



[image: Cover Image]






Hugh Cahill is a sports broadcaster, commentator and journalist. Currently in his 10th year with RTÉ Sport, Hugh has covered a wide range of international and domestic events, from the Olympic Games, to Rugby World Cups and Cheltenham. Hugh has fronted RTÉ’s television coverage of the Christmas Racing Festival and also commentates for World Rugby on the international Sevens circuit. He lives in Wicklow with his wife Louise and their three children.




[image: image]




[image: image]




Copyright © 2018 Hugh Cahill


The right of Hugh Cahill to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


First published in Ireland in 2018 by HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND


1


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN 9781473690233


Book Design and Typesetting by Anú Design, Tara


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15, Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie




To Teddy & Tim




[image: image]




INTRODUCTION


A certainty in horse-racing only exists as a mirage for the foolhardy. Even a considered view from the most knowledgeable racing expert can be undone with a slip of a horseshoe or an unlucky tumble at the final fence. One man’s banker is another’s foolish wager and the line between genius and madness is as thin and tightly veiled as the source of a rumour on the next sure thing.


Isn’t that what makes horse racing so beautifully appealing?


The factors that determine an eventual winner from the rest of the field can be as basic – or as complex – as you are prepared to believe …


‘The ground didn’t suit.’


‘The pace was too strong.’


‘He never got into a rhythm.’


‘She needed to be in front early on.’


‘He prefers going left-handed.’


‘He jumped to his right.’


‘He didn’t stay.’


‘She needs further.’


The truth is that horses are as vulnerable to condition and form as any other creature on this earth. And when you factor in temperament, luck, going and a myriad of other external factors, staking your lot with any degree of certainty on the outcome of a race is as open to vulnerability as any other pastime.


I was six years old when my late grandfather sat me on his knee and introduced me to the sport of kings. And, with fifty pence riding on ‘the horse with the yellow jockey’ and the promise of a chocolate bar from the winning spoils, we both erupted in delight as the last fence was successfully negotiated and the rest of the field trailed breathlessly in our horse’s wake.


My grandmother smiled, too, not in any anticipation of a share of my grandfather’s windfall, but because she enjoyed watching those beautiful animals in full flight. And, as my grandfather trotted down to the local bookie that afternoon to collect his winnings, my grandmother regaled me with tales of Arkle’s Gold Cup success and the magical allure of Himself.


Therein, I had two contrasting and equally wonderful appraisals of the sport – my grandfather, earnestly celebrating his good fortune and marvelling at his intuition for backing a winner at a big price, and my grandmother, simply content to appreciate the beauty of racing for beauty’s sake.


Several years later, my first introduction to my now father-in-law revolved around a difference of opinion on who was the greater jockey: Ruby Walsh or A.P. McCoy.


Thankfully, the force of our respective opinions was not so great as to prevent the forging of a deep friendship and a bond that exists to this day. A Sunday afternoon in Portlaoise, watching racing in his company, remains one of my favourite pastimes. Which side I fell down on in the ‘A.P. v. Ruby’ verbal joust with my father-in-law will remain between us. Safe to say, we have agreed to disagree.


By its very nature, sport divides opinion and horse-racing is certainly no different. Even as I sat down to develop the idea for this book, I found myself struggling to settle on my own favourite racing memory from years gone by. There have been so many.


Brave Inca’s Champion Hurdle victory in 2006 stands out for a few reasons – not least because it was my first trip to the Cheltenham festival. Up until that year, I had visited the course on two previous occasions for the November meeting but, this time, I was lucky enough to cover Cheltenham for Newstalk radio.


The decision to send me over was all very last minute, so it was a stroke of good fortune that Brendan McArdle, a former college classmate and now journalist with The Irish Field, invited me to take up the spare room in a house he had organised for the week.


I was grateful for the offer and turned up at Dublin airport on the eve of the festival to be introduced to the organiser-in-chief of the travelling party. Brendan referred to his friend as ‘Smurf’, but readers might know her as Anne Smurfit, sister-in-law of Michael and head sponsor of the Smurfit Kappa Champion Hurdle.


Twenty-four hours later, and on a shoestring budget, I found myself sat at the head table in the Cheltenham Gold Cup Suite, surrounded by dignitaries as one of Anne’s invited guests, roaring on Ruby Walsh and Noland to victory in the Supreme Novices’ Hurdle.


Brave Inca went into the feature race that same afternoon as the 7/4 favourite, having won the 2005 Morgiana Hurdle, the December festival hurdle and the Irish Champion Hurdle en route to the festival. Colm Nolan’s charge had gone down fighting the previous year, finishing third to the wonderful Hardy Eustace and just behind Harchibald, but there was something about Brave Inca’s form throughout that season that was too strong to ignore.
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Brave Inca beating Macs Joy and Hardy Eustace in the Champion Hurdle at Cheltenham, 14 March 2006.


A typically gutsy run saw Brave Inca avenge his previous year’s defeat, ahead of Macs Joy in second, with the defending champion, Hardy Eustace, a further three lengths back in third. That win, on an almost fairy-tale day, remains one of my all-time favourite racing memories.


There have been many other special moments: Kauto Star’s second Gold Cup win, as much a testament to Ruby’s unwavering belief in his ability, particularly after Denman had triumphed so spectacularly the previous year; A.P. McCoy’s unbelievable determination to get Wichita Lineman up that crucifying hill from a seemingly hopelessly lost cause in the 2009 William Hill Trophy; Quevega’s incredible record of six victories in the Mares’ Hurdle at the festival; Beef or Salmon’s final victory at Leopardstown under a superb ride from Andrew McNamara – I could go on and on and on.


However, this book is not about my own memories – although I have included a few – and I am incredibly indebted to everyone who so willingly and graciously gave time and effort to contribute. They are some of the foremost figures in Irish and British horse-racing of the past few decades. It has been a pleasure unearthing their thoughts and memories, and learning their reasons why one horse stands out from another and holds strongest in the memory.


I hope you enjoy reading about them too.


Hugh Cahill


August 2018
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DAVY RUSSELL

Jockey


The propensity for fate to intervene and change a life direction is almost entirely dependent on a person’s receptivity to an alternate path. One man’s epiphany is another’s sliding door and it is often an ability to recognise an opportunity that separates the successful from the eternally remorseful.


In February 2018, Davy Russell was odds-on to land the National Hunt jockeys’ championship with three months of the season still to go. A strike rate of over twenty per cent across the country had yielded over a hundred winners for different trainers.


Russell’s drive and determination to make it back to the top of his game is as impressive as it has been relentless.


With no family dynasty or racing pedigree to help him develop in the sport, the Youghal native had to slog and graft for all of his early successes. Nothing about Russell’s rise to the top came easy.






A generous, relaxed nature in private has masked an insatiable appetite for winners on the racecourse and it has been this drive for success that has led Russell to the position he holds today, as one of racing’s most successful and respected National Hunt jockeys.


Russell left Cork for a spell in Yorkshire soon after turning professional in 2002. There, under the guidance of Ferdy Murphy, he set about honing his craft. His first winner as a professional came on Inn Antique in a novice hurdle at Sedgefield and while there were many more highlights during his time in England – including victory in the Peter Marsh Chase on Truckers Tavern in 2003 and a second-place finish on the same horse in the 2003 Gold Cup – his heart was ultimately set on a return to Ireland.


Moving to Tipperary, he spent a season with Edward O’Grady and then had a couple of seasons as a freelance jockey before becoming the stable jockey at the mighty Gigginstown House Stud in 2007.


After six years, the setback he received at the hands of Gigginstown in December 2013 would have destroyed a weaker person, but, for Russell, the loss of his retained job as top rider for Michael O’Leary lent itself to a period of reflection and a cold self-analysis of his own faults and failures.


An honest acceptance of his role in O’Leary’s decision was as cathartic as it was difficult. But armed with a steely resolve to prove his doubters wrong and the type of talent that had once seen him with first choice on some of the best National Hunt rides in Europe, Russell set about slowly rebuilding his career.


Fast-forward to 14 April 2018 and, having been top jockey at the Cheltenham festival, Russell partnered the Gordon Elliott-trained Tiger Roll to victory at the Aintree Grand National.


He was the oldest jockey riding the smallest horse and the win gave Russell his first success in a race he might have felt had passed him by.
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Tiger Roll


In 2018, Cheltenham was absolutely mighty and that would have done me, to be honest. But winning the Grand National was dream stuff. I can’t stop smiling.


A lot of it is down to my family, my wife and the kids, I’m just so happy going home. I have a great bunch of people around me – there’s no pressure there. I can’t really put my finger on it.


Losing Mam in March [2018] was really tough. I got a different perspective on things when she passed away – what’s important and what’s not. It never takes away how important racing is, but your approach to it can be different at times. I didn’t have an appreciation for my life outside of racing for a long time. Racing was everything and I had no room for anything or anybody else. I was very selfish, but whether that makes me appreciate these days a bit more, I don’t know. I didn’t know any other way to approach my career back then, but I felt there was no room for anything else.
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Pleasant Company and David Mullins (left) flying home in the Grand National as Tiger Roll and Davy Russell (right) just about snatch the line in front, 14 April 2018.


As a young jockey, I felt like I had to be like that. As you mature, you have a different view on life. I think coming home to Cork made a massive difference to me. I was never going to live in Tipperary full-time, so getting home ticked a box for me.


Tiger Roll is a phenomenal horse. Really, what he has achieved, given his size, is incredible. He’s small but by God is he brave. He’s very economical by what he gives you, jumping-wise. He likes to measure them. I thought he might measure them a bit too much. He’s really fast from take-off to landing, he just skims across the top of the fences.


At the Grand National, he went down to the start and I showed him the first fence and he sat back on his hocks and had a right old look at it. That gave me a bit more confidence. Then, to be honest, he went up over the first couple of fences really well and Saint Are made a mistake at the third or fourth, and I jumped past him. I knew then that he was going to take it all in.


I knew something was coming at me at the finish but I didn’t know what it was. I was just so relieved that we managed to hang on.


Spanish Castle


My first winner in a point-to-point in 1999 has huge significance for me. It was a spare ride, a horse called Spanish Castle trained by Pat O’Connor. It was by pure luck that I got him. There was a schooling place in Cork and I happened to be there – I was actually heading off to another guy’s place to ride – and I got a chance to school this horse.


The next day, I turned up at a point-to-point meeting and Pat was there again with nobody to ride the horse, so he asked me. I’d had no winner at that stage, but I rode him and he won.


I rode a winner almost every weekend after that – I rode my first winner on the track the week after and I had a double the following week. It was like it just opened the door for me. It’s crazy, really. If you think about it, sometimes you just get the breaks. I was nineteen when I rode my first winner and if someone said that now, they’d think you’re useless.


I was riding when I was sixteen, but I wasn’t able to ride. I just couldn’t ride properly. I wasn’t able to compete. I could do nothing. But it’s gone so professional now, you need to be so good straightaway or you get lost in this game. Back in the day, you could tip away and you’d get your chance because if you rode out on a horse, or if you rode a good horse, you’d get the chance to ride him in a race. It’s not like that now.


I was never going to do anything only be an amateur. Ever. I rode loads of winners, I was breaking the record at the time for riding winners in point-to-points, I was close to being a champion amateur jockey. I always loved riding but I never sat down and thought about a plan to turn professional. When I woke up in the morning, all I was concerned with was what I was riding. Whether I was riding in Killeagh next week or when I was going to Liam Burke’s or Robert Tyner’s or Pat Doyle’s.


I was so happy riding horses and being around horses – money had no bearing on anything.


Despite riding almost all of my winners on Irish racecourses for Irish trainers, it was an Englishman who offered me the chance to leave my amateur status behind.


Adrian Maguire was injured and Ferdy Murphy, who I’d ridden for before, was looking for a jockey. I was driving in to walk the point-to-point course in Ballynoe on a Friday. I met Tom O’Mahony and he said that we all needed to meet. I kind of knew then, because I knew Tom had an association with Ferdy and, in the back of my head, I figured this meeting was going to be about turning professional. He never said it outright, he just organised it and that was it.


My weight was an issue but I knew that, if I worked on it, I could get it down. Ferdy just said, ‘You’re riding everything.’


I never thought about a career in my life. I never had a moment’s worry. I was so happy riding horses and being around horses – money had no bearing on anything.


I didn’t want to turn professional just for the sake of it, then have a ride and go home, because then your amateur status is gone and you’re leaving so much behind.


I asked loads of people for advice. Some told me I’d be mad not to turn professional and others told me I was fine just the way I was. Dad was brilliant and told me to go for it. Another person who gave me great advice was Ted Walsh. He just said, ‘For fuck sake, Davy, what are you going to be doing – riding point-to-points for the rest of your life? Go away there and turn professional and don’t even think about it.’


Solwhit


Solwhit was one of the best horses I ever rode. His temperament was unbelievable. He could switch on and off like a light switch. He was unreal. He was difficult for Charles Byrnes to train because he had injuries, but he won the 2013 Stayers’ Hurdle at Cheltenham and had enough ability to win a Champion Hurdle.


You can have a rapport with horses and you can just click, the same as you would with people – you could just walk up to a person, and click.


I just love riding horses. I always have. I can see it with my own children now, too. When I was younger, you got a bit of confidence when you’d go into a yard and you’re put on a difficult horse because you’re able to ride them and able to handle them.


Some people may think the best horses tend to be more difficult or highly strung but I don’t think that’s the case. The good horses are very professional.


Big Buck’s was an exceptional horse but I felt that we could have beaten him when Solwhit was in his prime. I thought Solwhit was that good. He used to just pop over hurdles, there was no organising needed on him. When he got to a hurdle, he knew exactly what to do.


His first grade one was the 2009 Aintree Hurdle over two and-a-half miles. He always had a bit of stamina but he just had so much class. You could ride him in a race and he would never grab a hold of the bridle, he was so easy to ride.


The one thing you probably couldn’t do with him was make the running. He used to look after himself a little bit and would back off a little bit in front, but when you wanted to change gear, it was literally like driving a sports car. You’d just drop him down a kick and he’d motor. To have a horse with enough talent to win an Aintree Hurdle and an Irish Champion Hurdle was amazing – he even beat Hurricane Fly in the Morgiana!


But it was his jumping, really. Jump horses are different. A really good jump horse doesn’t have to have as much ability. He just needs to be really good to jump. That’s something that people forget at times. What’s very frustrating is a horse with loads of ability that won’t jump or can’t jump or is a little bit cowardly.
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‘One of the best I ever rode.’ Solwhit (number 4) on his way to winning the Dobbins and Madigans Hurdle at Punchestown, 15 November 2009.


Dedigout


Dedigout was a very good horse, but too cowardly at jumping. He just wasn’t brave and wouldn’t gallop into a fence. He was actually excellent to jump if you wanted a good time – he’d go down to the fence and he’d measure it perfectly, he’d get up in the air and out and over and land, but the other horses got by him, and that was annoying. He had so much ability, as he showed being a grade-one winner over hurdles. He might have been grade-one placed over fences, he had that much ability that he could jump slowly and still run to a high level.


War of Attrition


Oh my God, War of Attrition was an exceptional horse. If you stood back off him, he looked small because of the way he was built – he had a fierce deep girth, from where we sit on the saddle to the bottom of his belly, which made him look smaller than he was. You’d often see sportsmen who would tog out bigger than they looked in their clothes – well, War of Attrition would look small until you got up on him. But what a radar! He used to know exactly where to put his feet going into a fence, every time. He knew his limits, no matter what, so that was a worry out of your head. And I knew that if we were ever a little bit behind, his jumping would get us back into it.


Weapon’s Amnesty


Weapon’s Amnesty was also trained by Charles Byrnes and was a winner for me in the Albert Bartlett in 2009 and the RSA Chase in 2010.


He was a typical example of a horse that could jump. Couldn’t win a bumper, but he was exceptional to jump. Moscow Flyer was the same, never won a bumper. People forget about that, they look at the horse and say he has so much ability, but it could be that he’s just so good to jump. When I say ‘good to jump’, I mean speed. Istabraq was the greatest example of that. He was exceptional and I used to love watching him – every hurdle he’d meet, boom, he was gone.


Lord Windermere


I always thought that I’d win a Gold Cup with Gigginstown at some stage, the horses were that good. The day I lost the job in 2013, the first thing I thought was, Fuck it, I’ll never get to win a Gold Cup.


As it turned out, I got the chance the following year on Lord Windermere. I was on him when he won the RSA Chase in 2013 but when I sat up on him for the 2014 Gold Cup, people didn’t give him much of a chance.


However, six fences in, we were enjoying ourselves – he was enjoying himself. We were never too far away. His form going into the race wasn’t bad at all, he had run really well at Leopardstown and places like that. And he was an RSA winner, so we knew he had a liking for the track.


The one thing I’ll come back to is jumping. The minute the tape went up, every fence, whatever it was, I was at the back of it before I knew it. He was just bang, bang. I never had to sit up and organise him to jump a fence. He was always going forward. He never missed a beat.
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From being sat out the back and enjoying themselves to passing On His Own en route to Davy Russell’s first Cheltenham Gold Cup on Lord Windermere, 14 March 2014.


The only negative to him being out the back was that if he did make a mistake, we were gone. You’d never recover from it, you wouldn’t even be placed. Lord Windermere wasn’t able to run up the front and you need a horse that’s able to run if you put them up front. That’s the chance you take because if you do make a mistake and you’re that far back, you can forget about it.


The 2014 Gold Cup went to a stewards’ enquiry after we came together in the run-in with Willie Mullins’ horse, On His Own.


If we had to go up over the hill and down the other side, you wouldn’t pass Lord Windermere. The interference was caused from my inside – the horses all shot across and my fella ducked away and just took a side step. But he had enough time to win the race, he had bags of time to do it.


Jim Culloty, his trainer, was always confident about his chances, and he was right – Lord Windermere was an exceptional horse. Believe it or not, a couple of days afterwards, I met his mother, Satellite Dancer. I was at a farm with a vet, checking over brood mares. I walked in and she was there. He’s the image of her.


Presenting Percy


Balko Des Flos and Presenting Percy were the standout wins at Cheltenham in 2018. Balko Des Flos has been very important to me, he started off with the Galway Plate and then to go on and win the Ryanair Chase on him was super.


I don’t know what it is about Presenting Percy but the public has just latched on to him. I really don’t know why – whether it’s because he is so game or that he is from such a small stable or that Philip Reynolds’ dad [former Taoiseach Albert Reynolds] is a huge part of this country – I’m not sure what it is, but they seem to love him.


You could question everything that Pat Kelly has done with Presenting Percy but Philip has complete faith in him. And what’s the point in having a trainer if you can’t trust him to do the job? Pat ran him over three-and-a-half miles in a handicap, back over hurdles, against senior company, but he didn’t do all that just for the craic. There is a thought process behind everything he does. Everything is for a reason.


I love the way Gordon Elliott does things and I have so much confidence in him, too.
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Davy Russell making his way to the winner’s enclosure at Cheltenham on the people’s champ, Presenting Percy, 14 March 2018.


Native Jack


Riding a Cheltenham winner doesn’t automatically translate to having an affinity with the horse and Native Jack – for Philip Rothwell – is a prime example of that. Native Jack was my first Cheltenham winner in the 2006 Cross Country Chase, but I didn’t have much of an association with him and that festival was the first time I’d ridden him.


Native Jack was a great horse at the time and I don’t want to knock the horse – he was more than likely Philip Rothwell’s favourite and best horse – but the significance of that win was more important than the horse I rode to win the race, if you understand me. I never laid eyes on Native Jack until he was brought into the parade ring that day.


I fancied him because he had a lovely weight and he had run well in the likes of the Irish National for previous trainers – the only possible problem was that he used to jump to his left and there are a couple of right-handed fences on the cross-country course, that was the only thing in my mind.


Forpadydeplasterer


Forpadydeplasterer was brilliant to ride because he had some following. He was Charlie Chawke’s horse and Charlie’s personality came through in him. He was a bit of a rock star to be honest, but a really good, talented horse at the same time. I won a grade-one hurdle on him at Punchestown in 2008. He was a massive horse, tall, lanky and long. The owners were so enthusiastic, too, which was fantastic.


Pat’s Oscar


I love riding for Gordon Elliott because he’s brilliant. And Pat Kelly’s horses are some horses to jump. Pat’s Oscar won at Fairyhouse in February 2018, though how she ever won a race, I have no idea. She runs every week and she finishes second, third, fourth – that day she won by eleven lengths, I couldn’t believe it. She’s down in the field there galloping around like a two-year-old.


Apple’s Jade


As horses go, I’m mad about Apple’s Jade – I’m a huge fan of hers and what she did in Cheltenham in 2017 was extraordinary. The race was gone and she didn’t have to do that, coming from behind to see off Rich Ricci’s mares Vroum Vroum Mag and Limini to win was incredible. A horse that wants it if it finishes second, third, fourth, fifth is really pleasing – those horses that try for you. I’d ridden her a couple of times at home, but only once on the course.
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A masterful ride. Davy Russell gets every inch out of Apple’s Jade (left) to beat Robbie Power and Supasundae in the Leopardstown Christmas Hurdle, 28 December 2017.
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TED WALSH

Pundit & Trainer


As Ireland’s most renowned and much-loved racing pundit, there simply couldn’t be a book about horses without a contribution from Ted. A former champion amateur jockey and still successfully training horses from his home in Kill, County Kildare, Ted has been front and centre of RTÉ Television’s racing coverage over the past thirty years.


His knowledge of the racing industry and Ireland’s rich history in the sport is unsurpassed, and his love for the sport comes across in his honest and forthright delivery. Simply put, what Ted doesn’t know about horse-racing is not worth knowing.


‘I remember watching Lester Piggott win the Epsom Derby on Sir Ivor in 1968 and being enthralled by it all,’ he says. ‘Lester pulled him out from






behind and shot past Connaught to win, he was just magnificent. I watched the video of the race with Hugh McIlvanney doing the commentary – I still have that video – it was brilliant. That was the sixties and then along came Nijinksy and he won the Triple Crown. He was a great horse as well, a magnificent-looking horse as a two-year-old. He went on and won the 2,000 Guineas and the Derby and Liam Ward rode him in the Irish Derby and then he went back and won the King George and the Leger – and he looked like the bee’s knees.’
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Arkle


Sir Ivor and Nijinksy were the two horses from my youth that I really admired on the flat. Over jumps, the two horses I loved were Arkle and Flyingbolt.


In 1964, I was thirteen years of age when Arkle won the Gold Cup with Pat Taaffe riding him, it was a magical moment. He had won at Cheltenham as a novice in 1963, and Mill House won the Gold Cup that same year – everyone said that Mill House was the next Golden Miller, who had won five Gold Cups – legend stuff.


And the Irish thought we had the next coming of Cottage Rake, who had won three Gold Cups. So Arkle, who had won all his novice chases the previous season, came into the Hennessy in 1963 carrying eleven stone nine pounds, going up against Mill House, who was carrying top weight of twelve stone, giving Arkle five pounds. Of course, we all thought that Arkle would beat him, but he over-jumped the third last, slipped on landing, and the other fella went away and beat him. Everyone said afterwards that Arkle wasn’t the real deal.


So, we go back to Cheltenham in 1964 with Arkle – Arkle having won over Christmas in the Leopardstown Chase – and the horse was 2/1 to beat the odds-on favourite, Mill House. The form said Mill House, but we still all believed in Arkle. Pat gave him a brilliant ride, rounding off the last bend, joining Mill House up the hill and going on to beat him by five lengths. He was a hero from that moment on.


You look back at television then, there was the BBC and that was it. There was no RTÉ or Sky or any of that. There were a few sports people who got huge coverage and Arkle was right there. I remember a survey came out in England at the time about what was popular among people and Arkle was ahead of The Beatles. Can you imagine that? A horse being more popular than The Beatles!
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‘Himself.’ Pat Taaffe rides Arkle during training, 18 March 1966.


Flyingbolt


A year or two after Arkle, Tom Dreaper came along with Flyingbolt and, to this day, I would say that Flyingbolt was the best horse I ever saw. Arkle was super and a great horse, he rewrote the history books in terms of handicaps and all of that, but Flyingbolt did everything Arkle did and he did it better. He would carry the big weights and destroy horses. He beat two very good mares – Height O’Fashion and Flying Wild – giving them, not pounds, but stones, forty-two pounds in weight, which is three stone. It was unheard of. Twelve stone seven he was carrying, and he was sailing away from them.


In 1964, Arkle had beaten Height O’Fashion in the Irish National giving her thirty pounds and this fella gave her forty-two, and beat her more easily. In the height of his prime, Flyingbolt had a run of seventeen wins in a row, destroying other horses. He was a big chestnut horse but he was always in the shadow of Arkle because Arkle was ‘The Man’ and everyone thought he was unbeatable. It’s a bit like a brilliant golfer being in the shadow of Tiger Woods.


You’ll never see another horse like Flyingbolt because it wouldn’t be allowed to happen now, they just won’t put the weights on them. At that time, there were no condition races, you had to run in handicaps when you went out of your novice races.
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Flyingbolt, ridden by Pat Taaffe, racing at Cheltenham, 6 March 1964.


In the sixties and seventies, there were four big handicap races in Ireland: the Troytown at Navan, the Thyestes at Gowran Park, the Leopardstown Chase and the Irish National at Fairyhouse. Flyingbolt ran in the 1966 Thyestes and he won it at a canter, carrying twelve stone seven. Everyone said he’d go and take on Arkle that year, but he never did.


He won what we now call the Supreme Novices, then he won the Arkle Challenge in 1965. He was an aeroplane.


Tom then sent him to the two-mile Queen Mother Champion Chase at Cheltenham and he bolted in. The very next day, he ran in the Champion Hurdle and finished third. If it were the other way around, he would have won both of them. He jumped the hurdles too big in the Hurdle, having run in the Chase the day before.


He came back after that and the next time he ran was in the 1966 Irish National at Fairyhouse three weeks later, with twelve stone seven on his back over three miles five, and he beat Height O’Fashion. It was unbelievable. I remember thinking at that time there is no way he would beat her giving her three stone. Three stone! But he beat her again.
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