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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Since I am very fond of horses and understand that they are sentient creatures with their own personalities, I dislike them being referred to as ‘it’, and prefer to use personal pronouns. Since the vast majority of horses engaged in racing are male, this book uses the forms ‘he’ and ‘his’ as an expedient when referring to ‘the horse’ generally. However, where, from the context, the reference is clearly to a filly or mare, the appropriate feminine pronoun is used.


From a human perspective, until fairly recent times racing was very much a male-dominated sport, with areas of active prejudice against females. Fortunately there have been major changes through the last few decades and nowadays there is widespread female involvement in all areas of training, riding and management. This being so, my general use of male pronouns to refer to trainers, jockeys, etc. may invite comment but, again, it is done purely to avoid clumsy sentence construction and I hope that it will be excused on these grounds.




Preface


The late spring sunshine has brought a bumper crowd to what is, in any case, a popular race meeting and, in truth, the weather and the competitive racing are major factors in your own attendance. It’s early in the flat season, many of the horses are making their seasonal debut, and there are some tight handicaps, so you’re here to enjoy the spectacle, rather than seek your fortune – it’s a day simply to enjoy the experience.


They’re off, and a last-minute queue for a pasty has left you out of position for optimum viewing. You find a small gap by the rails and crane forward. Nothing to see as yet but, gradually, you become aware of a rhythmical drumming, which starts to get louder. Shortly, you are aware of other sounds: heightened breathing; the occasional slap of a whip, an odd hissing sound, which some jockeys use to encourage their mounts to further efforts and – yes, one jockey asking for room in less-than-polite terms. Then, almost in an instant, your field of view is flooded with a kaleidoscope of colour – reds, blues, greens, yellows, purples and many more in various combinations on the jockeys’ silks, and greys, chestnuts, bays and browns of the horses’ coats, now streaked with sweat and gobbets of saliva. It’s like a DVD switched to fast-forward – it’s hard to take in how fast these horses seem to go when you’re up close to them. The question crosses your mind: ‘If they’re all going that quick, how does one ever manage to overtake another?’ You make a mental note not to panic if, at a later date, you back a horse who needs to be settled off the pace.


* * * *


A different scenario: a dull, damp and misty day in late November. The cloud cover helped disperse the overnight frost rapidly, but it hasn’t raised the air temperature overmuch. You can’t remember quite how many layers you put on, but you’re damned glad of all of them – especially the waterproof jacket. Those clonking great hiking boots that usually lurk unnoticed in the front porch were a good spot, too.


The upcoming race is a 2 mile 6 furlong novice chase – not the greatest ever run, and not the safest to bet on, but the almost black ex-hurdler caught your eye in the paddock; he looked fit and keen for his first run over the bigger obstacles. Your knowledge of his hurdles form tells you that he could be a bit of a sketchy jumper back then, so there’s a question mark over how he’ll cope with fences, but he’s got a good trainer and jockey, and his hurdles form also suggests that he’ll cope with the ground and get the trip. He’s worth a small bet, for interest.


Of course, once the tapes go up, you find yourself considerably more nervous than his jockey, who risks much more than your fiver riding novice chasers most days of the week. As the race unfolds, you realize that you have everything crossed and, when your fancy meets the first open ditch on an in-between stride and climbs over it rather unconvincingly, you get an object lesson in what arrhythmia means. However, bar a length lost, all is well; the field continues on its way, with your horse still in touch.


Well into the final circuit and, as they turn into the straight with two to jump, your horse has moved into second place, and begins to press the leader. His jockey has settled into a deeper position in the saddle, and is beginning to push away, but so is the rider on the long-time leader. In fact – yes, yours seems to be going slightly better. Hell’s teeth – please let his jumping hold up now. Surely, it’s just the exaggerated holding of your own breath that gets him over the fence, and he’s now a length ahead, but his jockey has started to ride in earnest and the former leader is hanging on gamely under extreme pressure. Please, please don’t ‘miss’ the last. He’s a bit far off it on the final stride – not ideal for a tiring ex-hurdler having his first run in a chase, but he bravely takes off out of the jockey’s hands, gets sufficient height and lands running. The run-in is just 200 yards, but uphill on dead ground it seems to take an age. Another runner, staying on from further back, is closing, but has too much to do. Yours crosses the line two lengths ahead, and you feel a sudden need to sit down. Bad for the heart – but good for the soul. Where’s that hip flask?




Introduction


Today, more and more people are going to the races. There may be many reasons that trigger a first visit – a day out with friends, to accompany a partner, the attraction of a post-race concert by a favourite band, simple curiosity, or a long-time intention finally coming to fruition – to name just a few. For most people, initial visits will be full of surprises – the sheer speed at which horses gallop, the proximity at which they race, the noise when a race is in full flow, the flashing colours and the excitement of the crowd may all exceed expectations, as may the clear joy on the face of the lad or lass leading up the winner – a fellow being with whom they have established a deep relationship over many early, frosty mornings before first light.


So, there’s a lot of excitement to engage with – and if a lucky first punt has paid for the entry fee, so much the better. But, for those new to racing, many questions will arise. Horse racing is a sport with a complex history that has given rise to many idiosyncratic traditions, and it has developed a language all of its own, spoken automatically by everyone engaged in it.* Furthermore, it is a sport whose key performers are not human, but highly tuned animals, with their individual characteristics, quirks, strengths and vulnerabilities. It is a sport in which split-second binary decisions can spell either triumph or disaster. To fully appreciate racing, to gain an insight into what really is going on, it is necessary to penetrate beneath the surface and begin to engage with the sport as a whole. The aim of this book is to assist enthusiastic newcomers to do this.





* For this reason, the final chapter, Racing Terminology, is essentially an expanded glossary. In most books that have them, a glossary is simply a list of brief definitions of terms used within the main text. In this book, I have turned the glossary into a final chapter and used it not just to give basic definitions, but to provide further explanations about what may lie behind these definitions. Terms that are explained in this final chapter are set in bold the first time they are used in the main text. There are also a number of terms in the chapter that don’t appear in the main text, but are included to offer explanations of terms that you may hear or read elsewhere.




CHAPTER 1


Background – a Potted Guide to How Racing and Thoroughbreds Developed


Horse racing, in various forms, probably originated soon after people began to ride and drive horses, but the modern, highly organized sport of racing Thoroughbred horses is relatively recent in historical terms. To a very significant extent, the breed and the sport developed hand in hand, and what follows is a basic explanation of how this came about.


In bygone times, wealthy and enthusiastic owners of horses they considered fast ran them in races – sometimes two-horse ‘matches’ against like-minded rivals, often for large sums of money, on a simple ‘bet my horse can beat yours’ basis. There were also more-or-less impromptu races at the popular country fairs, often organized by horse dealers, and all these early races seemed to have attracted crowds of spectators. While those who liked to race their horses did make rudimentary attempts to produce faster stock, sometimes by the use of stallions from places such as Spain, Italy and Arabia (a catch-all name for a region now consisting of many separate states), there was little real science behind these efforts and there was, for centuries, no such thing as a definable ‘racehorse breed’.


THE DEVELOPMENT OF BREEDING RECORDS AND PRACTICES


During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, things began to change. In the reign of Henry VIII two royal studs were established, overseen by an Italian horsemaster named Prospero d’Osma. Although these studs had the aim of producing better-quality horses, and the stock produced were grouped into three ‘types’, there were no early records of the actual pedigree of the individuals, and no clear evidence that they were bred specifically for racing – though it is highly probable that some of them had an influence on the sport.


In the period following Henry’s reign, the royal studs were supported by the Stuart kings, James I and his son Charles, and this era saw further introductions of foreign stock, although there is still little evidence of an advance in a cohesive breeding strategy at this time.


James I was the first monarch to establish Newmarket as a sporting centre and – although it was initially used mainly for hunting and falconry – racing began to flourish there. However, following the reign of his son, Charles I, and in the aftermath of the Civil War, racing throughout England stalled for a while because the government of the day banned it. This was ironic because the Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell, who was basically a country squire, enjoyed racing – the ban was not a puritanical move on his part (although it was perhaps considered as such by some members of his Protectorate), but was motivated by the thought that, in uncertain times, he wished to discourage large gatherings – which may be further evidence of racing’s long-standing attraction as a spectator sport.


The restoration of the monarchy in 1660 saw an upturn in the fortunes of both Newmarket and racing generally. The new king, Charles II was, in modern parlance, ‘mad for it’, to the extent that he moved his court to Newmarket for months on end and endeavoured to govern the country from there – with mixed results. He, himself, rode in a number of ‘matches’ with some success and, not surprisingly, his enthusiasm for the sport ignited a similar enthusiasm amongst many members of the gentry.


One of Charles II’s early equestrian measures was to re-establish the concept of a royal stud (which had been dissolved during the Protectorate years) under a royalist named James D’Arcy. D’Arcy had already gained a reputation as a breeder of good horses at his Yorkshire estate and, finding the old royal stud in ruins, he suggested an arrangement that was seemingly mutually beneficial to himself and the king. This entailed D’Arcy supplying the king annually with twelve ‘extraordinary good’ foals from his own estate, for a pre-arranged sum, which meant that he could, in effect, ‘work from home’, whilst saving the king the costs of resurrecting and running a costly premises of his own.


For various reasons, which seem uncertain, but suggest a muddying of the waters on both sides, this arrangement unravelled in time and, following D’Arcy’s death, Charles moved the royal stud to a new base at Hampton Court. Following this, the late D’Arcy’s son (also James), spent many years petitioning the monarchy (on Charles’ death, James II, then William III and Mary) for some kind of monetary compensation he believed his family was owed, to no effect. However, documents produced to support his petition suggest that more thought was being given to breeding practices, and confirm a growing emphasis on importing horses variously described as Barbs, Turks, Persians and Arabians – in short, horses from the eastern and southern Mediterranean regions.


Although D’Arcy’s documents shed some light on how horse breeding was developing, it was still the case that records, generally, remained both scarce and uninformative for some decades to come. For one thing, there was no centralized repository; more importantly, such records as did exist were largely imprecise, at best. Hard-and-fast records of the pedigree of any individuals were rare, and the very identity of many horses was uncertain. This was because horses often weren’t given names, as we would understand them, but were referred to in such terms as ‘Lord X’s Barb’ – which, upon sale or loss as a gambling debt might, overnight, become ‘Mr Y’s bay’! Even if a horse was given a name, this could be changed at random, with no notification. It is no surprise, then, that many aspects of the genesis of the Thoroughbred are uncertain, and remain subject to speculation and debate among even the keenest students of the subject.


The man whose work was most influential in laying the foundations of better breeding (and other) records was John Cheny. Initially, Cheny had been approached by a group of wealthy owners and asked to travel the country with the chief intention of recording race results, and some of these owners had asked that the pedigrees of the horses also be recorded. Cheny did try to comply with the latter request, but travelling constraints and the impromptu nature of many race meetings meant that he had his hands full trying to ensure that he got the bare results right and, given the virtually random nature of horse-naming in that era, and the idiosyncratic nature of pedigree records (where they existed), he did well to record the odd snippet relating to the parentage of a featured runner. His first publication, Historical List of Horse-Matches Run (1727) was far from being a comprehensive record of breeding, but it was the first step down an important road.


For some years, Cheny struggled to improve his work on an annual basis. Initially, he faced the same problems as previously but, during this era, an increased interest in the business of breeding led to an increased demand for information about it, and to the promotion of the services of various stallions. By 1743, Cheny was able to produce an annual far more detailed than his early efforts – although, even then, he felt it necessary to include comments and cautionary notes in relation to many of the details he recorded, saying, in effect, that the accuracy of some might be uncertain.


By the time Cheny died in 1750, the importance of his work was widely appreciated, and his title was taken over by Reginald Heber. In 1756 Heber’s Historical List contained a significant page, headed ‘A Pattern for a Stud Book’. While he may have got the idea for this from prominent breeders of his acquaintance, he certainly understood the value of complete, accurate records, and the publication of this page seems to have been influential in encouraging breeders to be more conscientious in their record-keeping.


Heber’s final volume of the Historical List was published in 1768 and, following his death, there was a struggle as to who should be the key provider of racing and breeding information. A man named Benjamin Walker tried to keep the Historical List going, but he was unable to compete with another journal, The Sporting Calendar, produced by William Tuting and Thomas Fawconer, both of whom were officers of the Jockey Club. (Interestingly, although the Jockey Club was to be the guiding force in the organization and development of racing, its precise origins are rather obscure. It evolved from a group of sporting aristocrats who met at the Star and Garter in London’s Pall Mall, and seems to have been founded officially in 1750. Soon after this, the club leased a coffee house in Newmarket as a base for their racing interests.)


Although The Sporting Calendar beat off the Historical List in commercial terms, there were complaints from subscribers about omissions. With Tuting and Fawconer taking on new roles within the Jockey Club, both their old roles were taken over by James Weatherby, formerly a solicitor. Weatherby, who seems to have had a sharp head for business, manoeuvred The Sporting Calendar from their grasp and began to publish his own version, the Racing Calendar. However, with what was initially a monopoly on journals of its type, he did little at first to improve the content, and its future might have been uncertain had not a rival publication appeared on the scene in 1786. This publication was William Pick’s Sportsman and Breeder’s Vade Mecum, which included details then absent from The Sporting Calendar. Pick had already produced a work called Pedigrees and Performances of the Most Celebrated Racehorses, which incorporated stud book plans similar to those of Heber, and his new publication was a serious rival to Weatherby’s.


This challenge seems to have caused Weatherby to sharpen his focus. Perhaps overstretched by trying to handle both his Jockey Club work and his own business, he called in his nephew (also James) to help with the publishing side of things. This was the genesis of what was to become a family business, whose close links to breeding and racing continue to the present day.


Although the younger James certainly played a major role in the development of Weatherby’s company’s publications, early success was facilitated by William Towers, a subscriber to the Racing Calendar but also an admirer of Pick’s work and a man who had begun to compile lists of pedigrees for his own purposes. It was Towers who first had the idea of producing a General Stud-Book (the hyphen was later dropped), which was initially advertised by the younger Weatherby in the Racing Calendar of 1790. Perhaps wary of the mixed reception given to previous publications about breeding, Weatherby referred to the first work as An Introduction to a General Stud-Book. However, Towers’ authoritative preface emphasized his commitment to eradicating the problems of incomplete and inaccurate information that still tended to bedevil breeding records, and his layout of information within the book proved more reader-friendly than most journals that preceded it. For a time, Towers’ work faced a serious challenge from the continued output of William Pick, who remained a significant contributor to the development of pedigree records. Before long, however, readers interested in breeding began to favour Towers’ format and, in due course, this was recognized by Pick himself. Although authoritative works on Thoroughbred breeding continued (and continue) to be produced by various authors, by the end of the eighteenth century the General Stud-Book had become established as the key source of information on breeding records, and continues to fulfil this role today.


THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE THOROUGHBRED


As stated earlier, the development of the Thoroughbred was intrinsically linked to the establishment of pedigree lines and stud records and, just as the latter were becoming established over time, so was a specific type of racehorse developing. It is sometimes stated that the Thoroughbred owes its existence to three stallions, the Byerley Turk, the Darley Arabian and the Godolphin Arabian and, in fact, all members of the breed trace back in their male line to one or other of them – however, they could not have had the same degree of (admittedly remarkable) influence without the assistance of essentially well-bred mares. These three stallions arrived in England in, respectively, 1689, 1704 and (around) 1730. The Byerley Turk was probably an old breed called the Akhal-Teke, highly regarded in Asia; the Darley Arabian came from Syria, and was known to be from a strain of horses bred specifically for racing; and the Godolphin Arabian had an uncertain history and an even more uncertain start to his role as a stallion. He was used by his owner, Edward Coke, as a ‘teaser’ for his stallion Hobgoblin. (A ‘teaser’ is a warm-up act, sometimes used to get a mare in the mood to be covered by the intended stallion.) With Hobgoblin disinclined to do his duty with a mare named Roxana, the Godolphin Arabian stepped into the breach and sired a highly successful racehorse, thus launching his own career.


As will be seen from the brief descriptions given, these three horses represented the kinds of foreign bloodlines that various breeders had been introducing to cross with native stock for many decades. With increasing interest in racing, the desire for fast horses was also accelerating and, even if the planning of bloodlines and the early record-keeping might be described, in many cases, by terms such as ‘chaotic’, ‘idio-syncratic’ and ‘experimental’, there was an overall improvement in the type of horses produced. Although most early breeders seem to have placed primary importance on the male line of pedigrees, matings inevitably produced fillies as well as colts, so it can be argued that the tendency towards better stock applied to both sexes. With general progress in the type of horses available for breeding, the influx of especially influential stallions, and more thought being put into breeding plans, a particular type of horse was beginning to emerge. One thinker on these matters was John Lawrence and his book The History and Delineation of the Horse (1809) was one of the first to use the term ‘Thoroughbred’ to apply to the English racehorse.


If we can say that (although it continued to develop) the breed had been established by that date, it is worth having a look at the type of races that had been run previously, and how things began to change.


DEVELOPMENTS IN RACING ADMINISTRATION


The work of the first James Weatherby, both in his roles as Jockey Club official and in promoting the General Stud-Book, served to found a dynastic connection to racing that continues to this day. In addition to registering all Thoroughbreds in Great Britain and Ireland, Weatherbys (they do not use an apostrophe) administers racing under contract from the British Horseracing Authority (BHA), and provides a wide-ranging number of services connected with the sport.


The BHA is nowadays the chief administrative body of racing in the UK. In many respects it is something of a descendant of the Jockey Club, although the latter still exists. When the Jockey Club came into existence, its initial main aim was to establish set rules of racing on Newmarket Heath. These proved very successful and were, in due course, adopted elsewhere. Over time, the club became the official governing body of racing in Britain with, as stated, administrative support in certain areas from Weatherbys.


In the 1960s, the Jockey Club branched out and began to acquire racecourses (initially Cheltenham, in 1964 – currently fifteen) with a view to securing their future. This process continued and, in 1993, there was structural change whereby a new organization, the British Horseracing Board (BHB) was established to be the main governing body of British racing while the Jockey Club retained its roles in connection with rules and regulations.


The Jockey Club had, since its inception, been a self-elected body, with many members having ‘vested interests’ in racing in terms, for example, of horse ownership. Becoming aware that such bodies can be open to criticism, and wishing to increase regulatory independence, they were party to the inception in 2006 of a new organization, the Horserace Regulatory Authority (HRA), which took on the ‘policing’ role while the Jockey Club focused more on matters such as the administration of the National Stud (formerly in government ownership), encouraging investment and generally promoting racing through various initiatives. The ability of the Jockey Club to participate in these roles was enhanced when, in 2008, the BHB and HRA merged to form the BHA.




Race Measurements


When racing was developing, all measurements in the UK were imperial and this inevitably meant that all race distances were given in miles and parts thereof. In addition to quarters, halves and three-quarters, other parts of a mile were given in furlongs, one furlong being one-eighth of a mile. This tradition has continued – virtually all references to race distances are in this form, although some racecards now give metric equivalents in the main race heading. The use of imperial units also applies to weights carried by the horses, which are given in stones and pounds.





DEVELOPMENTS IN RACING


Nowadays, on the flat, any race of 2 miles or longer is considered a ‘staying’ race and there are only a handful of races of 2½ miles or more during the whole season. During the early days of organized racing, things were very different: many races were run in a series of ‘heats’, and a single heat of 2 miles would have been considered short. At Newmarket, the distance of the Beacon Course was around 4 miles 1½ furlongs. With such extreme demands on stamina, it is not surprising that horses of this former era were rather different from modern Thoroughbreds, since stamina requires a different type and blend of muscle fibres than does sheer speed. However, the speed with which the breed was evolving is well indicated by the influence of three horses born within a couple of decades of each other: Matchem (b. 1748); Herod (b. 1758); and Eclipse (b. 1764). All three began their racing careers at the age of five (another indication of how flat racing has changed) and all were successful over the aforementioned Beacon Course. However, significantly, all three went on, as stallions, to sire horses capable of winning the newly established Classic races for three-year-olds, the St Leger (inaugurated 1776, approx. 1 mile 6 furlongs), the Oaks and the Derby (inaugurated 1779 and 1780 respectively, both 1½ miles).


From the latter part of the eighteenth century onward, the old, long-distance races began to be phased out, and there was increasing emphasis on speed and shorter distances. By way of example, two further Classics for three-year-olds, the 2,000 and 1,000 Guineas (1809 and 1814), both over 1 mile, were established at Newmarket, making something of a contrast with the former Beacon Course races. From the early nineteenth century onward, there has been a general tendency to place increasing emphasis on speed in breeding racehorses, and flat races of 1¼–1½ miles are nowadays generally considered ‘middle-distance’.


Until the first part of the nineteenth century, the vast majority of horse races took place on the flat: there is little documentary evidence of much racing over obstacles before that era. Two factors that may have stimulated interest in racing over obstacles were the increased interest in fox-hunting as a sport, and the various Enclosures Acts, which stimulated the construction of various barriers by which to turn what had previously been common land into distinct fields. Perhaps the most influential of these was the 1773 Act, but many others followed and, with an increasing availability of obstacles, sporting riders felt inclined to jump them (or attempt to do so).


One of the first recorded races over obstacles took place in Cork, Ireland, in 1752. The course of approximately 4 miles ran across country from Buttevant Church to St Leger Church, with the steeple of the finishing church being an obvious landmark and guide. It is thought that this was the origin of the term ‘steeplechase’, later widely adopted and still the ‘official’ term for races over the larger obstacles. It is also believed that, in 1774, a race was run at Newmarket that included a series of substantial obstacles, but the first recorded steeplechase in England took place in Bedfordshire in 1830, over a 4-mile course. (Interestingly, the recorded time for this race was sixteen minutes twenty-five seconds; modern Grand Nationals, over a little further, are usually won in under ten minutes.)


Not long after the Bedford race, in 1837 an hotelier from Liverpool had the idea of staging a spectacular steeplechase that, in 1839, at the revised venue of Aintree, became the Grand National. In the early days, the Grand National course included an area of plough, a stone wall and, ironically, a hurdle as a final obstacle and, as steeple-chasing grew in popularity, other courses initially included features natural to the area on which the races took place. There was, in fact, little in the way of regulation of this branch of racing until the 1860s, which saw the establishment of the National Hunt (NH) Committee and the development of a programme of races over ‘regulation’ fences at various courses, some of which remain at the forefront of the sport today. In due course, jump races subdivided into the larger steeplechase fences and the smaller hurdles. One of the most important hurdle races in the earlier days was the Imperial Cup, first run at Sandown in 1907.


Jump racing is the province of older horses than those who commonly compete on the flat, and races take place over longer distances. Whereas a 2-mile flat race is a ‘stayers’ event, this is the minimum distance for hurdles and steeplechases, and many of the biggest steeplechases are run over 3 miles or further.


As National Hunt racing developed, so did point-to-pointing, or amateur steeple-chasing. This, in fact, was also rooted in the idea of gentlemen racing each other across country, as with the early steeplechases, but it quickly became closely associated with individual hunts, there being a requirement that owners of point-to-pointers be subscribers to a hunt, and that the horses be ‘regularly and fairly hunted’ in order to be eligible. By the 1880s this branch of racing had become popular to the extent that it threatened to eclipse the professional sport, and the National Hunt Committee stepped in, imposing various rules and regulations, some of which seemed idiosyncratic, to say the least. One was that no point-to-point course should be ‘defined’, which accentuated the connection with the original cross-country steeplechases. It wasn’t until the early years of the twentieth century that courses started being marked out with flags. By the 1920s, birch fences, very similar in form to those used in professional jump racing, had been introduced to most courses. It was also during this decade that something very surprising happened – male point-to-point riders found themselves competing against female riders, the National Hunt Committee rules not having specifically banned the latter. As a result, there was a series of grudging amendments that first introduced restrictions then gradually yielded concessions until most point-to-points were open to both male and female riders – although there are still some ‘men’s opens’ and ‘ladies’ opens’ for reasons other than simple discrimination. (Female jockeys were not allowed to ride in professional races until a series of advances in the 1970s.)


In recent times, point-to-pointing has been managed and administrated by the Point-to-Point Authority (PPA), which functions under delegated authority from the BHA. The PPA has seven directors: three are independent; and there are one each from the Jockey Club; the Point-to-Point Owners and Riders Association (PPORA); the Point-to-Point Secretaries Association (PPSA; and the Masters of Foxhounds Association (MFHA).


DEVELOPMENTS IN RACE-RIDING TECHNIQUE


Historically, while breeding programmes, Thoroughbreds and racing administration were all advancing, one thing that did not advance for centuries was the riding style of jockeys. Going back to Medieval times, much of the riding had been in military style, with armoured knights sitting upright, bracing themselves in deep saddles, with their legs thrust forward to withstand the shock of opponents’ lances. Even once full armour and lances became passé, a similar seat was useful for exchanging sword blows from horseback. Very severe bits were used, partly in an attempt to prevent terrified horses bolting, and partly to exercise the absolute control necessary to minimize the chance of sudden decapitation. (Away from the battlefield, some riders practised high-school dressage as an art, using a similar, although more refined, posture to exercise precise control of their horse’s movement.) As a result of this background it was normal for people (at least for military men, the nobility and servants employed by them) to ride in a style typified by an upright body and long stirrup leathers (and thus long legs), employing bits that, in simple terms, were more fitted to stopping horses than encouraging them to gallop freely ‘into the bridle’. Looking back, it almost beggars belief that people riding in races followed this style from – let’s say the Tudor period, which is where we embarked on this history of racing – almost to the end of the nineteenth century.


There are various problems with riding in this style when the aim is to have horses galloping to the maximum of their ability. One is wind resistance from the jockey, but there are more significant issues, including the rider’s weight bearing on the horse’s back rather than being positioned above it, and the fact that, at gallop, for much of the time the horse’s centre of gravity will be in front of that of a bolt-upright rider. So far as jump races were concerned, this rider’s position makes the desirable task of going ‘with’ the horse over a fence virtually impossible, and the fact that riders participated in such races in the position described says, I suppose, a good deal about their courage, but nothing about any understanding of equine biomechanics. One supposes that the horses must have exhibited a good deal of fortitude, since it is likely that they often had to deal with a rider hanging on by their back teeth during the act of jumping.


The person who instigated change was an American jockey named Tod Sloan, whose revolutionary style was noticed, and initially mocked as a ‘monkey seat’, when he came to ride in England. Sloan is generally believed to have adapted his own style after watching African-American stable lads in his home country riding more or less kneeling on their horses’ withers and realizing that their horses moved faster and more freely when ridden in this way. (This is probably true in Sloan’s case, but it seems that a somewhat ‘forward’ style had been used many years before his time by riders of Quarter Horses – very fast non-Thoroughbreds raced over short sprinting distances, particularly a quarter of a mile, hence the name.) Since, on a visit to Newmarket in 1898, Sloan rode five consecutive winners, the mocking soon stopped, and it wasn’t long before British jockeys began to approximate to his style. Pictures from the Edwardian era show jockeys in postures considerably different from those of a couple of decades earlier, although, compared to modern jockeys, they are still riding with very long legs. However, over time, the standard ‘jockey position’ developed further, until we see the very short leathers in evidence today, with very streamlined jockeys perched above their mounts. Perhaps ironically, there is a view that, nowadays, some jockeys ride so ‘short’ that the benefits are countered to, some extent, by their having limited ability to use their legs to help drive their mounts forward or to hold them straight if they begin to ‘hang’ in the closing stages of a race. Whatever the view on this, such jockeys remain of almost infinitely more benefit to their mounts than their counterparts of a previous era.
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