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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Irish are synonymous with Cheltenham but, perhaps surprisingly, this was not always so; it took a positive stance from the management to encourage more Irish horses to come over, and with them an increased number of Irish visitors.


The array of tales here of Irish horses at Cheltenham, the stables associated with them and the many and diverse Irish visitors, can only illustrate an across-the-board sample, a tempting morsel, describing feats on the racecourse and some of the experiences off it. It has been a privilege to be shown round yards both big and small, and to meet people both famous and not so – all with one common denominator: special memories of the Cheltenham Festival. I have concentrated on the twenty-first century, with an overview of the event before then – if everyone and every horse worthy of it were to be mentioned, this book would be little more than a long list.


I am hugely indebted to the many people who have given of their time and willingly told their stories for inclusion here.


A.H.


July 2017




CHAPTER 1


ENTICING THE IRISH


‘Will the last person out of Ireland please turn off the lights’ – sign spotted in Dublin Airport, mid-March.


‘In March, each year the land level in Ireland rises a few feet, because everyone’s left for Cheltenham.’ Matt McElhone, Wiltshire garage proprietor whose family hails from County Leitrim.


At times, it certainly does seem as if the whole population has crossed the water to the Cheltenham Festival. Dozens of extra flights are slotted into a number of middle-England airports to accommodate demand, including some thirty by Ryanair to Birmingham.


Festival fervour is in evidence well before Christmas, and by early March has reached fever pitch. Irish sports headlines are dominated by the chances of the Irish horses, and almost the whole of Ireland, it seems, attends a Cheltenham preview night – this is not just in rural Ireland, but also at venues around Dublin, Cork and all the cities. It really is the whole of Ireland that takes Cheltenham to its heart.


And no wonder. This is where the very best of horseflesh from either side of the Irish Sea (and occasionally from France) pit their wits against each other to determine the best three-mile chaser for the top accolade, the Cheltenham Gold Cup. There is the exciting speed of the Queen Mother Champion Chase and of the Champion Hurdles, both over two miles, and the stamina crown on offer for the winner of the Stayers’ Hurdle.


Many of the visitors will be evaluating the chances of ‘their’ horses in the various handicaps, filling the bars on the course and the hotels and inns of the area at night, poring over the form and making their betting choices. And when the flag drops for the opening Supreme Novices’ Hurdle, the roar of 66,000 people can surely be heard a mile away. None of them could have imagined just how successful Ireland would be in 2017.


Cheltenham Racecourse sits in Prestbury Park, on the outskirts of the gracious spa town, and is guarded over by mighty Cleeve Hill on the edge of the Cotswolds, making the racecourse bowl below resemble an amphitheatre. For the last twelve months, trainers, jockeys and owners have dreamt the dream of having a runner – or better, a winner – at the Festival; Joe Public will have spent six months following horses that might be Cheltenham-bound, and he, too, will feel a tingle down his spine as he enters the milling throng that abounds inside the racecourse.


The twenty-first century has seen more Irish winners than ever before, but the Irish–English rivalry is nearly as old as the Festival itself. Even before Vincent O’Brien barnstormed the Festival in the late 1940s and early 1950s, there had been a scattering of Irish-trained winners.


To qualify as an Irish win, a horse has to be trained in Ireland; if this were not the case, Ireland throughout the ages would often have topped the table, as so many Irish-bred horses are sold to England and trained there, their victories then going down as English. An example would be an Irish-bred horse, owned by JP McManus, ridden by Barry Geraghty and trained by Jonjo O’Neill, all as Irish as they come – but Jonjo trains in England – in fact in the Cotswolds, just a stone’s throw from Prestbury Park – and so it goes down as an English winner.


Although it may seem that all the racing fans of Ireland attend the annual National Hunt Festival at Cheltenham, the increase in the last number of decades did not come about entirely by chance or through simple enthusiasm. Sure, there was a healthy Irish–English rivalry, but for a long time it was mainly those connected with runners who came over. Run-of-the-mill racegoers had plenty of Irish tracks to attend themselves.


In 1989, there was no Irish-trained winner at Cheltenham, and only one in each of the previous two years (Galmoy, trained by John Mulhern and ridden by Tommy Carmody, in the Stayers’ Hurdle both times). It was then that the Cheltenham executive became concerned, and set about enticing more Irish runners over. One problem identified was the comparative softness of Irish steeplechase fences compared to the much firmer ones at Cheltenham; Irish horses weren’t used to them, and found them harder to negotiate.


One practical step was for Cheltenham to take a stand at major Irish meetings, complete with a section of steeplechase fence, with Cheltenham’s then chief executive Edward Gillespie undertaking a charm offensive. Irish racecourses began to copy the fences, and, in some measure at least, this led to the turnaround in Irish fortunes at the Festival.


Another problem was the discrepancy in some rules between British and Irish racing, such as in the use of the whip. A rule had been introduced in England limiting the number of strikes a jockey could give with his whip, especially after the last fence. As Irish jockeys were not used to this, Cheltenham racecourse moved the last fence a little nearer the finishing line, leaving a shorter run-in and therefore less opportunity for jockeys to give too many strikes with the whip. It must be added that the whip itself has today been altered drastically, so that it is little more than a soft pad; a horse may be encouraged but not hurt by it.


This dearth of Irish winners also coincided with the Iran–Iraq war, and that conflict was stealing the headlines. This made it difficult for Peter McNeile, the then marketing manager of Cheltenham, to gain photo opportunities, so he organised a syndicated series about the Festival to newspapers large and small all over Ireland. The result was that tiny, maybe spurious, titles began applying for and being granted Press accreditation to the Festival, and their reports and photographs in turn stimulated more Irish to come to subsequent Festivals.


Another ruse was to take parties of accredited British newspaper racing journalists over to Ireland. This was in the days when there were dedicated racing desks on all the national newspapers.


One visit was to Aidan O’Brien’s stable when he was training Istabraq, three times winner of the Champion Hurdle, and before Aidan became the big Flat player that he is today.


Such trips enabled both trainers and journalists to get to know and trust each other in quality time, strengthening media relations, which could be valuable should something contentious occur at the Festival. The Irish press were also invited to these events. One such occasion saw the launch of the Anglo-Irish Bank as sponsors of the Supreme Novices’ Hurdle at the Dunraven Arms, a sporting hotel in Adare, County Limerick. This is only a mile or two from trainer Michael Hourigan, who gained his first Cheltenham winner with Doran’s Pride in the 1995 Stayers’ Hurdle. One memory of the occasion for Peter McNeile was of one of Michael’s sons ‘taking loads of money off the visiting journalists with a three-glass trick’.


On another occasion, the party was being entertained to lunch by Michael Smurfit at his world-renowned K Club in Straffan, County Kildare. This is a magnificent nineteenth-century mansion, set in 550 acres, home to two championship golf courses and bounded on one side by the River Liffey. Michael Smurfit converted it to a five-star hotel in 1991, and in 2006 achieved his dream of hosting the Ryder Cup there. It was about halfway through the meal with the racing press that Peter McNeile noticed their host was being plied with a separate, superior bottle of wine.


‘Michael Smurfit was a game-changer for sponsorship,’ Peter McNeile recalls, ‘and led to many Irish sponsorships, helped by the Celtic Tiger.’


Former Cheltenham chief executive Edward Gillespie agrees, and recalls his own dealings when securing the Smurfit sponsorship for the Champion Hurdle.


He was accompanying the then Cheltenham chairman Lord Vestey, and Michael Smurfit also had the chief executive of his packaging company with him. Lunch was again in the K Club.


In typically Irish fashion, just about every subject under the sun was discussed, except for the main one. Golf, politics, golf again, medical matters, more golf … Every time Edward tried to steer conversation round to the Champion Hurdle, it went off at another tangent – usually golf.


After two-and-a-half hours – Michael Smurfit with his own wine – they reached coffee, and suddenly Michael Smurfit came out with, ‘What I’d like to do is this: three years of this … and two years of that …’


‘Great,’ said Sam Vestey, and the two men shook hands; that was that, and Michael Smurfit left. When he had gone, Michael Smurfit’s chief asked Edward Gillespie, ‘What have we just agreed?’ Edward filled him in, and the sponsorship became one of Cheltenham’s most successful.


It had a knock-on effect, too. One year, Michael Smurfit and George Ward, whose Grunwick Group sponsored the Bonus Print Stayers’ Hurdle, were dining in the Royal Box and chatting about their respective businesses. The upshot was that Smurfit secured the contract for the packaging of Grunwick products.




The Festival was attended one year by Mary McAleese when she was President of Ireland, along with half of the Irish Rugby team. They came on the Thursday, prior to playing England at Twickenham on the Saturday.





British-based Irish companies bring not only lots of entertainment to the Festival, but also considerable sponsorship. They love Cheltenham’s unique flavour and recognise that uniqueness in promotions.


Most such sponsorship deals have been made in Dublin, with firms like Guinness, the Irish Times, Independent and Star. Peter McNeile remembers the sales rep of the ‘Indo’, Eugene Fitzsimmons, well, ‘a charming guy who loved his racing, like so many of them’.


Today, Ryanair supports the top two-mile five-furlong steeplechase, and its boss, Michael O’Leary, along with his brother Eddie, have become huge racehorse owners in Ireland under their Gigginstown House Stud banner. In days gone by, the Champion Hurdle was sponsored by the now-defunct Waterford Crystal, and then by Smurfit/Kappa Smurfit. The Irish Independent was a long-standing sponsor of the Arkle Chase, and Guinness has been a sponsor of the Guinness Enclosure for twenty-five years; this includes a temporary seated grandstand opposite the final fence, and a whole village of assorted trade stands. Some 265,000 pints of Guinness are drunk during each Festival. The Irish Independent now sponsors the Leading Owner award.


Another successful scheme to entice more Irish participation from the 1980s was a free race-card given with the Independent in the UK – a logistical challenge to get cards for the day’s Festival inside some 20,000 papers in the early hours. This was aimed at people watching from home, including many ex-pat Irish. It resulted in scores of them coming to the Festival in person the following year, and this in turn fuelled the Festival’s popularity. The Festival made a big impact on circulation, so the ‘freebie’ brought a tangible return to both parties, a win–win situation.


Peter McNeile adds, ‘All the Irish winners are a great thing for the Festival, including with the English. The Irish love competition, plus the spirit of adventure in coming over here. It is remarkable that such a small country can deliver such a large impact, not just commercially but also emotionally. They embraced the Festival and took it to their hearts. The Irish are also very pleasant to deal with and quite straightforward – but great characters, too.’


Another ploy was to offer generous travel grants to the connections of possible Irish runners. This worked like clockwork, bringing the number of Irish runners up to a steady seventy to eighty horses per year, of which approximately ten percent won.


Since the early 2000s, these figures have increased year on year – 2006 was the first time that Irish winners reached double figures, and in 2008, the Irish brought 124 horses, the first time the number topped 100, and they won eight races. With the exception of 2011, when there were ninty-seven Irish horses, the number of Irish runners has consistently been more than 100, the most being in 2015, when 155 Irish runners brought them thirteen wins. In 2017, the percentage of Irish wins in the twenty-eight races was a fraction under seventy percent, a phenomenal feat for a tiny nation. These wins came not only via the bandwagons of Willie Mullins’ mighty stable and, increasingly, that of Gordon Elliott, but also included a steady stream of winners from stables that house a bare handful of horses.




Edward Gillespie, former Cheltenham CEO, says, ‘The Irish boys have always been great. For instance, when low sun was threatening to omit a fence, they wanted to continue.’


‘The Irish are an essential part of the DNA at Cheltenham, and there is mutual respect.’ Edward Gillespie





A TRUCKFUL OF TROPHIES


On the Saturday and Monday before the start of the Festival, the office is awash with Irish owners and trainers, picking up tickets, asking questions and so on.


Some Irish bring their own water for their horses, and others ask for spring water, which Cheltenham can provide via one of its vets, who has a spring on his land.


One of the most unusual requests came one year on the Saturday after racing, when a pick-up van had to be used to transport all Willie Mullins’ trophies up to one of his brother George’s horse transport lorries, because Willie’s car boot was too small to take them all.


A TALL TALE


In 1995, essential drainage work was to be carried out in Prestbury village after the Festival, causing the usual April and May Cheltenham race meetings to be cancelled. As some compensation, a fourth Festival day was trialled (it was to be another decade before a fourth day was added permanently), and this happened to land on St Patrick’s Day, 17 March. With Guinness already well involved at the Festival, the executive decided to give the day an Irish theme by commemorating the first ever steeplechase on either side of the water, staged across country from Buttevant to Doneraile, County Cork, in 1752. So, among the races scheduled for that day was the Buttevant Hunters Chase and the Doneraile Handicap Hurdle.


Such planning is flagged well in advance. One day in the previous autumn, Peter McNeile took a call in his office from someone with a distinctly Irish brogue.


‘I see you have a Buttevant hunters steeplechase,’ he said. ‘Well, I’m the Mayor of Buttevant. Have you got anyone to present the trophy?’


This was probably low on Peter McNeile’s priority list, and so the answer was no.


‘Well, I’d like to present it on behalf of the town.’


‘Nice idea,’ agreed Peter, ‘we’ll talk nearer the time, when I’ll know if we have a sponsor.’


The Irishman rang again in February. There was no sponsor for the race, and so it was agreed that he could present the trophy.


About a week before the Festival another Irishman rang, this time from Doneraile. Was he the Mayor of that town about to ask to do similar honours for the Doneraile Hurdle? Not a bit of it.


‘I have to tell you,’ he told Peter McNeile, ‘that there is no Mayor of Buttevant.’


Nevertheless, Peter decided it would be harmless, and he let the presentation continue as planned, the ticket having doubtless already been sent out. On the day, an unprepossessing chubby chap turned up in a raincoat, but there was a twinkle in his eye as he presented the trophy.


‘It would make good pictures for his grandchildren,’ Peter smiled, rather admiring the Irishman’s bold brassiness.


DISEASE BRINGS DELICATE AND DIFFICULT DAYS


In the spring of 2001, the United Kingdom was rocked by an outbreak of virulent foot and mouth disease, not seen in the country since 1967. It caused devastation in the countryside, especially through the losses of flocks and herds that had taken generations to breed into prime stock. Horse owners could be thankful that their pride and joys could not catch it, but they can be carriers, and firm restrictions were imposed.


Cheltenham was in turmoil. Will the Festival be held? Or won’t it? Can it? Can’t it? What if the Irish aren’t there? The Irish authorities imposed a blanket ban on their horses travelling to anywhere in the UK. Cheltenham at this time was not in a restricted area – in theory, the Festival could go ahead. But the Festival without the Irish was unthinkable.


Irish trainers, understandably, became agitated – Irish owners thought the Festival was going ahead without them. The Cheltenham executive mooted a scheme to hire a plane from Eastern Europe to fly directly to Shannon, and thus not touch UK soil, to pick up the Irish horses, but the authorities still said no. The whole of Ireland was in lockdown.


Cheltenham’s insurers wanted them to postpone until April, but that would have clashed with Ireland’s own NH Festival at Punchestown, and the same England/Ireland problem would have resulted.


Edward Gillespie flew into Dublin to meet his counterparts and discuss the problem. There, to his surprise, even the shops in Dublin’s Grafton Street all had disinfectant trays at their doors. That was the extent to which Ireland went to prevent the dreaded disease reaching it. He also discovered the feelings of the typical Irishman in the street when one, recognising him as the man from Cheltenham spat out, ‘Feck you up.’


Feelings were also running high near the course. Edward Gillespie tells of the mystery surrounding a number of sheep found wandering up the railway line adjacent to the racecourse. [This is the Gloucestershire Warwickshire volunteer-operated heritage steam railway, running from Toddington to the racecourse; it is used for every Cheltenham meeting, and for tourist trips. It used to be part of the Great Western Railway mainline between Birmingham and Cheltenham, via Stratford-upon-Avon.]


How the sheep came to be on the line was never ascertained, but it is probably significant that local farmers were very against the Festival going ahead.


‘The local farmers all fell out with us, because we appeared to be persisting with our determination to host the Festival when, from their point of view, the countryside was closed.’ says Edward Gillespie, ‘We had to go on a retrieval mission and rebuild the relationships.’


An April date was agreed ten days before the March Festival was due to begin. Then, two-and-a-half weeks before the new date, an outbreak within the vicinity put the course firmly into a restricted area, and it was cancelled. With no Festival that year, a few extra races were added to Sandown’s end-of-season Whitbread meeting. This was a flat meeting, featuring one prestigious steeplechase over three miles five-and-a-half furlongs (now sponsored by Betfred 365). Since 2001, it has continued to hold the Celebration Chase, put on that year to compensate for the Queen Mother Champion Chase. In 2013, it became an all-jumps meeting, and it includes presentations to the season’s leading rider, trainer, owner and conditional jockey.


There was one good knock-on effect for Cheltenham following the foot and mouth disease outbreak, and that was an increase in popularity of its November meeting. The Irish flooded in, to compensate for having had no Festival, and they have continued to support it ever since, so that it has now become a not-so-mini Festival in its own right.


‘It was the making of the meeting,’ says Edward Gillespie, who in 2000 rebranded it as The Open, after a number of different sponsors for the feature race – the Mackeson Gold Cup back in the day, and then the Murphys, and for a short while the Thomas Pink, followed by Paddy Power up until 2015; presently it is sponsored by BetVictor.


FIELDING QUESTIONS, FINDING ANSWERS


The Cheltenham executive has fielded and found answers to many surprising questions from the Irish. Back in 2002, there was a talented mare owned by JP McManus and trained by Christy Roche, called Like-A-Butterfly. The big lady was such a nervous traveller that she used to come with an equine companion, and when she arrived at Cheltenham in 2002 to contest the Supreme Novices’ Hurdle, her handlers wanted the two horses to share one stable. This could not be permitted, so the executive arranged for a builder to knock a hole between two stables and overcome the problem that way.


Like-A-Butterfly duly landed the prestigious hurdle that heralds the start of the Festival, for her eighth consecutive win. She was to win twelve of her seventeen starts, including one each of Grade Ones in bumper, hurdling and steeplechasing, before retiring to stud, breeding three foals and then unfortunately dying from colic.


* * *


Time was when a total of fifty or so Irish horses would travel over for the Festival, but nowadays that number is likely to come from Willie Mullins’ or Gordon Elliott’s stables alone. Willie likes his horses to be able to roll in a sand ring after working, but with only one ring available for all of the visiting horses, this was clearly not going to be possible. So, with the Mullins’ horses due the next day, the executive promptly built a second one, located in the middle of the gallop in the centre of the course, where visiting horses have their exercise during the days running up to the Festival. It should be noted that the Cheltenham staff find Willie Mullins very undemanding and always polite.




The Dawn Run statue, which used to be a favourite meeting place below the paddock, now shares pride of place on the concourse above the winners’ enclosure with Arkle – Ireland’s greatest gelding and most memorable mare together.







For horses from a small Irish stable, perhaps with less than ten in their yard, the hustle and bustle of the 160-strong stable block at Cheltenham could be a distinct disadvantage. One such trainer was James Bowe from County Kilkenny, who bred, owned and trained the phenomenal front-runner Limestone Lad each side of the new Millennium. To help him, he was allowed to house his runner with a small local trainer, Chris Coley, who had just four boxes, allowing the visitor to feel more at home and less unsettled.


Limestone Lad won a staggering 35 of his 65 races, but he only left Ireland twice, finishing second in the 2000 Stayers’ Hurdle and third in the same event in 2003, which was also his last run.





FIRE AND BRIMSTONE


The Cheltenham Festival sits on the pinnacle of the NH racing tree so securely that other important venues, like Aintree, Ascot and Sandown Park, among others, can only vie for second place. It is rather like Wembley Stadium is to the Premiership, or the World Cup is to football. Cheltenham has become a self-perpetuating (but never complacent) success story.


It was not always so unassailable. Flat racing near Cheltenham took place on Nottingham Hill in 1815, and was followed three years later by another meeting on Cleeve Hill, the magnificent backdrop to today’s racing in Prestbury Park. A year later, a grandstand was built, the meeting was extended to three days, and there was even a three-mile Cheltenham Gold Cup on the Flat for three-year-olds. It was won by Spectre, which could be seen as an omen for Cheltenham’s future. After a successful first ten years, the racing endured much opposition.


For a decade, the races, held in conjunction with Cheltenham Carnival, flourished, with up to 50,000 people attending. The gentry held their fashionable, generous house parties, just as they do today; drinking and gambling booths and trade stalls were set up around the races, but these attracted pick-pockets and drunkards; rules, regulations and racing discipline were scant, and temptation and greed were ever present; races themselves could be rigged or horses doped, bringing the sport into disrepute.


Enter Reverend Francis Close, evangelical Anglican priest. Responsible for some six churches that were built in Cheltenham, and for both colleges of education and the grammar school being formed, as well as two teacher-training colleges which are now part of the University of Gloucester, Reverend Close also promoted infant education and Sunday schools.


He was having none of what he perceived as the devil’s work, this evil horse-racing and gambling nonsense. Fire and brimstone, hell and damnation – his firebrand fulminations went further afield than his pulpit. Fired by his convictions, a number of his congregation descended on the races in 1829, throwing bottles and rocks at the horses and their jockeys. It is said that Reverend (later Dean) Close was himself behind the arson attack later the same year that saw the grandstand burnt to the ground.


The cornerstone for Dean Close School, Cheltenham, was laid in 1884, two years after the Dean died, and was named in his memory. Today, it has past pupils linked to a Cheltenham Gold Cup winner. Back at its foundation, the headmaster had to be someone who was ordained, and any form of acting was abhorred, so no theatre was allowed. There was no chapel either, as a governor, Reverend Griffiths, wanted the pupils to attend his church nearby; a temporary chapel was built in 1909, and the current chapel was built in 1923 in memory of pupils killed in the First World War. An indoor theatre was created in 1924, and an open-air one in 1937, and in 1991, the quality Bacon Theatre was built and named after a distinguished headmaster, Christopher Bacon. It is an established cultural asset to the town.


Today, Dean Close School is a top independent school that maintains its evangelical ethos. However, far from frowning on racing, its pupils have numbered many sons and daughters of leading racing personalities, while former member of staff Chris Haslam writes racing novels. The children of past pupil Eddie Hill and his wife Charmian, Gold Cup-winning owner of National Hunt racing’s greatest mare, Dawn Run, attended. In 2015, Oliver, who co-owned Dawn Run with his mother, returned to the school while he was over from Ireland for the inaugural Dawn Run Mares’ Novices’ Hurdle.


There has long been an Irish connection with the school – Church of Ireland pupils used to travel from Dublin to Holyhead and then by train to Cheltenham, and a previous headmaster, from 1954–68, was the Reverend Douglas Leslie Graham, a graduate of Trinity College, Dublin. It is said that Reverend Graham was never anywhere to be seen on Cheltenham race days, so times had changed by then. Trinity College, Dublin, graduates also included Brian Wilson, who continued teaching Classics into his eighties. He was also Chaplain and head of the prep school. Another from TCD was Reverend Leonard Browne.


Back to that arson attack in 1829: With the old racecourse out of commission, racing was held for the first time at Prestbury Park in 1831, still on the flat. If Dean Close could see the Festival today, there partly as a result of his alleged antics, he would surely suffer apoplexy. At this stage, the racing was not yet permanently in Prestbury. It alternated between the hill and the park for spells, until decline and further problems set in.


Meanwhile, steeplechasing was catching the popular imagination; the first Grand National had been run at Aintree in 1839, and in 1834 the first Grand Annual Steeplechase was held at Andoversford, not far from Cheltenham. But in 1853, Prestbury Park was sold for £19,600, and the new owner was opposed to racing. He would not allow it on his land, and in 1855 it ceased. In 1881, with racing generally losing popularity, Prestbury Park was again sold, this time to Mr WA Baring Bingham, a racing enthusiast who wanted to revive its former glories. However, to begin with, he used the Park as a stud farm. It was not until 1898 that a race meeting was held there again, with some success, re-establishing racing at its current location after a gap of more than forty years.


Four years later, Prestbury Park staged a foretaste of the National Hunt Festival (9–10 April 1902). The four-mile National Hunt Chase for amateur riders began in 1860. It had rotating venues, including Prestbury Park in 1904 and 1905, and it finally settled there in 1911, the first year of the NH Festival. This race is still for amateur riders over a distance of four miles, making it the Festival’s longest race, and is held on the opening day. There was a new stand for that first Festival in 1911 and, small, quaint, but remembered fondly, it was to stay in commission for the next seventy years.


Between 1908 and 1934, Frederick Cathcart was both clerk of the course and chairman. He decided that as Newmarket was to flat racing, so Cheltenham should become for National Hunt, and much of the Festival’s success today goes back to his groundwork. The Cathcart Chase, named in his honour, was run from 1938 until 2004, when it was superseded by the Festival Trophy (the Ryanair Chase).


Prestbury Park’s chequered history was not yet quite over, for in the 1960s, its future again appeared in danger, this time from developers.


Johnny Henderson, father of trainer Nicky, wanted to safeguard its future, and that of the Festival. He, along with other Jockey Club members, formed the Racecourse Holdings Trust, and raised £240,000 to purchase the venue for posterity. The Cheltenham Festival is now safely established as the world’s premier horse racing event for jumpers.


The Grand Annual is the oldest race in the NH calendar, and it now brings down the curtain on the Festival as the Johnny Henderson Grand Annual Handicap Steeplechase, run over two miles, but it is the Gold Cup that takes precedence.




CHAPTER 2


PEOPLE, PARTIES AND PERSONALITIES; PUNTERS AND PRIESTS


Cheltenham means different traditions for different people, on either side of the water, and even across ‘the Pond’, be it meeting up with friends, partying, betting, admiring the horses or simply savouring Cheltenham’s unique atmosphere.


Two Irish-American friends stick to a particular Cheltenham ritual every year. After flying in from New York, they make their way to Prestbury Park, and then head directly for Arkle – no, not the Arkle bar, but the Arkle statue – and there they pay homage to the greatest steeplechaser by touching the bronze model of Himself. Businessmen Niall Reilly and Aidan Shiels are not strangers to winning at the Cheltenham Festival either. In 2013, their Tony Martin-trained Benefficient was expertly ridden by then-twenty-year-old Bryan Cooper to win the two-and-a-half-mile Jewson (Golden Miller) Novices’ Chase, beating Dynaste.




For Curragh-based farrier Sean Bell, punting means being at Cheltenham, usually for his annual holiday. Any celebrations will wait until the betting business of the day is concluded – and then he is likely to join in with his mates. Apart from being a holiday for him, it also means staying with family members in Lambourn. Then it is back to shoeing for flat trainer Kevin Prendergast, stud owner Derek Veitch in Rhode, County Offaly, and others, including the occasional hunter.





For many people, Cheltenham means house parties, after a day either at the Festival or watching it at home in front of the television.


For Jessica Harrington, it is staying with close friend, arch rival and nine times Festival champion trainer Nicky Henderson, at his Seven Barrows, Lambourn, training establishment. He has broken all Cheltenham Festival records, but Jessica has had some outstanding winners too – with the amazing Champion Chaser Moscow Flyer at the turn of the century; with Jezki, the 2014 Champion Hurdler; and in 2017, memorably, she became the Festival’s all-time leading female trainer.


Although many of Nicky Henderson’s record fifty-three Festival winners have been English- or French-bred, a number have been born in Ireland, including 2013 Gold Cup winner Bobs Worth.


Two Irish jockeys have also recorded the most Festival winners for the Seven Barrows maestro, with Barry Geraghty on fourteen and Mick Fitzgerald on ten. Mick is now well known as a TV racing presenter. Overall leading jockey at the Cheltenham Festival is Ruby Walsh, by a country mile. After the 2017 meeting, he is on fifty-six, twenty clear of compatriot Barry Geraghty.




For Valerie Cooper, widow of Irish bloodstock agent Tom, and who was herself a long-time steward in Irish racing, the Cheltenham Festival means staying with Cath Walwyn, widow of the late, great trainer Fulke, in Lambourn. She well remembers the feeling of shock in the Walwyns’ house the year their fine Mill House was beaten by Arkle in the Gold Cup. Gutted Fulke may have been, but he simply got on with the next day’s work.





When Magda Dunlop (nee Browne-Clayton) moved to Cashel House, Connemara, from her childhood home of Browne’s Hill in County Carlow around 1950, she remembers her parents disappearing off to Cheltenham every March. ‘The tickets were bought from a Mr Tully; everyone in Ireland seemed to buy their Cheltenham tickets from him.’ It was travel agent Frank Tully who bought Browne’s Hill House to save it from demolition through another bidder, and it remained his family home.


Hunting with the Carlow Hunt as a child before the move to Connemara, Magda remembers a redoubtable Master, Mrs Olive Hall of Ducketts Grove, who used to ride side-saddle, not in a habit but in breeches, and who regularly joined the Royal family at Windsor for visits to various events. Her son-in-law was Hardy Eustace Duckett, who Magda Dunlop remembers as tall and thin. His family name was later to lend itself to dual Champion Hurdle winner Hardy Eustace.


Brian Dunlop, Magda’s late husband from Oughterard, was uncle to Mouse Morris and godfather to his and Shanny (now Bolger’s) son Christopher (Tiffer), who tragically died from carbon monoxide poisoning in May 2015 while travelling in Argentina.




For others, Cheltenham means a trip to the local bookmaker and a different type of atmosphere. Gone are the days of the smoke-filled fug, but a certain air still pervades. It will be ninety-five percent men, and they will be perched on stools, studying the form, placing their bets at the counter, and then watching where their money goes on one of the numerous televisions arrayed around the room.
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