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PROLOGUE


The thoroughbred exists because its selection has depended, not on experts, technicians or zoologists, but on a piece of wood: the winning post of the Epsom Derby.


– FEDERICO TESIO


Harzand is nice and relaxed in the stalls. Stall nine, good draw, right in the middle. Colm O’Donoghue to my right, Seamie Heffernan to my left, but nobody is saying anything. Game faces. I give Harzand a little pat down the neck and I gather my reins. The starter shouts.


Inhale.


And they’re off!


We’re not that quickly away. That’s Harzand’s way. I don’t expect to be up with the pace, but I don’t want to get too far back in the field either. You don’t win the Derby if you’re too far back.


So the field leave the stalls for the Investec Derby of 2016. Port Douglas is hurried up to the lead with Deauville, also racing handily, and also moving forward in the early stages, Shogun. Ulysses up towards the inside as well as they make their way through the first furlong, with Port Douglas just taking them along.


I give him a little squeeze as we race uphill to the right-handed elbow. Colm O’Donoghue has gone forward ahead of me on Port Douglas; Seamie Heffernan is squeezing away beside me on Idaho, getting him to go forward too. I’m just nudging Harzand: get your position but don’t expend too much energy.


Towards the outside of the field both Cloth Of Stars, racing in a handy position, in company as well with Massaat, who’s racing a little keenly, as Port Douglas now crosses over and makes his way towards the running rail.


I’m happy enough as we round the elbow and start to move back to our left, back towards the inside running rail. I want to get as close to the rail as I can, as smoothly as I can. You want to have racing room, you don’t want to be stuck behind horses with no way out, but you don’t want to be too far wide racing towards Tattenham Corner: you don’t want to be giving away too much ground. There are shouts and there is buffeting, but Harzand is strong. We ship a bump but he doesn’t break stride. Somebody shouts for room to my left, Dougie Costello, I think, but I’m not giving away any space. It’s race riding and this is the biggest race of them all.


In fourth place is Shogun, just ahead of Moonlight Magic, who’s towards the inside at the moment, Moonlight Magic sitting in about fifth place as, settling just behind those, we have Idaho.


We’re going a decent pace and Harzand is going as fast as he wants to go. Any faster and he’s out of his comfort zone. But we’re happy, seventh or eighth in a well-stretched-out field, plenty of racing room, three off the rail, Seamie Heffernan on Idaho just ahead of me, a danger. Andrea Atzeni to my inside on Ulysses, another danger. Dangers everywhere.


Ulysses drops into about midfield with Harzand at the moment, and also Across The Stars. US Army Ranger is given time towards the rear of the field, in company with Wings Of Desire, and having jumped from the outside stall, Red Verdon has been given time as well, crossing right behind the field along with Humphrey Bogart at the rear of the field.


It’s the Derby but, really, when you are in it, it’s just another race. You’re trying to do the same thing that you are trying to do in a maiden at Roscommon: maximise your chance of winning. Conserve your horse’s energy, get him settled, get him into a racing rhythm. Play to your horse’s strengths. I have no doubt that Harzand will stay, so I’m determined that this will be a test of stamina more than a test of speed. But don’t go for home too early.


So out in front and at a reasonable gallop, it is Port Douglas who tows the Derby field up the hill and continues the climb, from, in second place, the Godolphin blue jacket of Cloth Of Stars. Third for Moonlight Magic, racing on the inside of Massaat, with in fifth place the free-sweating Idaho, on the outside of Shogun and then Across The Stars.


There are people along the rails, but you don’t see them. You see your horse’s head, his ears, his mane. You remain motionless, allow him to stride on beneath you. No more effort than necessary, no more energy than you need to expend. I see the lads around me, Kieren Fallon, Kevin Manning, all threats, all dangers. We keep our rhythm, easy now.


Harzand midfield in company with Ulysses, then Biodynamic, who’s just ahead of Deauville, Wings Of Desire in those maroon colours. US Army Ranger, the all dark blue, has Humphrey Bogart and Red Verdon behind. As now the field begin that trademark descent towards Tattenham Corner.


Freewheel down the hill. You maintain the metronome, soft hands, light touch, tell your horse that you don’t need him. Not yet. You’ll need him soon, all right. You’ll need every ounce of energy that he has in his body soon.


And there is no hanging about for Port Douglas out in front; he has gone five or six lengths clear.


There’s no urgency. I knew that Colm was probably going to go forward on Port Douglas, one of the Ballydoyle horses, stretch the field out. Make it a good test. I hope that he will come back to the field. I trust that he will weaken at some point in the home straight.


In second place Cloth Of Stars. Massaat, Biodynamic moves up on the outside. Then behind these we have Idaho. Just pushed along to give chase is Moonlight Magic.


I know that Ryan Moore is lurking somewhere in behind on US Army Ranger, the Ballydoyle favourite. I can’t do anything about that, though. There are some variables that you can’t control. Concentrate on the ones you can.


At this stage, Across The Stars with Harzand, Algometer comes next with Wings Of Desire. US Army Ranger still in no hurry, and right at the back of the field is Red Verdon.


Harzand is nicely balanced as we wing down the hill around Tattenham Corner. He’s a well-balanced horse, and we’re travelling well. That’s crucial. If you are travelling and you are balanced, Tattenham Corner is not an issue. It’s the horses who are under pressure who don’t handle the downhill run. His foot doesn’t seem to be ailing him at all, and that’s a relief. I’d know if it was. Tattenham Corner would find it out.


Port Douglas leads the turn for home, but the pack are right at his heels. Cloth Of Stars poised to have first crack, then Massaat. Pulling out is Idaho, Harzand comes next.


We cross the path at the top of the home straight, about three and a half furlongs from home, and I’m looking for racing room. I want to go forward now. Seamie is to my right on Idaho, travelling well, keeping me in. Friends, eh? You don’t have friends in the Derby; you don’t ask for favours. Every square inch of racing room you get, you earn it. I let him pass and I pull out behind him.


Pulled towards the outside Wings Of Desire, US Army Ranger, Red Verdon getting a nice seam right up the inside rail. Port Douglas is taken on by Cloth Of Stars, now joining in down the outside is Idaho. Harzand comes next.


We get to the outside and into the clear. Seamie is rowing away on Idaho to my left, about a length and a half in front of me, and he’s moving forward to join the leaders and rolling to his left with the camber of the track. I get lower in the saddle on Harzand, and he picks up. I give him a shout, give him a squeeze, give him one smack of the whip, and he picks up again.


Red Verdon ran out of room on the inside. Right down the outside Wings Of Desire and US Army Ranger.


We’re not getting any closer to Seamie as the two-furlong marker flashes past. The masses are roaring but I don’t hear them. I just see Seamie to my left and still in front of me, and the green baize that stretches down the hill and up the hill through the deep-packed crowds to the most famous winning post in racing.


Idaho, striped cap, and Harzand are the first to go for home. US Army Ranger is now in full cry towards the outside.


Harzand is strong. He’s in full flight now and still going forward. I can see that Idaho is wilting. Slowly, we are inching closer. Eating into his lead. We get level with him on the run to the furlong pole. Harzand is rolling down the hill, in on top of Idaho, so I switch my whip, right hand to left hand, in order to keep him straight.


We’re past Idaho now, we’re a neck up, a half-a-length up, but there’s that incline. Downhill for ages and now an uphill run to the line. It’s a gruelling test, a true test. It saps all your energy. I can sense another horse closing in to my right. I can hear the hooves and I catch a glimpse of his white face.


They enter the final furlong. Harzand, US Army Ranger has got to the leader’s girths, but has still got to get by.


US Army Ranger gets to Harzand’s tail. He gets to the back of my saddle. He gets to my boot. I ask Harzand for one last effort. For all that he has. It’s not fair – he has run his heart out for 11½ furlongs – but this is the Derby, and we just need one more lunge. One more lung-bursting effort for history.


And Harzand is pulling out more!


US Army Ranger doesn’t get any closer. Harzand digs deeper than he has ever dug before. He finds the reserves of energy that we thought he had, that we hoped he had, and, actually, we are going away again inside the final 25 yards.


And it’s Harzand, in the colours of the Aga Khan.


We hit the line. The Epsom Derby. Really? The Derby. Have we really won the Derby?


Exhale.




SUNDAY NIGHT, MARCH 2018


I wasn’t feeling great on the Sunday night. Frances had been up with me all day, Dr Adrian McGoldrick had been up to see me; but now it was late, everybody had gone. It was my first night in a hospital bed on my own, knowing exactly what was happening, knowing that there was a juggernaut coming down the tracks to face me but not knowing exactly what form it would take. My mind was in turmoil: the uncertainty, the fear of the unknown. I was trying to put a brave face on things, but I wasn’t really managing that too well.


I had never met Dee Swansea before, I had never seen her before, but suddenly she was there, in my room, sitting beside me, introducing herself, the head nurse in the Hawthorn Ward in St Vincent’s Private Hospital. She talked me through everything, the processes, the timing, the details but, more importantly, she reassured me. These people knew exactly what they were doing. ‘We’ll get through this,’ she said. ‘We’ll come out the other side.’ It was we and us, not you and them. Like, that they were all in it with me. That I wasn’t alone.


That conversation was a psychological tonic. It turned my frame of mind inside out. The fear had left me; I felt safe, reassured, comforted, up for the fight. We’ll get through this, we’ll come out the other side, all in it together.


I slept that night.




CHAPTER 1


‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’


The headmaster was asking everybody.


There were nurses and teachers and doctors and farmers. To be honest, when you were growing up in Rhode in County Offaly in the 1980s, in rural Ireland, you didn’t know much other than nurses and teachers and doctors and farmers. And the ESB, the Electricity Supply Board. Most of my classmates’ parents worked for the ESB.


‘A jockey,’ I said.


There was a bit of a murmur around the classroom.


‘A what?’ asked the headmaster.


‘A jockey,’ I said again.


Some of my classmates laughed. They were behind me. I was up at the top of the class, so I couldn’t see most of them – but some of them were laughing, all right. Most of them didn’t know that a jockey was a thing, that it was possible to make a living out of riding horses.


The headmaster laughed too.


‘Good man, Patrick.’


I didn’t enjoy school, especially primary school: Scoil Mhuire Naofa in Rhode. I never enjoyed being in a classroom; I always preferred being outside, working with the animals, herding cattle or mending fences or even picking stones (and I wasn’t a huge fan of picking stones), long before I was ever into horses. So I was starting off on a negative straight away, in a classroom, within four walls, behind a desk.


I found it hard work from the start. I was quiet enough as a kid. I didn’t mess in class a lot and I didn’t distract others, but I wouldn’t have been the most academically gifted student in the school, and I was always playing catch-up.


As well as that, I don’t think that the headmaster liked me very much. His wife taught in the school too, and I don’t think she thought a lot of me either.


I wasn’t encouraged at school; I was often just left there. I was rarely chosen to do anything in class, even read out loud. People would be taking it in turns to read a sentence from our reader; the teacher would be going through the class in order, by desk, by seat. You’d figure out when it was your turn to read, you’d be all geared up; then it would come to your turn, and he’d skip you. He’d go on to the next kid and you’d sit there, spurned, ignored.


It wasn’t a healthy environment for me, and it certainly wasn’t an environment in which I was encouraged to learn or develop.


Consequently, I downed tools early enough in my time at school. It was self-perpetuating then. I wasn’t getting on, so I wasn’t putting the effort in, so I wasn’t getting on, so I wasn’t putting the effort in. Chicken, egg.


I fought back a bit, and it spiralled as a result; the punishments were more frequently administered, but I couldn’t really do anything about it. This was 1980s Ireland: teachers held a lofty position in rural communities, and I was just a kid. As well as that, my mother and father didn’t like to rock the boat. You just put your head down and got on with things.


That was my father’s attitude, and it was one that served him well all his life.


I used to have some epic battles with my mother in the mornings before school. Nearly every day. There was nothing enjoyable about school for me at all. I’m not saying that I would have ended up being a doctor or a rocket scientist or anything, and I would never have changed a thing about how my career as a jockey got going, but I could have achieved more at school if I had been in a different environment, if it hadn’t been as difficult for me as it was.


I always regretted that I didn’t receive a proper, good education. Not a master’s or a PhD, but just a good education. It was something that was always in the back of my mind. It drove me on, though. It made me more determined to succeed than I might have been otherwise. I resolved that I would find something I was good at, and that I would make sure I succeeded in that, whatever it was going to be.


It’s also why Frances and I were always adamant that our three children would get a good education. Thankfully, they took to school quite easily. (They take after their mother in that regard.)


I did enjoy secondary school more. I didn’t hate going to secondary school like I hated going to primary school, but I suppose by then, academically, a lot of the damage was done. I realised how far behind I was in a lot of subjects when I got to secondary school, how hard I would have to work just to catch up, and I was only looking for an excuse to get out. I found one, too – a brilliant excuse.
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I had a great upbringing. We were very much a working-class family. My mother was a stay-at-home mother, and my dad was a farm labourer.


They were both born in Rhode, they grew up in Rhode, and they raised us in Rhode. Four boys: Seán, Ger (Slugger), me and Brian, in that order. The four of us shared the one bedroom. Two double beds in the same room. That was some craic. The fights we had, the fun. Our parents were very strict with us when we were in public – we had to behave ourselves when we were outside the house – but inside the house, they didn’t seem to mind if we were messing or fighting or up late acting the maggot!


Rhode was a very rural village then, so we had loads of room, fields and space and open road. Even if we weren’t out on the farm with Dad, we were out wandering the fields, or climbing trees or rolling around in the muck somewhere. During the holidays or on weekends, you went off in the morning, and you came back when you were hungry. We didn’t have much, but we didn’t want for anything.


Our house was an open house, too. That was the way my mother and father were. The door was always open at just about any time of the day or night. You could be there, in the sitting room, and one of the neighbours would just walk in. They wouldn’t even knock on the door!


My mother and father welcomed everybody.


They weren’t drinkers, there was never any drink in the house; but there was always food. I don’t know how my mother did it. We didn’t have a lot of money, but there was always food or dinner for anyone who wanted it. I would often be woken up at 11 or 12 o’clock at night by voices in the kitchen or in the sitting room: people having a discussion or an argument about football or politics!


My father worked for Trevor Cotton on his farm, and then for Seán Buckley when he bought most of the land from Mr Cotton. It was Seán Buckley’s farm that supplied all the beef to the butcher’s, FX Buckley. Dad and his brother-in-law Noel Hickey ran the farm between them and, after Noel sadly passed away, Dad ran it on his own.


Trevor Cotton was always very good to my father, as he was later on to me. When I got older and got going and managed to get a few quid together, he sold the 44 acres of land that he retained to me, and that is where Frances and I built our house and a few stables and settled down with our kids. The Brick Field. The field in which I worked with my father and my brothers when I was a kid. We called our house and our patch Brickfield Stud. Strange the way life works out.


Dad loved his work. He loved being out on the farm. He did go to work for the ESB in Rhode for a little while, just for a couple of months, but he didn’t enjoy it. It was a really good job in the ESB – they were such a good employer: pensions and health benefits and everything – but he just didn’t like being inside all day. He loved being out in the open.


We loved being out on the farm with Dad. I can’t remember a time in my childhood when I wasn’t out on the farm with my father. We probably weren’t much help when we were very small. Back then, it was probably as much about getting us out from under our mother’s feet as it was about getting us to help. But as we got older, we helped out, all right. We did a little bit of everything, herding cattle, scraping the yards, keeping it all clean, fixing gates, and we loved it. And we learned to drive in the fields. Tractors and cars and anything else that had an engine and wheels.


My father instilled in all of us the idea that you needed to work hard, and I had that work ethic throughout my whole career. I never thought that I was the most gifted rider, but I always thought that, if I worked hard at it, I had a chance.


Lambing season was crazy. Dad would drive back to the farm at around 12 o’clock every night to check the ewes, and at least one of us would go with him. I didn’t love it every night. Like any child, you’d moan or give out that you had to go back out, especially if it was a cold night, but, in general, I always wanted to be on the farm and, from an early age, I always wanted to have a farm or land of some description.


For hard work, though, you didn’t have to look beyond the bog. I never minded hard work, but the bog was something else. Everybody hated it, all the kids hated it, and yet everybody had to do it. If you lived in Rhode, you had to do your time on the bog.


During the summer, Dad would come home from work and have his dinner, and then we’d all be back out to the bog, cutting and heaping and footing turf. That was our fuel for the winter. There was no oil or gas in our house, no central heating: it was all turf from the bog. That’s what kept every house in Rhode warm during the winter. You had a fairly short window within which you had to cut your turf for the winter, and it was all hands on deck then.


Thankfully, when we got a bit older, we got to a point where we were making a few quid, and my brothers and I clubbed together and bought in the turf for my mother and father, and that was the best money we ever spent!


Gaelic football was always a massive part of life in Rhode. People eat, sleep and drink Gaelic football, and the GAA has always played a huge role in the community. Rhode has always had great football teams: they are always competitive in the county championship, and they regularly win it.


Some of the great Offaly football players have come from Rhode. The most famous Rhode Gaelic football player, though, is undoubtedly Séamus Darby, who scored the winning goal for Offaly against Kerry in the 1982 All-Ireland Final. That was fairytale stuff.


There were some celebrations in Rhode that night, and they lasted for weeks. The Sam Maguire Cup did the rounds. It was in our school and it was in our house. It was probably in every house in the village at some point. I was only five at the time, but I remember all the excitement, and I remember sitting in the Sam Maguire Cup in our house!


Dad played for Rhode and he trained some of the underage teams. I played too when I was younger, but, unfortunately, I wasn’t very good. I was small and I was light. I wasn’t built for it.


I tried, though; I played until I was 11. I struggled away, I did my best, until one day my manager told me that I wasn’t very good. It just confirmed what I knew myself deep down, but that was it for me.


I might have been looking for an excuse to give it up anyway, but that was the final straw. I came home that day. The washing machine was just in front of the back door at home when you came in, down the hall. I fired my bag along the ground towards the washing machine and I told my mother, ‘I’m never playing football again.’


And I didn’t.


I got a bit of stick for not playing football. Like, what are you at, off riding horses, off with your ponies? You should be playing football. That sickened me a bit against Gaelic football. So when I was a teenager, like 13, 14, 15, I was a little bit anti-GAA.


I came back full circle, though. Our kids played football: Hannah was always very good at Gaelic football, from the time that she started playing, and Paddy was always a great little guy to get stuck in, and Sarah seemed to have an innate talent for the game too, wherever she got it! They played with the club and they played with the school too.


We weren’t allowed to hang out in the village when we were younger. Up to the shop and home again, or off to church and home, or up to the football pitch and home. Dad just didn’t like us hanging around. Idle hands, he said. He wanted us all to be active. We fought with him about it a little bit; some of our friends would be hanging out in the village, but he didn’t allow us to do that, and he was right. He wanted us to be doing things; he wanted us to be occupied.


I didn’t know it at the time, but I would soon happen upon a pursuit that would occupy just about all my time.




CHAPTER 2


It was Seán’s fault, mainly. My involvement with horses was all down to my eldest brother.


Seán decided, after he did his Leaving Certificate, that he wanted to work with horses. It was out of the blue a bit; he had never really had anything to do with horses. All his work with animals – like mine and Gerard’s and Brian’s and Dad’s – was with agricultural animals. But Seán took this notion into his head that he wanted to work with horses. So he went up to Greenhills Riding School in Kill in County Kildare after he finished school, and he did six months there, for no pay. Just so that he could ride and gain experience with horses. He was that determined. He was always clever, Seán; he could have gone on to do whatever he wanted to do, but all he wanted to do was work with horses.


Shortly after finishing in Greenhills, he started working for Joanna Morgan. He just saw an ad in The Irish Field looking for staff, so he wrote to Joanna and he got the job.


Joanna has always been an unbelievable person. She was a bit of a trailblazer. Originally from Wales, she rode point-to-pointers there, and she arrived in Ireland in 1974, just two years after female riders were first allowed a licence to ride. She was a pioneer. Riding for Séamus McGrath, Joanna set new landmarks for female riders all over the place. She was the first woman to ride in an Irish Classic, she was the first professional woman to ride at Royal Ascot, and she was the first female rider to ride a winner in Kenya! In fact, she rode over two hundred winners during her riding career, and she managed to combine riding with training before she retired from riding at the end of the 1997 season to concentrate on training and on buying and selling horses.


It was tough work for Seán at Joanna’s, but he got on with it, and he loved it. He learned lots from Joanna and from her then-husband, Tommy McGivern. Seán would stay in Joanna’s for the week and he’d come home at the weekends. I would usually go with Dad and Seán in the car on the Sunday evening. Joanna was very personable, very friendly; she would always be chatting to Dad when we’d go down. One Sunday evening she asked me and Dad if we would like to come in and have a look around the yard. It was all very exciting for me, seeing racehorses, a racing yard. Then Joanna asked me if I would like to go down some weekend and work with the horses. I went down the following weekend, and I loved it from the start.


Joanna had ponies, so she threw me up on a pony straight away. I had no experience of riding at all. There was this donkey that belonged to a neighbour of ours, and I used to hop up on him and ride him a bit, but to ride a pony was different.


I loved working with the horses, too. Joanna had about 30 horses at the time; she had horses in training and she had horses for the breeze-up sales, so there was a lot to be done.


It was some opportunity for me, learning how to ride from Joanna and Tommy. It was some education. Joanna was a brilliant jockey, and to have her taking an interest in you, teaching you how to ride, the subtleties and the nuances of riding a thoroughbred, was some head start for a young fellow. And Tommy was a top-class rider in his day. He had this really good, patient way with kids. He taught me an awful lot too.


I went from riding ponies to riding racehorses within about six months. It was a bit of a baptism of fire for sure, but I loved it. I was riding five or six horses out every morning, two-year-olds mainly, the breeze-up horses and the racehorses that were there at the time.


There must have been at least a little bit of ability in there, buried deep in me somewhere, but when you’re young like that, you have no fear. I’d never say no to anything Joanna would ask me to do. Joanna was brave as well; she’d let me ride anything after a little while.


There were falls, of course. I wasn’t a natural from day one, or anything like it. I got dropped and I got hurt, but I always picked myself up and got back up again. It was a great way for me to learn. In at the deep end.


I rode in the breeze-up sales at Newmarket when I was 13. It was some experience for a young fellow. I had never been out of Ireland before – I had never ventured too far from Rhode before. And here I was, on a ferry over to England.


Breeze-up sales are different from other sales, in that the horses ‘breeze’, or run, along a racecourse for two furlongs so that people can watch them or time them before they decide if they are going to buy them or bid for them. All the horses are unraced two-year-olds.


The horses used to come up two by two. With Joanna’s horses, I’d ride one and Joanna would ride the other up beside me. Then we’d go back and do it again with the next two. That was some thrill, riding up the course at Newmarket, up the Rowley Mile, where they run the Craven Stakes and the Guineas and where they used to run the Champion Stakes.


About two years after I first went to Joanna’s, Seán went to Canada. Joanna encouraged him to go; it was quiet enough at Joanna’s during the summer and she said that he should go off and get some experience. So he went over to Roger Attfield, one of the top trainers in Canada, and he never came back. Seán went on to work for Frank Stronach’s Stronach Group in Canada, where he still works today.


Seán’s departure meant that it was very difficult for me to continue to go to Joanna’s. I was very young, so I couldn’t keep going on my own. I didn’t have a car and it was too far for a bicycle, and I couldn’t keep on asking my father to bring me every day. But I always appreciated all that Joanna did for me and, later on when I got going, I would ride for her whenever I could, and I would travel to the races with her sometimes. We have always had a very good relationship.


The only person who had horses within a distance of my home that was accessible for a 14-year-old on a bicycle was Tom Lacy. I got on to my father to get on to Tom to ask him if I could go in and work for him. I had Dad driven mad, plaguing him, so eventually he went up to Tom and asked him. Tom was great – he said, ‘Yeah, sure send him in.’ So I went in that first weekend and, again, I loved it. I just loved being around horses.


Tom had all types of horses: Flat horses, jumps horses, young horses, broodmares, a mixture of everything. It was a busier yard than Joanna’s but, in many ways, the two yards were very similar. As in Joanna’s, there was a lot to be done, so I got stuck in from early.


I went into Tom’s any chance I got. School holidays, days off, everything. It was all I wanted to do. I was riding out and mucking out and working with the mares and breaking yearlings. Everything. And as soon as I turned 15, I applied for my apprentice’s licence. I had the form filled in and ready to go so that, on my 15th birthday, all I had to do was send it in to the Turf Club.


Working with horses was brilliant, riding out and riding work. But the prospect of riding a real racehorse in a real horse race, on a real racecourse, against other horses and other riders, that would be dreamland.




BACK PAIN


The back pain started in the summer of 2017, and it drove me mad. You always had your aches and pains, they went with the territory, they went with the job, but you dealt with them and you moved on. This one felt different though. I couldn’t shift this one.


I went to my physiotherapists as usual, Martha Kellaghan and John Butler. They tried to fix me, as they usually did, but there was no easing of the pain this time. It was so bad that I went for an MRI scan on my lower back, but it came back clear. I put it down to age. I had turned 40 the previous May. I had never been 40 before.


Turned out, if the MRI scan had been done on a different part of my back, a little bit higher, it would have revealed the source of the problem. But you have to be specific when you are going for your MRI scan, you have to focus on one area, and my pain was in my lower back, so that was the area that got the attention, not higher up, which is where the problem actually was.


That was a winter of discontent for me. I soldiered on, I said I would take it easy. My idea of taking it easy was riding one day a week. So I rode at Dundalk every Friday and I continued to get physio on my back. I hated taking painkillers, even paracetamol. I always preferred to allow my immune system to deal with any ailments if I could. That winter, though, I took painkillers, all right.


I went to South Africa for the International Jockeys’ Challenge and, while it was a great trip, I was in agony with my back. The plane journey to South Africa was a nightmare; I was writhing around in my seat for the whole flight. I rode a winner there, but I almost passed out after crossing the winning line. I was in constant discomfort. People were saying that the humidity and the altitude were factors, so I put it down to that.


I went to Dubai as usual, and I went to Bahrain in February. I was riding there, but I also wanted to get some sun on my back, see if it would help with the pain. It didn’t really. Then I was back to Ireland for the build up to the Flat season in February, back in Dermot’s, riding out and riding work and getting to know the young horses. Looking forward to the 2018 season that was stretching out in front of me.


It was in the middle of March that I started to get a little bit of reflux, heartburn. I started to take Rennies, and they gave me a little bit of relief, but I was very concerned that something wasn’t right. My dad had had severe heartburn before he was diagnosed with cancer, and I had never had heartburn before. Frances and I talked about it, and I mentioned it to Dr Adrian McGoldrick, the Senior Medical Officer at the Turf Club, who was a brilliant medical officer. I used to get regular blood tests, because of the history of cancer in the family – Dad died from cancer, Dad’s father died from cancer – and my regular blood tests were all coming back fine, so I kicked on.


My weight was very good, unusually good. I put it down to the fact that I was older, that I had just turned 40 and that, finally, my body was starting to get the message! But actually, it was the cancer on the inside, busy working away.


On the Wednesday before the start of the turf Flat season, I came home from Dermot’s and went to the toilet, and my urine was a really bad colour. When I told Frances, she tried to hide her concern, but she was straight with me and she was stern: directly up to Adrian’s to get it checked out. My face had gone a bit of a jaundiced colour, too. Adrian took another urine sample and he sent me immediately to the Beacon Hospital in Dublin.


Adrian told me that it was probably gallstones, so I wasn’t overly concerned initially. My main concern was the fact that I had told Mick Halford that I would ride work for him the following morning, on the Thursday morning, and, in my mind, there was no way I was missing that.


That was my thinking at the time. I just wanted to get the tests done and finished, boxes ticked, so that I could get back to doing what I always did. I had never missed a day’s work, I had never missed a day’s racing through ill-health, so there was no reason to start just because I had turned 40 and I had a bit of back pain. I just didn’t really think of it as an option. I wasn’t going to let Mick Halford down.


They wanted to keep me in overnight on Wednesday night so that they could do their tests on Thursday morning, but I just saw that as a waste of time. There was no need for me to stay in. If I stayed on Wednesday night, I would have had to miss riding work on Thursday morning, and that made no sense to me, so I checked myself out and went home.


It was an important piece of work, on a filly who was set to run on the Sunday at Naas, on the first day of the new turf Flat season. I actually rode two lots for Mick that morning before going back to the Beacon later on Thursday. Frances went back up to the Beacon with me on Thursday afternoon – I presume to make sure that I stayed there so that they could do their tests on Friday morning!


I had rides booked for Dundalk on Friday evening, and all I wanted was to be discharged so that I could go to Dundalk. It was so childish of me, and selfish. I had all these people trying to do the right thing for me, trying to look after me, trying to figure out what was wrong with me, and all I wanted was to go home so that I could ride at Dundalk. On Friday morning, Frances had had enough of me.


‘Look,’ she said, ‘you’re going to have to miss Dundalk.’


I rang my agent, Kevin O’Ryan.


‘Kevin, they want to keep me here. I’m sorry but I can’t make it to Dundalk this evening.’


‘No problem,’ said Kevin. ‘Let them do what has to be done, and you’ll be back out and ready for Naas on Sunday.’


Naas on Sunday was a big deal, the start of the turf Flat season, the first Flat racing on grass in Ireland since the previous November, the first two-year-olds’ race, the Group 3 Park Express Stakes. So I was happy enough with that.


The tests started early on Friday and they went on all day, MRI and CT scans. Then Friday night rolled around, and I was settling in for another night in the Beacon Hospital, thinking of Naas on Sunday. I was just sitting there on the bed, Frances on the chair beside me, when the doctor came in and told us that they had found a tumour on the pancreas.


The world stopped for a second or two. A tumour on the pancreas. It was difficult to know what to do with that information. Difficult to know how to react. It was like an out-of-body experience, like the doctor was saying it about somebody else, to somebody else, like I was floating above the room, observing what was going on. Not like I was in the thick of it.


Suddenly, in an instant, everything changed. The things that I thought were important, all of a sudden, with the uttering of just a few words, didn’t seem to be important anymore. Missing Dundalk on Friday, trying to get to Naas on Sunday, worrying about letting Mick Halford down, about letting Dermot Weld down, about letting owners down. Suddenly they weren’t the most important things in the world.


It was all a bit of a haze, really, but we held it together. Frances and I talked about it and decided that we were just going to get stuck in, that we would do whatever we needed to do in order to get it sorted. Frances stayed with me for a little while but, in the end, obviously she had to go home to the kids.


I have to admit, I wasn’t great after she had left. All my pragmatism, all my courage, all my bravery, it all went out the window. I felt lonely, lost, weak, helpless. And that night, that Friday night in the Beacon Hospital, lying in my bed, on my own, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep, my mind in turmoil, that was the worst night of my life.




CHAPTER 3


When I watched racing, I mainly watched the jockeys, not the horses.


My father was a big sports man; he loved sport. He played Gaelic football to a high level with Rhode, and he obviously watched Gaelic football and hurling on television, but he watched other sports too, including soccer and golf and rugby. And racing. He’d have the Derby or the Guineas or the Grand National or the Galway Races on in the house when they were on. We only had two channels in those days, RTÉ1 and RTÉ2, so we were restricted in what we could watch, but the big race meetings were always on.


I was always fascinated by the jockeys, their different riding styles. I watched them closely, and I picked my favourites. Mick Kinane and Walter Swinburn, and Cash Asmussen. Cash brought the American style of riding with him, toes in the irons, whip in the air, and he had this swagger about him.


I watched Cash ride Suave Dancer to win the Irish Champion Stakes at Leopardstown in 1991, and I remember thinking how cool he was. And I watched Alan Munro riding Generous to beat Suave Dancer and Walter Swinburn in the Irish Derby earlier that year. Alan Munro adopted the American style too, whip up in the air like a periscope.


But Mick Kinane was my hero. I loved everything that he did. And it wasn’t just his riding style: it was the way that he went about things. His demeanour, his professionalism, his concentration. I always thought that it meant something to him, every horse, every race. Get the job done. Be the best rider that you can be, give every horse that you ride the best chance of winning that you can give it.


I started off by trying to take different bits from different riders, different aspects of their individual styles, and by trying to combine all the bits together in order to create my own style. But the more time went on, the more I realised that I just wanted to be like Mick! I obviously adopted and adapted my own style over the years but, in the early stages for sure, it was very much based on Mick’s style.


I was lucky that, when I started riding, I think that Mick took a bit of a shine to me. It was all very daunting at first, of course, going into the weigh room, being in there with Mick and Christy Roche and Stephen Craine, giants of the sport.


As a young rider, you were a child in an adult’s world. In order to survive, you had to get up to that level very quickly. Seamie Heffernan and Declan McDonogh started off around the same time as me, Johnny Murtagh was a little bit ahead of us, but you had to be able to compete. It’s why Irish jockeys have always been so good on a world stage. Because the standard of riding has always been so good in Ireland among the older jockeys, young jockeys coming through have always had to learn to be good very quickly if they are going to be able to compete and survive.


We respected the older riders – and I think that is lost a little bit in the weigh room now, the respect that the younger lads had for the senior riders – but they treated you with a bit of respect too, if you were good enough. It was a unique environment, the weigh room. You were all in there together, all changing, showering, talking together, and yet, when you went out to compete, you were all against each other. It was very different from a dressing room in other sports: all on the same team, all together on the field of play. On a racecourse, we were all against each other. And then you had the inherent danger that went with riding and horse racing as a backdrop to it all, with two ambulances following you around.


At festival meetings, when you’d be away for a couple of days, you’d find yourself at dinner one evening and Mick Kinane or Stephen Craine would be sitting beside you. A hero who, not 12 months previously, you were watching on the television, riding in the Derby, riding in the Champion Stakes, and wondering what it would be like to be out there with him. It would be like watching Cristiano Ronaldo playing in the Champions’ League final on television, then a year later sharing a dressing room with him before a club match.


Strangely, I found it easy to go up to Mick and ask him questions. It was a little bit daunting, of course, but from the start, even as a young fellow, I didn’t find him intimidating, and that surprised me in a way. I wouldn’t have been the most confident person when I was young; I wouldn’t have been comfortable standing up and talking in front of the class. But I never had a problem approaching Mick to ask him for his advice on something. He always made it easy for me.


I asked him everything, about horses and riding styles and tactics and racecourses. I even asked him about where he got his whips and his saddles and his boots. He always helped me out. He even got me whips. And even when he stopped riding, even when I stopped riding, he was always a person to whom I could turn if ever I needed anything. I numbered him among my very good friends.


I was obsessed about my weight. From a very early age, I was worried that I would grow too much, that I would be heavier than I needed to be in order to be a Flat jockey. On the morning of my 15th birthday, on the day that I applied for my apprentice’s licence, I went for a run. I just figured that I needed to get into a way of doing things, into a routine, if I was going to keep my weight down low enough to allow me to ride on the Flat.


I could have ridden at 7st 11lb or 7st 12lb at my lightest. That was light, but you had a 10lb claim when you started riding, which reduced as you gained experience and rode more winners. That meant that, in most races, the horses that you were riding were allowed to carry 10lb less than their allotted weight. That was in order to compensate for the jockey’s relative lack of experience, and in order to give owners and trainers an incentive to give opportunities to young inexperienced riders. But it meant that I couldn’t claim the full 10lb off any horse that was set to carry anything less than 8st 7lb or 8st 8lb.


I struggled with my weight. All my career, I struggled with my weight. Nearly every jockey did. Nearly every jockey in the weigh room was riding at weights that were well below their natural body weight. I never made a big deal about it, I never really talked about it that much, it was just something that I wanted to do on my own without making a big fuss about it. But it was a big thing for me.


Your whole life is governed by what you can eat and when you can eat it. You are continually hungry and you are often cranky because of it. I suppose, when you have to be about a stone and a half lighter than your natural body weight, it’s going to have an impact on you mentally.


Strangely, my biggest concern when I was starting to ride was about my weight. It was head and shoulders above everything else. I never really worried about injury, even though I knew that it was a part of it, and I never really worried that much about getting the opportunities, and I never really worried about not being good enough. I suppose I just figured that opportunities would come if I worked hard. But I always worried about my weight.


It didn’t help that people would say it to me often. ‘You need to keep your weight down.’ ‘You’ll probably get too heavy.’ I was determined that I wouldn’t. But the most difficult time for me with my weight was not when I started riding, but more when I was in my early twenties, just at the time that I was starting to ride for Dermot Weld. You’re transforming from a boy to a man at that stage in your life, and you start to develop physically. I found myself broadening across my shoulders, I could see physical changes in myself, and I tried to halt or stall those changes. That’s when you are really battling against nature.


I became obsessed with it all, in a very unhealthy way. I was watching everything I ate and everything I drank – I was constantly thinking about food and drink. It became an obsession, and it became a huge battle, a daily battle, not just for me, but for most jockeys.


People generally didn’t appreciate what jockeys had to go through in order to be able to ride at their racing weights. Even trainers probably didn’t fully appreciate it. It was mental torture. You’d be thinking about food all the time. You’d be hungry, but you knew that you couldn’t eat. Or drink. That was the killer, when you couldn’t drink. The dehydration. When you were that light, anything you drank, tea, milk, soft drinks, even water, you put on weight. Your body was like a sponge when it was that light, it craved nutrition, any nutrition. You’d wring your body out in the morning in the sauna, bone dry, then any fluids it could get, it would soak them up and retain everything.


It took an awful lot of hard work, and it wasn’t really until I met Frances that I started to get it under control. Not a lot of people would have known that I struggled with my weight. You knew the jockeys who struggled with their weight in general, their weight issues were well known. Mine weren’t. People probably thought that I was fine with my weight, that it was easy for me to keep it under control, but it wasn’t. I struggled badly. I just chose to keep it to myself.


It was always on my mind, though. First thing in the morning, every morning during my riding career, I would think about my weight. I would get out of bed and stand on the scales. Then I’d think, can I have a bit of breakfast, or can I have something to eat today? If you have 4lb or 5lb to take off before racing, that rules that out.


I probably went about it the wrong way in the early part of my career, before I became more educated on food and learned a little about nutrition and diets. Running and sauna, that was how I used to do it. Sweat it out of you. When I came on the scene 25 years ago, that was how it was done. You learned from the lads who were ahead of you, and that’s how they did it.


I would usually go without breakfast, maybe have something small in the middle of the day, and then try to eat something healthy in the evening. I went through a phase of eating chocolate. I’d stop at a garage on the way to the races and get some chocolate. I felt that it gave me energy, it gave me a sugar-rush.


As time went on, I tried to develop a better diet and better eating habits, but it wasn’t easy. I couldn’t ride with food in my stomach. I just couldn’t do it. I would feel unwell. I always liked to be a little bit hungry when I was riding. I always thought that I performed better if I was a little bit hungry.


I incorporated running and sweating into my routine. I built a little gym at home, and I built a sauna. I used to sweat every day, pretty much every day, all my life. Even if I didn’t have to ride light on the day, I’d still have a sweat in the morning. It just became part of my routine.


My weight dominated everything. Even when we were away on holidays, I wouldn’t be able to relax. Not fully. The first two or three days, I’d let my hair down a bit all right, have a bit of craic, have good food, have a drink, but after the first couple of days, I’d start thinking about my weight again. Even though we wouldn’t be nearly at the end of the holiday, I’d be thinking, the heavier I get, the more difficult it’s going to be to get the weight off. I would be able to feel my body getting heavier, and I didn’t like it. So I’d even spend most of my holidays watching my weight – I’d go to the gym every day, too, for the last few days.


I just didn’t have the mental strength to take off lots of weight. Other lads could do it no bother, you’d see them do it, take off 7lb or 8lb or 10lb when they’d get back from holidays. I just wouldn’t have been able to do that, so the best thing for me was not to put it on in the first place.


I did get advice. I’d go through phases. I remember going to see a dietician in the Blackrock Clinic, and he put me on this programme that allowed me to eat three meals a day. I followed it initially, for a week, but I found myself putting on weight after a few days. I started to panic, so I reverted to my own way. Maybe I never really gave it a chance but, at the end of the day, you know your own body, you know what works for you. You end up finding your own way of doing things.


And you’d treat yourself every now and again. Everybody did it. You’d be on a night out and you’d have a nice meal, maybe a couple of drinks. Things that most people do as a matter of course, go out and have a nice meal. You’d be craving a good meal. It’s a strange mindset. We might go out on a Saturday night or a Sunday night, depending on racing, and you’d know that you had to get back to your racing weight on Monday, but you’d treat yourself anyway. Then you’re up on Monday morning and it’s torture, getting the weight back off. Back to square one.


I was always 8st 9lb. That was always my racing weight. Fifty-five kilograms. I have ridden out at 60 kilograms, but when I was going racing, I would be 55 kilograms. Even if I was riding at 10 stone, I still went racing at 8st 9lb. I just figured that, in order to do things right, I needed to have some consistency in my weight, and my racing weight was 8st 9lb.


When I started my chemotherapy, the doctors and the nurses were all on to me about the importance of keeping weight on. We had a laugh about it. I told them that there would be no problem keeping weight on.


I gave up alcohol at the end of 2017, when I started to feel my back pain. I just figured that I wanted to give myself every chance of having as long a career in the saddle as I could have, and that giving up alcohol would be no harm. And I didn’t really miss it at all. I never would have been a big drinker anyway, but I just wanted to give my body every opportunity. I didn’t get heavy when I stopped riding, I didn’t get fat, but I still put on a stone and a half after I stopped.


The weights that horses carry went up a couple of pounds between the time that I started riding and the time that I stopped, but I always thought that they should have gone up by more. When I was riding, I was very much of the mentality that, if you couldn’t ride at nine stone, you shouldn’t be riding. Just get on with it. But I changed my mind on that later.


It was an issue of health, in my eyes. Jockeys’ health. People were getting progressively bigger. I felt that I was one of the bigger lads in the weigh room at the start of my career, but by the time I retired, I was one of the smaller jockeys.


Dr Adrian McGoldrick did a lot of research on the raising of riders’ weights, and it was great stuff. Lots of horsemen, as they were known in America, would have been opposed to it; they argued that the risk of injury to horses is greater if the riders are heavier, but that was not scientifically proven. All that was proven was that race times would be slower, which makes sense. Horses carry bigger weights, that’s going to slow them down. But it would be easy to cope with that if it meant that jockeys’ health and wellbeing was going to be enhanced.
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