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INTRODUCTION
Horse racing is at bottom a thoroughly simple affair. The point has 
always been to find the fastest horse, the one who can beat the rest, 
and bet on that outcome with like-minded people holding slightly 
differing opinions. It is no more and no less, and its purity of intent 
has come through the last five centuries uncorrupted, which is more 
than you can say for the humans involved in it.

Over time we have adulterated this simplicity, added layer upon 
layer of veneer designed to complement it as well as complicate it, to 
improve it, refine it, expand it, although at heart it remains the same 
sport and retains the same spirit the first Elizabethans knew. So 
here, within these pages, are what might be called the instructions 
for horse racing, which when put together like jigsaw pieces result in 
a broad appreciation of the sport, the industry, the business, and, lest 
it be occasionally forgotten, the game, the entertainment, the thrill.

The writer Graham Greene divided his output into two genres, 
‘novels’, which were serious works dealing with the human condition, 
and ‘entertainments’, which were thriller-type productions dealing a 
little less with the human condition, often only a very little less. This 
book falls into the ‘entertainment’ category; it is not an encyclopedia 
and should not be treated as such, although every attempt has 
been made to ensure scrupulous accuracy. A favourite disclaimer 
once assured the reader that ‘all information may be incomplete or 
inaccurate’, which is hard to beat for insouciance, but no book of this 
size can convey the entire grandeur of this grand old enterprise, at 
once trivial and vital, nor of the individuals within it.

History is written by the winners, so the pages are peopled with 
the sport’s winners, great horses, great trainers, great jockeys, great 
innovators. The battles of history are fought by foot-soldiers whose 
lives too often end as merely footnotes, so room has been found for 
them too, the pioneers and pathfinders who suffered not always 
in silence so that those who followed them would not have to do 
the same.

Also included are technical and technological advances that 
have ushered racing from the 16th century into the embrace of 
the 21st century, although if a time traveller from King Charles’s 
court materialised at a modern racecourse he or she would still 
recognise the sport essentially as their own. Some elements of racing 
are darkly marbled with wrongdoing and malpractice, and light has 
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been cast on them. Other elements are delightfully comic, and their 
presence leavens these pages as they have leavened life itself.

Here too are the glorious names of famous and favourite horses, 
and hopefully your public and private champions appear in the 
text, with apologies at the ready in case they do not. It is uplifting 
to understand that horses can become the object of fervent, fierce 
adoration for men and women who may never have seen them in 
the f lesh, but whose imagination has nevertheless been captivated 
by these majestic, magnificent animals. 

This book has been written not for the expert but for the 
enthusiast, for the novice as much as for the knowledgeable, for the 
keen student rather than for the seen-it-all-before connoisseur. The 
primary purpose has been to initiate interest and knowledge rather 
than to reinforce it, to provide a window on the sport through which 
to climb and explore the territory beyond.

There are 100 chapters, only a hundred golden threads in such 
a rich and extensive tapestry, but these are the threads that hold the 
whole together. Hopefully there is something here for everyone, just 
as there is within the compass of horse racing itself.
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1

FIRST PAST THE POST

Perhaps it is best to begin at the end.
The winning post signifies the end of the race, no more than a marker, but it 

defines everything that goes before and everything that comes after. A winning 
post is the end that justifies the meaning of competition.

People and horses have been making their way towards some form 
of finishing line since the emergence of the competitive instinct, a moment 
indefinable in the history of evolution but indelible in its story. My horse is faster 
than yours. No, mine is faster. All right. Race you. First one to that tree, house, 
stream is the winner, and then we’ll know which horse is the best. And all the 
great ones, from Eclipse to Frankel, joined inextricably in blood and brilliance, 
have passed that test when it most mattered.

Fast forward through the millennia, across the line in the sand in front of 
the emperor’s seat at the Circus Maximus, past the steeple of a church in an 
Irish village, all the way up to the stick surmounted by a red circle at your local 
racecourse. Its construction and its appearance barely matter – something as 
ubiquitous, as vital as a winning post has no mandated style or dimensions – but 
what it stands for matters immeasurably. 

Here, function outstripped form a long time ago. In its early manifestations 
it would have been a wooden pole, cut from a tree on m’Lord’s estate, oak, elm, 

The winning post. Image © Edward Whitaker
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ash, it didn’t matter, hammered into the turf at a suitable viewing point. Truly, 
not much has changed since antiquity, and why would it? No one comes to see 
the winning post, it does not need to be decorative, a coat of paint every couple 
of years and a new one every ten years. 

Much of the time it is simply something to support the mirror for the photo-
finish camera, with a freshly mown strip of grass helping spectators to distinguish 
the winning line. At major meetings, the winning post can be just a small sliver 
of metal or wood at the centre of a vast advertising hoarding, almost lost in the 
corporate blizzard but its significance undimmed.

The frequently cited words of the great Italian trainer and breeder Federico 
Tesio – ‘The thoroughbred exists because its selection has depended, not on 
experts, technicians, or zoologists, but on a piece of wood: the winning post of 
the Epsom Derby’ – have lost a little of their accuracy but none of their thrust.

Tesio was speaking in the first half of the 20th century, and his aphorism 
rang true in his time. Nowadays there are winning posts all around the world 
that may lay claim to an equal or perhaps even greater role in underpinning the 
existence of the thoroughbred, but the sentiment sustains. The selection of the 
thoroughbred is still dependent on the one that reaches the winning post first.

It’s not called the finishing post, because many may finish but only one can 
win. In racing, although not always in life, winning is everything. Those who 
reach the winning post too late lose the race and potentially their opportunity 
to influence the breed.

Or those who reach it too early. At certain racecourses – Longchamp and 
Sandown Park are the best examples – there are two winning posts, no more 
than a few metres apart, to account for certain vagaries in course topography and 
starting positions. Now and again a jockey blunders, mistaking the post being 
used for a particular race, and delivers what he or she believes to be a winning 
challenge for the wrong winning post. 

The concept has found its way out of the sporting sphere, an acknowledgement 
of its importance. Elections are won on the ‘first-past-the-post’ system, completed 
projects have been ‘got over the line’, those who narrowly fail to reach their goal 
are ‘pipped at the post’. The symbolism of the winning post is planted deep in 
the human psyche. 

Strip it clean, shorn of all equipment and personnel save for two horses 
and two riders, and a race is still possible – but without a winning post there is 
nothing to distinguish it, nothing to lift it above a spot of exercise. The question 
has been asked uncountable times: which horse is the fastest? We look to the 
winning post, witness, prosecutor and judge all in one, and it tells us the answer. 
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2

THE VERY STUFF OF ENGLAND

It is the spring of 1519. King Henry VIII is happily married to his first wife, 
Catherine of Aragon. Ferdinand Magellan is busily preparing for the voyage later 
in the year that will become the first circumnavigation of the globe. Leonardo da 
Vinci has just a few weeks to live, Michelangelo is still basking in the praise for 
his Sistine Chapel ceiling. Gravity is a mystery, the sun goes around the earth, 
printed books are new-fangled nonsense and probably won’t last.

And in the wolds of the East Riding of Yorkshire, not far from Beverley, on 
a chilly March morning, the Kiplingcotes Derby is run for the first time over 
four miles of open country. More than 500 years later, it is still being run. It is 
the oldest horse race in the world that is still held annually, and its numerous 
endearing eccentricities are the very stuff of England.

It was not called the Kiplingcotes Derby at the beginning, though. The 
appellation ‘Derby’, which has attached itself to races of every stripe, would not 
become common for at least another 300 years, as we shall see. It was called the 
Kiplingcotes Plate, and it would have been one of many similar contests taking 
place all over what would two centuries hence be designated Britain.

This race alone of them has survived war, extreme weather conditions and 
virulent disease. One of the least arcane rules of the race is that it must take place 
every year, otherwise it may never be run again. To circumvent this, in times of 

Finishing line at the Kiplingcotes Derby. Image ©  Alamy
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trouble, a lone local farmer leads a lone local horse from the stone starting post 
in Etton to the wooden winning post near Londesborough to ensure the race’s 
future. The Kiplingcotes Derby, the ravens at the Tower of London, both must 
never be allowed to vanish.

What are the other rules? Ah, yes. Come through the looking glass and see. 
Anyone can take part. Just arrive with a horse.

Any number of horses may compete, as long as their riders report to the 
clerk of the course by 11am on the day of the race – always the third Thursday 
in March – with their £4.25 entry-money in hand. Some of the horses are 
former racers with their names changed to Sally, Bobby or the like, some are 
sturdy-legged hunters, some no more or less than Thelwellian family pets. The 
riders are an equally eclectic bunch.

Each rider must weigh at least ten stone. Those who are lighter must carry 
weights in their pockets to bring them up to the minimum. All are addressed 
before the race by the clerk, who instructs them in the ancient rule that ‘any 
rider who layeth hold of any of the other riders or striketh any of them shall 
win no prize’, and then all participants walk or trot the four-mile length of the 
course to the starting place.

The race takes place over country track and muddy field, and a furlong 
from the finish the course crosses the busy A614, where the clerk’s aides stop 
the traffic both ways to allow the horses to clatter across the road. This is the 
first time the spectators, who largely gather around the clerk and the winning 
post, have seen anything of the race. Simply being there, though, is regarded as 
generous compensation for not knowing what the hell is going on.

The winning rider is awarded the trophy and £50. Uniquely, the rider of 
the runner-up pockets £4 from each entry fee and – if the field is large enough, 
and it usually is – often takes home more money than the winner. It makes little 
sense but it is part of the festivities which, after a period of dwindling interest, 
have become more popular and much better attended in recent years. 

An hour, maybe two hours after the last of the stragglers has crossed the 
finishing line on the long lane that leads to Londesborough Wold Farm, there 
is little to suggest that anything out of the ordinary has happened here, save 
for the hoofprints in the mud. A little like Brigadoon, that mythical Scottish 
village that appears out of the gloaming every hundred years, the Kiplingcotes 
Derby comes to vivid thrilling life but briefly and then is gone, leaving no trace, 
for another year.

The race has endured for more than 500 years, the last sporting link to a 
time immemorial. May it last another 500 years.
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STILL RACING AFTER ALL THESE YEARS

Twenty years after the good gentlemen of Yorkshire had lit the seemingly 
eternal flame of Kiplingcotes, while Henry VIII was enjoying a short marital 
interregnum between Jane Seymour (third wife) and Anne of Cleves (fourth), 
as the sun faithfully orbited the earth, on the other side of the country another 
ancient pillar of the sport was ushered on to the stage. Football’s loss was 
racing’s gain when, in 1539, Chester racecourse staged its first meeting.

Chester is the oldest racecourse in the world, which is to say that it has 
the longest unbroken history of any extant racecourse. It is also the smallest 
racecourse in Britain, barely a mile round, almost circular, girdled by the River 
Dee and the remnants of the Roman city walls that provide a fine vantage 
point from which to watch the racing without paying a penny. Some of the 
best things in life are indeed free.

The meadows by the river had previously been the site of an infamous 
Shrove Tuesday football match, which was less an exposition of the beautiful 
game and more an excuse for a jolly good fight. In 1533 the city fathers, weary 
of the bloodshed and general bedlam, showed the footballers the red card and 
opened the way for racing to become the Shrove Tuesday sport of choice.

At the outset racing took place just once a year – like all racecourses of 
the time – on a feast day or holiday, but over the centuries the repertoire 

Roman walls at Chester. Image © Racing Post
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was expanded and by the middle of the 18th century the May meeting for 
which Chester is renowned had been inaugurated. The centrepiece of the 
May meeting is the Chester Cup, a handicap first run as the Tradesmen’s 
Cup in 1824, while the Chester Vase and Cheshire Oaks are often relevant 
trials for the Derby and the Oaks at Epsom the following month.

Chester is the wide-margin winner when it comes to racecourse vintage. 
The first – officially recorded – race at Newmarket took place in 1622, 
while Ascot joined the fixture list in 1711. The wide-open acreage of The 
Curragh has probably played host to unofficial races since Brian Boru 
was a lad, but there is written record of racing taking place there in 1682.

France’s oldest racecourse – it is stressed that these labels apply only to 
racecourses still in existence on their original site – is neither Longchamp 
nor Chantilly but little Laloubere, tucked into the lee of the Pyrenees, 
which first staged racing in 1809.

In Australia, ‘Royal’ Randwick in Sydney might be reckoned the old 
man of the party, having begun operations in 1833, but it was closed 
between 1840 and 1860 and the mantle therefore passes to Melbourne’s 
mighty Flemington (1840). Both tracks are some way behind the oldest 
racecourse in the southern hemisphere, Champ De Mars in Port Louis, 
Mauritius, which flung wide its gates in 1812.

The oldest major racecourse in the US is sublime Saratoga in New 
York state (1864), although minor-league ‘fairground circuit’ Pleasanton 
in California began life six years earlier. Moreover, Fair Grounds in New 
Orleans staged racing for the first time in 1838, although it closed twice 
before becoming a permanent fixture in 1871. However, there is no 
quibble over the senior racecourse in Hong Kong, with the first meeting 
at glittering Happy Valley in 1846 occurring more than a century before 
the opening of sister track Sha Tin.

Chester is the grand old daddy of them all. It’s apt that in a city of 
antiquity, founded by the Romans in the year 79, one of the sport’s earliest 
footprints is still visible, still thriving, still racing after all these years.
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THE SWIFTEST HORSE THIS BELL TO TAKE

Lady Dacre is long dead but her name lives on, carefully engraved into the 
world’s oldest sporting trophy, her gift to racing that has kept on giving 
since 1599.

The trophy comprises two little round bells, one gold and one silver, 
which are awarded – metaphorically, as the originals are a museum item, 
and another trophy is used instead – to the owner of the winner of the 
Carlisle Bell, run at (where else?) Carlisle every June.

Engraved on the golden bell, the larger of the two at approximately 
two and a half inches in diameter, are the words ‘The Sweftes Horse Thes 
Bell To Tak For Mi Lade Daker Sake’, and the old English needs no 
translation. The bell is believed to date from 1559; the silver bell bears the 
inscription ‘HBMC 1599’, which is thought to stand for Henry Baines, 
Mayor of Carlisle.

Who was Lady Dacre/Lade Daker? It is likely that she was Lady 
Elizabeth Dacre, mother of 11 children, wife of William Dacre, Third 
Baron of Gilsland and Greystoke, a prominent landowner and governor 
in north-west England. It is also likely that she gave the bell as a prize for 
the winner of a race on the annual feast day, and when a new, valuable race 
was inaugurated at Carlisle in 1599 the bell was evidently a sufficiently 

The bells, the bells. Image © Racing Post
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prestigious item to serve as both race name and trophy, along with the 
newer ‘Baines’ bell.

Trophies are an integral part of racing, with the post-race presentation 
ceremonies an opportunity for those who pay the bills to stand in the 
limelight, with trainers, jockeys and stable staff often receiving miniature 
versions of the original. The venerable Cup and Classic races generally 
supply an equally venerable gold or silver trophy for the owner, with 
the Gold Cup at Ascot, the Kentucky Derby and the Melbourne Cup 
particularly elegant examples of the genre.

Major races such as the Grand National, the Derby, the St Leger and 
those at the Breeders’ Cup provide substantial trophies of a different but 
equally solid and satisfying form, and all the way down the racing pyramid 
beaming owners with excitedly tremulous hands are given something to 
hold as the camera clicks. Paintings, bronzes, glassware, photo frames and 
books – depending on the race sponsor’s preference and pocket – are all 
commonly presented. The prize-money at this level of the sport is generally 
quickly spent on the next month’s training fees, but a shiny something for 
the sideboard lasts forever.

The biggest trophies by size can often accompany the smallest races 
by value. The great silver cup for the amateur-ridden Foxhunter Chase at 
the Cheltenham Festival must be nearly 4ft high, and has been described 
by trainer Willie Mullins as ‘the most magnificent trophy of the week’.

The amateur faction of the sport seems to deal in the most memorable 
trophies – point-to-point racing is short on prize-money but long on large 
silver cups, and often a bag or two of carrots for the winning horse. The 
Newmarket Town Plate, almost as eccentric as the Kiplingcotes Derby, 
almost as antediluvian as the Carlisle Bell, having been run since 1666 
over a course used solely for this particular race, offers a box of Newmarket 
sausages and a voucher to a local clothes shop as part of the prize-giving.

The Carlisle Bell is not a big race nowadays, just an ordinary handicap 
over a few yards short of a mile, and its importance derives from its antiquity 
rather than its position in the racing calendar. The swiftest horse usually 
wins it, though; Lady Dacre would be pleased.
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THE SPORT OF KINGS AND QUEENS

It has always been the sport of kings and queens. After all, didn’t Richard 
III stake his whole kingdom on a horse, and wasn’t his subsequent defeat 
explained away by the want of a horseshoe nail? Excuses for beaten horses 
have become much more imaginative since 1485.

Before thoroughbreds existed, Henry VIII established a number of 
Royal Studs around the realm. A little further down the regnal line, 
James I was the first monarch to note the suitability of Newmarket 
Heath for field sports. He ordered the construction of a palace (which, 
much rebuilt and restored, later became Palace House, now the site of the 
National Horse Racing Museum) in the centre of the town and under his 
rule the first recorded race at Newmarket – a match for £100 between 
horses belonging to Lord Salisbury and the Marquess of Buckingham, 
with Salisbury’s steed declared the winner – was run.

Charles I was also fond of Newmarket, but not with the same 
unbridled relish as his son Charles II, who was known as the Merry 
Monarch and gleaned a goodly part of that merriment from the races. 
He inaugurated the Town Plate at Newmarket and rode the winner of 
the race in 1671, and the Rowley Mile at the course – over which the 
1,000 and 2,000 Guineas are run – earned its name from his favourite 

The royal crown. Image © Getty
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hack Old Rowley. The King also was given the nickname Old Rowley, 
as his libidinous nature and myriad offspring were said to resemble the 
activity of his stallion.

His niece Anne was never quite as merry but left an indelible mark on 
the sport she supported enthusiastically when, in 1711, on a ride through 
Windsor Forest, she emerged from the trees into a clearing near the village 
of Ascot and perceived it as a fine spot for horses to race. The first meeting 
at Ascot took place in August that year and the first race on the opening 
day of the modern Royal Ascot is the Queen Anne Stakes.

Not all ‘racing monarchs’ were great or good, though. George IV, of 
whom it was written that ‘he would always prefer a girl and a bottle to 
politics and a sermon’, making him a natural role model for a great many 
in racing, was embroiled in a famous scandal over the running of his horse 
Escape in October 1791. 

At that time he was Prince of Wales, and Escape was regarded as one of 
the best horses in the land. However, he finished last of four at odds-on in 
a race at Newmarket, only the following day to reappear in a similar event 
and win easily at 5-1. The inference drawn by the public was that jockey 
Samuel Chifney had stopped the horse in the first race to obtain better 
odds in the second, and that the Prince of Wales was in on the scheme.

The stewards of the day believed the worst, and senior steward Sir 
Charles Bunbury (of whom more later) informed the Prince that if he 
continued to employ Chifney, ‘no gentleman would start against him’. 
Rather than visit further disgrace on his jockey, the Prince sold his horses 
and gave up racing, although when he became King he renewed his 
affection for the sport. 

Other residents of Buckingham Palace have gained considerable success 
on the Turf without attracting notoriety. Queen Victoria, though largely 
unamused by racing, bred fillies’ Triple Crown winner La Fleche (1892) 
and the inaugural July Cup winner Springfield (1876) at the Hampton 
Court Stud. Her son Bertie, the future King Edward VII, was just as merry 
and had as much extra-curricular fun as Charles II and before ascending 
the throne owned homebred Triple Crown winner Diamond Jubilee (1900) 
and Grand National winner Ambush II (1900). 

King George VI owned fillies’ Triple Crown winner Sun Chariot 
(1942), but his greatest contribution to racing was through fostering the 
interest in the sport of his wife, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, and 
their daughter Elizabeth II, whose passion for, knowledge of and influence 
within racing has had no equal among any of her crowned predecessors.

The Queen has owned and bred the winners of many major Flat 
races, including Dunfermline (1977 Oaks, St Leger), Highclere (1974 
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1,000 Guineas, Prix de Diane), Carrozza (1957 Oaks), Pall Mall (1958 
2,000 Guineas), Aureole (1954 King George VI and Queen Elizabeth 
Stakes) and Estimate (2013 Gold Cup). The Queen Mother was devoted 
to the jumps, and owned many much-loved stalwarts including Special 
Cargo, hero of the indelible 1984 Whitbread Gold Cup, the enduring 
steeplechaser Game Spirit and Devon Loch, who the whole world knows 
as the unforgettable loser of the 1956 Grand National.

More than the big-race victories, though, the Queen’s gift to horse 
racing has been as its figurehead. Her love for and devotion to the 
sport has endowed it with a legitimacy and favour that may otherwise 
have passed it by in the modern era. In a world bestrode and beset by 
abrupt perception rather than patient debate, it is not too facile to say 
that the Queen’s unstinting support for racing has given those who 
might be indifferent or hostile to it pause for more considered thought. 
Colloquially, if the Queen is for it, it must be all right.

There are more major races around the world named in her honour 
than for anyone else, but the line of succession, in the racing sense, is 
uncertain. In his younger days Prince Charles rode in steeplechases and 
Princess Anne enjoyed success on the Flat, winning the ladies’ race on 
Diamond Day at Ascot in 1987 aboard Ten No Trumps, but whether 
future generations of royalty will embrace the sport with the fervour the 
Queen has always shown is open to question.


