 from 
10/1, with the 1982 and 1986 Stayers’ winner Crimson Embers 9/1 
in a 14-runner field in which Galmoy was the sole Irish challenger.

“Nerves were playing a big part now,’’ says McCarthy, “espe-
cially with the boss when it came very close to the occasion. He’d 
rather not saddle up. He would have been pacing up and down or 
chewing on his cigar.’’

CARMODY
Tommy Carmody on the other hand was an experienced big-race 
jockey – in 1978 his first two rides at the festival were winners – 
and he knew exactly what he intended to do on board Galmoy: “I 
would ride all horses more or less the same, whether it was two 
miles or three miles or four miles. I would always give horses time 
to find themselves, warm up and if they were good enough to go 
on and win I would just arrive down at the last hurdle or fence. 
Because I’ve seen so many races lost with people sending horses 

Galmoy and Tommy Carmody winning the Stayers’ Hurdle for the 
second time in 1988

A dapper bachelor, he was a familiar 
figure around the racecourses, the 
Horseshoe Bar in the Shelbourne Hotel 
and Le Coq Hardi restaurant with a 
string of beautiful women
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on at the second last, and then you’d always hear the cliché: ‘I 
probably hit the front too soon. 

“I rode him [Galmoy] out most days and I rode him in all his 
hurdle wins prior to that and I just knew what he was capable of. 
It’s a bit of common sense – if you’re still going well at the second 
last you don’t panic, you assess what’s around you and you see 
what’s happening, and then you can either say: “Well, I’d better 
get a bit closer’ or I can sit still and just work my way along.”

1987 STAYERS’ HURDLE
When the tapes went up, the 1987 Stayers’ brought tactical com-
plications. The pair who disputed the lead were 50/1 and 300/1 
outsiders Dad’s Gamble and Malford Lad and if this was a duel up 
front it was of the most anaemic variety. Carmody closed on the 
leaders at the eighth of 13 flights. 

“An out-and-out stayer he was,’’ records Galmoy’s jockey. “He 
had a great bit of speed but his forte was staying.’’ Asking him to 
make up ground late on in a falsely run race would be too danger-
ous. Oliver on Aonoch left her move until later but as the leaders 
took the second last, with Dad’s Gamble about to capitulate, it was 
Galmoy and Aonoch who took over.

The race was between the two market principals. The differ-
ence between the jockeys was graphic but, even so, what hap-
pened when they rounded the home turn was fairly startling. Side 
by side, the two contenders were not exactly close enough to shake 
hands but suddenly there was a chasm between them as Aonoch, 
on the outer, wandered off dramatically towards the stands’ side. 
He then had a partial change of heart and moved somewhat to 

his left again before jumping the final flight, but Galmoy now led 
by about two lengths. A good portion of it had been handed to 
Galmoy on a plate and he was not the sort to relinquish his gift. So 
with Carmody pushing him out, looking over his right shoulder 
several times and presumably highly pleased with what he saw, 
Galmoy passed the post in front by six lengths. Aonoch was ahead 
of Model Pupil by four.

Much of the coverage afterwards was fixated on issues of 
jockeyship. In more measured tones in their subsequent essay on 
Aonoch in Chasers & Hurdlers 1986/87, Timeform would write: 
“The practice of putting up a claimer unable to claim in prefer-
ence to a fully-fledged jockey in a top race isn’t to be recommend-
ed.’’ They thought that in different circumstances, but in particu-
lar it seemed with a different jockey, Aonoch might have won (with 
the same jockey, he justified favouritism in his second Aintree 
Hurdle the following month). I cannot see it myself. Galmoy had 
just taken a narrow advantage when Aonoch commenced his me-
anderings and Galmoy looked as if he could gallop on for ever.

RUTHLESS
Stephen McCarthy’s description of the winning horse-and-jockey 
combination rings very true: “He was a very, very hard horse to get 
by once he got his head in front; when he was running down to 
the second last or the last he just kept grinding and grinding and 
grinding. That was him. He never lay down. Tommy wouldn’t let 
him lie down anyway. Tommy was as ruthless as he was and the 
two of them were well suited.’’

If there was an element of controversy, or at least rarity, about 
the closing stages of that 1987 Stayers’ Hurdle it did not perturb 
the winning connections. John Mulhern had revealed beforehand 
that he was lying awake at night at the thought of having a festival 
winner and, with the race safely won, there still was not a lot of 
sleep to be had. His assistant trainer relates: “They made a hand-
some night of it that lasted well into the following day.”

On the Saturday before the 1987 Festival, one of the the Sport-
ing Life’s chief British reporters, fresh from testing the waters, and 
perhaps other liquids, on a trip to Ireland, had warned readers 
to have “shamrocks at the ready and stand by for an Irish riot 
at next week’s Cheltenham Festival. Numerically, the challenge 
from across the water may be the lowest for several years but I 
confidently predict that their winners-to-runners ratio will be the 
highest since the halcyon days of the late 70s.’’

When that festival ended, however, Galmoy had won but that 
was it for Ireland. There were six thirds (and a fourth in the County 
Hurdle) but Galmoy had been the only Irish-trained horse to finish 
in the first two. From 41 runners and five favourites or co-favou-
rites, it was their lowest number of wins since 1967.

EIMEAR HAUGHEY
In 1988, Galmoy was once again the only Irish-trained winner at 
the meeting. Mulhern married Eimear Haughey earlier that year 
and Mrs Mulhern reflects: “John lived for Cheltenham. He was 
a businessman who trained horses on the side but in his way of 
thinking that got a bit skewed.’’ In 1987 and 1988, all of Ireland 
must have given thanks for it. 

At The Festival: Racing to Glory at Cheltenham in March 
by Richard Austen, Spotlight editor of the Racing Post, 
is published by Sports Books Ltd. It can be purchased 
from www.atthefestivalbook.com and Racing Post 
Books.

John Mulhern
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heltenham is the pinnacle for any National Hunt trainer; 
it’s where we all want to be and to get a horse to go there 
and run well enough is a great achievement. It’s the be-
all and end-all of the game.”

With those few words Enda Bolger sums up what the 
hype and excitement of a visit to Prestbury Park is all 
about. Just being there is special, but to have a winner is 
out of this world. Bolger has had a few of those over the 
years, but one stands out above them all. It was not at 
the festival but the November meeting of 2007.

“That was an unforgettable day when Spot Thediffer-
ence won the cross-country and the ride J.T. [McNama-
ra] gave him was something else. Then the horse slipped 
up when he passed the winning post and we thought 
something serious was after happening. 

“We had a bit of everything that day. One minute 
we were going to finish fourth or fifth, then maybe 
third, and finally J.T. produced him to win. And then 
he slipped up past the post, and didn’t get up for 10 
minutes. When he got up the crowd just went crazy, and 
again when he got back in the winner’s enclosure. That 
was special. Hard to beat that for emotion.”

Everything about that day was just right, with the 
winner carrying the famous colours of J.P. McManus. 
It also says something that the memory of that win 
eclipses Bolger’s victory nine years earlier on Elegant 
Lord in the Foxhunter, another race at the Cheltenham 
Festival to have a special place in Bolger’s heart.

ON THE BIG STAGE
Elegant Lord ran in the Foxhunter four times, only once 
ridden by Bolger himself. He is modest as he describes 
the six-length win over Cool Dawn who went on two 
years later to land the Gold Cup at the same venue. 

“It kind of put me on the big stage to win that. I had 
several rides and favourites, and fell off on a couple of 
them. When Elegant Lord came along in ’96 he was just 
as impressive as On The Fringe was in 2015.”
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ENDA BOLGER ASSURES LEO POWELL THAT 
JOSIES ORDERS AND ON THE FRINGE ARE ON 
COURSE FOR THEIR CHELTENHAM TARGETS

“
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On The Fringe will be back this year 
to defend his crown after his tradi-
tional Leopardstown pipe-opener. 

“We’ve had a different prepa-
ration this year. We didn’t go to 
Down Royal this time as we felt the 
ground was too heavy. I think he is 
on par with his preparation. Lots of 
people tell me it was a sub-standard 
Foxhunter last year, but to win by 17 
lengths was great. 

“The race didn’t make a great 
mark on him and that was why he 
was able to take in Aintree. I just 
think he was coming to the end 
of his tether after Aintree and just 
saw out his race at Punchestown. 
But he had been on the go since St 
Stephen’s Day.”

From its first staging 11 years 

Josies Orders has already won 
twice around Cheltenham’s 
cross-country track this season

INTERVIEW
Photo: healyracing.ie

Josies Orders is the right age but 
most of all he proves that he comes 
up that hill. He finishes better than 
Quantitativeeasing, who is probably 
not certain to get three-mile seven

ago, the cross-country race has grown in appeal and 
Bolger gives his opinion on why this is, and why he has 
been so successful, winning it four times. 

“At the start it wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea and we 
were targeting it at the time. Then the larger trainers 
jumped on the bandwagon and turned the race into a 
pretty good handicap. A better type of horse turned up 
for it, the likes of Balthazar King who started favourite 
for the Grand National afterwards. Silver Birch ran in it 
and his next race was the Grand National and he wins it. 
So it’s working out to not just be a good spectacle race, 

but a good trial race [for Aintree]. 
For the betting people, they’re latch-
ing on to it more so than they did 
in the early days. There are better 
horses in it and better riders too, 
with the likes of Richard Johnson 
taking a ride in it.”

PLAN OF ATTACK
With all the talk about how many 
winners Willie Mullins will have at 
Cheltenham, it is easy to overlook 
some of the other outstanding 
chances Ireland has of winning 
at the meeting, and Bolger will be 
strongly represented in the cross-
country, the team led by Josies Or-
ders who won both the trial races at 
Cheltenham at the end of last year. 
Bolger outlines the plan of attack.

“We are obviously going to have 

Enda Bolger won 
HRI’s Point-to-Point 
award in 2015

Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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Josies Orders, a brilliant horse on his 
last couple of spins around there. 
He’s been impressive, Nina loves 
him, he stays well and it’s going to 
be the same conditions again for 
him. He will have a prep race over 
hurdles some time in February 
before he goes back there.

“We also have Quantitativeeasing 
who was going nicely last year when 
he was carried out. And we will have 
a horse called Love Rory, if the three 
of them can get in. Obviously Josies 
Orders will be our No 1, but knowing 
Willie [Mullins] he will turn up with 
something in that race as well.

“Josies Orders is the right age – 
he is nine now – but most of all he 
proves that he comes up that hill. 
He finishes out his race better than 

Quantitativeeasing, who is probably 
not certain to get the three-mile 
seven.”

TOP RIDERS
Nothing is left to chance and Bolger 
has two important factors in his 
favour when he sets out on his 
Cheltenham quest: the proper home 
preparation and the best men and 
women in the saddle. He explains 
the value of both.

“We have about four Chelten-
ham replica fences at home, with a 
mixture of Punchestown in between 
them, and some French fences just 
to give them a change. We have to 
move with the times and you can’t 
have them prepared well enough.

“To have Nina [Carberry] on our 

Photo: healyracing.ie

Photo: healyracing.ie
Photo: healyracing.ie

To have Nina  
on our side is 
fantastic ...  
horses switch  
off for her. It’s 
paramount that 
they are settled 
and she’s an  
expert at that

side is fantastic. We have always had 
two or three for these races. When 
J.T. was at the top of his game and 
Nina was coming into it, she just 
sat in behind him, and turned the 
corners wherever he did. All that 
experience rubbed back on to her. 

“Apart from that, everyone 
knows what a great horsewoman 
she is. Horses switch off for her. It’s 
paramount that they are settled and 
she’s an expert at that. Her early 
education in those races was with JT. 

“They walk the track every day 
– they’re not down town shopping. 
That has to be a big factor as well. 
They know every inch of the track. 
One thing I would like to say is that 
the track has become so horse-
friendly – there’s no such thing as a 
trappy fence. We’ve been very for-
tunate over the years to never have 
even had a horse with a bad cut. You 
don’t see anyone taking nasty falls, 
so that leaves it open for a better 
horse to take his chances.” 

Bolger’s own grounding in the 
game set him up for doing what he 
is the master of today. 

“I started out with the best 
man, P.P. Hogan, and he moulded 
me. Even back then when we saw a 
horse as a three-year-old we would 
be thinking: ‘Will he make a La Tou-
che horse someday?’ 

“It’s a great test of horse and 
rider – four miles and jumping all 
kinds of obstacles. It is a test of 
horse, man and woman.” 

Hopefully Josies Orders, Bolger 
and Nina Carberry will answer Ire-
land’s call in March once more.

Enda and Nina are 
hoping for more 
Cheltenham success

ABOVE: 
Gilgamboa gave 
Enda Bolger 
his first Grade 
1 winner at 
Fairyhouse

ABOVE LEFT: 
Enda Bolger 
won the 1996 
Cheltenham 
Foxhunter on 
Elegant Lord
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THURSDAY

PATTERN RECOGNITION

THE TRENDS
Killultagh Vic overcame this last fence 
blunder to win at Leopardstown in January, 
a race won by Sir Des Champs and Vautour 
before their JLT Novices’ Chase triumphs

T his will be the third running 
since its upgrade to Grade 1 
status and the sixth all told, 
so we will be struggling 

for notable patterns for a while. 
Considering the more valuable 
Ryanair Novice Chase (Grade 1) at 
the Fairyhouse Easter meeting over 
the same distance is just around the 
corner in Ireland and some of the 
better Irish novices are held back for 
that, for the Irish to win four of the 
first five runnings of the JLT is a no-
table achievement and Ireland has a 
host of good candidates this season, 

DAY THREE IS ALWAYS THE TRICKIEST DAY OF THE CHELTENHAM 
FESTIVAL BUT PAUL JONES IS HERE TO GIVE YOU AN EDGE

Photo: healyracing.ie

he was a French-bred trained by 
an Irishman), ran in two novices’ 
chases at Cheltenham earlier in the 
season, winning at the November 
meeting and then finishing second 
in the Dipper. In fact, the highest 
British-trained finisher for the first 
four runnings of the JLT had won a 
chase at Cheltenham earlier in the 
campaign so that is a fair angle if 
you think the prize will remain on 
home shores.

Of the five winners so far, four 
also won their immediate prep race 
and Noble Prince was only a short-
head away from making that 5-5. In 
fact, 10 of the 15 top-three finishers 
won on their previous start. Also 
bear in mind that there has been 
no winner of a Cheltenham Festival 
novice chase aged over eight at up to 
3m½f since 1990.

Irish hold remarkable record
JLT Novices’ Chase

Thursday 1.30pm JLT Novices’ Chase (Grade 1) 2m 3f 198y

Irish wins 
in five 

runnings 
of the JLT 
Novices’ 
Chase

which could include Shaneshill, Kil-
lultagh Vic, Sizing John and Zabana. 
The Willie Mullins-trained Killultagh 
Vic won the same Grade 2 novice 
chase at Leopardstown in mid-Janu-
ary as Sir Des Champs and Vautour 
for the same stable before they won 
the JLT, despite losing 10 lengths at 
the final fence.

Anyone brave enough to fancy 
a home-trained winner, given the 
strength of the Irish challenge, 
might want to take on board that 
the only British success, Taquin Du 
Seuil (though some may argue that 

4
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Still waiting 
for a first 
Irish winner

Ryanair Chase

Thursday 2.50pm 
Ryanair Chase 
(Grade 1) 2m 4f 166y

I rish-trained horses are 0-32 
since this race was fi rst run in 
2005 and it will be interesting 
to see if Gigginstown re-route 

any of their many Gold Cup entries 
to this race that they effectively 
sponsor but have yet to win. That’s a 
statistical blip of course as there can 
be no possible reason why an Irish-

trained horse cannot win a Grade 1 
over the intermediate trip at Chel-
tenham, and especially as they 
have dominated the JLT so far and 
won half of the last 14 runnings of 

the Melling Chase at Aintree. 
Ten of the 11 winners had won 

at Cheltenham before as had seven 
runners-up. However, the best 
individual guide has been the King 
George VI Chase as six of the last 
eight Ryanair winners ran at Kemp-
ton on Boxing Day and another was 
second in the King George the previ-
ous season. Of those six Ryanair 
winners to run in the King George 
earlier in the season, only Our Vic 

could fi nish placed. Four of the 
11 winners had fi nished in 

the fi rst three in the Ascot 
Chase in February so also 
note that Grade 1 contest.

Nine of the 11 winners 
raced close to or right on 
the pace (Our Vic, Cue 
Card and Uxizandre made 

all). Top notchers with 
high-quality form over 

further have taken 
over from two 
and a half-mile 
specialists since 
this race was up-
graded to a Grade 

1, though last year 
an exception, so 

also respect last sea-
son’s Gold Cup third, 

Road To Riches, if 
Gigginstown decide to 

sacrifi ce him from their 
Gold Cup team to have a 

realistic contender.
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I argued last season that I would 
have preferred to see the qualify-
ing regulation cut to � nishing in 
the top six in a quali� er to be eligi-

ble to run given that � ve winners of this 
race since 1989 � nished only seventh or 
eighth in their quali� er. I’m pleased to 
see that rule change was put in place. 
As for the qualifying races that have 
fared best as a guide, the most success-
ful has been the very � rst of the 20-race 
series as the Cheltenham quali� er back 
in October has featured three of the 
last 12 winners. Not that they featured 
heavily though in their quali� er as they 
were beaten out of sight � nishing 8-8-
7, so wouldn’t have even quali� ed on 
that basis for this season. 

The only other race in this series to 
have featured more than one winner in 
the last 10 years is the Leopardstown 
quali� er which is where all � ve Irish-

watch for older 
horses who won 
last time out

Pertemps Network Final

Thursday 2.10pm 
Pertemps Network Final (handicap 
hurdle) (Listed) 2m 7f 213y

trained winners of the Final quali� ed. 
Despite being responsible for three of 
the last six runners-up, the Irish are due 
a win as it’s 10 years since the last.

Novices can win this staying 
handicap – six of them have done so 
going to back to 1991 though none 
for seven years, but only Pragada has 
won for � ve-year-olds since it was 
� rst run in 1974. The race is a di� erent 
animal now to just a decade ago to 
the extent that horses aged between 
eight and 10 have won as many as 
seven of the last 10 runnings, 
which is highly unusual for a 
handicap hurdle. Five years had passed 
since the winner had also won on its 
previous start but Fingal Bay and then 
Call The Cops put that right for the last 
two runnings meaning that exactly half 
the winners going back to and includ-
ing 1995 were also successful last time 
out. That’s a big statistic as only around 
20% will � t that pro� le.

Jonjo O’Neill saddled his � rst 
Cheltenham Festival winner when 
Danny Connors landed a gamble in 
this handicap back in 1989 and he has 
since added three more victories. Two 
of O’Neill’s four winners were owned by 
JP McManus, whose Kadoun, trained by 
Michael O’Brien, was also successful in 
this race at 50/1. McManus also owned 
the runner-up last season.

The Ryanair is 
often won by 

a horse who 
is prominent 
throughout, 

like Uxizandre  
(below) in 2015

The 2014 Pertemps winner 
Fingal Bay (right) had won 
his most recent start, as did 
2015 scorer Call The Cops

Photo: carolinenorris.ie

of the last 20 
Pertemps winners 
have won in their 

previous start

50%
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F or the first time in 15 runnings, a horse 
that failed to start in the first four in 
the betting took the spoils when Cole 
Harden made all last season at 14/1. 

Punters endured a sticky patch between 1997 
and 1999, with 20/1, 16/1 and 40/1 upsets 
respectively but it has been the leading fancies 
all the way since and none returning at a bigger 
starting price than 17/2 up until 12 months ago. 
It’s not just the winners either as eight of the 
last 12 runnings have witnessed the first five in 
the betting provide the 1-2-3. 

From a trends perspective, the World Hurdle 
is the weakest of the big four championship 
races at the Festival by quite some margin but 
backing the defending title holder, whose re-
cord reads 10121111 since 1998 (good news for 
Cole Harden fans), or second-season hurdlers, 
who have won on 12 other occasions during 
that time period, has been the way to go.

Ireland won over one-third of the first 24 
runnings since the World Hurdle was first run 
at the Festival in 1972 so just one victory since 
Dorans Pride took the 1995 running has 
been a terrible run. Not that the Irish 
have been short on runners-up and 
two years ago Annie Power joined 
Limestone Lad, Bannow Bay, Le 
Coudray, Golden Cross and Voler 
La Vedette in the runner-up berth. 
Five of the last six Irish-trained 
winners prepped in the Boyne 
Hurdle at Navan in February.

The only World Hurdle winner to 
be aged in double figures was Crimson 
Embers who caused a mini surprise at 12/1 
when successful at 11 in 1986, by 15 lengths, no 
less. At the other end of the scale, no five-year-
old has won the World since it was added to the 
Festival. Nine of the last 11 winners won last 
time out with the Cleeve Hurdle being the key 
guide since it was upped from 2m5f to 3m in 
2005, so the only real difference between the 
two races now is that there is a penalty structure 
in place for the Cleeve as they are also both run 
on the New Course. As such, five World Hurdle 
winners and four runners-up prepped in that 
race in the last nine years. Strong pointer there 
for Thistlecrack.

Thistlecrack and Tom Scudamore 
won The galliardhomes.com Cleeve 
Hurdle at Cheltenham in January

Cleeve Hurdle 
the key for 
world GLORY

World Hurdle

Thursday 3.30pm  
Ladbrokes World Hurdle  
(Grade 1)  2m 7f 213y

of the last  
nine horses  
to win the 
World Hurdle 
came from  
the Cleeve

098-101_Trends_Thursday.indd   100 11/02/2016   13:21:48



T his handicap has been 
carnage for punters with 
as many as 14 winners sent 
off at 20/1+ over the last 26 

years (Darna won at 33/1 last year) 
and it remains the hardest race to 
solve at the Festival. Only two of 
the last 28 winners were rated over 
141 beforehand so don’t go looking 
towards the top weights. In fact, just 
two of the last 20 winners carried 
over 11st. Particularly pay atten-
tion to David Pipe, Venetia Williams 
and Nicky Henderson, who have 
won eight of the last 11 runnings 
between them. However, this isn’t 
a race that the Irish go after in 

but they also supplied the runner-up 
and fourth for good measure from just 
four runners. 

However, it was the Pipe stable 
that was successful for the fifth time 
when The Package won for the old boys 
last season at the age of 12 and David 
is now just one winner behind dad, 
Martin. Other trainers to note include 
Donald McCain with two winners and a 
narrow runner-up in recent years, and 

Irish amateurs likely to dominate
Kim Muir Fulke Walwyn Handicap Chase

Thursday 5.30  
Fulke Walwyn Kim Muir Challenge Cup Handicap Chase (amateur riders) 
(0-145) 3m 2f

T his wasn’t a strong trends race 
restricted to amateur riders 
even before two of the stron-
gest stats were detonated two 

years ago when the finish was dominat-
ed by two young, Irish-trained horses, 
so it is even less so now. It had been a 
long time coming, 31 years in fact, but 
not only did the Irish register their first 
Kim Muir success since Greasepaint in 
1983 when Spring Heeled won in 2014, 

Ignore THE Irish and 
follow the proven 
English trainers

Plate

Thursday 4.10pm  
Brown Advisory & Merriebelle  
Stable Plate (handicap chase)  
(Grade 3) 2m 4f 166y

Photo: helayracing.ie

Nicky Henderson, who has won the 
race three times, including 1-2s in 2002 
and 2005. 

Being an amateur riders’ race, 
jockeyship is vital and the Kim Muir 
is usually won by one of the most 
accomplished pilots – 24 of the last 27 
win-and-place positions were filled by 
non-claiming amateurs. Look for last 
season’s 1-2 of Jamie Codd and Nina 
Carberry, and Derek O’Connor in partic-
ular. Carberry has yet to win this prize 
but in 10 attempts she has notched up 
a top-five position on seven occasions. 
Codd has won on three occasions 
from his eight rides, whereas Derek 
O’Connor has had the misfortune to be 
beaten less than a length into second 
on two occasions.

of the  
last 27 win-
and-place 
positions 

were filled 
by non-

claiming 
amateurs
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numbers but the fact remains that 
we have to go back to Doubleuagain 
in 1982 when this race was known as 
the Mildmay Of Flete to locate the 
last Irish winner.

Many will view the Paddy Power 
Gold Cup as being the key guide as 
it’s the most prestigious handicap 
chase run at Cheltenham, and they 
would have been right two years 
ago. However, they would have 
been very wrong for the previous 
two decades as Paddy Power runner 
after Paddy Power runner went on 
to fail here. French-breds have been 
successful on seven occasions going 
back to and including Majadou in 
1999, which is pretty good as they 
are usually outnumbered in the 
region of around three to one. It is 
also worth noting that French-bred 
horses have recorded six runner-up 
positions on the eight occasions 
they have missed out since 1999.

Darna and David 
Bass won the Plate 
for trainer Kim 
Bailey at a price  
of 33/1 last year
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INTERVIEW – DAVY RUSSELL

T his was Davy Russell back 
then.  January 2004, he was 
riding as first jockey to Ferdy 
Murphy in England. One of 
the best amateur riders in 
the business, he had turned 

professional at the start of the 2002/03 
season, and had gone to England to join 
Murphy, to replace the recently-retired 
Adrian Maguire.

Things had been going fairly well. Rus-
sell was riding well, Murphy had decent 
horses, and he had Truckers Tavern. Rus-
sell had won the Peter Marsh Chase on 
Truckers Tavern in 2003, and had ridden 
him to finish second to Best Mate in the 
2003 Cheltenham Gold Cup. They fancied 
him to go one better at Cheltenham in 
2004.

But the rider had not cut his ties with 
Ireland, he had strong bonds there with 
good trainers. He was riding in Britain dur-
ing the week and on Saturdays, then most 
weeks he was coming home to Ireland to 
ride on Sundays. It made sense, the best 
racing in Ireland was on Sunday, a day on 
which racing in Britain was low-key, and he 
loved coming back to Ireland.

For Murphy, however, it didn’t make 
sense that his rider was riding in Ireland 
every week. It was an arrangement that 
didn’t sit easily and, inevitably, something 
had to give. 

Russell had six rides booked at Fairy-
house, and Murphy told him that, if he 
went home to ride them, he needn’t 
bother coming back. The rider couldn’t let 
the trainers down, he felt that he had no 
choice. So he went home, he rode at Fairy-
house, and he didn’t go back.

 
  
Davy Russell is sitting in his armchair, 

talking about Cheltenham.“It’s a magical 
place, it’s a magical week,” he is saying. 
“You feel like the whole world is watching. 
And you’re immersed in it, almost cut off 
from the real world. To ride any winner 
around there, it’s unbelievable. Any win-
ner. Even the winner of the charity race.”

It was magical for Russell even before 
he ever rode there, even before he ever got 
there. When he was a child, his dad used to 
go to Cheltenham. Every year, he would go 
to Cheltenham, and every year he went he 

DONN McCLEAN TALKS TO ONE OF IRELAND’S 
MOST POPULAR JOCKEYS ON CHELTENHAM 
SUCCESS, TAKING THE HARD KNOCKS AND 
COMING BACK STRONGER

THERE’S  

  DAVY
SOMETHINGABOUT

“It’s a magical 
place, it’s a 
magical week. 
You feel like the 
whole world is 
watching. And 
you’re immersed 
in it, almost cut 
off from the real 
world”
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FROM LEFT: Cheltenham 2011 with 
Michael O’Leary after winning the 
Neptune Novices Hurdle on First 
Lieutenant. Weapon’s Amnesty - “my first 
winner for Gigginstown. He was a top 
class horse.”  Windsor Park was part of 
a double last year making it 15 festival 
wins 
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would come back with stories and presents.
And it has been magical for the rider since. He rode his fi rst 

winner at the Cheltenham Festival in 2006, and he has ridden at 
least one winner there every year since. That is not a coincidence. 
You need special talent to be continually successful at the Chel-
tenham Festival.  Sure, you need to get on the right horse, but you 
also need to give him the right ride.

There is no template for riding a winner at the Cheltenham 
Festival. In that cauldron, you need an astute tactical brain and 
a sharp mind. It is a diffi cult track to ride, a turning, undulating 
track that is wide yet tight. Add that to the unique atmosphere that 
the Cheltenham Festival generates, and that is why the top riders 
excel there.

There is no winning formula. Kick on down the hill, and your 
horse could be spent before he gets up the hill on the other side. 
Hold onto your horse for too long, and the leaders are gone be-
yond recall, hill or no hill. 

Position yourself too prominently behind a fast pace, get your-
self too far back off a sedate pace, and your chance is gone before 
the race has started. But get it right, and you are a hero.

Two more winners at the 2015 Festival - Windsor Park for 
Dr Ronan Lambe and Dermot Weld in the Neptune Hurdle and 
Rivage D’Or for Gigginstown House Stud and Tony Martin in the 
Cross-Country Chase - brought Russell’s total number of Chelten-
ham Festival winners to 15. 

That means that he is the 11th winning-most jockey of all time 
at the Cheltenham Festival. One more this year, and he will be 
joint-ninth. Two more and he will be joint-seventh. Three more 
and he will join Richard Dunwoody in sixth place. Four more? 
Now you’re just dreaming.

 
This was Davy Russell back then.
Upon returning to Ireland, he landed the top job with Edward 

O’Grady for the start of the 2004/05 season. He decided that he 
would give the job all he had, and he did.  

He rode stable star Back In Front for the fi rst time in the Mor-
giana Hurdle at Punchestown that November, and the horse ran 
well to fi nish second, behind Harchibald, in front of Macs Joy. He 
rode him for the second time in the Bula Hurdle at Cheltenham 
the following month, and he gave him a good ride to win nicely, 
beating Inglis Drever and Westender and Rooster Booster.

Russell was entitled to feel aggrieved, then, when he was re-
placed by Ruby Walsh on Back In Front for the Champion Hurdle. 
He was young, however, and he made his grievance known. He 
never rode Back In Front again.

  
Of course he remembers his fi rst Cheltenham Festival win-

ner: Native Jack, 2006 Cross-Country Chase.
“Native Jack was brilliant,” he says. “It was kind of a spare 

ride, he was John Cullen’s ride, I just got on him for the day. 
I had never ridden him before, but I was delighted to get on 

him. I just hunted him around, and he kept on well for me.”
His winner at the 2007 Festival was 50/1 shot Joes Edge 

in the William Hill Trophy, for Ferdy Murphy. Strange the 
way the world turns.

“There was no pressure on me, he was a 50/1 shot after 
all. I was only tipping away out the back, just get him to run well. 
Then at the top of the hill, he was still travelling, and I thought, 
we have a small squeak here. Then he met the hill, and he took 
off, got up by a nose. I should have stayed on the inside though. 
If I had stayed on the inside, I’d have won a more cosily. If I had 

A � rst Cheltenham winner on Native Jack with trainer Philip 
Rothwell

There was no pressure on me, 
he was a 50/1 shot after all. 
I was only tipping away out 
the back, just get him to run 
well. Then at the top of the 
hill, he was still travelling, and 
I thought, we have a small 
squeak here
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got beaten after coming towards the near side, I would have been 
disgusted.”

Naiad De Misselot in the Coral Cup in 2008 was another for 
Ferdy, another who got up to win by a nose. Tiger Cry in the Grand 
Annual Chase the following day was one for Arthur Moore and 
Chris Jones. Then he rode Weapon’s Amnesty to win the Albert 
Bartlett Hurdle in 2009, and he rode him again to win the RSA 
Chase in 2010.

“Weapon’s Amnesty was my first winner for Gigginstown, and 
that was great. And Charles (Byrnes) training him too. He was a 
top-class horse. He used to jump left, so I rode him around the 
inside. He was an amazing horse, he showed no pace over any 
distance less than three miles, but put him over three miles, and 
he showed loads. It was a real shame that he got injured. He could 
have been anything.”

Two more for Gigginstown followed in 2011, First Lieutenant in 
the Neptune Hurdle and Carlito Brigante in the Coral Cup. Then 
Sir Des Champs, another for Gigginstown in the JLT Chase in 2012, 
and Lord Windermere in the RSA Chase in 2013. More on Lord 
Windermere later.

 
This is Davy Russell now.
New Year’s Eve 2013 at Punchestown, after he had ridden 

Rogue Angel to victory in his beginners’ chase, he went for a cup of 
tea with Michael O’Leary, over which the owner informed him that 
his time as first rider for Gigginstown House Stud would finish the 
following day.

It was as if somebody had punched him in the solar plexus. 
Quite literally. He said later that he nearly fell down on the ground. 
It was a physical reaction. But there was nothing he could do, 
nothing he could say that was going to make a difference. 

His reaction was considered, mature. He said that he appreci-
ated all that Michael O’Leary and Gigginstown House had done for 
him during his time as number one rider, the top horses he had 
ridden, the top races he had won. And he did. Sir Des Champs and 

First Lieutenant and Weapon’s Amnesty and Last Instalment. The 
fact that he had been twice crowned champion jockey while he 
was riding for Gigginstown was not lost on him.  

He said that these things happen, things change, life changes. 
That he would have to do things differently now, work a little 
harder, but that didn’t faze him, that he had never been afraid of 
hard work.

A younger Davy Russell might have reacted differently. A 
brasher Davy Russell might have said things and burned bridges. 
He is the same person that he always was, he just thinks a little 
more about things these days before he acts, or reacts. Tagann 
ciall le haois. It is a long road that doesn’t turn.  

This one turned too. Quite spectacularly.
  
Life does change. Jamie is 12 years old now and Lily is 16 

months old and Finn is 13 weeks old.
“I adore them,” says Davy. “I just adore them. Every morn-

ing, the smiles. I get home in the evening now and Edelle says, 
who’s coming?  Lily just runs out, big hug. And I love the fact that 
I will be able to guide them through life. Obviously you leave it to 
themselves, but just to be there. Show them how to grab a hurley, 
be there for them when they get up on a pony. The thought of that, 
just to give them every opportunity, to see what way they will grow 
up.”

His weeks are varied, he rides out for a whole host of trainers, 
at least once a week for Gordon Elliott, and he spends as much 
time in his own yard at home in Cork now as he can. He has 13 
broodmares and lots of young horses that he is getting going.  

“I have great staff at home,” he says. “And I love watching the 
horses mature. I’d stay in the yard from seven in the morning until 
one the following the morning if I could.”

Ask him about the 2014 Cheltenham Festival, and he will tell 
you: it’s still a blur.  

“Just the way it happened,” he says. “I went to Cheltenham 
with good rides, I was in no way disappointed with my book of 
rides, or the way the horses were running.  

“Morning Assembly ran a blinder in the RSA Chase, and I was 
thinking, great, he’ll win something along the way. And I was ex-
pecting a big run from Lord Windermere. I really was. Not winning 
it, really. Not winning the Gold Cup. You could never imagine that.  
And the way it happened. You couldn’t expect that.”

Strange that, when he lost the job as first rider with Giggin-
stown, he thought that his chance of ever winning a Cheltenham 
Gold Cup had gone with it. Ironic then that, three months later he 
won it on Lord Windermere.

Not only that but, after Bryan Cooper had that sickening fall off 
Clarcam in the Fred Winter Hurdle, it was to Russell that Giggin-
stown turned. There’s that turn in the road.  

He rode Tiger Roll to win the Triumph Hurdle, the first race on 
Gold Cup day. Then, four hours and one Gold Cup later, he went 
out on Savello in the finale, the Grand Annual Chase, and he won 
that too.

“Sure look, that’s the beauty of this old sport, that’s the beauty 
of the place.”

The magic even.

I love watching the horses mature. 
I’d stay in the yard from seven in the 
morning until one the following the 
morning if I could

Celebrating after winning the Gold Cup on Lord Windermere
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BREEDING STATS

hen I first discovered horse racing, in 1982, the Cheltenham 
Festival was viewed as something of a battle royal between the 
champions of two nations. How many races would go to the Irish 
and how many to the home team?

In those days the country in which the horse was trained was 
the only obvious way of answering that question but in 1988 a 
change occurred that made a new type of scoring system possible.

The nature of that new feature was such that it would still be 
some years before the extra tally could be calculated and it is only 
in the past two decades that these figures can be produced easily.

Before 1988 the names of all foals born in Ireland and Britain 
looked the same in that there was nothing to identify the country 
in which they were born. With the addition of IRE and GB suffixes 
their origins became apparent.

And what has become clear since the turn of the century is that 
the majority of runners and winners at the Cheltenham Festival 
are horses who were born in Ireland.

Had there been suffixes before this time then there would have 
been an expectation that IRE and GB would be the major contrib-
utors, but in more recent years the growing strength of the French 
National Hunt breeding programme has been very apparent, and 
so it is unlikely to be a surprise to more than a few that it is FR, and 
not GB, that is the second most frequently seen ‘surname’ at the 
festival.

It should not be forgotten that the suffix merely represents the 
country in which the horse was born, and so it does not neces-
sarily mean that the horse was conceived there or has a pedigree 
reflective of that country’s bloodlines, but when it comes to the 

RACE 
INVADERS

SINCE THE TURN OF THE CENTURY, THE 
MAJORITY OF RUNNERS AND WINNERS AT THE 

CHELTENHAM FESTIVAL ARE HORSES WHO 
WERE BORN IN IRELAND, WHILE FR IS THE 

SECOND MOST FREQUENT WINNING SUFFIX, 
WRITES DR SIEGLINDE McGEE
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Irish- versus French-bred runners, most have had pedigrees that 
do match national expectations.

SUBLIMITY
The 2007 Champion Hurdle hero Sublimity (FR) is an exception 
as he is a son of the late Lanwades Stud ace Selkirk and out of a 
Miswaki mare from the family of Group/Grade 1 stars De La Rose, 
Upper Nile, Spartacus and Blazing Speed, so has a pedigree that is 
neither National Hunt nor French.

In the past 10 years only five different suffixes have been car-
ried to victory at the festival, and of the three horses born in 

Germany one is a son of the outstanding Irish flat stallion 
Montjeu.

The trio born in the USA are all flat-breds by North 
American stallions, and one of them is a half-brother to an 

Epsom Derby hero.
It is now more than a decade since there were winners who 

were born in Poland, New Zealand or Japan, but they and others 
could always get back on the scoresheet in the future.

From 2006 to 2015 there have been 260 races run at the Chel-
tenham Festival attracting a total of 4,334 runners. Of these, 2,227 
(51.4%) have carried the IRE suffix and 1008 (23.3%) have been 
born in France.

Sublimity
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BREEDING STATS

Table 1: Numbers and percentages of Irish-bred and French-bred horses 
running at the Cheltenham Festival from 2006-2015 inclusive
Year Races Runners Ire Fr Ire% Fr% Both%
2006 24 484 243 106 50.2 21.9 72.1
2007 24 470 233 108 49.6 23.0 72.6
2008 25 438 215 102 49.1 23.3 72.4
2009 26 507 247 127 48.7 25.0 73.8
2010 26 489 260 105 53.2 21.5 74.6
2011 27 476 248 108 52.1 22.7 74.8
2012 27 374 200 73 53.5 19.5 73.0
2013 27 357 182 93 51.0 26.1 77.0
2014 27 378 211 90 55.8 23.8 79.6
2015 27 361 188 96 52.1 26.6 78.7

260 4334 2227 1008 51.4 23.3 74.6

Table 2: Numbers and percentages of Irish-bred and French-bred 
winners at the Cheltenham Festival from 2006-2015 inclusive 
Year Races Ire Fr Ire% Fr% Both%
2006 24 10 8 41.7 33.3 75.0
2007 24 12 9 50.0 37.5 87.5
2008 25 14 5 56.0 20.0 76.0
2009 26 14 10 53.8 38.5 92.3
2010 26 15 9 57.7 34.6 92.3
2011 27 15 8 55.6 29.6 85.2
2012 27 12 6 44.4 22.2 66.7
2013 27 20 4 74.1 14.8 88.9
2014 27 16 8 59.3 29.6 88.9
2015 27 13 8 48.1 29.6 77.8

260 141 75 54.2 28.8 83.1

Table 3: Irish-bred and French-bred winners at the Cheltenham Festival 
from 2006-2015 broken down by distance and type of race 

IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR
H 16-19.5f H 20-23.5f H 24f+ C 16-19.5f C 20-23.5f C 24f+

2006 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 2 4 1
2007 3 3 1 2 2 1 2 4 2
2008 3 1 2 1 1 2 1 2 4 1
2009 4 1 2 2 1 1 2 1 2 5 2
2010 1 4 2 2 2 1 2 3 5 2
2011 3 3 1 2 1 2 1 1 2 5 1
2012 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 6
2013 5 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 7
2014 3 2 2 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 6
2015 1 3 3 1 3 1 2 2 3 1

26 16 17 14 17 8 12 11 14 14 49 10

Table 4: Irish-bred and French-bred winners at the Cheltenham Festival 
from 2006-2015 broken down by Grade and type

IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR IRE FR
year Gr1 hurdle Gr2 hurdle Gr3 hurdle Gr1 chase Gr2 chase Gr3 chase
2006 1 2 1 1 2 2 1 2 1
2007 3 1 1 1 1 4 2 1
2008 4 1 1 2 4 1 2
2009 2 3 1 3 3 2 1 2
2010 3 3 1 3 5 2
2011 4 2 1 2 4 1 1 1
2012 2 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 1
2013 5 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 3
2014 4 2 1 2 2 3 3 2
2015 5 2 2 1 3 2

33 18 3 6 11 12 28 18 1 2 17 6

Indeed these two countries have supplied 74.6% of all Chel-
tenham Festival runners during that decade and the year-to-year 
fluctuations in these figures have been both small and, mathemat-
ically speaking, insignificant (see Table 1).

Of course there is a difference between just providing runners 
and actually getting winners and when you look at the number of 
Irish-bred and French-bred horses who have won at the festival 
then you find that the Irish notched up 141 (54.2%) wins com-
pared to 75 (28.8%) for the French (see Table 2). The next largest 
total is 38 (14.6%) for the GB horses.

The Irish and French numbers may look a little bigger than 
the percentages that might have expected from their respective 
numbers of runners but, mathematically speaking, the differences 
are not significant.

When you combine the figures you find that horses born in 
these two countries have accounted for an astonishing 83.1% of all 
races won at the Cheltenham Festival over the past decade.

So how do the numbers look when you break them down by 
type and grade of race?

In those 10 years there has been a total of 26 Irish-bred winners 
of the shorter hurdle races (under two and a half miles) but only 
16 French-bred scorers in that category (see Table 3).

More eye-catching is that 49 chases of three miles or further 
have been won by Irish-bred horses compared to only 10 for those 
carrying the FR suffix.

There are many factors that could account for that, including 
the numbers that actually ran in these events, the ages of those 
horses and, of course, their pedigrees, and a similar caveat applies 
when looking at the breakdown of Irish-bred versus French-bred 
winners of the graded races (see Table 4).

In the case of the different race distances it is striking that 
the numbers of Irish-bred and French-bred horses who win the 
mid-range events over hurdles and fences, and those who win the 
shorter chases, are evenly matched.

Does this mean that horses who have those suffixes have an 
equal chance in those contests but not in other events?

No.
Given the larger number of IRE suffixes compared to the num-

ber of FR ones that appear at the festival, does this close match on 
wins mean that the French are actually better as they came from 
smaller numbers of runners at the meeting?

No.
There are simple tests that can be run to compare proportions 

and determine whether or not there might be a significant differ-
ence present, but such testing would not be appropriate here.

Not only is the dataset small, but it is compromised by the fact 
that some of those wins represent multiple instances of the same 
horse. For example, Quevega accounts for six of those French-bred 
scores in the mid-range hurdle category.

It would also be necessary to compare win totals while looking 
only at the total numbers who ran in those specific types of events, 
rather than overall festival figures.

What can be presented, therefore, is no more than the bare 
descriptives, and while these do paint a picture of two countries 
dominating over all others at the festival, they cannot be used for 
any sort of reliable predictions.

The 10-year trend suggests that around half of all the races (13-
15) at the 2016 Cheltenham Festival will again go to horses car-
rying the IRE suffix (especially in the 3m+ chases and the shorter 
Grade 1 events), with around a quarter to a third of them (6-10) 
being won by those who were born in France but there is no magic 
pedigree formula here for selecting winners.

Whatever the numbers, however, 2016’s Cheltenham Festival 
looks sure to be another exciting addition to the meeting’s great 
and colourful history.
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74.6%

Of Cheltenham winners over the last 10 
years have carried either the Ire or Fr suffix

Horses carrying 
the Ire suffix have 
won at the festival 
in the last 10 years, 
including Martello 
Tower last year

141chases of three miles or further 
have been won by Irish-bred horses 
compared to only 10 for those 
carrying the FR suffix

49
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51.4%
of runners at the festival over the last 10 
years were Irish-bred, and 23.3% of them 
were French
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INTERVIEW

S pot the common denominator. The 
distracted schoolboy who used to 
listen to Cheltenham Festival com-
mentaries on his mobile phone 

between lessons; the teenage student 
who sidestepped an exam to clinch the 
2010 Foxhunters’ Chase on Baby Run; 
the polished professional jockey whose 
hunger and drive were there for all to see 
last March as he won the Queen Mother 
Champion Chase on Dodging Bullets. Sam 
Twiston-Davies has grown from boy to 
man at Cheltenham.

“It’s my nearest course, 10 miles from 
home.  As kids,” he says, including his fl at 
jockey brother Willie in the picture of care-
free family days out, when their trainer-
father Nigel had runners, “we’d go to 
Cheltenham, play on the grass, run up the 
course with the horses, and lean over the 
rail watching all the jockeys. Even then,” 
he adds, “I felt there was an aura and 
atmosphere about the place. It’s amazing 
to think that now I’m riding around there, 
doing something I love.” It shows.  

The festival, a gathering of all that is 
best in National Hunt racing, is described 
by Twiston-Davies as “the mecca of our 
sport.” There’s excitement in his voice 
as he says, “It’s the adrenaline and buzz 
of it all. It’s talked about weeks and even 

months before and there’s no other meet-
ing that you get that kind of roar going up 
from the grandstand when the runners 
jump-off for the fi rst race. A trainer or a 
jockey,” he adds, “could have an ordinary 
season but if they have a winner at the 
Cheltenham Festival, it almost makes it 
okay. That’s how much it means, how big 
it is.”

With a career tally of winners that has 
dramatically soared towards the 500-
mark, and a prowess in the saddle that has 
earned him the plum job as number-one 
rider to Paul Nicholls, Twiston-Davies has 
come a long way in a short time. There are 
no airs or graces or illusions of grandeur 
in his make-up. He simply embraces his 
profession with open arms and, seemingly, 
all that goes with it. Seldom, if ever, does 
he refuse an interview. In victory or defeat, 
he is open and honest. “I’m in a privileged 
position to ride for the champion trainer 
on a regular basis and I’m always willing 
to talk about something I enjoy doing,” he 
explains matter-of-factly.  “The only time 
I did fi nd it a bit diffi cult,” he admits, “was 
before riding The New One. Maybe, it was 
because it was a family horse and meant so 
much to us all. Rather than answer ques-
tions about him, all I ever wanted to think 
about was what was ahead.” 

SAM’S
THE MAN

months before and there’s no other meet-
ing that you get that kind of roar going up 
from the grandstand when the runners 
jump-off for the fi rst race. A trainer or a 
jockey,” he adds, “could have an ordinary 
season but if they have a winner at the 
Cheltenham Festival, it almost makes it 
okay. That’s how much it means, how big 
it is.”

With a career tally of winners that has 
dramatically soared towards the 500-
mark, and a prowess in the saddle that has 
earned him the plum job as number-one 
rider to Paul Nicholls, Twiston-Davies has 
come a long way in a short time. There are 
no airs or graces or illusions of grandeur 
in his make-up. He simply embraces his 
profession with open arms and, seemingly, 
all that goes with it. Seldom, if ever, does 
he refuse an interview. In victory or defeat, 
he is open and honest. “I’m in a privileged 
position to ride for the champion trainer 
on a regular basis and I’m always willing 
to talk about something I enjoy doing,” he 
explains matter-of-factly.  “The only time 
I did fi nd it a bit diffi cult,” he admits, “was 
before riding The New One. Maybe, it was 
because it was a family horse and meant so 
much to us all. Rather than answer ques-
tions about him, all I ever wanted to think 
about was what was ahead.” 

SAM’S
THE MAN
SAM TWISTON-DAVIES GREW UP JUST 10 MILES 

FROM CHELTENHAM, WHERE HE SPENT 
CAREFREE FAMILY DAYS OUT LEANING OVER 

THE RAIL WATCHING THE JOCKEYS AND 
SHOUTING FOR HIS TRAINER-FATHER, 

WRITES TOM O’RYAN
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Fact file

Born: October 15, 1992
First winner: Baby Run, 
February 2009
Turned professional: 
April 2010
First jockey to Paul 
Nicholls: April 2014
Cheltenham winners: 
Baby Run (2010 
Foxhunter), The New 
One (2013 Neptune), 
Dodging Bullets (2015 
Champion Chase), Aux 
Ptits Soins (2015 Coral 
Cup)

Sam Twiston-Davies wins 
on Dodging Bullets - 

“It was a very 
special moment for 
me - one I’ll never 

forget - my first 
really big winner at 

the festival” 
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INTERVIEW

What was ahead in the 2014 Champion 
Hurdle was, frustratingly, a tale of woe. “As 
a jockey,” explains Twiston-Davies, “you 
ride a race in your head beforehand 100 
times, but what happened that day was the 
one scenario I had never thought about.” 

Perfectly position in the slipstream 
of the leading group, The New One was 
almost brought to a standstill when the ill-
fated Our Conor, trained by the late Dessie 
Hughes, fell fatally at the third flight. 
Considerable ground and vital momentum 
were lost in a heartbeat. Try though he 
might, the gallant gelding had to settle for 
third place, beaten less than three lengths 
by the winner Jezki.

“He was nearly favourite that year and 
had looked to have a massive chance,” 
recalls Twiston-Davies of the horse who 
had carried him to a popular triumph 12 
months earlier in the Neptune Investment 
Management Novices’ Hurdle. “It was 
heart-breaking to think he could have won 
the Champion Hurdle but it was all taken 
away from us. It was hard for Nigel to deal 
with and hard for me deal with, but it made 
us the stronger people we both are now.”

There was a time in his career when 

Twiston-Davies, by his own admission, 
used to over-analyse and dwell too long on 
various losing mounts. “Riding for Paul, 
you do ride a lot of short-priced horses 
and I’ve learned now to deal with it a lot 
better when they do get beaten, to take it 
on the chin and focus on the next race,” he 
confides. “Previously, I wouldn’t have been 
like that. Watching replays and assessing if 
you’ve done something wrong and ensur-
ing you don’t make the same mistake again 
is okay. But beating yourself up about it 
does nobody any good.”

DODGING BULLETS
If The New One’s defeat two seasons ago 
was the jockey’s biggest festival disap-
pointment, Dodging Bullets ticks the box 
at the other end of the scale. His Cham-
pion Chase win last spring was the stuff of 
fairytales for his pilot. “It was a very special 
moment for me - one I’ll never forget - 
my first really big winner for Paul, and at 
the festival,” says Twiston-Davies. “Even 
though he’d won the Tingle Creek and the 
Clarence House, the attention before the 
Champion Chase seemed to be on previ-
ous winners Sprinter Sacre and Sire De 

Grugy. He was a bit like the forgotten horse. 
But he really showed what he could do.”

So too did his jockey. “The pressure of 
riding at the festival is massive,” he admits. 
“But it’s a pressure that every jockey in the 
weighing room wants. It means you’re rid-
ing fancied horses.”

The success of Dodging Bullets arrived 
hot on the heels of another Twiston-Davies 
winner, Aux Ptits Soins, who had come out 
on top in a triple photo-finish to the Coral 
Cup 40 minutes earlier. It was a priceless 
victory. “If you’re lucky enough to have a 
winner, you can enjoy what’s still to come 
even more,” he explains. “You go out for 
your next ride thinking only of positive 
outcomes and nothing else.”

Confidence is the key. Sam Twiston-Da-
vies is not short in that department. Nor is 
he light on ambition, especially where the 
Cheltenham Festival is concerned. 

“Riding any winner there is special, but 
if I could pick out one race, it would have 
to be the Gold Cup,” he declares. “That’s 
the race every jockey dreams about. Just to 
ride in it is a privilege. To win it would be 
the ultimate.” The baby-faced 23-year-old 
has time is on his side.

Sam Twiston-Davies with The New One and delighted connections
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Keith Schous (right) and 
owners Hughie Martin, Pat 
O’Hanlon and Thomas Power 
celebrate with Paul Carberry 
and Solwhit after winning 
the World Hurdle in 2013

reining 
champions
ANNE MARIE DUFF FINDS OUT WHAT A 
CHELTENHAM WINNER MEANS TO THE 
PEOPLE CLOSEST TO THE HORSES
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Keith Schous has been associated with the Charles Byrnes stable 
for seven years. He has enjoyed Cheltenham Festival success 
on two occasions with the 2010 RSA Chase champion Weapon’s 
Amnesty and the 2013 World Hurdle winner Solwhit .

KEITH SCHOUS

CHELTENHAM HAS GIVEN ME 
THE BEST DAYS OF MY LIFE

T he horse would usually go over Sunday night 
and you would be fairly busy, up at 6.30am to 
feed and ride them out in the mornings. You’d 
see the TV crews coming and bookmakers set-

ting up and you’d know something is happening. 
There’s a buzz from morning – it’s excitement and 

nerves. Around 12 or 1pm, I’d groom him and get 
him ready. It’s a good walk to the stable yard and the 
atmosphere is unbelievable. Even in the pre-parade 
ring everyone is pointing: ‘That’s No 3, that’s Weapon’s 
Amnesty.’ 

On the track there’s a little area where the lads watch 
but I just lean against the rail and watch it on my own on 
the big screen. Or with Solwhit makin’ a fool of myself 
running up the hill.

After the race, it’s amazing, you are up by the top of 
the stands and it’s silence – you don’t hear anything. 
But the minute you get on to the walk ... the noise. With 
Weapon’s Amnesty it 
was St Patrick’s Day and 
someone threw in an 
Irish fl ag – the noise was 
unbelievable. Walking 
in the parade ring, I’ve 
a picture looking back 
halfway up the parade 
ring and it’s like Where’s 
Wally, you can see every-
one: Charles and his wife 
and the owners.

I looked after Solwhit 
when I fi rst came to 
the yard. He ran in the 
Champion Hurdle fi rst, 
then he got hurt and 
everyone was very close 
to him. There was lots of emotions but mostly relief and 
pride that he could do it on the big day. He was the horse 
of a lifetime. It was funny, down the hill, Paul [Carberry] 
looked like he was pushing him along but I knew by him 
– he was only playing with him.

The owners were a syndicate of fi ve or six, and very 
nice people, and would come down to see him in the 
yard. They were the nicest people you could meet. 
That’s what made it and he got an amazing reception. 

When everything is done, you go back to the Hunt-
er’s Lodge and some of the jockeys come back and have 
the craic and go into the town later. Everyone is saying 
well done and you feel like you’re after riding the horse 
yourself. I’m only from a little village, Killaloe, Co Clare, 
and everyone would be texting and people ringing say-
ing I saw you on the telly. Cheltenham is what the whole 
year is about. Those two days stick out a mile; they were 
two of the best days of my life.

Keith Schous 
leads in Davy 
Russell and 
Weapon’s 
Amnesty after 
winning the RSA 
Chase in 2010
Photo: SPORTSFILE

Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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Louise Magee has been with the Gordon Elliott 
stable for five years and led up the 2013 Fred 
Winter Hurdle winner Flaxen Flare.

F or weeks before you would be getting ready, put-
ting gear together, keeping them right, getting new 
boots. It’s not just in the yard – it’s the whole of the 
county. I grew up in the same area as Gordon so it’s 

always being talked about.
Cause Of Causes was the first horse I was over with when 

he was placed. The first load go over on Saturday and the sec-
ond lot that are running later in the week go on the Monday. 
You hope for a good start on the Tuesday to take the pressure 
off.  It’s hard work, you’re up early to get them out. But it’s 
amazing, the buzz, watching the crowds of people flowing in.

Flaxen is a cool customer, laid-back, the kids who come 
into the yard can ride him. He’s a lovely laid-back horse. Dur-
ing the race we always watch from the same spot, where they 
go out of the chute. He jumped the last upsides and went 
clear.

I don’t just stand and watch – we cheer him on. There’s 
a lot of jumping and pushing people out of the way. Then 
running up the hill and walking back – it’s an unbelievable 
feeling. We always bring our own Irish flag, and we have a 
dedicated person to keep the flag and bring it out.

Don’t have time to party – it’s a long week. You want to 
get a winner early on. I’ve two sets of twins and the five-year-
olds understand a bit now and can watch with Daddy and 
see Mammy on the television.

I DON’T JUST STAND 
AND WATCH – WE 
CHEER HIM ON

I WATCHED IT ON 
THE BIG SCREEN 
... HE SAVED THE 
BOOKMAKERS 
NEARLY THREE  
MILLION

LOUISE MAGEE

damien mcgillick

Louise 
Magee 

with Don 
Cossack

STABLE STAFF

Photo: healyracing.ie

Damien McGillick has been with the Noel Meade 
stable for nearly 25 years. He led up the 2006 Sun 
Alliance Novices Hurdle (now the Neptune) winner 
Nicanor. He currently looks after Road To Riches.
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YOU’D BE ON AIR. 
IT’S A FANTASTIC 
MEMORY

TOMMY WOODS

I ’d been over to Cheltenham for 12 years in a row. I 
was there first with Sausalito Bay and with Hill  
Society when he was beaten a short head – we still 
say it was a dead heat – and Harbour Pilot was 

placed in two Gold Cups for me. 
You’re up at seven and there’s a buzz already with 

everyone setting up. We had Mr Nosie in the race too 
and it was only a few days before Peter Kavanagh who 
was his work rider said Paul [Carberry] should go with 
Nicanor. Nicanor was a buzzy horse and needed two 
handlers. He could be tricky and was well back in the 
race early on. Denman was odds-on and he came to join 
him at the last and went away and won well. 

I watched it with the grooms on the big screen. He 
saved the bookmakers nearly three million by beating 
Denman. Paddy Power was there and he couldn’t have 
been happier and he threw in the Irish flag.

It was great too because it was a team effort for the 
yard with Paul and Andy Lynch there.

Later we’d go back to the Hunter’s Lodge first and 
go into the town and meet the owners and Noel. Paddy 
Power was out with us that night and Hector was in the 
pub too and the craic was mighty.

It gives you an extra buzz to have a winner. It makes 
it worthwhile for all the early mornings. Cheltenham is 
just the Olympics of racing. 

Damien McGillick with 
this year’s Cheltenham 

contender, Road To Riches

Tommy Woods 
leads Noble 
Prince back to 
the winner’s 
enclosure

Tommy Woods has been involved in the Paul Nolan  
stable for more than 15 years and was a star of the  
2010 RTÉ documentary Horses following the fortunes 
of the Nolan stable. He looked after the 2011 Jewson 
Novices Chase winner Noble Prince.

H e’d go over three days 
beforehand and I’d ride 
him out in the mornings. 
He can get a bit excited 

but he’s a lovely horse when you get 
to know him, an absolutely lovely 
looking horse. I’d ride him out and 
on the second morning I told James: 
“This lad’s not moving well – he’s 
just floating.” He was in absolutely 
super form.

I’d go down and get him ready 
and get myself tidied up and 
changed into my best shirt and tie. 
I’d lead him round the parade ring 
talking to him and he’d listen to every word.

He looked a million dollars, with a super skin on him. 
McCoy was riding him and when he came over I asked if 
there were any dangers and he said the Alan King horse. 
I told him: “This lad’s absolutely floating,” and he said: 
“That’ll do for me.” He won £100 for the best turned-out 
horse. James asked me did I want to put the £100 on 
him but I said no, that’d stop him! Everything went like 
clockwork. It was Paddy’s Day and he was the only Irish 
winner and McCoy hadn’t had a winner either. He said: 
“I needed that,” and gave me his goggles. McCoy was so 
popular, that made it, that the legend was on him.

I watched it on the track about 100 yards after the 
last, and you can hear the roar of the crowd. It was a sen-
sational feeling. You’d be on air. It’s a fantastic memory 
– it still stands out as No 1. Paul and James [Nolan] are 

fantastic lads and have 
a fantastic family, you 
couldn’t meet two nicer 
people. 

When I washed the 
horse down and put him 
back in his stable, the 
owners had a party for 
40/50 organised in the 
Queens. I don’t drink or 
smoke so all I had was 
Irish coffees but the girl 
behind the bar didn’t 
know how to make them 
so she said: “Come in 
and show me,” so that’s 
where I was. But I left 
at 12 and went back to 
check on my horse. Days 
like that are very special.

Photo: carolinenorris.ie

Photo: carolinenorris.ie

Photo: healyracing.ie
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INTERVIEW

OH 
BROTHER

EOGHAIN WARD CATCHES UP WITH THE WEXFORD 
BROTHERS TO DISCUSS THEIR CHELTENHAM SUCCESSES 

IN THE SALES RING AND IN THE SADDLE

118-121 Codds.indd   118 11/02/2016   13:47:18



CHELTENHAM 2016 119 

C
heltenham Racecourse, and in particular the 
festival in March, can often seem worlds away 
from the point-to-point fields of Lingstown or 
Dromahane. However for the Codd broth-
ers, Willie and Jamie, their connection to the 
Cotswolds is one paved with success.Willie, 
the eldest of four children, was once a leading 

rider on the point-to-point circuit, claiming the eastern riders’ 
title in 2002, a championship Jamie has farmed each year since 
the 2005/2006 campaign, and is currently in search of an 11th 
regional title. 

However, once leaving his riding career behind him, the transi-
tion to the training ranks has been one which has reaped real 
rewards for Willie, particularly at the Cheltenham sales. 

With the buy-to-sell element of Irish point-to-point racing 
becoming extremely professional in recent years owing to the ad-
ditional money which has entered the sector, it has brought about 
its own set of challenges for trainers in a similar position to Willie, 
as he explains. 

“The risk is huge, particularly this year. We have invested more 
than ever in young horses and that puts you in a tricky situation 
and with that comes a lot of pressure.”

Considering this, the assistance of Peter and Ross Doyle, two 
experienced men in the bloodstock industry, having purchased 
a number of high profile performers on the flat, including Group 
1 winners Canford Cliffs, Paco Boy and Tiggy Wiggy, has been a 
huge assistance in identifying the young horses which he pur-
chases at the sales. 

“They would have a major input at the sales as there would 
be a team of four of us that compile a list of potential purchases 
beforehand. We then spend at least two days before the sales 
viewing each and every horse on the list. We are very strict on our 
criteria as we are looking for horses with a good walk, nice confor-
mation, and with plenty of size and scope. 

“We are all looking for the same type of horse so we are a great 
match together. I suppose because of that criteria you have to pay 
that bit more for the horses these days which is where the added 
risk comes in. 

“You now have a situation where many of the track trainers 
would say to you that some of the point-to-point trainers are go-
ing to the store sales with bigger budgets than many track trainers, 
whereas in the past the point-to-point man just had to make do 
with the leftovers.” 

Codd’s Lingstown stables have enjoyed particular success at 
the Cheltenham Sales with Born Survivor and Alisier D’Irlande 
both topping the last two editions of the Cheltenham April Sale, 
while Tell Us More was purchased by Gigginstown for £290,000, 
the highest price at the 2013 edition of the Cheltenham December 
Sale. 

However, Codd is not one to remain complacent, and in fact 
holds no illusions over the likely challenges of reaching those sale 
topping prices in the future. 

“Realistically I think the days of the £300,000 prices at the sales 
are gone. The big owners seem to be trying to buy privately, as 
the prices of public sale purchases get attached to the horse and 
instantly big things are expected of them from their very first run 
on the track just because of that price. 

Jamie Codd returns after winning on Cause Of Causes   
Photo: carolinenorris.ie

Alisier D’Irlande - topped the Brightwells Cheltenham April Sale in 
2014 at £300,000 Photo: carolinenorris.ie

I do think that the English 
buyer will begin to move more 
towards a stronger demand for 
five-year-olds and I would love 
to see this happen
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 Willie and Jamie Codd with their father William Photo: healyracing.ieTell Us More - topped the Cheltenham April 
sale in 2013 at £290,000 Picture:  Carolinenorris.ie

Those are the moments that you dream of 
as a kid, to return to the winners’ enclosure

INTERVIEW

Willie Codd at his 
open day last year
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“I think realistically we have to be looking at £100,000-
£150,000 as good prices and factoring that level of return into the 
business model, because at the end of the day it is a business.”

With the market on the day of each sale holding the key to 
the prices point-to-point handlers like Willie receive, identifying 
the popular market trends of where demand is likely to migrate 
towards is crucial and Codd is mindfully aware of this. 

“I do think that the English buyer will begin to move more 
towards a stronger demand for fi ve-year-olds and I would love to 
see this happen. They only need a six-to-eight week break after 
being bought before they are ready to go, but four-year-olds can 
often need 12 months to come back to themselves because they 
are getting too hard a time to win a maiden competing against 
Gordon Elliott and Gigginstown and that would be my biggest 
concern,” warns Willie. “It is a very delicate balance training the 
younger horses, and you can do too much too quick and fi nish a 
horse. It is a very fi ne line with each animal and they will tell you 
where they are. Mind you, I’ve been saying that about the fi ve-
year-olds for the past couple of years now and it doesn’t seem to 
have changed!”

Having topped the last two editions of the Cheltenham April 
Sale, many interested eyes will be primed on the youngsters 
which he sends over to this year’s sale, and while a number of his 
recently turned four-year-olds have yet to be named, Willie high-
lighted four horses by leading stallions Milan, Mahler, Black Sam 
Bellamy and Robin Des Champs as being particularly promising.

The Cheltenham sales connection is particularly strong this 
year for the Codd family, as Jamie has stepped-up his involve-
ment with Tattersalls Ireland, having been announced as their 
Horses in Training Sales Representative in Ireland following their 
acquisition of the Brightwells Bloodstock Sales in October. 

“It was a great opportunity to get and it has opened up new 
doors for me. The association that I have with so many people 
within point-to-points in Ireland has been a great help with it 
and hopefully it will lead to something more in the future.”

As a rider, the Cheltenham Festival has been a lucky hunting 
ground for Jamie, particularly in recent seasons. He has accumu-
lated an impressive four festival victories, three of which have 
come in the Fulke Walyn Kim Muir Chase, including his very fi rst 
festival winner aboard the John Quinn-trained Character Build-

ing in the 2009 edition of the three miles, fi ve furlongs staying 
contest. 

“The whole moment was a bit surreal actually. You don’t really 
appreciate it at the time. I had not had that many fancied rides 
before that, as Hedgehunter in the four-miler was about it. He 
made a bad mistake two out when going well which ended his 
chance, so it really took quite a while to sink in when it did actu-
ally happen. All I could do was try and take in the whole experi-
ence of walking back into the winners’ enclosure.”

Of his festival winners, it is immediately clear that last year’s 
success aboard Cause Of Causes in the National Hunt Chase is 
one that ranks close to the very best of them all. 

“It was fantastic to come in on an Irish trained winner espe-
cially in J.P. McManus’ colours. Those are the moments that you 

dream of as a kid, to return to the winners’ enclosure with 
so many Irish people there, it certainly does not get any 

better than that and it kick-started a great week for me 
with the win on The Package for David (Pipe) on the 

Thursday.”
While last season’s Cheltenham successes for 

both brothers will be tough to match, you can be 
assured that these two level-headed yet fi ercely 
determined men are out to try and do just that.
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Willie Codd - Willie 
Mullins to break 
his record of eight 
winners over the 
four days of the 
Festival.
Jamie Codd - Don 
Cossack to win 
the Cheltenham 
Gold Cup for 
Gordon Elliott and 
Gigginstown. 

FESTIVAL 
PREDICTIONS

Jamie Codd with the Kim Muir trophy after he won 
on The Package. Photo: healyracing.ie

118-121 Codds.indd   121 11/02/2016   13:47:48



WILSON DENNISON AND COLIN McKEEVER ARE THE 
DREAM TEAM AT LOUGHANMORE FARMS WHO PRODUCE 
MANY HIGH-CLASS WINNERS FROM THE POINT-TO-POINT 
YARD IN CO ANTRIM, WRITES MARGIE McLOONE
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MASTERS
of the Loughanmore academy

INTERVIEW
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Young horses at 
Loughanmore 

enjoying a gallop
Picture: healyracing.ie
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A
mong the powerful phalanx of horses 
due to carry the colours of Andrea 
and Graham Wylie at this year’s 
Cheltenham Festival are three geld-
ings with ‘hill’ in their names and the 
recent Punchestown bumper winner 
Battleford, all of whom graduated 
from the Loughanmore point-to-
point academy in Co Antrim.

Wilson Dennison, owner of 
Loughanmore, is one half of a successful team as it is he 
who buys the horses and ensures that they receive the 
best of care until they move on to resident trainer Colin 
McKeever, whose job it is to produce them fit and well-
schooled for the points.

“Colin used to work for Mrs Mackean and moved 
with her and daughter Georgie when I purchased 
Loughanmore about 14 years ago,” said Dennison. 
“However, I persuaded him to join me after a year or so 
and things have really developed since then. Colin has a 
great knowledge of horses and training methods, treats 
my horses like they are his own and is very dependable.”

McKeever, the man who purchased Gold Cup win-

ner Imperial Commander at Goffs’ Land Rover Sale as 
a three-year-old (selling him unraced to Kevin Ross) 
and also had Forget The Past and Truckers Tavern 
through his hands, is extremely happy with the set-up at 
Loughanmore.

GOOD HORSES
“Wilson provides me with very good horses to train and 
lets me get on with things,” said the Co Meath native 
who this season has a four-year-old by Apple Tree to run 
in his own colours. 

“We’ve got great facilities here too, including six 
chase fences which are re-birched each year.

“Wilson is a busy man with his own job (chairman 
of Dennison Commercials) but takes a great interest in 
all the horses’ progress and likes to be on top of things. 
He would try to watch at least one lot work in a morn-
ing, often from the back of his hunter, but hardly ever 
misses me giving them a last feed each night about nine 
o’clock,” said McKeever.

For many years, Dennison and Cullybackey trainer 
Ian Ferguson have trawled the country looking at 
National Hunt foals, mainly buying privately but also at 
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sales. “This way we had the choice 
of pedigrees,” explained Wilson. 
“However, as we had subsequent 
wind issues with some foals we 
have now started buying yearlings 
instead. Many four-year-old maid-
ens now are won by horses with 
flat pedigrees, who come to hand 
a lot quicker, but I like proper Irish 
jumping pedigrees. I bought a few 
French-breds but they just weren’t 
as successful as I had hoped. 

“Ian and I would both have to 
like a horse before we’d buy and, as 
a rule I don’t buy fillies. However, I 
do have a Yeats filly from the family 
of Marello that, at the moment, I 
plan to keep as a broodmare. I don’t 
usually buy greys either but we have 
a Dalakhani gelding, who we think is 
a speed horse, among this season’s 
four-year-olds.

“They are a nice bunch, most 
by fashionable sires which is very 
important, and there has to be a few 
decent horses among them. To get 
into that big money which horses 
are making at the sales, or to get that 
privately, they need to have a bit of 
form behind them. 

“We don’t put pressure on them 
to win at all costs, because they have 
to come out fit and well the next day 
and we’d hope they’d have a long 
future ahead but they have to show 
they can gallop and jump in a race.”

The Wylies’ Bellshill and 
Shaneshill, Grade 1 winners on the 
track, finished second and third 
respectively in their only outings 
between the flags. 

The couple’s Yorkhill, who too 
has scored at the highest level, won 
a maiden on his second start at 
Tattersalls in December 2014 having 
looked home and hosed when go-
ing inside a doll on his first run the 
previous month.

The Midnight Legend bay Bat-
tleford, who made all to justify 
odds-on favouritism on his track 
debut at Punchestown on January 
31st, had just the one start for the 
Dennison/McKeever axis, falling at 
the last in a four-year-old geldings’ 
maiden at Loughanmore in April 
when just headed by Lucky Pass, a 
winner since of two bumpers for the 
Mullins yard.

 HORSES FOR SALE
“I’m often asked would I not hold 
on to one to race myself but that’s 
not what we do here,” continues 
Dennison. “Every horse is for sale 

and the first man through the gate 
has first choice – as long as he offers 
me what I want! Our reputation is 
built on selling the best horses and if 
I was to keep a good one, confidence 
in our operation would be lost. 

“If you see an older horse 
running in point-to-points in my 
colours or on the track, you can 
be sure that there was something 
wrong with him! One such was 
Lethimgo who had a dicky heart but 
won eight points for me, six under 
Ivon Keeling. This season, I have 
Adamstown with Ian Ferguson. He’s 
an eight-year-old by Flemensfirth 
who won two point-to-points but 
then got a leg.

“What we do here is simple. 
From day one, they are well fed 

and well handled. We pull them in at two and, over four 
to six weeks, get them driving and backed and ridden 
for about a week. This puts manners on them before 
they get too strong. Then they go out until May of their 
three-year-old year when they are brought back in to be 
ridden before going out again for a summer’s grass.

“I like them to be ridden properly, developing good 
mouths and balance. That autumn they go into training.

“We’ve got good riders on the staff here and I’ve 
always had the best riding in point-to-points for me as 
Colin Magnier was followed by Tony Martin and now, of 
course, we have Derek [O’Connor].

He was recommended to me by the late Tom Costello 
with whom I had a lot of dealings. Derek is very impor-
tant to the operation as he comes up to school every 
other week.

TOP: Wilson Dennison leading up at 
Kirkistown point-to-point last year

ABOVE: Trainer Colin McKeever 
with jockey Derek O’Connor in the 
background at Tyrella point-to-point 

Picture: healyracing.ie

Picture: healyracing.ie
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“We used to pride ourselves on 
having everything on site here and 
not having to leave but then we 
realised that the only time horses 
got on a lorry from the day they ar-
rived was to go to the races so we’ve 
changed that. 

“These days, we like to get 
them on the lorry to get them out. 
Some days they might just go to a 
couple of out-farms I have within 
an eight-mile radius or else we go to 
the gallops at Maralin when there is 
a schooling day or down to Fairy-
house; anything extra you do with 
them is a bonus.”

The names of 19 geldings owned by 
Wilson Dennison were published 
around the turn of the year, the vast 
majority of the now four-year-olds 
being bay, with three chesnuts, 
two browns and a very rare grey, 
Woodfort, among them.
That British-bred Dalakhani gelding, 
who was purchased at Doncaster 
as a two-year-old for £90,000, is 
the eighth of 10 foals out of the 
Sadler’s Wells mare Akdara. He is a 
full-brother to Aklan who won twice 
on the flat for John Oxx (including 
the Listed Lenebane Stakes at 
Roscommon) and once over hurdles 
for Willie Mullins.
Also carrying a GB suffix is 
Southport, a Robin Des Pres bay out 
of an unraced Poliglote mare who 
comes from the top-class French 
family of Katoune, Samson, Ma 
Filleule, etc. 
Among the group of youngsters, 
who all hold Mid-Antrim hunter 
certificates, are two from the first 
crop of Getaway including Getaking 
who is also the first produce of 
the point-to-point-winning King’s 
Theatre mare Glenda King, a full-
sister to the dam of Shinrock Paddy, 
from the family of Glendine Girl, 
Colonel Yeager, etc. There are three 
sons of Flemensfirth, Ballyward 
being out of the dual winner 
Ifyoucouldseemenow (by Saddlers’ 
Hall), a daughter of Sallie’s Girl. 
There are two horses in this batch 
with ‘hill’ in their names, Crievehill 
being by Arcadio out of the 
Mansonnien mare Ma Douce whose 
dam, Madalka (by Cadoudal) won 
eight times over jumps in France and 
is grandam of Black Thunder. 
A half-brother to the seven-time 
winner Right Option, the Stowaway 
gelding Linenhall is out of a Red 
Ransom half-sister to Manorson (by 
Desert King) while among those 
purchased privately is the Scorpion 
gelding Ballykart who comes from 
the family of The Grey Monk, Calgary 
Bay, etc as does the September 
Storm bay Sandyway.

PREFERS PUNCHESTOWN
In recent times, Wilson Dennison has only gone to Chel-
tenham for two days of the festival so hopefully there 
will be plenty of Loughanmore graduates on view for the 
sessions he attends in March.

For all that he enjoys the highlight of the British 
jumps’ season, he prefers its Irish equivalent. “Punch-
estown is definitely my choice of all venues,” he com-
ments, “but I don’t like those late starts for the festival 
there.”

When it comes to point-to-point tracks, Dennison 
doesn’t have to look too far for a favourite track as 
Loughanmore, which hosts a meeting in both the spring 
and autumn seasons and is very popular with handlers 
north and south, has produced its fair amount of subse-
quent track winners.

“I’ve never been to Dromahane which I hear is 
good,” said the Co Antrim landowner, “but, not too 
surprisingly, I love Loughanmore which is a great, gal-
loping, fair track. 

“We try to have it in top shape for each meeting as I 
don’t want those boys coming up from Wexford and Tip-
perary criticising conditions here!”

The two-day Easter fixture at the track is always 
well-attended, with a huge crowd of Belfast city dwellers 
joining regulars for the Bank Holiday Monday meet-
ing, while there is also a good turn-out each year for the 
annual one-day event staged at Loughanmore by the 
Northern Region of Eventing Ireland.

LOUGHANMORE GRADUATES
Willie Mullins, who has also entered the dual Grade 1 
winner Briar Hill at Cheltenham for Andrea and Graham 
Wylie, doesn’t have sole charge of ex-Loughanmore 
performers.

Nigel Twiston-Davies is another to have enjoyed a lot 
of success with horses who first raced in Wilson Den-
nison’s colours and some with young horses who were 
sold out of the Co Antrim nursery before even lining up 
for a point-to-point.

Bindaree, who won the 2002 Aintree National for the 
Gloucestershire trainer, is just one of a number of horses 
who made their way from Co Antrim to the Twiston-Da-
vies yard, the most recent seasons seeing geldings such 
as Blaklion, Ballyandy, Cogry, Templeross, Belmount, 
Ballymalin and Ballyarthur make the same journey.

Other Loughanmore graduates to make their mark in 
recent times are Rathlin (Micky Hammond), Ballyhenry 
(Ben Pauling) and Ballyculla (Warren Greatrex) while 
due to make their track debuts having run in points here 
for the Dennison/McKeever team this season are Bal-
lycash and Bally Gilbert.

SECRET OF SUCCESS
“The secret to the success of Loughanmore is not rocket 
science but patience and time and two men who un-
derstand National Hunt horses,” says multiple The Irish 
Field champion point-to-point rider Derek O’Connor.

“No stone is left unturned. Wilson buys the horses, 
looks after them when they are yearlings, two- and 
three-year-olds and feeds them well. 

“Colin is second to none when it comes to training 
young horses, he gives them plenty of time and plenty of 
schooling and, if he doesn’t think they are ready to run 
as early four-year-olds, they don’t.”     

POTENTIAL  
GRADE 1  
WINNERS

I’ve always had 
the best riding in 
point-to-points 
... Colin Magnier 
was followed by 
Tony Martin and 
now, of course, 
we have Derek 
[O’Connor]
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IT MIGHT BE WORTH 
FOLLOWING THE GREEN 
AND GOLD COLOURS OF 
JP McMANUS ON THE FINAL 
DAY OF THE FESTIVAL. 
PAUL JONES INVESTIGATES

FRIDAY

PATTERN RECOGNITION

THE 
TRENDS

Footpad won the 
Grade 1 Gain Spring 

Juvenile Hurdle, a key 
Triumph Hurdle trial

FOLLOWING THE GREEN 

JP McMANUS ON THE FINAL 

 INVESTIGATES

TRENDS

Triumph Hurdle trial

Photo: SPO
RTSFILE

Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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S ince the Fred Winter Juvenile 
Handicap Hurdle became part 
of the Festival, nine of the 11 
Triumph winners could be 

found in the � rst four in the betting 
but only Detroit City and Peace And Co 
have justi� ed favouritism in the last 14 
years.

Following 12 barren years, Irish run-
ners are now chasing a third win in four 
seasons following the successes of Our 
Conor and Tiger Roll. Last season, how-
ever, it was a 1-2-3 for Nicky Henderson 
when Peace And Co gave him a sixth 
victory in the race, beating Top Notch 
and Hargam.

The Adonis Hurdle, which takes 
place at Kempton in February, and the 
Spring Juvenile Hurdle at Leopard-
stown a couple of weeks earlier have 
provided the Triumph Hurdle winner 
between them on nine occasions in the 
last 16 winners, so they can comfort-
ably be described as the leading British 
and Irish trials. 

The Irish guide holds the recent 
edge, having featured three of the last 
four winners, but over a longer period 
of time it is the Adonis that has the 
edge with � ve of its last 16 winners go-
ing on to double up at Cheltenham. 

If you had told me back before 
the 2008 running that four of the next 
eight winners would have won just 
once over timber beforehand then 
I would have struggled to take you 
seriously. 

Between 1993 and 2007 only one 
of the 14 winners had not won at least 
twice earlier in the season but Peace 
And Co was having just his third 
hurdles start when he won last year, 
taking his record at the time to 
3-3 over timber and, 12 months 
earlier, Tiger Roll also won on 
his third hurdling start. 

Zarkandar went one better, 
or worse, whichever way you 
look at it, winning the Triumph 
after one run over hurdles. It 
used to be a case of the more 
experience the better, but it is now 
the opposite.

Inexperience no 
disadvantage in 
recent years

Triumph Hurdle

Friday 1.30pm 
JCB Triumph Hurdle 
(Grade 1) 2m 179y

M inefi eld. Pin Job. 
Cavalry charge. All 
phrases regularly used 
to kick off previews of 

the Vincent O’Brien County Hurdle, 
giving the impression that you 
would have more chance trying to 
fi nd the winner of Wacky Races. Not 
only do I wholeheartedly disagree 
with those descriptions but I would 
even go as far to say that the County 
Hurdle is one of the most trends-
friendly big handicaps of the season. 
In fact, the winning formula has 

been very simple in recent years 
in that fi rst - or second- season 

hurdlers offi cially rated in the 
130s have won 10 of the last 
12 runnings.

It also helps plenty if they 
are prepared by the cham-

pion trainers of Ireland or 
Britain, as Willie Mullins and 

Paul Nicholls have won six of the 
last 10 runnings between them, 
notching up three apiece. If any 

race leaves the British handicapper 
having kittens at the thought of an-
other Irish-trained winner, then this 
is it. In fact, had the Nicholls-trained 
Lac Fontana not just edged out the 
Mullins contender Arctic Fire two 
years ago, the County Hurdle would 
have been exported to Ireland for 
the eighth time in nine years. 

The Coral.ie Hurdle at Leopard-
stown, won easily by Henry Higgins, 
is unquestionably the best guide 
from either side of the Irish Sea. Not 
only is it the only handicap to have 
featured more than one County 
Hurdle winner in the last decade but 
it has done so on as many as four 
occasions. In fact, fi ve of the last 
seven Irish-trained winners contest-
ed their most prestigious handicap 
hurdle of the season back in January. 
Henry Higgins may struggle to stay 
the trip at Cheltenham, plus he has 
to thread his way through from the 
rear, whereas Coral third Desoto 
County looks sure to relish the hill.

Photo: healyracing.ie

Follow simple rules to solve this
Vincent O’Brien County Hurdle

Friday 2.10pm Vincent O’Brien County Handicap Hurdle 
(Grade 3) 2m 179y

Wicklow Brave was 
yet another Irish-
trained winner of 

the County Hurdle

 Hurdle ran in the 
Coral.ie Hurdle at 
Leopardstown the 

January before

of the 
last seven 
Irish winners 
of the County
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D espite a couple of 33/1 
shocks in the � rst 11 years, 
four of the six horses to 
be sent o�  at no bigger 

than 2/1 have done the business in the 
Albert Bartlett, winning with some-
thing to spare. Seven of the 10 winners 
had won a pattern race over hurdles 
and eight had contested a race over 
three miles (including point-to-points). 
Experience is also key as four winners 
were second-season hurdlers and no 
winner had raced less than three times 
over hurdles.

The Hyde, Bristol and Classic Novice 
Hurdles, all Grade 2 events run at Chel-
tenham at the November, December 
and late-January meetings respectively, 
have featured seven of the 11 Albert 
Bartlett winners between them so pre-
vious Cheltenham experience has been 
a notable factor so far, especially as the 
other four winners were Irish-trained. 
The Classic Novices’ Hurdle at the end 
of December has been the best guide, 
featuring four winners, three of whom 
won both races. The best Irish guide 
has been the Dorans Pride Novice 
Hurdle at Punchestown (rescheduled as 
Limerick was abandoned) won by the 
Willie Mullins-trained Up For Review 
having been won by two subsequent 
Albert Bartlett winners in Weapons 
Amnesty and Martello Tower.

Gigginstown House Stud specialises 
in strong, powerful future staying chas-
ers in the making so the Albert Bartlett 
should be right up their street and 
they have owned two of the last seven 
winners, plus last year’s second and 
third. JP McManus has also owned two 
winners. Willie Mullins has � red 18 
bullets including two short-priced 
favourites but he is still awaiting 
his � rst Albert Bartlett winner. Of 
the British-trained contingent, al-
though he has saddled only two 
runners, both of Jonjo O’Neill’s 
contenders, Black Jack Ketchum 
and Wichita Lineman, justi� ed 
favouritism in convincing fashion.

Stay loyal 
to fancied 
runners

Albert Bartlett 
Novices’ Hurdle

Friday 2.50pm 
Albert Bartlett Novices’ Hurdle 
(Grade 1) 2m 7f 213y

A lthough 11 of the last 15 
winners had fi nished fi rst 
or second at the Festival 
before, 10 of the last 11 

winners were running in the Gold 
Cup for the fi rst time, which is a 

negative trend that last season’s 
second and third, Djakadam 

and Road To Riches, will have 
to overcome. 

Vautour and Don Poli won 
novice chases at last season’s 
Festival and they lead the 

charge for second-season chas-
ers, a collective group that have 

won the Gold Cup on an impres-

sive 50% of occasions since 1990, 
which is saying something given 
how heavily outnumbered they have 
been.

As 14 of the last 16 winners 
contested either the King George VI 
Chase in which Cue Card outstayed 
Vautour, or the Lexus Chase won 
by Don Poli, they have been the 
principal guides. Nine of the last 16 
winners contested the King George 
and fi ve of the last 10 winners ran in 
the Lexus. 

If your fancy has yet to win a 
Grade 1 race then you might want 
to seriously think again as the last 

Stats POINT 
TO  Don Poli 
& Vautour

GOLD CUP

Friday 3.30pm 
Timico Cheltenham 
Gold Cup Chase 
(Grade 1) 3m 2f 70y

Willie Mullins 
runners in the Albert 
Bartlett – a race he 

has yet to win

Brian Cooper and Don 
Poli won the RSA Chase 
for Willie Mullins last 
year. Can they step up 
to the big one in 2016?

Photo: healyracing.ie
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I rish runners have been very strong in the Fox-
hunter of late, winning the last � ve renewals. 
Traditionally, the leading Irish trial is the Ray-
mond Smith Hunter Chase, a race run on Irish 

Gold Cup Day at Leopardstown that has highlighted 
the last four Foxhunter winners. On The Fringe ran 
out an easy winner at Cheltenham by 17 lengths 
last season and he leads the Irish challenge again, 
bidding to become the � fth horse to win back-to-
back renewals since 1946. Four other horses were 
dual winners but not in successive years. 

Events from 12 months ago have to be taken 
very seriously and � ve of the last 12 winners con-
tested the previous season’s renewal.

Latching on to the youngest of the most-fancied 
horses is a simple line of thinking that would have 
found you winners such as Rushing Wild in 1992, 
Elegant Lord in 1996, Earthmover in 1998, Castle 
Mane in 1999, Kingscli�  in 2003, Cappa Bleu in 2009 
and Salsify in 2012 and 2013, so I can’t knock that 
angle. Compare that to the record of horses aged 
11-plus as they have won just twice in the last 25 
runnings despite being responsible for approxi-
mately 50% of the � eld in that time frame

Whereas 10 of the last 14 winners of the Aintree 
Fox Hunters’ were ex-handicappers (or better) who 
had their attentions turned to hunter chasing, 24 of 
the last 27 winners of Cheltenham Foxhunter had 

the opposite pro� le having been brought up from 
a point-to-pointing 

background from 
the outset.

Five victories in 
a row for Ireland

Foxhunter Chase

Friday 4.10pm 
St James’s Place Foxhunter Chase 
Challenge Cup (amateur riders) 
3m 2f 70y

16 winners entered jumping’s blue 
riband with a victory at the highest 
level safely locked away at some 
point earlier in their career. Sticking 
with the class element, with regards 
to offi cial ratings, of the last 15 win-
ners only War Of Attrition and Lord 
Windermere failed to enter the race 
with a rating of 166+.

From 14 runners to date, 
Florida Pearl, Hedgehunter, Sir Des 
Champs, On His Own and Djak-
adam have all fi nished second so 
Willie Mullins’s quest for an elusive 
Gold Cup victory continues. Other 
stats to note are that 24 of the last 

28 winners fi nished in 
the fi rst four last time 
out, only two winners 
since 1997 had failed 
to win earlier in the 
season, nine of the 
last 14 winners had run 
not in the same calendar 
year and, since 1988, all 69 horses 
aged 10-plus have been beaten, 
which included 14 horses sent off 
at 10/1 or lower and four outright 
favourites. It is also worth bearing in 
mind that 14 of the last 15 winners 
could be found in the fi rst three in 
the betting.

Photo: healyracing.ie

the last 27 winners of Cheltenham Foxhunter had 
the opposite pro� le having been brought up from 

a point-to-pointing 
background from 

the outset.

28 winners fi nished in 
the fi rst four last time 
out, only two winners 
since 1997 had failed 
to win earlier in the 
season, nine of the 
last 14 winners had run 
not in the same calendar 
year and, since 1988, all 69 horses 
aged 10-plus have been beaten, 
which included 14 horses sent off 
at 10/1 or lower and four outright 
favourites. It is also worth bearing in 
mind that 14 of the last 15 winners 
could be found in the fi rst three in 

Nina Carberry and On 
The Fringe are going for 
back-to-back Foxhunters
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T his will be the eighth 
running of the Martin 
Pipe Conditional Jockeys’ 
Handicap Hurdle, or the 

boys’ race as you might hear train-
ers call it, and the third since it was 
upgraded to a 0-145 handicap. 

It is clearly still very early days 
with regards to solid patterns start-
ing to emerge but it is worth noting 
that the first six winners were novice 
hurdling the previous season and 
last season’s winner was a novice. 
So, horses still on the upgrade then.

To all intents and purposes this 
is basically a limited handicap and, 
generally in such circumstances, 
there has to be an argument for 
keeping it simple and attempting 
to identify the best horse in the 
race more than attempting to find a 
handicap plot. 

As such, horses towards the top 
of the handicap have fared well, as 
indeed has Willie Mullins who has 
won it with Sir Des Champs, Don 
Poli and Killultagh Vic. I wonder 
what future Grade 1 chaser he has 
lurking in this year’s race? Giggin-

getting the red pen out. An eye-catch-
ing five of the last nine winners had run 
in the Grand Annual before and seven 
of the last nine British-trained winners 
had won at Cheltenham before.

With six wins and four seconds in 
the last 16 runnings, outside of the 
cross country race, the Grand Annual 
has been the handicap chase at the 
Festival the Irish have most sussed out 
how to crack in a big way. Look out 
for JP McManus’s runners, be it Irish or 
British-trained, as he has had two win-
ners and two seconds in the last four 
years to add to his victory in 2005. Since 
this handicap was named in honour of 
Nicky Henderson’s father in 2004, the 
Seven Barrows team have saddled two 
winners, four runners-up (two of whom 
were novices) and two other placed 
horses from 34 runners.

JP McManus the man to follow
Johnny Henderson Grand Annual

Friday 5.30pm  
Johnny Henderson Grand Annual Handicap Chase (Grade 3) 2m 62y

W hat was formerly the 
most punter-friendly 
handicap of the Festival 
has turned full circle in 

more recent years. Up until 2006, as 
many as 28 of the previous 31 winners 
were despatched at no bigger than 
10/1 but it has become a whole differ-
ent ball game since with seven double-
figure priced winners, six of whom were 
sent off at 16/1+. 

Thirteen of the last 34 runnings 
have been won by novices but they are 

very well represented these days with 
approximately one-third of runners so 
that angle isn’t as strong as once was 
the case. Sixteen of the 17 winners had 
contested no more than 12 chases so, 
whatever else you decide to do, don’t 
go looking for horses that are hiding 
nothing from the handicapper.

Prior to Savello’s success off a handi-
cap mark of 147 two years ago, we had 
to go back 22 years to My Young Man 
to locate the last winner rated over 145 
so that looks a good starting point for 

Look to top of 
the weights

Martin Pipe Conditional 
Jockeys’ Handicap Hurdle

Friday 4.50pm  
Martin Pipe Conditional Jockeys’ 
Handicap Hurdle (0-145) 2m 4f 56y

stown owned two of those and have 
had four other placed horses so also 
watch out for their entries.

On the other hand this has not 
been David Pipe’s race so far which 
must be a cause of frustration as 
wanting to win what he calls “Dad’s 

race” would have to be close to the 
top of his hit list at the start of each 
season. It just hasn’t fallen right for 
him so far with his best chances bal-
loted out, rated too highly to qualify 
or left at the start and just one of his 
16 runners has hit the frame. 

Photo: carolinenorris.ie
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winners  
and two  

seconds for 
JP McManus 

in the last 
four years

Killultagh 
Vic and Luke 
Dempsey gave 
Willie Mullins 
his third win in 
the Martin Pipe 
Conditional
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The Ultimate
Driving Machine

Colm Quinn

colmquinnbmw.ie

COLM QUINN 
Glasson Road (N55) Athlone – 090 646 5888
Tuam Road (N17), Galway - 091 753 888
colmquinnbmw.ie - Opening Hours: Mon-Fri: 8.30am – 6.00pm, Sat: 9.00am – 6.00pm

WHICH ONE HAS WHAT IT TAKES TO BE 
THE REAL BOSS? 
COLM QUINN “Your Home for BMW” are perfectly placed to service the needs of BMW Drivers nationwide whether 
you’re in the market for a New or Used BMW or looking to maintain your existing one, our Team will be happy to help 
you.  

The BMW range is made up of a set of truly remarkable cars, each delivering moments of joy in their own exhilarating 
way.  The best way to experience a BMW is to drive it. 

To find out more about the growing BMW range and the services we offer including New and Used BMW Sales 
with a range of Financing options including PCP, Servicing, Parts, Accessories and a range of Lifestyle 
products, contact us now.  

ITS YOUR TIME. REWARD YOURSELF.

COLM QUINN

The Ultimate
Driving Machine

Colm Quinn

colmquinnbmw.ie

Red Earth, Mullingar Business Park, Co. Westmeath     
T - 044 9390370

E - sales@redearthireland.com
www.redearthireland.com

Red Earth
Your Destination For All Things Beautiful . . .

Home To Top Brands Across 
Home Interiors  -  Gifts  -  Kitchens  -  Fashion  -  Accessories  -  Food

-  Relax & Unwind in Our Restaurant  -
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NEW DISCOVERY SPORT from €41,565*

landrover.ie

ADVENTURE
IT’S IN OUR DNA

Official Fuel Consumption Figures for the New Discovery Sport range (l/100km): Urban 5.5 - 10.8, Extra Urban 4.2 - 6.8, Combined 4.7 - 8.3. Co2: 123 - 197g/km.  
*Delivery and related charges additional.

CHELTENHAMCHELTENHAMCHELTENHAMCHELTENHAM
132-PAGE GUIDE TO HORSERACING’S BIGgEST FESTIVAL

GOING FOR GOING FOR

GOLD

DAVY RUSSELLDAVY RUSSELL
LIFE INSIDE THE WEIGHROOM

EXPERT ADVICE

GOLDEN 
RULES OF 
BETTING

10

ON TAKING OVER 
FROM A.P MCCOY
ON TAKING OVER 

BARRY 
Geraghty

GORDON 
ELLIOTTELLIOTT
PLOTTING 
THE YOUNG 
TRAINER’S 
METEORIC 
RISE

 WILLIE MULLINS 
ON TRACK FOR A 
FIRST GOLD CUP

CHELTENHAM
ANNUAL 2016 | €5.99 (ni £4.99)

THE IRISH FIELD CHELTENHAM
 ANNUAL 2016
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