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Foreword


Julian Seaman’s book on the Grand National has slotted in superbly with my extensive Aintree library collected over five decades of personal involvement which started when lining up in 1967 for a race which has since become folklore and known simply as “Foinavon’s year”.


Two second places were the closest taste of world wide recognition in horsey circles that I managed as a jockey but the subsequent years as part of the BBC television team gave me real insight to the ever changing fortunes of this unique contest.


Julian has hit exactly the right note in this book retaining the dreams, the fairy tales, the swift, unexpected departure of millions of punters’ dreams and the amazing leaps of faith that come from man (and some women) and their horses. Yet he has sniffed out numerous facts and situations that I knew nothing of despite it being the only subject I could have asked for on Mastermind!


I applaud his diligence and know the army of followers of this test of man/horse over the marathon trip and tricky questions the fences pose, will find so much more than was contained in any single previous Grand National recollection.


How apt that the sponsors of The National from 2014 are Crabbie’s who produce a ginger beer - as ginger is known to settle your stomach, while the race itself has the opposite effect!


Julian has captured the flavour perfectly.


Richard Pitman
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Richard Pitman







Introduction


The Grand National is the most famous horse race in the world, watched on television by an estimated 600 million people. Since its first official running in 1839 there have been some amazing tales of good and bad luck; jockeys brave to the point of lunacy; heroes and villains; weird coincidences; void races; bomb scares; fairy tales and nightmares; top pros and plucky amateurs; pioneering lady riders and trainers.


Every year seems to throw up a story. In Little Book of the Grand National I have distilled some of the one-off quirks in the history of the great race in bullet-point form, and expanded on some of the more famous stories that have arisen over the years. Two weighty tomes I have consulted in depth are A Race Apart, the History of the Grand National, by Reg Green (Hodder and Stoughton), and A-Z of the Grand National, John Cottrell and Marcus Armytage (Highdown).


I am also indebted to Jane Clarke (archivist for Aintree) for providing support, help and expertise. Richard Duplock also has given great encouragement to this enterprise.


A Little Book by nature is not a full coverage of the event, for which the two mentioned publications are excellent, and in this modern age all previous results, records and data can be found online.


This book is a primer full of golden nuggets to show why the Grand National is such a magical horse race.
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Unseated at the Chair







The Grand National early years


William Lynn, the landlord of the Waterloo Hotel, Ranelagh Street, Liverpool, leased land at Aintree from William Molyneux, the second Earl of Sefton, with the idea of running some flat races. He set out a course and on 7 February 1829 the earl laid the foundation stone for the grandstand. Aintree was so named after a Viking settlement where the invaders had cleared the forest and left just one tree: Ain Tree.


By 1835 there was an all-hurdling card at the Aintree October meeting and winning two races on the same horse, Vivian, on the same day was the most celebrated cross country rider of the time, Captain Martin Becher. Steeplechasing was still in its early years. There had been a Steeplechase at St. Albans for five years. William Lynn put one on at Aintree in February 1836. This was also won by Becher, riding The Duke. To some purists this is thought of as the very first Grand National. However for the next two years what was now titled The Grand Liverpool Steeplechase was not run at Aintree, but at nearby Maghull.


In 1836 the entrepreneurial Lynn inaugurated a popular hare coursing event to entice more clients to his hostelry. This became the Blue Riband of the sport, known as the Waterloo Cup, and was run at Great Altcar until 2005 when the sport was banned.
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Great Liverpool Steeplechase 1839





In 1839 Lynn was somewhat muscled out of his involvement with horse racing at Liverpool when the grandees, Lords Sefton, Derby, Bentinck, Stanley and Grosvenor put together a syndicate and took the event back to Aintree.


The 1839 race is generally accepted as the first running of the Grand National. This race was over a distance of more than four miles across open country. Most of the jumps were two-foot banks topped with gorse with ditches either in front or behind. There were one or two posts and rails and a 4’8” wall. There were also two brooks; the first was dammed to produce an eight-foot spread behind a 3’6” post and rails.
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Captain Becher in the brook





During the race, coming to the first brook, Capt. Becher was disputing the lead when his horse Conrad put on the brakes, sending his rider over his head and into the freezing water. The fence was duly christened Becher’s Brook. He later remarked of his soaking, ‘Water should never be taken without brandy.’ After remounting he fell at the next brook.


That, however, found its name the following year when the hard-pulling Valentine ground to a halt, clambered over the fence intact and went on to finish third.
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The Stone Wall





The first winner of the Grand National was Lottery ridden by Jem Mason.


Becher had paraded his unit of the Duke of Buckingham’s Yeomanry at the coronation of king George IV. He ended his career as an inspector of sacks for Great Northern Railway and retired to Maida Vale in London.


In 1841 the wall was replaced by a ten-foot wide water jump.


The course initially included quite a lot of plough and was only railed in and fully turfed by 1885.


The race was now well established, but William Lynn, without whose foresight the whole spectacle would never had come to fruition, died a pauper in 1870, shunned by the aristocrats who tasked themselves to turning what had been seen as something of a disreputable sport into a more gentlemanly affair.
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Lottery and Jem Mason







Facts in History


One of the top early jockeys was Tom Olliver, known as ‘Black Tom’ from his swarthy Spanish gypsy background. He won in 1842 and 1843 on Gay Lad and Vanguard and again in 1853 on Peter Simple.


The race first became a handicap in1843. The first handicapper was Edward Topham.


In 1843 the Wall was reintroduced. It was thought horses crashing through stone would be a crowd pleaser. It wasn’t. Owners and riders, too, were less than impressed.


Lottery, the first winner, ended his days pulling a cart in Neasden, North London.


In 1843 the race was renamed the Liverpool and National Steeplechase. In 1844 the wall was replaced again with a post and rails.


In 1845 after winning, Cure-All, who had walked all the way from (Grimsby) Lincolnshire to Liverpool was walked back home from Aintree by his dedicated groom Kitty Crisp to a hero’s welcome.


Although referred to as The Grand National from its start, it was first officially called The Grand National Handicap Steeplechase in 1847.
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Tom Olliver
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Count Charles Kinsky and Zoedone







International runners


For the purpose of this section the Irish don’t count as foreign as at the time they were Britsih anyway.


They were represented at the first race in 1839 and were as instrumental as the English in the establishment of the sport of steeplechasing. They had a first winner of many in the race in 1847 with Matthew.


The first proper foreign challenge in 1856 was from France, albeit with an English trainer, Harry Lamplugh, who sent over two, Franc Picard and Jean du Quesne, neither of whom completed. Six years later Lamplugh won as a jockey on French owned Huntsman, but he had been English bred and previously owned. English owned and trained but French bred Alcibiade in 1865 and Reugny in 1874 also won but for this exercise let us consider foreign owned, trained or ridden challengers, some of whom finalised their preparations with English trainers, but were essentially challenges from abroad. Under this rule Austrian Count Charles Kinsky qualifies even though he was on an English bred and trained Zoedone to win in 1883. They were fifth a year later.


English and Irish contestants held sway for the next 65 years, then in 1904 Moifaa, New Zealand owned and bred, came home with a very generous weight of 10st7lbs ahead of the king’s Ambush II, who was giving him almost two stone. The weight issue was surprising in some ways. The horse had won under heavy weights in his home country, but his prep runs in England were unimpressive, so he was generously handicapped. Most other foreign challengers, with no English form, were automatically given top weight. The reputed best jumper in Europe, L’Africaine, was lumbered with 13st 2lbs in 1866, and the following year France’s Astroblade got top weight and again in 1868, along with the first Hungarian entry, Buszke.
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Mrs. Randolph Scott





French owned La Veine came third in the colours of Baron Finot in 1875. In 1889 German bred Et Cetera, owned by Hungarian Count Nicholas Esterhazy, attracted the market but fell under G Morris. In 1899 the popular French sportsman Count de Geloes rode his own mare Pistache, who fell.


There were no serious foreign challengers for several decades but there was considerable interest when, at the height of the Cold War, there were two entries from Soviet Russia in 1961, Reljef and Grifel. Both 100-1 outsiders, Reljef unseated B. Ponomarenko and V. Prakhof pulled up Grifel.


Many of the brave challengers came to grief. Japan’s 1966 entry Fujino-O refused for Jeff King. In 1986 Russian bred and Czech ridden Essex pulled up. There has been sensible interest in Czech participation as they run arguably a more testing race in the Velka Pardubicka, and stars of that contest have every right to tackle Aintree. They have yet to shine however. These were Valencio, 1987; Fraze, 1991 and Quirinus in 1994.


The French got the hang of racing their horses in England prior to the race to achieve a sensible handicap, and in 1909 the Mnsr. James Hennessy owned Lutteur III came in under Georges Parfrement carrying 10st 11lbs.


In the 1920s and 1930s there was considerable American ambition to win the race. Sergeant Murphy triumphed in 1923 for Mr. Stephen Sanford under Capt. Geoffrey ‘Tuppy’ Bennet. Sanford had two runners in 1926, Mount Etna and Bright’s Boy. The spoils went, however, to another American entry, Jack Horner, who had come seventh the previous year under his sporting American owner, Morgan de Witt Blair, now owned by well known US polo player Charles Schwartz and ridden by Tasmanian born jockey, William Watkinson, who had come second in 1922 on Drifter. In 1933 Kellsboro Jack ran in the colours of Mrs. Florence Ambrose Clark, wife of US sewing machine millionaire F. Ambrose Clark (who had “bought” the horse from her husband for one pound in the hope of changing his previous bad luck). He also had a runner in Chadd’s Ford. The wife’s horse won.


These American victories were English trained, but in 1938, under the glamorous ownership of Hollywood’s Mrs. Randolph Scott, US-bred and trained Battleship, all of 15.2 hh, came in under Bruce Hobbs. The preparation was meticulous and the horse had raced considerably in England prior to the tilt at the National.
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American Tommy Smith is led in on Jay Trump





Later it was the turn of two sporting American amateurs. In 1965 Jay Trump lined up. He had been bred in Pennsylvania by Mr. Jay Sessenich and was a flop on the flat. He was bought for Mrs. Mary Stephenson by top American amateur Crompton ‘Tommy’ Smith, with the ambition of lifting their premier timber race, the Maryland Hunt Cup, which they duly won twice. Next stop Aintree. Doing a proper job they took themselves off to be prepared by Fred Winter. They had three wins under their belt before lining up at Aintree. Hotly pursued by Freddie in the run-in, Smith reverted to the whip nearly with disastrous consequences. Jay Trump took exception to the interference and started swishing his tail and swerving about. The rider put his whip down and rode hands and heels to win by just three quarters of a length.


In 1979 Baltimore investment banker Charlie Fenwick put the diminutive Ben Nevis with Tim Forster, and was well up in the betting for Aintree. They were brought down in a nine horse pile up at The Chair. Fenwick remounted, but pulled up soon after.


It was a different story the following year. Ben Nevis, like Jay Trump, had won the Maryland Hunt Cup on two occasions. Fenwick was riding for his father in law, Redmond C. Stewart Jnr. At the second Becher’s, Delmoss was upside Ben Nevis and well clear of the rest of the field. Delmoss fell leaving Fenwick twelve lengths ahead, and although John Francome was making some progress on Rough and Tumble, there was no danger. Ben Nevis eventually won by 20 lengths.
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