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  Acknowledgements




  Big thanks to everyone who helped me to tell my story. To David Manasseh for planting the idea in my head in the first place; to all at Orion Publishing, Alan Samson and Susan

  Lamb and Lucinda McNeile and Martha Ashby; to Donn McClean, for helping me write my story; to everyone who gave up their time to help fill in the blanks, including Martin and Carol Pipe, Jonjo

  O’Neill, Dave Roberts, TJ Comerford, my mum and dad, my sisters Roisin and Anne Marie; to Patricia Davis and Mary O’Reilly for transcribing the tapes, to Rachel Cullen and Jane Burke

  for proof-reading and sense-checking; to Gee Bradburne for sourcing the photographs.




  





  [image: ]




  Personality Speaking




  ‘So, it’s time, ladies and gentlemen,’ Gary Lineker was saying, pausing momentarily to add to the drama, ‘to announce the

  winner of the 2010 BBC Sports Personality of the Year.’




  It was all a bit surreal. Here was I, Anthony Peter McCoy from Moneyglass in County Antrim, sitting in the front row of the LG Arena in Birmingham among some of the great sports people of our

  time – David Beckham, Ryan Giggs, Cesc Fabregas, Lee Westwood, Phil Taylor, Andrew ‘Freddie’ Flintoff, Graeme McDowell – people I watch on television, superstars, sports

  stars. And me. I shouldn’t have been in the front row. I shouldn’t even have been in the back row. I should have been at home on the couch, watching it all on television.




  I couldn’t win it, that was for sure. A jockey, Sports Personality of the Year? Some chance. I had been lucky enough to win the Grand National that year on Don’t Push It, but lots of

  jockeys had won the Grand National, and none of them had come close to the big award. Nor had any of the best jockeys of the modern age. Sir Gordon Richards hadn’t won it, Lester Piggott

  hadn’t won it, Frankie Dettori hadn’t won it, and Frankie is a real personality.




  People began to get behind me though: a campaign began, interviews and feature articles were arranged for me. To be honest, it was all a little embarrassing. I am not big on interviews really;

  there is only so much you can say. Different interviews, different interviewers, but the same questions, the same answers. Your first winner doesn’t change no matter how many times you are

  asked, your favourite food, your mother’s name. I’m sure readers and listeners were sick of seeing and hearing me. That said, if people were going to organise these interviews for me,

  and if they thought that it was all going to be good for racing, the sport that has given me so much and allowed me live the life of my dreams, then the least I could do was go along with it.




  I never really thought that I could win it. I never really allowed myself to think that I would. We live in our little horse-racing cocoon. I love racing, almost everyone with

  whom I associate loves racing, but racing is a minority sport. Racing doesn’t have the following that, say, football or golf enjoy. There was a chance that people within racing were deluding

  themselves. A jockey couldn’t win it in front of football players, golfers, athletes, boxers. Racing’s position in the pantheon of sports is not high, and I am sure that everyone

  involved in the world of darts thought that Phil Taylor was a shoo-in.




  I knew that the racing public was behind me. I knew that lots of people had made lots of phone calls, that many of them would have had huge phone bills that night. Getting closer to the day,

  different people started telling me that they thought I would win it, even people from outside of racing. I made my way down to the actual event with the swimmer Karen Pickering, and she told me

  that she thought I had a great chance. That made me think, I might actually have a chance.




  Then I walked into the place and saw this room full of sports people, household names, television stars, and I thought: no chance. I am honoured even to be in the same room as them. I was

  thinking, they’re probably looking at me thinking, who’s your man? To be numbered in the top 10 was huge, to think of being named number one was just crazy.




  ‘To present the award,’ Sue Barker was saying, ‘please welcome back Cesc Fabregas and former winner Andrew Flintoff.’




  ‘The Flood’ by Take That blared through the arena, the crowd applauded, Cesc Fabregas and Freddie Flintoff made their way coolly down the steps towards the stage in front of us, and

  my heart did a little somersault. I looked at my wife Chanelle, petrified; she looked back, smiling.




  ‘I think I’ve won,’ I said.




  I don’t really know where that came from. I wasn’t even certain that the thought had fully formed in my head, but the words came tumbling out.




  ‘What?!’ she replied, bursting with terror and exhilaration at the same time.




  ‘I think I’ve won.’




  There, I said it again.




  Cesc Fabregas had been called up on stage again to present the trophy. The BBC knew that I was a big Arsenal fan and I thought that they had asked him to present the trophy because I had won.

  Two plus two equals 15. I thought all of this in the fraction of a second between Cesc appearing and me blurting out this thought to Chanelle. I could have been miles off the

  mark. Cesc could have been teed up to present the trophy to whoever won it, Jessica Ennis might have been an even bigger Arsenal fan than me, Phil Taylor could have gone on holiday to Spain once.

  Who knew? Reason had long gone out the window.




  ‘All votes have been counted and independently verified,’ said Gary, ‘so eh, Andrew, if we can ask you to reveal, who was in third place please?’




  Freddie opened the envelope. I have to say, I was hoping he wouldn’t call out my name. Third would have been great, but when you finish third you can’t win.




  ‘In third place,’ said Freddie, ‘is Jessica Ennis.’




  The music blared, the audience applauded, and Jessica made her way graciously and gracefully up to the stage.




  ‘Congratulations to Jessica,’ said Sue Barker. ‘And Andrew, the runner-up please.’




  ‘In second place...’ said Freddie.




  I held my breath. Second was better than third, second was better than I had done in 2002, but if you finish second, you still don’t win. Same as if you finish third then.




  ‘... is Phil “The Power” Taylor.’




  It’s difficult to say Phil Taylor without putting ‘The Power’ in the middle.




  More music, more applause. I was delighted for Phil. He seemed to be thrilled as he made his way up to the stage, kissing everyone, including Freddie Flintoff. Cesc gave him his trophy and he

  stood there on the stage beside Jessica Ennis, beaming.




  ‘And the BBC Sports Personality of the Year for 2010 please, Andrew,’ Gary said.




  A horrible thought struck me. What if I didn’t win it now? If I didn’t win, I wasn’t in the first three. It would be worse than 2002, I would have gone backwards, racing would

  have regressed. How big an eejit would I look then? All this effort, this campaign, all these interviews, the cardboard cut-outs, the reminders to racegoers to vote for you, the race names, the

  ‘Vote AP’ Gold Cup. What if, after all of this, I had finished fourth or fifth?




  And it was possible. Graeme McDowell or Lee Westwood hadn’t been mentioned yet. Graeme McDowell, the US Open champion, the man who had, just two months earlier at Celtic Manor, holed the

  putt that won the Ryder Cup for Europe. Lee Westwood, the new world number one, the man who had knocked Tiger Woods off the top spot just six weeks previously. It was impossible

  to think that none of them would make the top three.




  ‘The 2010 BBC Sports Personality of the Year...’ said Freddie.




  I looked over at the autocue, and there it was. AP McCoy. My name. Me. The 2010 BBC Sports Personality of the Year is AP McCoy. It was written there. For a second I didn’t believe it.

  Silence. Why wasn’t Freddie saying anything? Was he going to say it? Was it a mistake? Was I dreaming this? Was it really my name? Then Freddie spoke.




  ‘... is AP McCoy.’
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  Troubled Times




  I am often asked by journalists where I got my stubbornness, my single-mindedness. It’s hard to tell really. It’s not really a family

  trait, but it has always been there in me. As a kid I was shy, I didn’t like talking to people, I didn’t really like doing things that involved people, and I tried not to; maybe

  that’s where my stubbornness began. Like going to school. Nightmare.




  I wouldn’t interact with unfamiliar people if I could avoid it. Even when strangers came into our house, friends of Mum and Dad’s, I would prefer not to have to even stay and say

  hello. And I can remember sitting on the rug in the sitting room with my mother on Friday nights when I was about 10 or 11, watching television, when all the other kids would be outside

  playing.




  I wasn’t mad into horses when I was very young. Snooker and football were my big passions. Arsenal was my football team from as early as I can remember. I remember watching the 1979 FA Cup

  Final, when Arsenal beat Manchester United 3–2. I was five years and one week old; I think it is my earliest-ever memory. I can still see Alan Sunderland sliding in to knock the ball over the

  line to make it 3–2. Maybe that’s why I’m such a big Arsenal fan now, or maybe it’s because so many Irish lads played for them then: Liam Brady, David O’Leary, Frank

  Stapleton and Pat Jennings, a Northern Irish man, from Newry in County Down, or maybe it’s a combination of the two factors. Whatever the reason, I carry the burden of being a lifelong

  Gunners fan.




  Belfast-born Alex Higgins was another one of my childhood heroes. Higgins won the World Snooker Championship in 1982 when I was almost eight, and Dennis Taylor, from Coalisland in County Tyrone,

  won it in 1985 when I was almost 11, beating Steve Davis in the final on the last black in the final frame. You couldn’t have written sports drama like it. In Northern Ireland we don’t

  have many world champions in any sport, so to have two in the space of four years in one sport was fairly amazing. If you were an impressionable lad growing up in Northern

  Ireland at the time, if you had even a peripheral interest in sport, you were into snooker.




  Moneyglass in County Antrim was never big horse country. Horse racing was something that, if people knew about it at all, they knew that other people did it. For my sisters, racing was something

  that wasted two of our four television channels on a Saturday afternoon.




  My dad was unusual then: a Moneyglass man who had a passion for horses. Peadar McCoy, a carpenter by trade but in reality a man who could turn his hand to pretty much anything, had no family

  history steeped in horses or in racing, but he always had a hankering to have horses of his own. So much so that, when he built the bungalow behind his parents’ house, the house in which we

  would ultimately grow up, he also built three stables out the back. A three-bedroom bungalow and three stables: as much room for horses as there was for people.




  It was in 1970 that my dad bought his first horse, a mare called Fire Forest, a relative of the 1962 Grand National winner Kilmore. The mare was in foal at the time to the local stallion Steeple

  Aston. My dad didn’t know it, but there was another interested party, the late Billy Rock, who trained racehorses at Cullybackey, about 11 miles from Moneyglass. When Billy heard that the

  mare had been sold to a carpenter from Moneyglass, and that she was in foal to Steeple Aston, he came up to meet my dad to talk about buying the resultant foal. So began a friendship and a

  camaraderie that would last from that day until the day that Billy died in April 2003, far, far too early, at the age of 59. And it was a friendship that was to have a more profound impact on the

  life and the career of Peadar McCoy’s eldest son than he could possibly have imagined.




  My mum Claire is originally from Randalstown, a small town about six miles from Moneyglass. Mum and Dad got married in 1968, and moved into the bungalow with its three bedrooms that my dad had

  built beside his parents’ house. As the years went by, the bedrooms began to fill up: Anne Marie was the first of the little McCoys to arrive in 1971, she was hunted up by Roisin the

  following year and then, after a delay of two years, I came kicking and screaming into the world on 4th May 1974. Jane arrived in 1976, Colm joined us three years after that, and then Kelly

  completed the sextet when she arrived in 1986.




  We lived in the bungalow until I was about seven. Then my dad’s father died and left the home house to his sister Bernie, but she and my dad decided that they would swap houses, so my dad

  with his entourage would live in the big house while my aunt Bernie would live in the bungalow. The home house wasn’t a massive house or anything, but it was bigger than

  the bungalow, so it all made a lot of sense. Also, there was a small shop attached to it, just a little local shop, but my mum was able to make a few pounds from it. My sister Roisin now runs a

  hairdressing salon from what used to be the shop, but they still have a Vivo shop beside it. My brother Colm lives in the bungalow now, my sister Anne Marie runs a pub with her husband about two

  miles away, so most of us haven’t gone too far.




  I’ve always been close to them; we are a close family. Of them all, Kelly was the sibling that I probably didn’t know that well. I left home in April 1990 when she was four, and you

  probably don’t have that much interest in hanging out with your four-year-old sister when you are 16 and want to conquer the world. But Kelly was over in London doing a course in 2009, and

  she came and lived with me, Chanelle and Eve for six weeks. That was great – we got to catch up a lot and I got to know her much better. She’s a great kid; she’s the smartest of

  the lot of us I’d say, by a long way.




  Like I say, I was a quiet child, except maybe when I lost my temper, which I didn’t do that often thankfully. My sisters say that I could dictate the mood of the entire house. If I was in

  good form, then everyone was happy, but if I was grumpy or fighting with someone, they say that everyone else in the house was in bad form as well. I tried to run away from home many times, but I

  never got very far. I remember one day having a big row with my mum.




  ‘That’s it, I’m leaving,’ I screamed at her.




  ‘Away you go,’ said Mum.




  That was a little unexpected, but I couldn’t back down. So I threw some stuff into a bag and headed off. I was eight. I got as far as Kelly’s field, which is a fair bit away from the

  house; it was a fair hike for eight-year-old legs. Very far I thought, as you do as an eight-year-old, but you could see it from the sitting-room window in the bungalow. I was behind the tree in

  the field, but Mum could see me all the time. When it grew dark, though, I thought of the warm fire in the house, and my bed. I had cooled down a little. Kelly’s field was cold and scary, so

  I tucked my tail firmly between my legs and made my way home.




  There was one day that Mum took me to Ballymena in the pram. Roisin and Anne Marie were at school, so it was just the two of us. Out for a day’s shopping in Ballymena with your mum, as you

  do, when there was a bomb scare. Bomb scares weren’t that uncommon in Northern Ireland towns in those days. Mum went to get me, but I wasn’t there, neither me nor the

  pram. Some woman, when she heard there was a bomb scare, just grabbed my pram and ran with me away from the danger area. And it wasn’t as if Mum was that far away, she was standing beside me,

  but when she turned around to get me, I was gone.




  Mum was beside herself. It turns out the woman had brought me down to the far end of the town as Mum searched all over the place for me. There was a photo of me in the paper the following day,

  me in my little blue anorak with the yellow hood, a baby lost in the bomb scare in Ballymena. Eventually Mum found me. I’m not sure if she ever got her shopping done that day.




    Growing up in a Catholic area in Northern Ireland in the 1970s and 1980s, The Troubles were never going to be far from your doorstep. I remember the night the IRA blew up the

  police barracks in Toomebridge, which is about a mile and a half down the road from Moneyglass. I was really young at the time – I couldn’t have been any older than six or seven –

  and I was up on my uncle’s farm. I went through a phase when I was a kid of wanting to be a farmer, and I used to go up to my uncle’s farm in the evenings. This particular evening I was

  up there with my uncle on his farm on the top of a hill overlooking Toome bridge, and we suddenly heard this really loud bang. We looked down into Toome bridge and saw the place just going

  black.




  It was just the time and the area in which we were living. A bomb going off was really nothing new, and we were young enough that we didn’t really think of the possible consequences for

  others; it was just one of those things that happened in Northern Ireland. We knew no different.




  You would regularly hear helicopters at nighttime, and when you went outside and looked up, you would see them with their spotlights, scouring the fields and farmyards for God knows what. There

  were army trucks around all the time, soldiers with guns over their shoulders. The police would often just decide to set up a checkpoint outside our shop for no apparent reason, and they would stop

  cars just driving down the road; it wasn’t close to the border or anything, they would just decide to stop cars going through this Catholic area. They’d get lads out of their cars, get

  them to open their boots then search their cars with sniffer dogs and everything. They never found anything. Right, on you go.




  One evening, Mum was driving her sister Marie and her children home from our house with all of us in the back of the car, the yellow Volkswagen Passat, about seven of us, all

  sitting on top of each other, no seat belts and certainly no booster seats. Marie lived about two miles away, across the River Bann into Derry. This particular evening, as was often the case, there

  was a checkpoint on the bridge going over the river and a big traffic jam, so instead of waiting, Mum decided that she would drop her sister off at the bridge, her sister could walk over the

  bridge, and Mum could drive home and ring Marie’s husband Sean to tell him to come and collect her on the Derry side.




  All very fine and sensible, except that the last thing you do when you are in line for a checkpoint is a U-turn. Mum had hardly reversed the car when we were surrounded by soldiers. Guns

  pointing and shouting and everything. Mum was trying to explain to a soldier what she had been doing, but he wasn’t really listening, he was too busy shouting at her and pointing his gun in

  her face. As this was going on, Marie got out of the car, walked around to the soldier and tapped him on the shoulder. Another bad move. The soldier got the fright of his life and could easily have

  shot Mum and the lot of us in the back of the car. Thankfully he didn’t and we weren’t headline news that night.




  There was another night Marie was in her house in Derry (Sean was away), when there was a knock on the door. Two fellows were standing outside, telling her that they wanted her car.




  ‘What do you mean, you want my car?’ Marie asked.




  ‘We want your car,’ they said.




  ‘Well you’re not having my car,’ said Marie.




  ‘Look, we need your car,’ they said.




  ‘You can’t have it.’




  With that they pulled out a handgun.




  ‘We’re taking your car. You can pick it up tomorrow in the car park at the nightclub up the road.’




  So they took her car. Marie went up to the nightclub the following day, and there was her car, fully intact, exactly as it was when she had parked it outside her house the previous evening.




  I suppose looking back on it now, it was all fairly scary, but we were never really frightened at the time. Like I say, it was all we knew. We lived in a predominantly Catholic area, but there

  were Protestant families around with whom we were friendly. Billy Rock, for example, who was to have such a profound impact on my life, was Protestant. The fact that he wasn’t Catholic was

  completely irrelevant, except for the banter. A lot of the lads who worked at Billy’s were Protestant as well, but they were great – religious persuasion

  wasn’t relevant. Your ability to handle a half a ton of thoroughbred on a Saturday morning was much more important to them than what church you attended on a Sunday morning. I was only ever

  really a child when I lived in Antrim, but in my 15 years there, I never experienced discrimination against me because I was Catholic.




  Billy used to tease me all right. He used to tell me that he would dress me up in all the Orange Order regalia on 12th July and bring me to one of the Orange Order marches, then bring me home

  and leave me at my mum and dad’s front door in Moneyglass in all my gear.




  The fact that we had the shop, with space for cars in front of it, meant that we had to be a little careful. I would often hear cars pulling up outside the shop in the dead of night and car

  doors opening and closing, and then one car speeding off. The following morning the bomb squad would be out at the car that had been left behind, checking it with their remote-control gadgets, and

  us inside in the house just yards away from the car.




  Mum thought that we couldn’t be seen to serve a member of the British Army in the shop, or an RUC man. If you did, and it became known, then you could have been in trouble. It wasn’t

  a problem for Mum anyway. Generally she thought the RUC men weren’t that nice to her. One evening at about eight o’clock, a policeman came in, and Mum told him she couldn’t serve

  him. The fact that there was a Post office in the shop meant that she was obliged to serve him, but the Post office closed at eight o’clock, she explained. The following morning the policeman

  came in to buy a stamp, which Mum sold to him, a little reluctantly. If he had been looking for a bottle of milk, he mightn’t have been so lucky.




  An IRA activist stayed with us once. I would have been only a child at the time. He was a friend of our family; his family was friendly with our family, so we put him up for a couple of days.

  However, the fact that he was on the run from the police complicated matters a little. Dad was away working one day and Mum had been out for the day. On her way back home, she realised that the

  whole area was teeming with police and army men, sniffer dogs and everything, all searching for our lodger.




  He lay low, hiding under the bed in the room. That must have been a fairly fretful time for my mother – an IRA fugitive under the bed in her house. I’m not sure what the penalty for

  hiding an IRA man on the run was, but it wouldn’t have been pretty. Eventually the search units moved on and Mum could breathe again. As soon as she composed herself

  again, she went down to the room and hauled him out from under the bed.




  ‘See here now,’ she said. ‘I may sympathise and all, but I am not going to jail for anybody, not for you, not for Ireland, not for anybody. And if they do lift me, I’m

  telling you I’ll sing like a bird. So you best be getting yourself out of here and moving on.’




  So he did.
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  Between a Rock and a Hard Place




  If Dad wanted me to take an interest in horses, he never told me as much. He never pushed me towards horses, but he did expose me to them. What I

  did after that was up to me.




  Neither of my older sisters showed any interest. My brother Colm rode a little when he was younger, but he had no real enthusiasm; he only rode because I made him. You have a certain amount of

  authority over your six-year-younger brother, so I used to get him to ride with me. When I was 14 or 15, he would have only been eight or nine, but I would make him ride one of the ponies and I

  would ride the other. It was more fun riding with someone than on your own, but I used to get him to do all the things I was doing on my pony, all the jumps, which was hard for a little guy. I

  might have soured him against riding, I don’t know. He was never really into it, he was more into boxing. Luckily he hasn’t boxed me on the head yet for the years of older brother

  direction/coercion.




  There is a photograph of me at home sitting on Misclaire, a mare that Dad bred out of Fire Forest. Misclaire is actually the dam of Thumbs Up, who was also bred by Dad, and who was trained by

  Nicky Henderson to win the 1993 County Hurdle at the Cheltenham Festival, with Richard Dunwoody on board. That was a good day, the day that Richard Dunwoody rode a horse bred by Peadar McCoy to win

  a race at the Cheltenham Festival! Anyway, I can’t be any older than three in the photo, and I’m sitting up on this mare, bareback, holding onto her mane and her neck, my little spindly

  legs barely reaching halfway down her frame, and my dad just holding her head collar.




  I remember every Easter when I was very small going down to the horse fair in Toomebridge. The travelling community would come along to buy and sell their horses, and I used to love going down

  with Dad just to look at the ponies. I just always had an interest in horses, even before I started to ride them.




  When I was eight, Dad brought me down to the local riding school owned by Mrs Kyle (I’m not sure that she had a first name, we just knew her as Mrs Kyle), and I found

  that I quite liked riding. Mrs Kyle said that I had a natural talent (she probably said that to all the parents just to keep them coming back with their kids!), but I enjoyed sitting on a horse,

  feeling this power beneath me, a living animal with that strength, the strength to carry you and run and jump, but an animal that you could semi-control with your hands and your legs.




  Soon I was asking Dad for a pony of my own. I was nine. Dad first borrowed a little white pony from one of our neighbours, Pat Liddy, and, once he was happy that I could handle the pony and that

  this wasn’t just some passing fad, he bought me a pony of my own.




  She was a horrible pony. She was a good-looking, but an absolutely horrible thing. There was a lot of thoroughbred blood in her, which probably explained her good looks, but it was also probably

  most of the problem. She was just wild. She would bury you as soon as look at you.




  We got her riding away anyway; Dad thought that she would calm down once we started riding her and she learned to settle, but the opposite was the case. The more we rode her, the fitter she got,

  the stronger she became, and the more energy she had to bury you. Looking back, it’s probably surprising that I wasn’t put off riding by her. It was always with an air of trepidation

  that I approached her because I knew she was going to bury me. But I never thought of stopping. It wasn’t that I decided to persevere, I just never really thought of not riding her – I

  just never really considered it as an option.




  We called her Seven Up because that was about the number of times she would drop me in one session. And it wasn’t just me. Dad got some of the lads who worked at Billy Rock’s to come

  down and ride her for a bit, and she buried them as well. She didn’t discriminate.




  Eventually we got rid of the pony and Dad got me another, a lovely little mare that I named Chippy, after Liam Brady. Chippy was fast, and she was a great jumper. I got my hands on a few poles

  and I did them up, painted them black and white and made a show-jumping course out at the front of the house for myself on this grassy patch between two busy roads. Chippy and I spent many a long

  evening and many a Saturday afternoon going around the course, faster and faster, trying to better our previous world record.




  We went to lots of gymkhanas, and because Chippy was so fast and such a good jumper, we did very well. I accumulated a fair stock of trophies and rosettes, but they

  didn’t really do much for me. I didn’t get any great sense of achievement from winning a rosette; it was just the riding and the competing that gave me a buzz. Also, there was a lot of

  standing around at gymkhanas waiting for your turn. It all happened a little too slowly for my liking.




  School presented a difficulty for me as well. It wasn’t the lessons or the learning, I didn’t mind the lessons and I was able enough to learn – it was the very act of going to

  school. I hated it long before I ever really knew what a horse was but, as the years went by and as my interest in horses and ponies grew, I thought school was a severe waste of time, something

  that kept me from horses.




  After my first or second day at school, I decided that I wasn’t going to go any more, that it wasn’t a good idea at all, and so began a struggle between me and school and Mum and the

  attendance officer and the principal that lasted a childhood.




  The school bus used to pass very close to our door, but I used to do all I could not to get on it. Sometimes it would actually come up the little roadway to our house and stop outside our front

  door, and Mum would literally be trying to squeeze me out the front door with me clinging onto the door frame.




  So Mum used to have to drive me. It still didn’t fully solve the problem though. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to get on the bus, the bus wasn’t the problem, school was

  the problem. Very quickly I figured out that Mum’s car wasn’t any better than the bus. Four-year-old brains can tick over quite quickly.




  There was this little pouch in the back of Mum’s yellow Volkswagen Beetle and, on what must have been only my third or fourth day of going to school, I climbed into it. I was small enough

  to fit my whole body in. The plan worked perfectly. Mum couldn’t get me out. She tried everything to prise me out, but to no avail, and she had no option but to drive back home again with me

  still in the back of the car.




  I must have been a nightmare for my parents. It was a struggle every morning – from one day to the next I’m sure they had no idea whether they were going to succeed in getting me to

  go to school or not. I tried most tricks. I remember hiding my schoolbag behind the cement slab that lay beside the back door. I figured if I didn’t have a schoolbag, I couldn’t go to

  school.




  Dad used to go down to Billy Rock’s yard on Saturday mornings. He didn’t go down every Saturday or anything like it, he wouldn’t want to be making a nuisance of himself. He is

  a shy man, my dad, maybe that’s where I got it when I was younger, or at any rate he’s a shy man when he doesn’t have a few pints in him.




  Dad would probably go down to Billy’s maybe once a month just to see him and to watch the horses work. They grew to be really good friends, and later on, when I left home and started to

  make my way in the world, they became even closer. I started going with my dad down to Billy’s when I was about 10, and I was fascinated. This was a real racing yard, with real horses, big

  horses, thoroughbreds, racehorses who could gallop and jump, and all I wanted to do was get up on one of them.




  Billy was actually born to be a football player, not a racehorse trainer. His father was chairman and president of Ballymena United, and he was a selector on the Northern Irish football team.

  Billy was apparently a very good player when he was younger. When he was 15 he was offered a trial with Everton, but just before he went over to Liverpool, he injured his back playing summer

  league. When he recovered a little, he joined Coleraine and played in the Irish League, but his back never really got better, and he had to stop playing altogether when he was 20.




  But football’s loss was racing’s gain. He spent a summer with Mick O’Toole and then he began riding point-to-pointers for Hugh Dunlop and, when he got too heavy for riding, he

  started to train horses instead of ride them.




  I would be on at my dad all the time. Can we go down to Billy’s this Saturday? Can we go down to Billy’s this Saturday? I remember the weeks that I knew we were going down: I would

  sit in school counting the days to Saturday, then counting the hours. It was all I could think about. I would be sitting in school with some teacher going on about long division or something

  equally irrelevant, and all I would be able to think about was going down to Billy Rock’s.




  I wasn’t even riding the horses at first; I was just going down to watch them with my dad. But I was hoping that some day I would get to ride one of them. And I did. The horses were just

  going around the indoor school one day and Billy asked my dad if I wanted to sit up on one. It would have been like asking a dog if he wanted to chew on a meaty bone. I couldn’t believe it,

  me riding a real racehorse. At first it was just around the indoor school, the barn in which the horses used to circle, to stretch their legs before they went out to exercise; then I got to ride

  one or two on the road, just doing roadwork, just walking on the roads.




  Gradually my involvement at Billy’s grew. I started to go more frequently and ride more horses. I used to get on to my dad to take me there every Saturday, and I started riding horses

  around the gallops. I had a million falls. In the beginning, I kept falling off. There was this horse called Eddie Wee, one of Billy’s very best horses, he won the

  two-mile Champion Chase at the Punchestown Festival in 1987 as an 11-year-old. He was coming back from injury at the time, so in the beginning I used to ride him quite a lot. He had leg problems,

  but he was a good horse, and while coming back from injury he was as fresh as hell. He used to buck like mad and he would regularly get rid of me. The lads at Billy’s used to laugh their

  heads off at me, trying to stay on this mad, fresh thing, but it didn’t bother me. I wasn’t hurt, I wasn’t embarrassed, I just wanted to get up on him and ride him again.




  Billy was the type of man who would push you; he’d just chuck you up on some yak and see how you got on. I would regularly get buried. I used to dread telling him about some of the horses,

  about how bad or how fresh they were. I thought I should be staying on them anyway, and it just made me more determined. And I would always do what Billy told me to do, no matter how frightened I

  was or how certain I was that I was about to get buried – if Billy told me to get up on one, I got up on one.




  It was a similar story later on when I started riding for Martin Pipe. Martin would tell me how the horse was, what I should do, how I should ride him in the race, and I did it. I figured that

  it wasn’t my place to question him. Even if I disagreed with him, even if I thought that the horse should be ridden differently, I figured that Martin had his reasons, and it wasn’t my

  position to question them or to doubt him. Maybe I got that from my time with Billy; I trusted Martin’s judgement just like I had trusted Billy’s all those years before. If either of

  them had told me to ride a horse over a cliff, I would have ridden the horse over the cliff.




  I think Billy used to test me. In the beginning, the other lads would probably pick the quieter ones to ride, so I’d be left with the lunatics, me the patsy. But as time went on, Billy

  would put me on the more difficult horses. He probably thought that I was able for them and that I could handle them and learn something at the same time.




  The more I rode horses at Billy’s, the less attention I paid to the ponies. Poor Chippy. I didn’t rush home from school any more to ride her. It wasn’t that I didn’t ride

  her, I did, and I still quite enjoyed jumping around the course I had built at the front of the house. But it wasn’t the be-all and end-all for me any more. It was like moving from the

  paddling pool to the deep end, it was for real now. I wasn’t sitting in school bursting to get home to ride Chippy. It was racehorses for me now. It was all about Saturday mornings, going

  down to Billy Rock’s.




  I started to pay attention to horse racing. I started watching it on television, reading about it in the papers, watching horses, watching jockeys. I’m not sure how,

  but I managed to convince Mum to buy Pacemaker magazine for me every week. It wasn’t cheap, £2, which was a lot of money back then for a magazine. Racing took over my whole

  world. I would come home from Billy’s on a Saturday afternoon, throw my stuff on the ground, go into the sitting room with my whip, get up on the leg of the sofa and ride a three-mile chase,

  whip flailing on the run-in and everything. I rode plenty of Gold Cup and Grand National winners on the leg of that sofa before I was 14.




  As time went on, I started to go down to Billy’s more often. I started going to point-to-points on Saturdays, leading up Billy’s horses. That was fantastic. There was such a sense of

  being involved. Of course, I wasn’t riding, I was only 13, riding a horse in a point-to-point was way beyond my 13-year-old ability, but leading the horses around the parade ring before the

  race, leading them in afterwards with the sweat and the steam and the rider covered in muck, being involved like that, I was living the dream.




  There was only one way this was going. As time passed I only grew more interested in horses, more interested in Billy’s, and less interested in school. Sometimes during the week, Billy

  would say that he had a few horses working after racing, and would I come along. I used to ask my dad if it was okay for me to go. I would never ask Mum, because I knew for sure what the answer

  would be.




  Of course she would find out, and the rows would start. Mum would be trying to get me to go to school, but all I wanted was to go down to Billy’s or go to the races. I would go to the

  races with Billy, or I would go in the lorry with the lads and the horses, and I would just be there to help out with the horses after racing. When I got a little older, I used to ride them in work

  on the racecourse after racing. You wouldn’t get away with that now, I was only 13 or 14, so I shouldn’t really have been riding on a racecourse, even if it wasn’t in a race, but

  I didn’t really know about that and, even if I had known, there is no way I would have cared.




  Dad didn’t say much. I suppose he was conflicted. He wanted me to pursue my dream of riding horses for sure, he knew how good Billy was for me, he knew how much I was learning, but at the

  same time there was probably a part of him that saw the benefit of me going to school, and there was a large part of him that didn’t want to go against my mum. Most of the time, as Mum

  screamed at me and I screamed back, he would just sit there and say nothing.




  The lads in school started to call me Lester. I used to play Gaelic football for the local GAA club, and the lads didn’t call me Anthony or AP, just Lester. I loved

  that, I loved playing Gaelic football, and I loved going to play indoor soccer on Monday evenings – I thought I was the next Liam Brady or George Best. I was also going to be the next Alex

  Higgins or Dennis Taylor down at the snooker club, and I went through a phase of intending to be the next Barry McGuigan when the local youth club started getting the lads to do a bit of boxing.

  But racing took over, so football, snooker and boxing had to do without their Northern Irish world champion. I left the boxing to my brother Colm.




  Everyone knew that when I wasn’t at school, I was down at Billy Rock’s riding horses. The lads knew it, the teachers knew it. PJ O’Grady was a fairly new principal at St

  Ulcan’s, my secondary school, when I started going (or not going) there and he was on a mission to make his mark. He was a good guy, he looked a bit like Norman Wisdom, but he was the

  principal of my school, so it was my duty to have a mixture of fear, respect and loathing for him.




  The parent–teacher meetings generally went okay. I was quiet in class, I wasn’t disruptive, I didn’t want to be there when I was there and I suppose I did my best to remain

  unnoticed. I didn’t cause trouble, so the teachers generally seemed to be happy enough with me. Most of them probably didn’t really even know that I was in their class.




  I was at one of these parent–teacher meetings with Mum, probably moping around a little, not too happy about being there, when PJ O’Grady came up to me and Mum.




  ‘He has to do his GCSEs,’ I heard him say to Mum. ‘Whatever happens, at the very least he has to do his GCSEs.’




  I didn’t pay too much heed. How were my GCSEs going to get me riding winners?




  ‘And what do you want to be when you grow up?’ he asked me.




  ‘I want to be a jockey,’ I mumbled, fairly inaudibly.




  ‘A joiner?’ said Mr O’Grady. ‘Well there you go, you need your GCSEs if you want to be a joiner.’




  I looked up at him sternly.




  ‘I don’t want to be a joiner,’ I said. ‘I want to be a jockey.’




  ‘Well,’ Mr O’Grady hesitated. ‘You’ll still need your GCSEs,’ he said uncertainly. ‘Look what happened to Lester Piggott. If he had done his GCSEs, he

  probably wouldn’t have ended up in jail.’




  I bit my lip, I didn’t say anything, but I was livid. How could he say that about Lester Piggott, probably the best jockey in the world, ever? Going home in the car I

  let fly to Mum, I couldn’t believe that the principal would say that. I couldn’t believe that anyone would say that. Who did Mr O’Grady think he was? How many Derby winners had he

  ridden? None, that’s how many. Mum had to calm me down.




  Life moves on though. PJ and I have since buried the hatchet. He’s a good man, he only wanted what was best for me, or what he thought was best for me. Of course he was right, it was the

  right advice, it just wasn’t what I wanted. We get on great now, and he follows my career very closely.




  Back then, to tell someone in Moneyglass that you wanted to be a jockey was like telling them that you wanted to be an astronaut. That’s how far removed from reality it was. Nobody around

  home was into racing. It wasn’t a real career choice, it wasn’t a real goal. I want to be a jockey when I grow up. Grand, now tell me what you really want to be. (Good lad, pat on the

  head.) Dreamer.




  When I was at school, I quite liked Maths, I was quite good at it. I always thought that it was important to be able to count and add, and I didn’t mind woodwork or metalwork or PE. But I

  just had no interest in them, and I never did my homework. If I did it at all, it was on the bus on the way in to school in the morning.




  ‘Have you got your homework done?’ Mum used to ask. Every single morning.




  ‘Yeah,’ I would mutter in response, knowing full well that she knew full well that I hadn’t. I figured she thought she had to ask.




  Looking back now, I don’t really regret not going to school, or leaving at such a young age. It isn’t the same for everyone and of course a young aspirant rider is better having a

  qualification behind him or her before embarking on the road into the unknown, but given how lucky I have been, given how well things have worked out for me, I wouldn’t change a thing. I went

  to Jim Bolger’s in 1990; if I had stayed in school then for another year or two, who knows how things would have panned out? I might not have got the opportunities that I did get, and my

  career might have taken a different path.




  And I’m not sure that I would want to go back to school when I finish riding. Horses and racing is what I know, I have a lifetime’s experience in racing, so why would I throw all

  that experience away and go back to do something new, when I would have to learn it from scratch? No, whatever I do after I hang up my boots, I’m sure it will be something with horses or

  racing.




  Back then, there was an issue with the attendance officer as well, who had beaten a path to our door to discuss the issue of my sporadic school-going with my parents. Mum

  used to have to cover up for me. There were penalties for parents who didn’t send their children to school for the requisite number of days, and Mum would often pretend that she didn’t

  know where I was. It was okay when I eventually left to go to Jim Bolger’s, even though initially I only went for two weeks. Mum was able to say that I was with a trainer in the Republic of

  Ireland, in a different jurisdiction, that she didn’t hear from me. I’m sure the attendance officer thought that they were the worst parents in the world. If she did, she couldn’t

  have been further from the truth.




  I was all the while on the lookout for her as well. Once I was down at Billy’s and this strange car pulled up at the gate. I was certain that it was the attendance officer, so I told Billy

  as much and went off to hide. Billy went down and gave the guy an earful.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Billy enquired. ‘This is private property!’




  ‘What do you mean?’ asked the poor guy, petrified. ‘I’m from the Electric Board, I’m just checking the electricity supply.’




  ‘Ah right,’ said Billy. ‘On you go son.’




  Billy didn’t see the point of me continuing with school, and Billy’s opinion meant the world to me. I took heed of everything he said, he couldn’t do any wrong in my eyes, he

  was like a second father to me. When I was fighting with Mum about school, a lot of my sentences began with ‘Rock says’.




  ‘Rock says, Rock says,’ my mother would repeat. ‘I’ll give you Rock says!’




  Billy obviously saw something in me, a talent for riding horses, and he was convinced that I was going to make it as a rider. I didn’t need any more information. If Billy Rock thought that

  I could make it as a jockey, then that was enough for me to believe it, and to work towards fulfilling his expectation.




  As well as the horses, Billy was also big on the artificial insemination (AI) of cows. He was one of the main men for AI in cows in Northern Ireland, he worked for the Department of Agriculture

  and he set up a business importing semen from The Netherlands and Canada and reselling it. He only had about 15 or 20 horses so, ironically, I’d say the majority of Billy’s income came

  from AI, not from training racehorses. His theory was that, if I didn’t make it as a jockey, if he was wrong about me or if injury or circumstances meant that I couldn’t make a living

  as a jockey, he figured that he would teach me how to do AI, and I could make a living out of that.




  Billy used to tell me to tell my mother not to worry, that if the jockey thing didn’t work out, I could make a living bulling cows. He might even have been teaching me

  just to put my mother’s mind at rest. Who knows? Billy was a very clever man. In reality, though, I never considered it as a real option. It was a safety net for sure, but I never really

  thought about the possibility that there would be a need for a fallback position. If you are doing a high-wire act, it’s always good to have a safety net underneath you in case you are going

  to fall. However, if you are not going to fall, you don’t actually need a safety net.




  Foolishly and naively, I never really thought of the possibility that I wouldn’t make it as a jockey. Foolishly and naively, I don’t think Billy did either.
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  How Far Away Is Kilkenny?




  The summer holiday of 1989 couldn’t come soon enough. I felt like Huckleberry Finn as I faced into a summer of riding, racing and horses with

  Billy Rock.




  The problem was that Billy’s was about 11 miles from our house. Dad could take me on Saturdays, but during the week he was obviously working, so I had to make my own arrangements. It

  turned out the guy who owned the butcher’s shop that was about two or three miles from Billy’s used to drive past our front door on the way to his shop every morning, so I used to get a

  lift with him. Dad bought me a bike, a really good racing bike that had belonged to a friend of a friend of his who was emigrating to London, so I used to bring the bike with me, put it up onto the

  butcher’s truck, and cycle the two or three miles from the butcher’s shop to Billy’s.




  Unfortunately this arrangement didn’t last the entire summer. For some reason, the butcher stopped going, or stopped taking me – maybe he couldn’t put up with my incessant

  chattering every morning, he just couldn’t shut me up – so I had to make my own way. It wasn’t a problem; I just cycled the 11 miles. Billy could have been 111 miles away, I still

  would have cycled it.




  A side-effect of working at Billy’s was that I was earning money. Billy paid me £100 a week, which was huge money for a 15-year-old boy in rural Antrim back in the late 1980s with

  not much to spend it on. I didn’t go out that much, I didn’t really go to discos or pubs. If I went out at all, it was down to the local hall for a game of snooker. But you

  couldn’t spend too much money in there, so I stayed relatively well off.




  My older sisters, on the other hand, were mad into going out and they were always broke. I used to lend them money, but I made sure that they knew it was a loan, not a gift, and I used to keep

  track of all they owed me in a ledger. I took great pleasure in counting my money and checking the ledger to see how much they owed me, although I don’t think they were

  that impressed.




  I remember I lent money to Anne Marie to buy a suit for a wedding – £90 it cost her, funded entirely by me – a right little money lender, I was. A couple of weeks later, there

  was no obvious sign of her paying the money back, so I told her that the next time she took the suit off, I was taking it and selling it, and that I would put the proceeds towards the settlement of

  her debt.




    Billy had five or six other lads working for him, which was a bit of a problem because Billy used to tell me what he wanted done and get me to tell the lads. He’d head off

  in the afternoons and leave me with the instructions on what he wanted done, so I’d have to tell the lads. I wasn’t comfortable with it at all; it wasn’t as if I had an air of

  authority about me either, and I certainly wasn’t their boss. I did it though. I just told them that this was what Billy wanted done and I went on about my business.




  Billy had a few horses at the time that were absolute lunatics. Unrideable they were, some of them. There was Eddie Wee, who was just fresh while coming back from injury, but there were others

  who were plain mad. I remember a horse called Joey Kelly, who was moderate but mad, and another, Dr Jekyll, who was well named, as he was also a bit of a lunatic. He won a couple of point-to-points

  all right, but he never won on the track.




  Conor O’Dwyer and Brendan Sheridan and the late Anthony Powell used to ride most of Billy’s horses on the track. Tom Taaffe rode a few as well, and Tony Martin rode some of his

  bumper horses. And they sometimes had difficulty with Billy’s horses as well, so I didn’t feel so bad. There was one day, in September 1990, when Anthony Powell rode Joey Kelly in a

  maiden hurdle at Down Royal, and he all but got run away with. Joey Kelly almost ran off the track – it didn’t matter what Anthony did, he couldn’t steer him.




  A few years later, during the Punchestown Festival, there was a group of us in a Chinese restaurant in Naas, when Conor started telling a story about that day. There were a few of us just out

  for a bite to eat on one of the evenings. I hadn’t been that long in the UK, I’d say I had been there just a couple of seasons, been champion jockey once or twice. Anyway, different

  people were telling different stories, and Conor pipes up, ‘Here, I’ll tell you a good one about your man there,’ pointing at me, sitting in the corner,

  minding my own business.




  Apparently that day at Down Royal, Conor and Anthony decided that they had had enough of riding Billy’s horses that would all but run off the track, so they had a go at him.




  ‘We’re not riding these horses any more Willie,’ they said. Conor called him Willie. ‘They’re unrideable. Someone is going to get injured.’




  ‘Ah, what’s wrong with ye?’ Billy retorted. ‘Wee Anthony has no problem with them. Wee Anthony rides those horses at home all the time.’




  That was the start of Wee Anthony. If ever Conor or Anthony Powell had a problem with one of Billy’s horses after that, Billy would always just say ‘Wee Anthony doesn’t have a

  problem with it.’




  It got to the point where Conor was convinced that there was no such person as Wee Anthony, that he was a mythical figure that Billy had conjured in order to wind the lads up. Later on, after

  another particularly hair-raising ride, Conor had reached the end of the road.




  ‘I’ll tell you what you can do with this horse,’ he told Billy. ‘Get Wee Anthony to ride it. If Wee Anthony is that fucking good, there’s no point in myself or

  Poweller riding it any more, is there?’




  Conor thought no more of it. Later on, he did get to know about this young lad, Anthony McCoy, who was riding a bit for Jim Bolger, and he knew that Anthony McCoy went to England, joined Toby

  Balding, and was champion conditional, but it wasn’t until near the end of the following season, when I was in the running to be champion jockey, that Conor heard about the Billy Rock

  connection.




  Anthony McCoy – Wee Anthony! Wee Anthony had shown up.




    I was spending more time at Billy’s than I was at home. I always found Billy to be really easy company. I spent a lot of time with him that summer. He wouldn’t have

  had that many horses in, it was predominantly a National Hunt yard and most of the good horses would have been off for their summer breaks, so I used to go around in the van a lot with Billy in the

  afternoons, going to different yards and farmers.




  I could talk to him, he really was like a second father to me, and he was a knowledgeable, intelligent man who took no shit from anyone, it didn’t matter who they were. He never spoke to

  me about riding technique, he never really tried to teach me how to ride, whether to ride long or short, tuck yourself in, loosen your grip, straighten your back, none of that, but I was starting

  to try to develop my own style by watching the top riders on television.




  I watched as much flat racing as National Hunt, and I loved watching Steve Cauthen ride. The Kentucky Kid, Cauthen sprung to fame as Affirmed’s jockey. In 1978,

  Affirmed and Cauthen won the American Triple Crown, the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness Stakes and the Belmont Stakes, when he was just 18. Remarkably, Affirmed was the last horse to win the Triple

  Crown.




  Robert Sangster brought Cauthen over to the UK in 1979. Cauthen brought an American style with him, toes in the irons, low crouch, and he was a superb judge of pace. Time has always been a huge

  factor in American racing, how fast a horse can go in a race, how fast he can work; everything is timed, much more so than in the UK or Ireland at that stage, so when Cauthen was riding from the

  front, he was lethal. They used to say that he had a clock in his head.




  I loved watching Mick Kinane ride as well. He was the most perfect jockey I had ever seen. You would rarely see Mick make a mistake, he would always have his horse in the right position through

  a race; he was stylish, strong in a finish.




  Over jumps, of course I was a huge Richard Dunwoody fan; you couldn’t have been a fan of National Hunt racing and not been a Richard Dunwoody fan. I also loved watching Conor O’Dwyer

  ride, although I never told him that. I suppose because he was riding Billy’s horses a lot, I took particular interest in him. I thought he was a brilliant rider. He always gave a horse a

  ride, but if it wasn’t the horse’s day, he didn’t subject it to a hard race. He didn’t beat a horse up to finish fifth or sixth when he could give him an easy time and

  finish seventh or eighth, just keep him for another day.




  I picked up a lot of things from watching other jockeys. For some reason, I always wanted to look good on a horse. It would be drilled into me later on when I went down to Jim Bolger’s

  (‘You might not be able to ride like a jockey, but the least you can do is try to look like one’), but even before I went to Jim’s, I was always conscious of how I looked. I would

  have just my toes in the irons, like Steve Cauthen. The bottom of my stirrup would be on my toe as opposed to the ball of my foot. It just felt more stylish. Back straight.




  I used to go around Billy’s on a horse on sunny days and look at my reflection in car windows, checking myself out, making sure I was looking good. I don’t know why, but I always

  believed, even as a child, that I could ride. Billy also thought I could ride. He used to call me the next John Francome.




  Things were good that summer of 1989. I was down at Billy’s every day, riding horses, doing what I loved doing, and getting £100 a week. It was at the start of

  that summer that Billy started talking to me about the possibility of going down to Jim Bolger’s. He knew that, if I was going to make it as a jockey, he wasn’t going to have enough

  horses for me. More than that, in order for me to have a chance of making it, he thought that I would have to leave Northern Ireland. He took me aside one day and told me as much.




  ‘If you’re really serious about being a jockey,’ he told me, ‘it’s not going to work here. For a start you’re too small to take out an amateur licence and go

  riding in point-to-points. You’re too light. You’re talented enough to go and join one of the big yards, take out an apprentice licence, ride on the flat, but obviously you would have

  to leave me here and leave your home. You need to decide what you want.’




  As far as I was concerned, there was no decision to be made.




  It must have been tough for Billy though. Here was I, this supposed talent that he had cultivated and nurtured, that he had seen progress, wholly and completely under his influence, and here he

  was telling me that I would have to leave, that he wasn’t going to be able to help me get beyond a certain point, and that this point was rapidly approaching.




  Billy knew John Oxx quite well. John Oxx is one of the top flat trainers in Ireland, and it would have been logical for Billy to ask John to take me. It would have been an easy phone call for

  Billy to have made: ‘Hi John, I have the next riding sensation here, will you take him on for a couple of weeks, see what you make of him?’ I’m sure John Oxx would have at least

  given me a trial.




  But Billy thought that The Curragh might not be the place for a young wet-behind-the-ears aspiring jockey from Northern Ireland to learn his trade. I suppose he thought that life’s

  temptations on The Curragh would be too great, too much of a distraction for a 15-year-old from deepest Antrim whose only real forays beyond the stable door were to a snooker hall or a football

  pitch.




  Even then, Jim Bolger had a reputation. He was a top-class trainer of racehorses, a reputation well earned through his achievements with his horses, mainly with fillies at that time, like Give

  Thanks, Condessa, Park Express, Flame of Tara and Polonia. As much as he was regarded as an outstanding trainer, though, it was also well known that he operated a strict regime for the lads who

  worked for him. For starters, you went to Mass every Sunday and every morning during Lent. That was the type of regime it was. And you weren’t allowed to drink or smoke. ‘You can drink

  and you can smoke, I have no issue with that,’ he used to say. ‘You just won’t be working here if you do.’




  More than the rules, though, it was the fear of God that Jim struck in you. You would know that Jim was coming down to the yard because all the lads would scarper, just like the little fish do

  when a shark is approaching. There was no upside to being seen by Jim, only a potential downside. And those unfortunates who didn’t have the wherewithal or the time to make themselves scarce

  grabbed a shovel or a fork or a yard brush and made themselves look busy. ‘There’s only one rule around here,’ the older lads used to say. ‘Always know where Jim

  is.’




  Billy arranged for me to go down to Jim’s for a two-week trial at the end of the summer. I was as excited as hell. Here I was, about to start working in a real racing yard, a top yard,

  working for Jim Bolger. Of course I knew how good a trainer Jim was, of the success that he’d had already as a trainer – and there was much more to follow in subsequent years –

  and I believed Billy when he told me that this was my stepping stone to making it as a jockey.




  Mum and Dad drove me down to Jim’s place on a Sunday evening in August. The journey from Moneyglass to Kilkenny is long enough, even with all the motorways and the bypasses and the general

  upgrading of the infrastructure in the Republic of Ireland, but back then it was a nightmare of a journey. Even so, Mum and Dad wanted to come with me to see my set-up.




  It was about five o’clock on a sunny summer’s Sunday evening when we finally found Jim Bolger’s place. We had a quick look around, immaculate yard, and then we were given

  directions to Mrs Delaney’s house, my digs. It was a far cry from home, about 14 or 15 lads staying there. Bedlam.




  Mum was sad leaving me that evening. I wasn’t too bad, I knew it was only for two weeks, so I just got on with it. I was desperately homesick during those two weeks, but I knew I was going

  home at the end of it however I got on, and I knew that I was getting great experience, so I just put my head down and kicked on.




  One of the biggest problems was getting from the digs to the yard. They were about two miles apart, and only a couple of the lads in the digs had a car. There was a pub down the road from the

  digs, The Bus, and a couple of us used to walk down to The Bus in the morning and try to get a lift from someone up to the yard. Luckily, I struck up a good friendship with one of the lads, Conor

  Everard, quite quickly. Conor was a good rider, and Jim gave him plenty of opportunities. He won the Phoenix Stakes in 1996 on Mantovanni for Jim, and he won the Golden Pages

  Handicap on Graduated. Conor and I became really good friends, and it wasn’t just because he had a car, although that was no deterrent. He had one of these old vans with no seats in the back,

  so he used to pile a load of us into the back every morning and drive all of us to the yard.




  I thought my two weeks went well. I didn’t see Jim that much; all of my dealings were with the head man in the yard, Dave Downey. Like at Billy’s, I just did whatever I was asked to

  do, groom a horse, rake or sweep a yard, muck out a box. I didn’t mind. I do remember Jim talking to me once.




  ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.




  ‘Anthony McCoy,’ I told him.




  ‘Anthony McCoy,’ he repeated slowly and thoughtfully. ‘Billy Rock tells me you’re going to be the next John Francome.’




  I wasn’t sure if it was a question or not. Even if it was, I wasn’t sure what the correct answer was, so I just said nothing.




  ‘We’ll see if you are.’




  I went home after my two weeks were up, back to working with Billy, and didn’t really think much more about Jim’s. I was with Billy for what was left of the summer until, ultimately

  and inevitably, September came around again and with it the start of the new school year, and with that the rows with my mother.




  I went back to school for the first week, then I took one day off the second week to go to Billy’s, I took two or three days off the third week, and by the fourth week, I was more or less

  gone. Mum tried really hard to get me to stay at school, but it was no use. I was 15 and I knew my own mind. I couldn’t see the point. I was going to be a jockey and I couldn’t see any

  way in which going to school was going to help me down that road.




  There was the attendance officer to contend with, and I know there was trouble there. I have no idea how my mum got around that one, but as far as I was concerned, it didn’t matter. I was

  going to be a jockey, and I had every confidence that my mum was going to be able to sort out the attendance officer.




  Mum told her that I had left home, that I was gone to the Republic, down with Jim Bolger in Kilkenny. Kilkenny was a million miles from Moneyglass in those days, different jurisdiction, so maybe

  the attendance officer figured that I wasn’t her problem any more, if I was down south. She obviously didn’t know that I was in Cullybackey, just 11 miles up the road.




  I worked with Billy all through that winter, getting put up on these mad horses, getting bucked off, but I still believed that I could ride them. April came around quite

  quickly, and with it the prospect of working for Jim Bolger on a more permanent basis. Billy had been on to Jim again, who was happy to give me an apprenticeship after my two-week trial.




  I was sad about a lot of things. I wasn’t yet 16, yet here I was heading out into the big world. Even at the time, I did appreciate the enormity of it all. I thought of all my friends at

  home, I was probably never going to spend that much time with them again. I thought about the fact that I was probably never going to live at home again with Mum and Dad, or with my sisters or my

  brother. Kelly was only six at the time, she was a child, so I was going to miss seeing her growing up.




  So all of that was going around in my head, but overriding it all was my burning ambition to make it as a jockey. Billy was right about that, as he was about a lot of things: if I was going to

  make it, I needed to leave Moneyglass. I could see that quite clearly. I hadn’t even thought about going to England at this stage, I just knew that I needed to leave home.




  Mum was sad. Even to this day, she blames Jim Bolger for stealing my childhood from her. Not from me, but from her. She says that if she had her time again, she wouldn’t have let me go.

  I’m not sure that she would have been able to stop me, nor that she would have wanted to stop me, given how strong my desire was, but she still regrets the fact that I didn’t grow into

  an adult at home under her gaze.




  I consoled myself and her with the notion that, if it didn’t work out, I would come back home. I always had the safety net of going back to work with Billy, either riding out or bulling

  cows, or maybe a combination of both. But in reality, I knew myself. There was no way I was going to return from Kilkenny a failure, no matter how badly things worked out. I would have perished on

  Jim Bolger’s gallops rather than return home with my tail between my legs. As it turned out, I nearly did.
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  Master of Cool




  These days, it takes about three and a half hours to get from Moneyglass to Jim Bolger’s yard in Coolcullen, County Kilkenny. Back then,

  though, it took about five hours, and that was if you didn’t get held up at the border. If you thought Moneyglass was remote, welcome to Coolcullen. Jim himself used to regularly get lost on

  his way home after he first moved into the place. He says that if someone arrives at the front door and tells you he was just passing, that person is apt to be a liar.




  Jim was and is one of the best racehorse trainers in the world, but he is unusual in that he is a trainer who has built up a really strong breeding operation. A lot of the horses that are owned

  by Jim’s wife Jackie – the horses that you now see racing in her familiar white and purple silks – have been bred by Jim himself.




  Jim set up his breeding operation because he figured that he was losing out by not doing so. Here he was, he thought, training these horses that he had bought, winning top races, but then, when

  he went back to the sales to try to buy brothers or sisters to these horses, he couldn’t afford them, precisely because their siblings had done so well under his care. The value of the entire

  family had gone up. So Jim thought, why not breed them himself? If he did, he would be the breeder with the mare whose offspring would be more sought-after and therefore more valuable because of

  the exploits of the foals that had gone before.




  Originally from Oylgate in County Wexford, Jim studied accountancy for a while, but didn’t complete his final exams. He started off training show jumpers, figured he wasn’t good

  enough to compete at the highest level, and switched his attention to racehorses. Actually, he used to train out of the Phoenix Park in Dublin, as did Christy Grassick and Noel Chance and a couple

  of others, before the Pope’s visit to Ireland in 1979, and in particular the Mass, preparations for which put an end to the training of racehorses there. Jim moved to Coolcullen in County

  Kilkenny, which is quite ironic, given Jim’s passion for Wexford hurling and the arch-rivalry that exists on the hurling pitch between Kilkenny and Wexford.




  In the early days, Jim majored on fillies, simply because, he says, he couldn’t afford to buy colts. But he won most of the top racing prizes in Ireland with those fillies, as well as

  races in the UK, France, Italy, and later on, Hong Kong. Later, in 1992, he proved that he could train colts as well when he won the Irish Derby and the King George with St Jovite, and he trained

  two of the best colts of the last decade in champion two-year-old Teofilo and Derby winner New Approach.




  At the time Jim didn’t really have the reputation for producing talented young riders or horsemen or women that he has now, so it was a fair call from Billy to try to get me an

  apprenticeship with him. There was also the reputation that Jim was developing for valuing discipline. There were two ways to do things at Jim’s, Jim’s way and the wrong way, and if you

  chose the latter, you didn’t generally last very long there.




  Robbie Supple and Dean Gallagher were away riding in the UK, and they had spent time in Jim’s, but a star-studded list of horse people was to follow. Aidan O’Brien was there when I

  was there. Aidan later took over the reins at the world-renowned Ballydoyle stables shortly after Vincent O’Brien retired, and he is widely recognised as one of the best racehorse trainers in

  the world. Aidan was great with horses, and Jim loved him. Aidan used to ride all the difficult ones, and if there was a problem with something, Jim would get Aidan to sort it out. They say that

  Aidan is the only person who ever left Jim’s who Jim was sorry to see leave.




  Christy Roche was there, the stable jockey. Also there were Seamie Heffernan Kevin Manning, David Wachman, Willie Supple and Ted Durkan. Paul Carberry was there as well, although, unlike the

  rest of us, Paul probably succeeded in racing in spite of the time he spent at Jim’s, not because of it. Paul Nolan arrived at Jim’s the day Aidan O’Brien left, Paddy Brennan

  would arrive later. The Jim Bolger Alumni reads like a Who’s Who of horse racing.




  It was tough arriving at Jim’s that day in April. This was different to the two-week spell that I had spent there the previous August. That was a temporary thing, I knew it was ending and

  I knew that I was going home; it was almost like a holiday. I had thrown a couple of things into a bag and headed off. This time, I was leaving home. I took most of my possessions with me. My room

  at home was no longer my room. This was for real, this was life, this was make or break, sink or swim.




  It was very difficult in the beginning. I was dreadfully homesick. For the first couple of nights, I cried myself to sleep. I missed home desperately, I missed Mum and Dad, I

  missed going up to Billy’s, I missed the familiarity, I even missed my sisters. I was in a man’s world, a 15-year-old, left to fend for himself, fight for himself, make his own way, get

  himself noticed.




  Mrs Delaney’s place hadn’t improved any in the eight months since I had last been there. It was still a free-for-all in the kitchen in the morning. You’d try to grab a cup of

  tea and a piece of toast. A cup of tea was usually okay, but it was always touch and go if you did or didn’t get a piece of toast. The slow movers didn’t eat and the slow eaters got

  even thinner.




  Conor Everard was still there, so I used to get a lift with him most mornings. Conor was one of my good mates there, as were Calvin McCormack and TJ Comerford. TJ was a local lad, he lived just

  up the road from Jim’s. He went looking for a summer job at Jim’s when he was 12, but didn’t get it. He went back again the following year, intent on asking Jim himself. He cycled

  up to Coolcullen one Friday evening at the end of the summer of 1987, jumped over the gate, ignored the sign that said beware of the dog, and knocked on the big red door. Fortunately, Jim himself

  answered.




  ‘And who are you?’ he enquired.




  ‘TJ Comerford. My family has a farm up the road.’




  ‘And what do you want?’ asked Jim.




  ‘I was wondering if you would have any jobs going,’ said TJ hesitantly.




  ‘When could you start?’




  ‘I suppose I could start on Monday.’




  Jim looked at TJ disapprovingly.




  ‘And what’s wrong with now?’




  TJ stared back blankly. Nothing, he supposed. Five years later, he was still there.




  TJ spent a couple of years with the trainer Mary Reveley in the north of England after he left Jim’s, he rode for her when she had all those good horses, Cab On Target and Morgans Harbour

  and Seven Towers, before going home and working for Aidan O’Brien down in Ballydoyle, which is where he is now. He was and is a very good friend. He was groomsman at my wedding and he comes

  over to stay with me for about a month every year.




  Conor wasn’t a great fellow for getting up in the mornings, and I was desperate that I wouldn’t be late, so I’d be trying to get a lift off one of the other lads, or walking

  down to The Bus and trying my luck. It was all a bit stressful every morning, wondering how I was going to get to Jim’s.




  You couldn’t be late, that was for sure. And you had to look good. Boots cleaned, real riding boots, not Wellington boots or anything, and you had to wear jodhpurs, none of your jeans

  here. As I said, Jim was anxious that you looked good even if you couldn’t ride to save your life.




  You’d have your four or five horses to muck out in the morning before work, then you’d tack up first lot and get ready to ride out, then the yard had to be swept and raked before

  breakfast. Then you rode out another two or three lots, then you swept and raked the yard before lunch. Then you came back after lunch and did your horses, and the yard had to be swept and raked

  again. So basically before you scratched yourself, the yard had to be swept and raked. Everything had to be spotless. There was no such thing as, ah it’ll wait, or I’ll do it after

  lunch. That just didn’t work.




  There would be plenty of craic in the mornings, plenty of banter, lads slagging each other, but that would all stop as soon as Jim showed up. It was remarkable; lads who were full of chat when

  Jim wasn’t there would go as quiet as church mice. It was like the headmaster had just walked into the room.




  So we’d be circling there, just walking around the yard before going out, and there wouldn’t be a peep. Twenty-five or 30 horses, 25 or 30 lads, young fellows who should be full of

  the joys of life, and not a word. You could hear the birds singing. Every morning you could hear the birds singing.




  All the horses’ tack had to look good as well. Shiny bridles, clean saddles, bridles fitted properly. I’ve been to other yards where lads would be riding out with bridles hanging off

  horses, but not at Jim’s. And every horse had to be ridden. Even walking around before going onto the gallop, he wanted every horse ridden, no big loop in the reins, no laid-back sauntering

  around, you had to ride even when you were walking, horses’ heads down. Jim wanted horses to use their muscles even when they were walking around before going out to exercise. There

  wasn’t much you could do if the horse wanted to put his head in the air, but Jim wanted every horse’s head down so, as far as he was concerned, if your horse’s head wasn’t

  down, it was your fault.




  Jim would know all the horses. I suppose you should know all the horses individually if you are training them, but I was impressed that he did. And if he saw a new lad on one of the horses, as

  happened frequently, he would stop them and take them out the back of the canteen to have a chat with them, to welcome them.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Anthony McCoy.’ We had been here before.




  ‘How are you? How are your parents?’




  ‘All fine, thanks.’




  ‘You’re back now for good, are you?’ he said. ‘Well, this is where the real work starts.’ The Gospel according to Jim.




  He was very nice in the beginning, that’s for sure. Very pleasant, he’d talk to you about being a jockey, about being an apprentice, about what you could expect working for him, the

  rides you would get. Then you signed up to be his apprentice, and he had you.




  He didn’t get everybody though. I saw lads coming in for the first time at seven o’clock on a Monday morning and leaving at breakfast time.




  I learned so much there. Things that I learned at Jim’s are still with me today. Simple things, like having your boots clean. I don’t ride out that much these days, but when I do, I

  make sure my riding boots are clean. I would hate to be looking down at dirty boots. And you see lads riding out in mucky filthy boots, and you’re thinking, would you not just clean your

  boots? Why wouldn’t you just give them a wipe before coming to ride out?




  Or fitting a bridle properly. Sometimes I’d be riding a horse in a race, not just in work, and the bridle would be hanging off him. I have to ask the starter to come over and fix the

  bridle and I’m thinking, Jim would be going ballistic. If you hadn’t the bridle fitted properly just for riding out at home, he’d go ballistic. If it happened at the races –

  well, it just wouldn’t happen with one of his horses.




  Or making ground up a hill. I remember making ground up the hill at Clonmel one day. It was only my third or fourth ride. I made ground going up the hill on the far side, I thought it was the

  right thing to do, and I got a bollocking from Jim when I came back in. It’s something I’ll always remember. I don’t make ground going up a hill if I can avoid it.




  ‘Is it harder to run up a hill or down a hill?’




  ‘Up a hill, boss.’




  ‘Well why would you try to make ground going up the hill then? Do you think that’s harder for a horse or easier?’




  I was mad keen to learn everything when I first got to Jim’s, I lapped everything up, I was a hoover for knowledge. However, as time went on and I got a bit older and thought I was getting

  a bit wiser, there were times when I hated it. Jim had a reason for everything that he did or he had you do. Like after my first ride on the racecourse, I thought great, here we

  go, I’ve had my first ride, now my next one will be soon, and then another and then another and I’ll be on my way. But no. That wasn’t Jim’s way. You’d have one ride,

  that would keep you sweet, whet your appetite, but then you’d wait another three or four months before you had your next ride. You’d have to work hard to earn your next ride.

  You’d be champing at the bit, dying to know when your next ride would be, but you had to be patient, that was Jim’s way. There was a television documentary made about Jim in 2010 and

  they called it Jim Bolger, Master of Cool. It was well-named.




  You’d get a bollocking for the slightest thing. Jim loved giving people a bollocking, and he had a way of doing it that would really annoy you. I was only a kid at the time, but I saw him

  make grown men cry. He’d pick you out after you did the slightest thing wrong, and he’d get you to take your horse out the back.




  ‘Why did you do that?’ he’d go.




  ‘Dunno, boss.’




  ‘You’re a gobshite. What are you?’




  He would get us to repeat it.




  ‘I’m a gobshite, boss.’




  I’m not joking. It seems incredible thinking back on it now. Grown men standing there like school children.




  ‘You’re a fool. What are you?’




  ‘I’m a fool, boss.’




  One of his favourite punishments was getting you to work on Sunday. You’d get the slightest thing wrong, that’s it, you’re working this Sunday. And if you protested at all, if

  you started claiming that you had been unjustly treated, you’d get the next Sunday as well. And the next and the next if you kept protesting. You could end up working for three months in a

  row without a day off just for one misdemeanour.




  Some lads suffered more than others. Seamie Heffernan was a desperate man for getting into trouble, and he was even worse at answering back. I saw Seamie line up about six Sundays’ work in

  a row in just one disagreement with Jim. Actually I don’t think Seamie had a Sunday off that year.




  Of course, you wouldn’t get paid for working those Sundays. Not that we got paid much as it was: £90 a week, less £35 to Mrs Delaney for your digs. It was a different life

  then, £55 for the week. We were broke all the time. And you were apprenticed to Jim for three years, so you had no prospect of moving on or progressing somewhere else. Once you had signed on

  the dotted line, you had to wait at least three years before you could move on. You had signed up to the whole lot, £90 a week and all, although I don’t think the

  bollockings were in the contract.




  And yet, if someone was to ask me now, if they had a young fellow or girl who was trying to get into racing, where they should send their kid, I would say Jim Bolger’s. No question. The

  grounding that I got there was invaluable, a solid foundation for a career in racing. He probably wouldn’t admit it, but I think Jim has mellowed. He said to me recently that he

  wouldn’t get away now with the way he treated his staff then. That said, in all my years with Jim, I never saw anybody telling him where to get off.




  Gordon Strachan has spoken about the time that he played for Aberdeen when Alex Ferguson was manager. He talked about the mixture of fear and respect that Ferguson used to engender in his

  players. In one sense, you were afraid of your life to make a mistake, but in another, you wanted to play well for him. If you made a mistake in the first half, you knew you were in for a

  bollocking at half-time.




  He said that you’d come into the dressing room at half-time and sit on the bench, looking down at the ground. You’d fix your gaze on a spot on the ground, and you wouldn’t move

  your head in case you attracted the manager’s attention unnecessarily. You’d hear his footsteps, then you’d see his shiny black polished shoes as he came into the dressing room.

  Everybody would freeze and go silent... He’d pace up and down in front of you, go past you, come back, stop at you, then the shoes turned in so that they were pointing right at you. You knew

  you were in for it.




  I can imagine that playing for Sir Alex was similar to riding for Jim. You were afraid of your life to do something wrong, but rather than halting your progress or paralysing you, it was that

  mix of fear and respect that spurred you on to perform. Interestingly, that Aberdeen team of the 1980s broke the dominance in Scotland of Celtic and Rangers that went before and that continues

  today, winning three Scottish League titles, two Scottish Cups and a European Cup Winners’ Cup.




  Jim had some great lads working for him as well. As well as the riders, Aidan O’Brien, Christy Roche and their like, Dave Downey and Pat O’Donovan were there as well, and they were

  brilliant. If someone were to ask me to train horses for them in the morning, if Sheikh Mohammed or John Magnier were to ring me (highly likely, I know) and ask me to train their horses for them,

  I’d say get me Dave Downey and Pat O’Donovan. I don’t care what it costs, I want those two lads. Either of them could run any yard in the country.




  After a while I moved digs, from Mrs Delaney’s to Mrs Murphy’s. It was a better set-up at Mrs Murphy’s. There weren’t 14 lads scrapping over a piece of toast in the

  morning for starters. There were only seven of us there at one time: Pat O’Donovan was there when I moved in, Willie Supple was there, also Adrian Regan, Ted Durcan, Paul Carberry and Calvin

  McCormack.




  The craic was good. Our social scene, such as it was, centred mainly around The Bus as it was close. We used to walk down in the evenings and just hang out, play pool. I didn’t drink or

  smoke. I never really wanted to smoke, it never appealed to me and, for better or for worse, I never really liked the taste of alcohol. Even now, I don’t drink. Of course, despite Jim’s

  rules, there were lots of lads who drank and smoked off campus, so to speak, but I didn’t.




  I remember being in The Bus a couple of nights, with the lads trying to get me to try different drinks and to keep drinking them, but I never really liked the taste of any of them, so I

  didn’t bother. I just thought, not for me, and then I thought I would probably be better off without it anyway. And I think I was probably right. I’m quite glad now that I didn’t

  like the taste of alcohol and that I decided not to drink. I don’t think it’s good for your body, it can’t be, and I think that my body is in better condition now than it would

  have been if I’d been drinking and smoking.




  There was a nightclub in Kilkenny, Itchycoo Park, or just ‘The Coo’ to the locals, to which we used to go regularly. There were enough lads with cars to take us all, so we’d

  all pile in, all the lads off to Kilkenny for the night. Usually we’d drop into the local chipper in Kilkenny, Supermacs, afterwards for a burger and chips, and then it was back into the car

  and home. That was if you didn’t get lucky, which was pretty much every night.




  The lads were great, but the competition for rides was intense. Christy Roche was a stable jockey, so he rode everything he could ride. Willie Supple was champion apprentice, and he was kind of

  second jockey after Christy, so he rode everything else. After that, there was a host of hungry wannabe jockeys scrambling around for the scraps. Seamie Heffernan was well enough established, so he

  was probably ahead of the rest of us, then there was Paul, who was Tommy Carberry’s son and had been riding as an amateur, so you probably felt that he was ahead of you as well. There was a

  guy called Mick Martin who used to come in every summer whom Jim used to love, he was going to be an apprentice as well, and I always felt that he got more of a chance than I

  did. Then there was the rest of us. There were about 10 apprentices, including Tommy O’Leary, Stephen Kelly, Declan Quirke, Conor Everard, Ted Durkan and Calvin McCormack. How the hell was I

  ever going to get a ride?




  I never thought of giving up, despite how bleak my prospects looked sometimes. There were plenty of times I thought that I should be leaving, that I wasn’t going to get the opportunities

  at Jim’s, but for one thing, I was apprenticed to him for three years, so I couldn’t go anywhere else and get rides. For another, Billy Rock had sent me there; he had said that this was

  the right place for me, so it must have been. On top of that, I always believed that I was as good as the other lads who were getting rides. In my own head, I just had this idea that I was as good

  as anybody and that eventually the opportunities would come. I was right.
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  Getting Going




  Here’s how it worked: if you were riding the following day, a message came down to the yard for you to call the office. Every morning, when

  you knew that we had runners the following day, you held your breath. Maybe today. But every morning was a disappointment. It was like standing in a line in the schoolyard, seeing other lads

  getting picked for the football team, and desperately hoping you’d be next. Then one Friday morning, on the last day of August 1990, I was next.




  Nordic Touch was an easy horse to ride, but he wasn’t very good. He had run 10 times already that season, his first season racing, and he hadn’t won. He had finished second on his

  previous run though, for Willie Supple at Tralee just three days before I was to ride him at the Phoenix Park, and he was well enough fancied. It didn’t really matter; I was just delighted to

  have got the call, thrilled to have a ride.




  I went to the races in the lorry with the horses; I was leading up other runners as well on the day. Nordic Touch was due to carry 7 st 2 lb but, because I hadn’t ridden a winner (or a

  runner) before, I was allowed to claim 10 lb off him, so he would only have 6 st 6 lb on his back. I wasn’t sure what weight I would have been, I knew I was close to that, so I didn’t

  have any breakfast that morning, and I remember weighing out, 6 st 4 lb, perfect, a 2 lb saddle and I was right.
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