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Foreword


Reading Alan Conway’s book is a reminder of how so many of us not reared around horses have grown to love them. Or to be more specific, have grown to love racing. Certainly, the story related here is close to a carbon copy of my own experience, with only the generation changing.


I had a father with a passion for racing that ramped up another few levels when Vincent O’Brien was involved. Ballydoyle, and all who sailed in her, held absolute primacy when it came to the flat. Lester Piggott. Pat Eddery. Robert Sangster. And so on.


At that time, Sangster was the colourful public face of ‘The Syndicate’, whose number included O’Brien – much more than a trainer – and a little-known figure named John Magnier. I say little-known, but that was to me. He didn’t ride, he didn’t train and he didn’t do interviews. I wasn’t aware of the former stud manager at that time and that is just how he would have liked it. But I knew all about the horses. Golden Fleece. El Gran Senor. Assert. Alleged and The Minstrel, who had come before. Sadler’s Wells.


Coolmore Stud initially operated like all other bloodstock entities, within narrow, domestic confines. In fact, it started life as a farm in the truest sense of the word. But when this trio of visionaries-cum-gamblers came together, beauty was born. They were ambitious and yearned for something bigger, something global, something innovative. And most of all, they yearned for dominance.


The result was an enterprise that has been described as one of Ireland’s best business ideas ever, along with Guinness and Ryanair. The concept was so simple but the implementation required military precision, huge financial input and, initially at least, massive risk.


Prospective stallions had to have value, so they had to perform on the track in the races that counted. But the process began at the sales, sourcing the best-bred animals that might – might – do the business on the track and then might produce similarly successful progeny. They took the view that they would be best served delving into the Northern Dancer bloodline, a process O’Brien began early in the 1970s, to considerable effect. It was a decision that paid huge dividends, though, ironically, probably not from the expected source.


Sure, the Classic winners came, but that was only a thread of the business model. At its core was the creation of world-renowned stallions, whose services would be in demand among prime-time players who would cough up eye-watering amounts for a premium service. A racing record only got you on the map. Producing racing champions and then breeding champions ensured longevity. That was where the real money lay.


Sadler’s Wells was a brilliant racehorse, winning the Irish 2000 Guineas, the Eclipse Stakes and the Irish Champion Stakes in 1984. But even that year he was by no means the stable star at Ballydoyle. Pride of place went to El Gran Senor, the brilliant dual Classic victor and, like Sadler’s Wells, a Northern Dancer colt.


Once the racing career is over, though, for this business entity it is what you do in the barn that counts when you’re a stallion, more than anything. Or, being specific, it is what results from those activities in the shed.


El Gran Senor had low fertility and sired less than 400 foals throughout his career. He produced fifty-five stakes winners and twelve horses that won at Group or Grade 1 level, which is by no means poor, given the relatively few sons and daughters he produced. But his offspring did not go on to be successful stallions.


Compare that to Sadler’s Wells, who changed the face of the thoroughbred breeding industry and shot Coolmore to the top of the tree, putting it in the type of position where it could purchase the breeding rights to Triple Crown champion American Pharoah for its Ashford Stud operation in Kentucky in 2015. Sadler’s Wells was champion sire fourteen times in Britain and Ireland, and sired eighty horses that were successful in at least one Group or Grade 1 contest. Crucially, he is a sire of sires. Montjeu remains an influential stallion, but it is Galileo who now stands astride the entire industry, the keystone to a colossus.


After an inauspicious start, Galileo was ‘discovered’ as a stallion by Jim Bolger, who, ironically, would have closer links with Coolmore competitors, Godolphin. It was Bolger who advertised Galileo’s talents and the Derby double hero of 2001 has become the new king.


Indeed it was an emphatic nod to Coolmore’s position when Godolphin bought into Teofilo, the Bolger-bred and trained champion two-year-old. Ignoring the bloodline had become a self-defeating exercise that Sheikh Mohammed could no longer sustain.


At present, Galileo is halfway towards the number of champion-sire crowns garnered by his own sire, but at six-in-a-row, has some distance to travel to match the thirteen-in-a-row achieved by Sadler’s Wells. Yet, the pace with which he is ratcheting up top-level winners is greater than the old horse managed. Sadler’s Wells needed sixteen crops to reach the century. Galileo managed it in eleven. It is fitting, and the complete authentication of the original plan, that the son succeeded the father as world leader.


John Magnier is now ‘The Boss’ at Coolmore and it is a massively profitable business enterprise, maintained by its own profits rather than being propped up by wealthy benefactors. Ballydoyle is still a vital cog, albeit now under the stewardship of another O’Brien. Aidan may be unrelated to his Cork-born predecessor but in shrewdness, eye, remarkable ability and national hunt roots, he could be a clone of the late, great Vincent.


There is no end in sight and Coolmore is at the forefront of placing little Ireland in the vanguard of a multi-billion euro/pound/dollar/guinea industry. The dream has come true and now the story will be told.


It is a corker.


Daragh Ó Conchúir


Editor of the Irish Racing Yearbook

















Introduction


Royal Ascot 2015: the Group 1 St James’s Palace Stakes has just taken place. The race is the day one centrepiece of a five-day extravaganza and traditionally crowns the winner as the leading three-year-old mile racehorse in the world. The winner this year is Gleneagles, trained in Ballydoyle, County Tipperary, by Aidan O’Brien, and owned by the Coolmore triumvirate of John Magnier, Derrick Smith and Michael Tabor. The three men gather around their latest champion and exude a sense of quiet satisfaction. Unlike many owners who pose and preen for the cameras after a big race win, the Coolmore operation keeps its celebrations muted because, in a sense, this is just another day at the office.


Gleneagles is the latest champion who will take up residence at his owners’ base at the end of his racing career, where he will, it is hoped, breed a horse of similar ability. For horse-racing fans, the sight of a Coolmore-owned Group 1 winner is something very familiar, and for the Coolmore operation, Gleneagles will be another tantalising stallion prospect when he retires to its headquarters.


Gleneagles’ father is the world’s leading sire, Galileo, who also raced for the Coolmore operation, winning the 2001 Epsom and Irish Derbies as well as the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes, before retiring to stud, where he has become the breed-shaping stallion of his generation. His dam, You’resothrilling, was also raced by Coolmore, as was her brother the ‘Iron Horse’ Giant’s Causeway, himself a hugely successful stallion in North America. So it could be said that when Gleneagles was born, he was stamped with the mark ‘Made in Coolmore’.


One could wait for decades and not find a horse as blue-blooded as Gleneagles, yet for the last five decades Coolmore Stud has produced a steady stream of similarly well-bred horses, as it has become not just a hugely successful stud farm, but also the supreme leader in its field and a name that commands instant respect wherever it is spoken. Nestled in a secluded part of County Tipperary, Ireland, the stud has, over the last fifty years, grown to become the world leader in production of top-class racehorses. When Coolmore Stud is mentioned, the mind opens up and memories of all the top-class horses that have come from the farm come flooding back. The likes of Sadler’s Wells, his sons Galileo, High Chaparral and Montjeu, the incredible Danehill and his offspring, including Rock Of Gibraltar, who won seven consecutive Group 1 races, all stood at Coolmore Stud when their racing careers came to an end.


Originally founded by Tim Vigors, Coolmore began life as a farm dedicated to general agriculture. It wasn’t until the group of men who became known as ‘The Syndicate’ purchased the land on which Coolmore is situated that the stud blossomed and began to stand stallions who would shape the breeding of thoroughbred horses for generations to come.


In 1975 John Magnier, a successful stud manager from County Cork, joined forces with the leading racehorse owner at the time, Robert Sangster, and approached the world’s leading trainer of thoroughbred horses, Dr Vincent O’Brien, with a plan. The three gentlemen would source the world’s best potential racehorses from sales around the globe, train them to win the most prestigious races throughout their careers, retire them to stud and breed the next generation of champions. Sounds easy, right?


The Syndicate struck gold almost immediately. In their first foray to the world’s leading yearling sale in Kentucky, America, the group purchased the winner of the 1977 Epsom Derby, The Minstrel. They then sold a half share of the horse back to his breeder, the famous E. P. Taylor, who would oversee the horse’s stallion career. The Minstrel was valued at an eye-watering $9 million.


Around that time, The Syndicate also purchased a yearling colt by the world’s leading sire, Northern Dancer, for a European record (at the time) of 127,000 guineas (gns). The colt, which went into training at O’Brien’s base at Ballydoyle, was named Be My Guest and became Coolmore’s first champion sire of Great Britain and Ireland when he took the sires’ championship in 1982. The first acorn had been planted.


Coolmore’s business plan of purchasing potential winners and turning them into champions was beginning to take shape, but it wasn’t until a triple Group 1 winner retired to stud that Coolmore took off into the stratosphere. Sadler’s Wells may not have been the horse with the best racing record to have passed through the hallowed gates of Ballydoyle, but at Coolmore there has never been a horse that has had such an influence on the breed. During his phenomenal stud career, Sadler’s Wells won a record fourteen sires’ championships in Great Britain and Ireland, surpassing a record that had stood since 1798. He sired Galileo, High Chaparral and Montjeu, all top-class sires in their own right, and provided the foundations for Coolmore to develop into the global entity it has become today.


Under the watchful eye of John Magnier and the Coolmore team, Sadler’s Wells sired the likes of In The Wings (Breeders’ Cup Turf), Salsabil (1000 Guineas, Oaks, Irish Derby), Barathea (Breeders’ Cup Mile), Entrepreneur (2000 Guineas), Kayf Tara (Gold Cup twice), Dream Well (Prix du Jockey Club, Irish Derby), Imagine (Irish 1000 Guineas, Oaks), Islington (Breeders’ Cup Filly and Mare Turf) and Yeats (Gold Cup four times). He also sired Istabraq, who became a national hero in Ireland by landing three consecutive Champion Hurdles at the Cheltenham Festival at the start of this millennium. At the time of his retirement in 2007, Sadler’s Wells had sired the winners of 106 Group 1 races, along with every one of the Classic races in both Ireland and England. His legacy will endure for generations to come.


When Vincent O’Brien retired in 1994, John Magnier quickly set about finding a replacement to fill the sizeable void in Ballydoyle, Coolmore’s private training establishment (owned by Magnier), and to continue the production line of potential champion sires in Coolmore. Magnier found his man in Aidan O’Brien (no relation to Vincent, but blessed with similar genius). Magnier and O’Brien gelled instantly and Coolmore began to reach new heights. With Magnier supplying the raw material, O’Brien turned potential into excellence. Under his watch the likes of Galileo, his Derby-winning son Australia, High Chaparral and his son So You Think, as well as the likes of Giant’s Causeway, Holy Roman Emperor, Duke Of Marmalade, Dylan Thomas, George Washington and Mastercraftsman have flourished and then retired to Coolmore, where the next generation of champions will be conceived and raised.


It seemed only fitting to tell the story of Coolmore through the lives of its personalities, both human and equine, and the great successes that they have achieved. Thus, in the pages following you will read about the men who have made it what it is and some of the brightest lights of the horse-racing and breeding world, including Northern Dancer, Sadler’s Wells and Montjeu.


Back in the winner’s enclosure at Royal Ascot, Gleneagles is led away by his handler, and his owners move forward to collect their prize. It will sit proudly in the Coolmore office, a place that expects and demands only one thing – perfection. Something that Coolmore Stud has become over the last fifty years.

















Coolmore’s Place in World Sport


As Galileo is brushed by his devoted groom, a small but select group of people is waiting. Waiting is not something the head of this particular party is used to, but sometimes even royalty must do it. It’s 2011 and HRH Queen Elizabeth II is at the ‘Home of Champions’ waiting for the king of the stallion world, Galileo. Here, it is Galileo who is treated like royalty. It is a measure of the esteem in which Coolmore Stud is held that when Queen Elizabeth arrived in Ireland for her historic visit in 2011, one of the places on her wish list was the stud farm owned by John Magnier, which has been developed into the finest example of equine entrepreneurship and excellence Ireland has ever seen.


The queen’s trip healed many wounds from the past, both from an Irish and English perspective, but it was her trip to County Tipperary to see the likes of Galileo at stud that showed the standing of Coolmore outside the sporting world. The fact that the queen wanted her trip to be a private affair emphasises the point further.


Throughout the world, the name Coolmore is synonymous with excellence. It is an Irish success story, one of the greatest to come out of Ireland since the foundation of the State. Its impact has been immense. From the farm to the winner’s enclosure, excellence is not just a word but a lifestyle that runs through Coolmore, from the people mucking out the stalls to the men and women purchasing multi-million-euro foals and yearlings with the dream that they will retire to Coolmore and become the next generation of super stallions or blue-hen broodmares.1


Excellence is evident from the moment you pass the statue of Be My Guest at Coolmore’s head office in County Tipperary. When you walk past the bridles of champion sires such as Danehill, Sadler’s Wells and Galileo, and step into the reception area, where you are greeted by a friendly face behind the horseshoe desk, you immediately feel surrounded by greatness. The old cliché that it’s something that money cannot buy certainly rings true here.


Before 1975, in the period of Irish horse racing known as bc (before Coolmore), Irish racing and Ireland as a nation were searching for an identity, searching for who we were both as a people and as a country. The fuel crisis of 1973, along with conflict in Northern Ireland, left Ireland wandering around in the dark looking for a door that would let in some light and allow us to believe that there could be a brighter future.


In horse racing, people were also looking for that ray of light. As Ireland stumbled from one crisis to the next, the best horses of the 1950s and 1960s were all exported to England and further afield, so the chances of finding another Arkle, widely considered the greatest National Hunt horse in racing history, were slim.


Irish racing itself had been plodding along for many years at the same pace until 1962, when the Irish Derby was turned into a sweepstake by Joe McGrath. A stroke of a pen turned the 1 mile 4 furlong Group 1 into the richest race in Europe. It was a masterstroke and led to the Irish Derby becoming one of the most hotly contested races anywhere in the world, with a prize fund of £60,000. In the 1962 race, twenty-four horses and riders went to post, led by Epsom hero Larkspur, who was looking to become the first horse since 1907 to complete the English/Irish Derby double. The crowd, which some say was between 40,000 and 70,000 strong, witnessed a thrilling race that was won by Tambourine and Etienne Pollet, trainer of the immortal Sea-Bird.


This new-look Irish Derby was a big step in the right direction for Irish racing, but it wasn’t until Vincent O’Brien began to source Northern Dancer-bred horses from the big sales in America that the tide really began to turn. Not only did Vincent and his partners bring back to Ireland some world-class talent, including the great Nijinsky, they also brought their wealthy owners and encouraged them to spend time and money in Ireland while their horses were winning on the racetrack.


After the success of Nijinsky, who in 1970 won the Epsom and Irish Derbies, the 2000 Guineas at Newmarket and the St Leger, the trickle soon turned into a flood, and suddenly the best horses in the world and some of the most powerful owners in the world were setting up operations in Ireland. The Syndicate of Vincent O’Brien, John Magnier and Robert Sangster turned Irish racing from a cottage industry into the number-one source of equine and human talent in the racing world.


With the likes of The Minstrel winning the Epsom and Irish Derbies, along with the King George at Ascot, Irish racing’s reputation began to grow, and suddenly people were looking to Ireland, rather than America or England, as a place where they could develop their racing interests. Although The Minstrel was sold to America as a stallion, every champion that Coolmore subsequently had was retired to stud at its base in Tipperary, and soon the farm grew into the powerhouse it is today.


The decisions made by a small group of people had a profound and lasting effect on Irish racing and on Ireland as a country. The success that Coolmore enjoyed not only brought financial rewards but also boosted Ireland’s confidence that it could not only compete on the world stage but also win. The names Vincent O’Brien and Coolmore were suddenly in bright lights. The sight of the Irish flag being hoisted high at Epsom, Longchamp, Washington or Melbourne became familiar, as Irish horses and trainers targeted foreign prizes that were previously a distant dream.


As Coolmore grew and developed, so too did the class of horse bred there. Thanks to leading sires Sadler’s Wells and Danehill, some of the most renowned horses in racing were gifted to the world. Think In The Wings, High Chaparral, Montjeu and Galileo, who were all sired by Sadler’s Wells, and Rock Of Gibraltar, Danehill Dancer, Duke Of Marmalade and Dylan Thomas, who all had Danehill as their sire. All these horses touched the lives not just of the people at Coolmore, but also of the wider racing public, many of whom developed a love of horses thanks to the stud.


Many people would argue with the assertion that Coolmore is the dominant force in the bloodstock industry when it is compared it to the juggernaut that is the Godolphin/Darley operation, spearheaded by Sheikh Mohammed, the ruler of Dubai. Since the 1980s the distinctive red and white colours of Sheikh Mohammed and, in more recent times, the royal-blue silks of his Godolphin operation have been immensely successful, winning many Group/Grade 1s throughout the world. It raised the standard of horses in Europe to such an extent that there was a time when people worried what the horse-racing industry would do if the Arab money dried up, such was the impact it had on British racing.


However, while Godolphin/Darley has enjoyed tremendous success and is, quite rightly, lauded as a wonderful ambassador for its region, Coolmore has built its success over the last fifty years without the enormous financial muscle that Sheikh Mohammed and his associates have had at their disposal. If the Dubai operation wanted a particular horse, it could simply wave its chequebook and that horse would soon be running in its livery. While there is nothing wrong with that, Coolmore simply didn’t have the financial clout to operate that way in the 1980s. Instead it had to develop its own stars through the likes of Sadler’s Wells and Danehill. An indication of Coolmore’s success in its approach is that in the last few years Godolphin/Darley has changed its modus operandi to echo that of Coolmore and has started to successfully develop its own stallions, headed by the hugely successful Dubawi. He finished runner-up to Galileo in the 2015 sires’ championship.


An example of the stranglehold that Coolmore has enjoyed over the breeding industry came in 2005, when Darley Stud boycotted the purchase of any Coolmore-sired stock auctioned at public sales. It was an extraordinary move and one that many racing insiders couldn’t fathom. With Sadler’s Wells still siring Group 1 horses, and with his three sons Galileo, High Chaparral and Montjeu in the early stages of their stallion careers, it appeared to make little sense for Sheikh Mohammed and his team to pass up the opportunity to own the next great potential champion racehorse. One could almost understand where the Dubai operation was coming from, as Coolmore tended to purchase stock sired by their own stallions and, in the main, didn’t purchase non-Coolmore-sired stock. However, when the best young stock is sired by Coolmore stallions, could anyone really blame John Magnier and his associates for continuing to purchase stock by Sadler’s Wells, Galileo and others at the bloodstock sales?


Coolmore also played its part in the fall-out with Darley, as for six years it didn’t send any Ballydoyle horses to Dubai’s signature event, the Dubai World Cup, now held in March at the futuristic Meydan Racecourse. This was a big blow, because without any Coolmore horses there was a certain lustre missing from a meeting that prides itself on its international flavour, as was witnessed when the Irish-trained Sole Power landed the Group 1 Dubai Golden Shaheen at the 2015 meeting.


Whatever the reasons, the boycott was damaging for the entire bloodstock industry. Sheikh Mohammed’s Godolphin suffered two years of poor racetrack performances, as its crop of horses at the time was simply not up to standard, while breeders who were taking a Coolmore-sired yearling to the sales knew that their customer base would be cut dramatically while the Sheikh and his supporters boycotted Coolmore progeny.


Eventually, in a nod to the influence Coolmore has in the industry, Sheikh Mohammed bought into the Coolmore bloodlines by purchasing a controlling stake in the 2006 European champion two-year-old colt Teofilo, who was trained by Jim Bolger. This son of Galileo enjoyed an undefeated five-race juvenile campaign before an injury brought an end to his racing career. Teofilo was subsequently retired to Sheikh Mohammed’s Kildangan Stud in County Kildare, where he became a noted stallion, siring the likes of Pleascach, who won the Irish 1000 Guineas and the Yorkshire Oaks for Godolphin and Jim Bolger in 2015.


While nobody would admit it, having access to Coolmore’s bloodlines was just the kick that Godolphin/Darley needed as it looked to re-establish itself among the elite players in flat racing. It is also fair to say that Godolphin came off worse in its ‘feud’ with Coolmore. Because it chose not to purchase young stock sired by Coolmore stallions, it deprived itself of horses able to compete at the highest levels of flat racing for a number of years. It wasn’t the wisest decision the Godolphin/Darley operation ever made.


Coolmore also signalled its intention to develop a more harmonious working relationship with Sheikh Mohammed when in 2011 it sent its Irish Derby and Irish Champion Stakes winner Cape Blanco to contest the $10 million Dubai World Cup, a Grade 1 race run on Meydan’s track. It was a move initiated by Dr Jim Hay, who bought a stake in Cape Blanco along with fellow Irish Derby winner and future Ascot Gold Cup winner Fame And Glory, becoming one of the few people to own a horse in Ballydoyle aside from the Magnier, Tabor and Smith axis.


Speaking at the time to The Guardian, Hay said of the decision to bring Cape Blanco to Dubai:


You could maybe see this as a move that could bring the two sides together. These squabbles are just part of life, they come, they go. I think, hopefully in the years to come, we’ll see a lot more of the [Irish] folks with top-class horses here, which must be good for Dubai. It should be win, win, win.


Since 2011 both Coolmore and Godolphin have enjoyed many battles on the racetrack, most memorably when the Godolphin-owned Encke denied the Coolmore-owned Camelot the English Triple Crown when running out a narrow winner of the 2012 St Leger at Doncaster.2 The following year, in May 2013, Encke was one of twenty-two Godolphin-owned horses to test positive for anabolic steroids in an out-of-competition test conducted by the British Horseracing Authority (BHA) and was banned from racing for six months.


While Godolphin/Darley continues its quest to once again become the greatest force in world racing, Coolmore seamlessly continues its domination of global racing, both on the racetrack and in the breeding sheds. In 2012, one year after Sadler’s Wells passed away, Coolmore achieved something unique in the world of breeding when its stallions became the champion sires in Europe, America and Australia. Galileo secured the European crown, while Giant’s Causeway and Fastnet Rock became champion sires in America and Australia respectively. It was a tremendous achievement and one that may not be equalled for quite some time.


Coolmore’s importance to Irish sport continues to grow. One wouldn’t need many fingers to calculate the number of Irish entities that command the worldwide respect that Coolmore has enjoyed for the last fifty years. During the breeding season, which begins in early February, Coolmore hosts mares from America, Australia and even Japan, as breeders from all over the world want access to stallions such as Galileo. It is this international reputation that places Coolmore among the most successful and important sporting entities to emerge from Ireland.


When thinking of Irish sporting successes in a worldwide context, many would automatically mention the tremendous success that the Irish rugby team has enjoyed in recent times, or the outstanding achievements by our boxers or athletes over the decades, but few people outside the small world of horse racing would mention Coolmore/Ballydoyle. Yet both Vincent O’Brien and Aidan O’Brien should be held in similarly high regard for their achievements. To have achieved so much, on both a domestic and international stage, in National Hunt and flat racing, and to be so consistent, are the true marks of greatness.


With Aidan O’Brien at the helm, the Coolmore/Ballydoyle operation looks well placed to continue the success it has enjoyed over the last twenty years. One can’t help but feel that its next big goal is to own a Triple Crown winner. Having come so close with Camelot in 2012, when the colt was narrowly beaten in the final leg of the English St Leger, there must be a tremendous desire within the organisation to have the next horse to win the Triple Crown and follow in the hoofprints of the last colt to win it – Nijinsky, in 1970.


I was at the Curragh Racecourse on the day Camelot was defeated in the St Leger. When Aidan O’Brien and his son Joseph, who rode Camelot that day, arrived to contest the Group 1 National Stakes, the crowd clapped them all the way from their helicopter in the middle of the track to the weight room. It was an extraordinary gesture that showed the high regard in which both Coolmore and Ballydoyle are held by many of the Irish racing public.


For the last five decades, Ireland has consistently produced trainers and horses who have shone on the world stage. It is an extraordinary achievement to have that much success over that length of time and one that should be shouted from the rooftops. Think of the likes of Dermot Weld, who became the first non-Australian to win the Melbourne Cup with Vintage Crop in 1993 and the first Irish trainer to win an American Classic race with Go and Go in the 1990 Belmont Stakes; Jim Bolger, who has won big Group 1 and Grade 1 races throughout the world; and John Oxx, who masterminded the wonderful career of Sea The Stars. However, the successes of Coolmore and Ballydoyle are at the top of this list.


When Australia landed the 2014 Epsom Derby, he gave Aidan O’Brien an unprecedented third triumph in the race following on from Camelot (2012) and Ruler Of The World (2013). It was the first time in the history of that great race that any trainer had saddled the winner for three consecutive years. Even more remarkably, the Coolmore owners were winning the race for the fourth year, as Pour Moi had taken victory for France in 2011.3 To have horses good enough to run in four editions of the Derby is an achievement in itself, but to own the winner and for the winners to come from your own stallions, well that is an achievement beyond comparison.


Horse racing is big business in Ireland and Coolmore is at the forefront, driving the industry to ever greater heights. One example of the money generated by the bloodstock industry came in November 2013 when a regally bred daughter of Montjeu came up for auction at a horses-in-training sale at Goffs in County Kildare. Chicquita, who was trained to win the 2013 Darley Irish Oaks by Alain de Royer-Dupré, was part of Paul Makin’s dispersal of his bloodstock interests. Not only was she a beautiful-looking filly, she had gold-plated Group 1 form on her résumé. As well as winning the Irish Oaks in dramatic style (she veered across the racetrack with her jockey Johnny Murtagh and looked to have thrown the race away on several occasions), the mare had previously finished second to subsequent dual Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe winner Treve in the French Oaks that same summer.


Given her race record and her looks, there was a buzz around the auditorium when she came up for auction. Henry Beeby, CEO of Goffs, led the sale and started the bidding at an eye-watering €3 million. The sale was off and running in spectacular fashion and the bids kept on coming. €3.1 million, €3.2 million, €3.3 million. Eventually there were only two bidders left: a bloodstock agent bidding for Sheikh Fahad Al Thani, one of the biggest and most recent players to come into the elite end of flat racing, and the father-and-son team of Peter and Ross Doyle, who were bidding on behalf of Coolmore.


These two superpowers went toe to toe. €4 million, €4.5 million, €5 million. Both sides refused to give an inch in the battle for this filly. With the tension in the room reaching near breaking point, the bids continued. €5.5 million, €5.6 million, €5.7 million. Then it came – the moment when the Doyle operation and Coolmore finally outbid Sheikh Fahad. A bid of €6 million was made on behalf of Coolmore, and the Sheikh’s bloodstock agent walked away. Coolmore had won the battle and got its filly for a record-breaking price. In that instant Chicquita became the most expensive horse ever sold in Ireland and Coolmore showed, once again, that it was the biggest dog in the bloodstock yard.


It was an amazing purchase and one that illustrated the pulling power that Ireland has as a horse-producing country. This point was expanded upon when Henry Beeby, speaking in the excellent documentary Power in the Blood, said of the sale, ‘It demonstrated that Ireland is top of the tree and is the spiritual home of the thoroughbred. We had two of the biggest superpowers in world racing here at Goffs bidding in an Irish sales ring for an Irish-bred filly. That’s very important.’


Since she had sold for a colossal amount of money, expectations were high that Chicquita would continue her excellent racecourse performances for her new trainer, Aidan O’Brien. Sadly she could never regain the winning thread and she failed to win in four attempts for her new connections, finishing down the field in the 2014 Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe, before ending her racing career with a disappointing fifth place in the Breeders’ Cup Turf at Santa Anita. It will be interesting to see if she will be able to produce a top-class son or daughter during her time as a broodmare.


The strength of the Irish bloodstock industry was again illustrated in September 2015, when history was made. For the first time four yearlings were sold for more than €1 million at Goffs. Prices of €2 million, €1.7 million, €1.2 million and €1.05 million, paid by four separate buyers, set a new record for Goffs as the highest number of million-plus lots in the history of the sale. Henry Beeby said of the record-breaking sale:


Never before have we sold four seven-figure lots at a Goffs [Orby] yearling sale nor three in a single day, so we are naturally elated to have catalogued this quartet of truly illustrious yearlings. The fact is that a deeper analysis of Orby shows a sale that has grown by 41 per cent in just two years, so we have essentially consolidated those gains, and the sale remains a firm favourite with vendors and purchasers alike whilst, very significantly, we are attracting an increasing number of the very best, as demonstrated by the million-euro lots. This year we have welcomed increased numbers of overseas buyers following a number of international trips and with the assistance of Irish Thoroughbred Marketing.4


The continued success of Coolmore is one of the reasons it deserves to be ranked alongside the famous boxers, athletes, rugby and soccer players who have represented Ireland with such distinction. However, the private nature of the operation means that people outside horse racing may never fully appreciate what a world-class entity Coolmore Stud really is. Simply put, its people are the very best in the world at what they do.


Coolmore is one of the brightest diamonds that Ireland has, and in the age of the bankers and jokers who brought Ireland to its knees, it’s comforting to see people like John Magnier thrive, and know that as a nation Ireland can still shine on the world stage. From little acorns, as the old saying goes, mighty oaks grow, and Coolmore will continue to grow and grow for generations to come.

















Vincent O’Brien


He strode into the barn. All around him horses and their jockeys went about their business. Expressions remained neutral. This was no time for joking. As each horse passed the man who was known as ‘The Boss’, opinions were formed in the greatest mind that has ever held a training licence. Instructions were passed along and carried out with military precision. That’s how in a small part of County Tipperary things were expected to be done. Nothing less than perfection was accepted. It was a way of life, but one that brought untold riches to this part of Ireland.


As the string of horses made their way past The Boss and back into their immaculate stables, they were groomed and another work morning passed without incident. For Vincent O’Brien, it was another morning when he learned that little bit extra about his string, something he may not have known before and would store away to use when the time was right. Later his horses would travel to races in Ireland, England, France or America. It didn’t matter. Wherever a horse trained by M. V. O’Brien turned up, it would usually win. It’s what all those early mornings were for.


He was the man who started it all. Along with John Magnier and Robert Sangster, he was one of the founders of Coolmore Stud, which grew from a small breeding operation into the premier source of world-class stallions. Whenever Irish horse racing and bloodstock are discussed throughout the world, one of the first names people will mention is Michael Vincent O’Brien. Born in Churchtown, County Cork, in 1917, he rose to heights that were never scaled before and haven’t been equalled since he retired in 1994. Along with Patrick ‘Darkie’ Prendergast, O’Brien took Ireland, which at the time was a bit-part player on the world racing stage, and positioned it as the place where the best horses in the world were trained and where the best stallions resided. He also took Ballydoyle, which was a working farm at the time, and converted it into a disciplined, state-of-the-art training facility light years ahead of its time. His impact on the world of horse racing was immense.


To understand O’Brien’s genius one must go all the way back to the very start. His father, Dan, was a well-respected horse trader in Cork, and this is where the young Vincent learned his trade. In 1943, after Dan went racing at the Curragh, he contracted pneumonia and passed away. Vincent, who was the first son of Dan’s second marriage, held no rights to the family farm, so was essentially homeless and without work. Out of that family tragedy came the seeds of a remarkable training career.


O’Brien travelled to England to purchase some horses to kick-start his training career. While he was there he was asked to train a horse named Good Days for a man called Sydney McGregor. During that same trip, O’Brien bought a horse called Drybob. Those two horses played a pivotal role in his story. Because he didn’t have much money to play with, the only way he could make training racehorses pay was to gamble on the horses he had trained and hope that they would win.


O’Brien initially targeted two big handicap races at the Curragh in 1944 – the Irish Cambridgeshire and the Irish Cesarewitch. He put a £2 each-way double on both his horses at 20/1. Drybob dead-heated for the Cambridgeshire and Good Days won the Cesarewitch. The gamble had paid off and O’Brien took £1,000 from the bookmakers. It was just the start that he needed to his training career, and from that moment on he never looked back.


Remarkably, for a trainer who became synonymous with training flat horses, it was in the jumping sphere that O’Brien carved out his reputation, and his trips to the Cheltenham Festival became the stuff of folklore. His first really good horse was the fleet-of-foot chaser Cottage Rake, who in 1948 won the first of his three consecutive Cheltenham Gold Cups, something that had never before been achieved. The esteem in which O’Brien and Cottage Rake were held by the racing public was such that each time Cottage Rake and his jockey, Aubrey Brabazon, powered up that famous finishing hill at Cheltenham, punters would cry:






Aubrey’s up, the money’s down.


The frightened bookies quake.


Come on, my lads, and give a cheer.


Begod, ’tis Cottage Rake!






For many trainers having a horse the calibre of Cottage Rake would have been the pinnacle of their career, but for O’Brien Cottage Rake served as the launch pad for his raids across the Irish Sea. As well as landing three Gold Cups with Cottage Rake (Knock Hard made it four Gold Cups for O’Brien in 1953), the trainer landed the most prestigious hurdle race at the Cheltenham Festival with the boot-tough Hatton’s Grace for three consecutive years from 1949 to 1951. (It was after his success in 1951 that he moved to Ballydoyle.)


While these successes brought O’Brien into the spotlight, he was not content with what he had achieved. He was famous for never looking back at past glories and was always striving for better ways to prepare his horses. That approach saw him fly three horses in a converted RAF fighter plane to the Cheltenham Festival in 1949. O’Brien was the first person to use air transport for his horses and the rest of the racing world scoffed, but his tactics paid off. All three horses won their races and the derision soon stopped.


O’Brien’s exploits at the Cheltenham Festival may have put him on the road to success as a trainer, but it is what he did at Aintree’s Grand National Festival between 1953 and 1955 that truly made people take notice of his training ability. Nowadays the Grand National is a watered-down version of a once great race, but back in the 1950s the 4 mile 4 furlong test around Aintree truly was the ultimate challenge for both man and horse. The fences were more unforgiving. The famous Becher’s Brook fence was so steep that jockeys reported it was like falling off the edge of the earth. To win the Aintree Grand National one needed not just a man and a horse, but a great deal of bravery to even attempt to take home the great prize. Vincent O’Brien had all three.


O’Brien purchased his first Grand National winner, Early Mist, for owner Joe Griffin. It was the start of a remarkable period in his training career. Early Mist was not the easiest horse to train, and O’Brien and his staff had a job on their hands to get the horse ready for the 1953 Grand National. Carrying 11st 2lbs and sent off at 20/1 by the punters, Early Mist, ridden by Bryan Marshall, survived a number of heart-stopping jumping errors to win the world’s most famous race by twenty lengths.


This Grand National success was greeted by unprecedented scenes of joy in Ireland. The horse was paraded down O’Connell Street in Dublin and a reception was held at the Mansion House in the city centre. While the celebrations were in full flow, O’Brien was already looking ahead to the following year’s race and had identified the horse that would represent him.


Royal Tan didn’t have much luck around Aintree before taking his place in the 1954 Grand National. The horse, then owned by Harry Keogh, had run twice previously at the track, in the 1951 and 1952 Grand Nationals, and was placed second on both occasions, both times having made dreadful mistakes at the final fence when in contention for victory. An injury kept the horse off the track for the 1952–53 season, and when he returned to training, he continually tested the mettle of his young trainer. Now in the ownership of Joe Griffin, who was looking for his second consecutive Grand National winner, Royal Tan defied training problems and less-than-perfect preparation to give Vincent O’Brien his second Grand National win by beating Tudor Line by the narrowest of margins. The pair was separated by only a neck at the end of 4½ miles in a race that was widely regarded as one of the finest Grand Nationals of its era.


With back-to-back Grand Nationals secured, O’Brien launched a four-strong assault on the great race in 1955. Quare Times had progressed rapidly from making his debut as an unfurnished six-year-old to being a Cheltenham Festival-winning gelding with the size and scope over a fence that made him an ideal candidate for the 1955 Grand National.1 Like Royal Tan, Quare Times had his own training problems in the lead up to his Grand National.


On the day of the race the rain poured down, drenching the course and, it seemed, making the going unsuitable for Quare Times and apparently washing out any chance of the horse giving O’Brien his Grand National hat-trick. However, with Pat Taaffe (who later rode the incomparable Arkle) in the saddle, Quare Times showed that he had the courage to complement his unquestionable class. They powered through the Liverpool mud to come home twelve lengths ahead of their rivals and secure their place in history, along with Vincent O’Brien, who became the first trainer ever to saddle the winner of the Grand National for three consecutive years.


Of all the achievements that came to O’Brien later on in his career, it is his success in the Grand National that will forever remain his finest. Think of how hard it is to prepare one horse for a race and to win that race, then imagine trying it with three different horses in three different years and with two different jockeys. It was simply remarkable.


Having conquered the National Hunt world, O’Brien turned his attention to the world of flat racing. It is a testament to his self-belief that he decided to change tack and move away from the jumpers who had brought him so much success and notoriety.


Ballymoss may not be high up in the overall list of talented horses that O’Brien handled, but he was the first high-class colt who got the trainer up and running on the flat. Owned by American businessman John McShane, Ballymoss gave O’Brien his first win in an English Classic when he landed the St Leger in 1958 under a terrific ride from Scobie Breasley. The following month, in unsuitably heavy going at Longchamp, Breasley and Ballymoss dug as deep as they could and captured the Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe to give Vincent his biggest win in flat racing.


While it seemed that nothing could derail Vincent O’Brien and his team at Ballydoyle, a race at the Curragh in 1960 would provide the trainer with perhaps the toughest challenge that he would ever encounter.


Chamour is not one of the more recognisable names in Vincent O’Brien’s training career, but it is one of the most important. After Chamour won a £200 maiden race at the Curragh in 1960, the Irish Turf Club sent a letter to O’Brien to inform him that samples taken from the horse after the race contained a drug or stimulant. The drug in question was a substance that resembled methylamphetamine. Even more remarkably, the amount that was allegedly found in the horse’s system was one ten-thousandth of a grain.


Given how little evidence there was against O’Brien and his horse, The Turf Club was damning in its sentence. They warned off the trainer until November 1961 and made Vincent a disqualified person, which meant that he could not set foot on a racecourse or in his training yard at Ballydoyle, even though there was absolutely no evidence that he had given the horse the drug. So, with a young family, O’Brien had to vacate his home at Ballydoyle, and the training of the horses was handed over to his two brothers, Phonsie and Dermot.


The ban hit O’Brien hard. In the excellent 2011 documentary, The Master, Phonsie O’Brien explained just how much having his licence taken away from him hurt O’Brien: ‘He was so upset about the ban, it was unbelievable. The horses became irrelevant and he wouldn’t talk to me about them. At one point he considered leaving and going to train in France, but thankfully he calmed down after a period of time and decided to stay.’


The ban hurt not only O’Brien and his operation at Ballydoyle, but also the wider racing public in Ireland, who felt a huge degree of anger towards The Turf Club. When Chamour came to contest the Irish Derby, the huge crowd didn’t hold back and they vented their feelings towards the organisation that had taken their hero from them. Having won the Irish Derby, Chamour was led into the winner’s enclosure, which was jammed up with spectators shouting, ‘We want Vincent! We want Vincent!’ It was a remarkable display of support from a public who could see that banning the trainer was completely illogical.


The anger of the racing public in Ireland did not break The Turf Club. It stuck to its guns and refused to overturn the decision, which O’Brien fought. It took a full year before his training licence was restored and he had his name cleared by The Turf Club, which issued a full apology. In a twist of fate, the day that O’Brien was reissued with his trainer’s license (27 May 1961) a foal was born that changed O’Brien’s life for ever. That colt was Northern Dancer.


It wasn’t long before O’Brien focused his attention on the world’s most famous race, the Epsom Derby. Run over 1 mile 4 furlongs, the Derby is considered the race for future stallion prospects. In 1962 Vincent ran a colt called Larkspur, who was owned by the American Raymond Guest. In a hugely eventful race, which saw seven horses fall as they descended from the top of Tattenham Corner, Larkspur and his jockey, Neville Sellwood, managed to evade the carnage and land the prize at the generous odds of 20/1.


While there may have been a degree of luck with Larkspur’s Derby win in 1962, Vincent’s second Derby winner needed no luck whatsoever. Named Sir Ivor and owned, again, by Raymond Guest (who was by this time ambassador to Ireland), the big bay colt arrived at Epsom in 1968 as an undefeated champion juvenile as well as a Classic winner, thanks to his success in the 2000 Guineas the previous month. Ridden by Lester Piggott, who had cemented his reputation as the ‘big-race king’ at that point, Sir Ivor produced a turn of foot rarely seen at the highest level to cheekily defeat Connaught and his jockey, Sandy Barclay, and win by a comfortable length.


His victory not only gave his owner a second Derby win, but also won Raymond Guest a large amount of money. The enthusiastic owner backed Sir Ivor before he had even run and struck a bet with William Hill of £500 each way at 100/1. When Piggott and Sir Ivor crossed the finish line at Epsom, Guest collected £62,500 along with his share of the prize money. Not a bad day’s work!


Sir Ivor’s Derby victory in 1968 established O’Brien as a Classic-winning trainer, but it was that drive inside him to always try to be better and never to settle for what he had already accomplished that led the trainer to Canada. Sometimes in life you make your own luck, but there are also times when a person is simply in the right place at the right time. In 1968 O’Brien was in the right place and began a journey that would fundamentally alter his life and the world of horse racing.


Charles Engelhard, a hugely wealthy American owner, had asked Vincent to travel to Canada to inspect a yearling by the high-class horse Ribot, who landed back-to-back Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe in 1955 and 1956. O’Brien wasn’t too enthused about travelling such a long way to inspect a single horse, but still took up the offer. After inspecting the yearling, O’Brien dissuaded Engelhard from purchasing the colt. ‘He had a slight malformation that I didn’t like,’ O’Brien said in The Master. But having travelled such a long distance, O’Brien decided to see what other horses were on the property. He approached a paddock and spied a beautiful, imposing colt that fitted the criteria of a prospective champion. O’Brien relayed what he saw to Engelhard and advised that he should purchase the colt when he went under the hammer that summer.


A price of CAD$84,000 was handed over for the colt by Northern Dancer, who was just starting out in his stallion career. The colt’s mother, Flaming Page, had also performed with distinction on the racetrack. The colt was called Nijinsky. He was flown back to Ireland, trained by O’Brien at Ballydoyle and proved to be a revelation. Despite having some temperament issues when he first arrived at Ballydoyle, Nijinsky quickly settled into a routine and took to his work with tremendous ease. His debut win in the Erne Stakes at the Curragh in the June of his juvenile season was so impressive that all of Ireland was talking about him. Nijinsky finished his two-year-old campaign with a performance in the Dewhurst Stakes of such authority that he was crowned the leading juvenile of his generation by some distance.


A win in the 2000 Guineas at Newmarket the following May kick-started Nijinsky’s three-year-old season before he landed a pair of Derbies with easy wins at Epsom and the Curragh. He then travelled to Ascot for the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes, which he won without breaking a sweat. It was a performance that had to be seen to be believed, and one that would not be replicated until Montjeu, who ran in the Coolmore colours, produced similar results in 2000. In a nod to the horse’s performance, O’Brien led Nijinsky into the winner’s enclosure himself, something that he did not do again until his final winner at Royal Ascot, College Chapel, in 1993.


Nijinsky went on to win the English St Leger at Doncaster two months later, thus capturing the English Triple Crown, something which had not been achieved for thirty-five years. It is a record that stands to this day, although another Coolmore-owned horse, Camelot, came close in 2012, only to be denied by three-quarters of a length by the Godolphin-trained Encke in the St Leger.


O’Brien’s success with Nijinsky confirmed his belief that the Northern Dancer bloodline was one worth exploiting. It was from this thought that the foundation was laid for the Coolmore business plan that is still in effect to this day. In 1975 O’Brien, John Magnier and Robert Sangster came together with a plan to source the finest bloodstock from the world’s leading yearling sales, train them at Ballydoyle and then stand them at stud for huge sums of money as an ongoing business venture.


The majority of the pressure would fall on O’Brien’s shoulders. He would be supplied with the raw material, but it was up to him and his team at Ballydoyle to turn potential into championship material. The Syndicate, as they became known, struck gold from the outset. The Minstrel, who was very closely related to Nijinsky, was one of their first purchases. Having bought the colt for $200,000 at the Keeneland Yearling Sales, O’Brien trained him to win the Epsom Derby under a ferocious drive from Lester Piggott in 1977. The colt was later sold to America, where he would remain for the duration of his stallion career.


In the same year that O’Brien trained The Minstrel to Derby glory, he was also masterminding the career of Coolmore’s founding stallion, Be My Guest, as well as the dual Arc winner Alleged. A son of Northern Dancer, Be My Guest became Coolmore’s first champion sire in 1982 and laid the foundations for Coolmore’s success today. A life-size bronze statue of the horse stands outside the offices of Coolmore Stud.
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