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Foreword



Henry Cecil was a unique person and his is an extraordinary tale.


I first met Henry in the mid-1970s, when he was training in Newmarket from Marriott Stables on the Hamilton Road. At the time I was assistant to Sir Noel Murless, his father-in-law, at Warren Place on the other side of town.


Sir Noel retired in November 1976, and Henry came to Warren Place to train. He and his wife, Julie (née Murless), had already established a very successful team, including an excellent head man in Paddy Rudkin. The stable had recorded its first Classic victory in England in 1975 when Bolkonski – ridden by Frankie Dettori’s father, Gianfranco – defeated Grundy in the 2,000 Guineas at Newmarket. A year later Marriott Stables won the race again, this time with Wollow, and Henry finished the 1976 season as champion trainer for the first time in his career.


Therefore, by the time that Henry and Julie arrived at Warren Place, they were already a powerful force in flat racing. But it was when they combined with Noel Murless’s owners and staff that the framework for the great legend was created. The foundation stones of knowledge, experience and stability that Henry required to show his great flair as a trainer were securely in place.


In the late 1970s and the following decade, Warren Place proceeded to dominate English racing in a manner seldom seen through the ages. Perhaps the peak years were from 1984 to 1989, when Henry triumphed in nine Classics in England and was crowned champion trainer four times. The mid-to-late eighties brought him unrelenting success as he also won the Irish Derby and Irish Oaks (twice) and was victorious in the Prix de Diane and the Prix du Jockey Club, as well as many other top-class races.


However, life can never run completely smoothly for any of us and there came a time when Henry experienced more than his fair share of problems, some of which he would be the first to admit were self-inflicted. His career went into decline and he hit rock bottom.


Henry called me on a number of occasions when he was literally rattling around the house at Warren Place on his own – I was training at Manton at the time. The conversations, I will have to admit, were quite sad. I would listen to Henry and in response would say, ‘Look, you’re only one good horse away from getting rolling again. Hold steady; it will be alright.’ And eventually it was.


But how did his business survive? Well, there are a number of vital issues here. First, although he did get very low, he never, ever, lost his love of being with the horses. He used to always say to me that they were his best friends. So that great passion endured. As did his competitive spirit. Never forget, Henry always loved to compete.


It’s also important to mention that through his difficult period, two of the greatest owner-breeder operations in the history of racing stayed loyal to him – namely Prince Khalid Abdullah and the Niarchos family. They were a huge support, as was the late Lord Ashcombe, albeit in a slightly different way. Lord Ashcombe was a great friend to Henry and very understanding through the tough times.


Prince Khalid and the Niarchos family remained loyal because they understood that in Henry there was a rare genius. His style was completely instinctive; but a key element for him was that he required peace of mind and stability, which he lost in the difficult times.


Without that peace of mind, he was a rudderless ship in a storm and he was quite good at tormenting himself. But, fortunately, a few years into the new millennium his relationship with Jane McKeown blossomed and provided some very important security. They married in 2008 but, long before that, Jane had helped give Henry some much-needed direction. Without Jane’s support, he was a man totally without a compass.


I returned to train in Newmarket from Clarehaven Stables for the 2006 season and found that Henry had become a very different man. He’d started to show one great quality that wasn’t necessarily always apparent in the seventies and eighties – and that was humility. It was something he’d gained as a result of the difficult times and the public exposure that came with them. There, in the papers, every day, were comments such as ‘you’ve hardly had a winner’, ‘hardly had a runner’, ‘your horses have been sick’, ‘you’ve lost it’, ‘you’re past it’. And that is a very public humiliation.


Henry suffered that, but it’s amazing how much more rounded a human being he became as a result. His humility became probably his most endearing characteristic. He was just a pleasure to be around. He was very different; he would just see things differently and talk with a lot of sensitivity.


He cared more about the people around him. Quite frankly, in his earlier days, he had been careless with a lot of people who loved him. Also, he wouldn’t have been easy to be a close friend with during the eighties. But after the downturn – when he came back – he was just lovely. He became a good mate, who was a lot of fun to be around and would worry about other people, care about other people, which hadn’t necessarily been his first thoughts in the early days.


He’d become a great giver – a giver of advice, a giver of fun, a giver of rose cuttings! He was always bringing me cuttings from his roses and telling me that our rose garden wasn’t up to scratch!


I also fondly recall Henry giving a talk to the pupils at Radley School. Our son, Thady, who was a pupil at Radley, had asked him if he would go to the school and speak to the boys. By that stage Henry wasn’t too well – it would probably have been the spring of Frankel’s four-year-old career – but he was on marvellous form that evening.


We’d driven down together and I was his warm-up act, standing to say a few words. Then Henry spoke, and bear in mind a lot of the schoolmasters were there and GCSEs and A Levels were around the corner. ‘I was just so hopeless at school and couldn’t do anything,’ he said. ‘I didn’t bother with the exams, so you know, don’t worry about them, just follow your passion. If it doesn’t work out with exams, don’t worry too much about it.’ I’m not sure that it was quite the address the schoolmasters had been hoping for, but that was Henry!


Then we sat there until about 11 o’clock at night as Henry signed numerous cards he’d brought along that were illustrated with photographs of Frankel and his other good horses. He was signing them for all these kids who were queued all the way around the lecture theatre. He truly was a very human human being.


Like all of us he had feet of clay, but his humanity came through. Underneath it all he was a charming, soft man. He had charm in spades. He could really win over anybody when he put his mind to it. It wasn’t just the lovely ties and socks he wore. When Henry was talking to you and looking at you, anyone would drop their guard. He could disarm us all. He was very natural like that – it was one of his great gifts.


We’d often watch our horses at exercise on Warren Hill, and you could see with Henry that his training style wasn’t technical, it was entirely feel. It was rather like a great concert pianist – something that can’t be taught. It’s intuitive. The greats of any sport possess that gift and, of course, they hone it but they have to stay on the straight and narrow in order to perform. When Henry was in the zone and concentrating on his horses, he had that incredible beyond-sixth-sense. He’d know what he was going to do. He couldn’t explain why he was going to do it, but he simply felt it and saw it. And he had it in abundance. That was unique about Henry. It was a very delicate gift but, when he had that peace of mind, he could train like no one else.


Take his peerless handling of Frankel. He trained that horse to perfection. It was not that he just had the know-how; he also had the courage to train him. Henry made it very clear to the horse that he was the trainer and that the horse was not going to be allowed to train itself. Frankel was so exuberant; so loved galloping and using that magnificent stride of his that he might have over-trained himself and over-raced. However, Henry had that ability and courage to train him in a way where he wasn’t playing second fiddle to Frankel, which can sometimes happen with a great horse. A trainer can lose their nerve, but Henry never did with Frankel.


He’d make me smile some mornings during the Frankel years. We’d stand together and watch the horse pass by and Henry would say, ‘Wasn’t he good? He didn’t pull at all, did he? I can do this with him, do that with him now...’


I’d listen and then say, ‘Hang on, here’s mine coming up.’ And over his shoulder he’d say, ‘Oh, I haven’t got time for them . . .’ and he’d be gone!


He was a lot of fun to be with on the Heath, and it was there I’d often witness the huge courage he showed in fighting his illness. Sometimes, we would sit on the grass to watch the horses because it hurt him to stand. I also remember how it became really tough for him even just to get out of the car, but he never once complained. It was probably that passionate love of his horses that kept him going. When he was dying in Cambridge, the last thing he was working on was the next day’s work-list for the string.


Professionally, he will be remembered as one of the all-time great trainers. In England, the ones that stand out are Henry, Alec Taylor Jr, Fred Darling and Noel Murless.


On a personal level, you don’t forget someone like Henry and the very generous-spirited and thoughtful person that he became. I’ll often think about him now when I stand on Warren Hill, recalling the times when he’d wander across to chat. He could shoot the breeze lightly or we could discuss serious subjects privately. There’s no doubt he became a lovely man to be around.


Do I miss him? How could you not miss a man like Henry Cecil?


John Gosden


January 2019


 


 


 


 


 


John Gosden is one of the most successful trainers in the world, having saddled the winners of many prestigious races such as the Derby (twice), the Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe (three times) and the Breeders’ Cup Classic. He was awarded an OBE in 2017 in recognition of his services to horse racing and training. Gosden became champion trainer in Britain for the third time in 2018.





Prologue



It was just after six o’clock in the morning and Henry Cecil seemed cross with me. Not in a raised voice, beat-the-table kind of way – more exasperated than anything. My first day working at Warren Place had got off to a less-than-perfect start.


I had arrived trying to manage my own nervous anticipation, meandering around the drive that split the lawns from the area where rows and rows of his produce grew. Having got out of my car, it somehow didn’t feel appropriate to wander in the main door of that imposing house; instead I chose to walk around the side of the building to the back.


Feeling a surge of butterflies in my stomach I climbed the four steps and knocked on an old-fashioned, heavy-looking wooden door. I waited and waited some more. After thirty seconds or so I knocked again, only this time opting to rap somewhat more firmly. A moment or two later, I heard the handle turn . . .


‘What are you knocking at the door for?’ muttered the master of the house. The irritation was clearly evident, not just from his clipped speech but also the frown on his face. ‘There are people sleeping upstairs. You’ll wake them up, you know? We don’t knock. There’s no need to.’ He re-emphasised the point by repeating his terse address, using almost exactly the same words.


Not waiting for any excuse or apology, one of the greatest racehorse trainers of all time turned on his heels and headed off. The door was no longer closed but it was hardly like I’d been invited in.


For a moment or two, I mulled over my options. I could risk the possibility of more abrupt words by just tagging along in his slipstream. Or I could return to my car, beaten by my own apprehension. After a couple of seconds, curiosity forced me over the threshold. With the sound of his footfall becoming fainter, I nipped after him. I had become a Henry Cecil follower . . .


I’m a sports journalist. I started off in the mid-1990s freelancing for a local BBC radio station. I then became a football writer. I still am. I had always had an on and off interest in horseracing from the time I watched on television as Red Rum won the 1977 Grand National – his third and final victory in the famous steeplechase handicap. I was six years old.


It was twenty or so years later that I became addicted to the sport. That was when I was commissioned to write a magazine feature on the 1999 Dubai World Cup, racing’s richest contest. It was quite an experience. The highlight was a media trip to Al Quoz, the private stable of Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum.


In 1992, the Sheikh, who would become the ruler of Dubai, established a string of thoroughbred horses to run under the name of Godolphin. Its royal blue silks were soon commonplace in the winner’s enclosure at Europe’s biggest meetings. The string was based in Newmarket for the turf season before many of the horses shipped to Dubai to winter at Al Quoz.


So it was that I was part of a press corps invited to watch their early morning exercise. Horse after horse stretched out immediately in front of where we all stood. I had never had a sensory experience like it; it certainly felt a lot more alluring than reporting on second-tier football at Ipswich Town or Norwich City.


The seemingly effortless dynamism of the animals was a sight to behold. The way those hind legs gathered underneath and, powered by bulging quarters, launched one impressive stride after another was mind-opening for me. The rhythmical sound of the horses’ breathing as they advanced up the canter was almost as mesmerising. And, as the rising sun brought fresh warmth to the desert, the skyline of the emerging city of Dubai offered an extraordinary backdrop. How could I not be hooked?


I was lucky. On that trip I met a Newmarket-based racing writer called Sue Montgomery who said to stay in touch. She was happy to take me out on the gallops that spring. I lived a dozen miles away and didn’t need a second invitation. Sue had a deep knowledge of the sport – I soon realised that I didn’t. Over a series of early mornings that summer and the following one I started to recognise the faces and places in the town. Its rhythms and cyclical nature were a fascination. I had to find a way to work in this business.


Henry Cecil loved June. It was the month that brought the blossoming of the abundance of roses that surrounded his Warren Place home, located a mile outside Newmarket. The rose garden of his 1920s Tudorbethan house could look spectacular at that time of the year.


Deeper into the spacious property, vegetables and fruit would also be ripening. Late morning, Cecil often wandered down to a greenhouse or his vegetable garden to pick something that would be eaten later on at supper. A small woodland area flanked the grounds on the east side and there were other imposing trees that grew closer to the house.


On a warm day Warren Place had a timeless charm of its own. Cecil was very attached to it. He was part of it. Having moved there in late 1976, he had helped to shape it into an early summer idyll.


But the reason why he looked forward so much to June had nothing to do with the gardens at Warren Place. Cecil was a dominant force in flat racing and, from 1970 to the end of the century, his year had the potential to be defined by the four days of Royal Ascot that took place in the second half of June.


Royal Ascot has always been the most prestigious turf meeting in the world. It appealed to Cecil on many levels. Ascot, a byword for style, gave him the opportunity to dress up. His shirts and ties for each day were invariably laid out a week or so before.


He was a handsome and charming man, and knew it. At six-feet two-inches or so tall and also broad-shouldered, Cecil stood out from the crowd. The effect was pronounced when he put on his black silk top-hat. You couldn’t miss him in and around the paddock at Royal Ascot.


There were always picnic parties before and after racing in the car parks. The sense of fun and joie de vivre appealed to Cecil. Possessing a naughty schoolboy streak, he could be the life and soul of any gathering if he chose. Ascot’s social scene and fashion, however, weren’t what really mattered to him. As a leading trainer he craved the competition offered by the Royal fixture. He was motivated by pitting his best horses up against those of his Newmarket rivals, as well as others from further afield, including Irish and French champions. Winning was all-important to Cecil. It was not good enough simply to be there. He never wanted to be an Ascot also-ran.


In 1970, aged twenty-seven, Cecil sent out Parthenon to triumph in the Queen Alexandra Stakes. It was his first victory at the meeting. Over the next thirty years he would regularly find himself in the Royal Ascot winner’s enclosure, enjoying unparalleled success. In 1987 alone he saddled seven winners in four days.


Sprinters, milers, middle- and long-distance horses – Cecil trained them all. He proved it just about every June in front of royalty, lords and ladies and everyday racing fans who followed him with blind faith. Yes, June was the month.


In June 2006, Cecil was diagnosed with cancer. The trainer was sixty-three at the time. He had a sizeable mass in his abdomen. He had put up with a nagging discomfort deep in his stomach for a while. Now he knew why.


The timing of Cecil’s cancer diagnosis couldn’t have been worse. Things had just started to turn around following a low period, both personally and for his stable. He and his girlfriend Jane McKeown had got back together a year or so earlier. The size of the string of horses at Warren Place was slowly beginning to increase. Other measures were in place to help the business get back on a more solid footing. For the first time in a long time, Cecil was in a good place. And now this had come along. How’s your luck?


That afternoon, he and Jane drove back from Cambridge after being told the upsetting news. The trainer seemed to have taken it well. He was calm and wanted to busy himself with evening stables at Warren Place. It seemed the right thing to do. Jane left him to it and returned for a couple of hours to her job in Newmarket at Godolphin.


When she came back to Warren Place, Cecil had obviously had a drink. Alcohol had been a contributory factor behind her decision to leave him a few years earlier. This time, circumstances were different. He would hardly be the first person to pour himself a glass or two after being told he had cancer.


But the fact that Cecil had become worse for wear so soon after his diagnosis brought into sharp focus something that had to be confronted. Without Jane needing to say the words, Cecil realised that similar incidents were not going to be tolerated. Repetitions simply weren’t going to help. They would compromise all the hard work that Cecil and his small but not to be underestimated partner had done for the business over the past year. More importantly, on a personal level, it would jeopardise the future of their relationship.


From that episode some good emerged after a low twenty-four hours. Henry Cecil would never drink again. Not once. That decision epitomised the resolve with which he would face an uncertain future. ‘There’s no point in me lying down,’ he would say in the days, weeks, months and years that followed his cancer diagnosis. ‘If I lie down and rest, all I’ll think about is how ill I am.’


Instead he consigned his illness to a very small compartment at the back of his mind. It was kept there under lock and key – the door only ever opened when it had to be.


I always found that if you did things for free you got a break. It happened with BBC radio work first. I did something similar to get a foothold in golf journalism. Doing things for nothing had always proved to be a way in. That was my thinking when I started writing a regular racing feature for the Newmarket Weekly News in 2002. It worked. By the end of the year I had my first racing client, trainer Jeremy Noseda.


I had been engaged to develop content for his website and used to visit him every week to write news stories. It was a game-changer. All of a sudden I was on the inside. It was access all areas.


A typical morning would see me riding shotgun in Noseda’s Range Rover as we went onto Warren Hill to watch his horses canter not long after breakfast time. He never seemed to mind as I asked a ton of questions. Sometimes I consciously chose not to ask anything, preferring to watch and listen. ‘He could just be a right horse,’ Noseda would say, gazing after a fine-looking three-year-old heading away down the nearby walking ground. ‘If I just had a little concern, it would be that he’s slack in his pasterns there. It’s probably not a case of “if” he goes wrong, but “when”.’ Drip, drip, drip, I was enjoying fascinating insight into the sport. Pedigrees, training programmes, feed, the nature and severity of injuries; the list was endless.


The dotcom era resulted in several trainers asking for my help. By the beginning of 2005 I had quit the golf magazine that had employed me for the previous four years. Racing had become my life. I began providing racecourse reporting copy for the Press Association from courses such as Newmarket and Yarmouth. I even got a picture byline in the Racing Post, the industry’s daily title.


There were several perks to being a racing journalist. I would get invited on press trips to visit stables or watch horses gallop ahead of a big race. There was the odd supper or social engagement where I would enjoy the company of horsemen. At one of these held by Newmarket Racecourses, early in 2006, I was seated next to Jane McKeown. Her partner, Henry Cecil, sat on the other side of the table. The men were in lounge suits, or at least jacket and tie. All, that is, except Cecil. He wore an open-neck paisley shirt that had a light blue as its dominant colour.


I didn’t know Cecil at all. We’d only spoken once before and that was after he’d had a winner at Yarmouth races the previous spring. I had tried to get a quote about his horse but Cecil, who was accompanied by Jane’s younger daughter Carina, was keener on talking about what he had eaten for lunch. He had been to Yarmouth’s noted fish restaurant. ‘You must go there . . . try their crayfish tails with just a little black pepper,’ he told me. ‘They’re delicious.’


I didn’t speak a word to Cecil that night at the Newmarket supper, but Jane and I had a long conversation. She was friendly and funny. We spoke again on the phone a few days later and I ended up writing a magazine feature on Cecil. We all worked on it together, ensuring the content promoted the renewed drive and focus that had been lacking in the yard through several years.


In a classic case of one thing leading to another, it was agreed that I could take on the editorial element of his largely dormant website. We settled on a relatively small fee but money wasn’t the main motivation. The deal, from my perspective, would allow me to learn more – hopefully much more – about life inside Warren Place. At the outset, I could hardly have imagined what would unfold.


The sport’s greatest racehorse and arguably the greatest trainer combined to create racing’s greatest comeback. It was a life and death story, and I saw it in close up.





Chapter One



‘Why should I retire just because people think I should?’


Henry Richard Amherst Cecil was in his mid-twenties when he started training racehorses in Newmarket in 1969. Over the following thirty years he won just about every big prize that the sport offered. His success wasn’t built on numbers or science; it was all about instinct and feel. He absorbed the rhythms of the stable as he wandered around in apparently aimless fashion. It turned out that the man who had a passion for beautiful gardens possessed green fingers when it came to nurturing racehorses. Champion jockey Richard Hughes rode plenty of Cecil-trained winners, and recognised the bond that existed between the trainer and his horses. ‘He didn’t just like them, he loved them,’ says Hughes.


For most of his career Cecil lived and trained on the edge of Newmarket at Warren Place, a stable established in the 1920s. His great rival in the 1980s and 1990s was Sir Michael Stoute, who was also based in Newmarket. In fact, their respective stables were less than a mile apart. Both men possessed mighty firepower, backed by many of the leading owners of the era. They were racing’s equivalent of Liverpool and Manchester United, except that the two football clubs would usually only go head-to-head twice a season. Stoute and Cecil were forever taking one another on with their best horses at racing’s major meetings. The pair, along with the rest of Newmarket’s trainers, also used the same training grounds just about every working day. Imagine the managers at Anfield and Old Trafford having to prepare their respective teams alongside one another.


Cecil and Stoute were not friends but mutual respect ran deep. In 2017 when I interviewed Stoute for the Royal Ascot brochure, he offered a typically succinct but insightful appraisal of his long-time adversary. ‘A formidable trainer; one of the greatest of all time. He had such a feel for horses; gifted, very gifted. Never mind the outward appearance: he was a fierce competitor, H. R. A. Cecil.’


Cecil became popular with the racing public and beyond – and not simply because he was an exceptional horseman. A slightly otherworldly aristocratic aura surrounded him, but he also had a lightness of touch when it came to meeting people. Owners, staff and the racing public fell under his spell. Being around Cecil was not an everyday experience.


Fellow trainer Ed Vaughan rented some boxes at Warren Place from late 2004 and the pair swiftly built a great friendship. Vaughan, a man of Cork, was in his first full year with a training licence back then. He took just seven horses to Warren Place (‘and not very good ones at that,’ adds the Irishman). Despite Cecil’s own problems at the time, he couldn’t do enough to make his new tenant feel welcome.


‘I think he felt sorry for me,’ Vaughan says, laughing. ‘He had an instinct and could tell if you were maybe a bit down or having a bad day. He could always see it. He was one of those people that no matter how much time you spent with him or whatever kind of day it was, you always left feeling better.’


Gerhard Schoeningh, a London-based hedge-fund manager, found himself amused by Cecil’s witty, often quirky, exchanges with the media. Not long into the current millennium, a seed was sown in his mind that he would like to have a horse in training at Warren Place. One day a mutual acquaintance introduced the two men, setting in motion a chain of events that led to Schoeningh becoming an owner with Cecil.


Schoeningh would venture up to Warren Place half a dozen or so times a year. Cecil told him at the outset that he wasn’t the type of trainer who wanted to spend hours socialising at the racecourse, but that his new owner was always welcome to stay overnight and watch the horses exercise the following morning.


‘When you drove to Warren Place you were slightly, I wouldn’t say beaming with expectation, but you just knew that you’d have a very good time,’ Schoeningh says. ‘Then, leaving there, you’d still have a smile on your face. That is something Henry had. He instilled that feeling into probably hundreds of people.’


Cecil made sure his houseguest felt at home. He would pick flowers from the garden and put them in Schoeningh’s bedroom, show him the drinks cabinet and offer the drawing room should he wish to watch television. ‘I want you to be comfortable,’ Cecil would say. ‘You can do entirely as you please . . . I’m the only one here who can’t!’


That wasn’t quite true. In the yard there was never any doubt who was the boss. Cecil commanded the full respect of his staff. His leadership was instinctive, natural – similar to his approach to training racehorses. ‘When you worked for Henry Cecil, you were incorporated into a very rare group,’ says Dee Deacon, who rose to the role of head groom during fifteen years at Warren Place. ‘We were so passionate about working for this man. He knew how to get the best out of his staff and could do that so easily just by smiling at them or giving them a “well done”.’


Cecil forged a connection with the wider racing community beyond Warren Place. He offered acts of kindness, often to complete strangers, and his warmth extended to those in the media who covered the sport. When well-known racing broadcaster Derek Thompson was not long out of surgery for bowel cancer he bumped into Cecil on the gallops in Newmarket. Thompson was undergoing chemotherapy, a treatment that Cecil knew a lot about from his own cancer fight. They watched the Warren Place horses exercise before Cecil suggested they sit down. The two men chatted for an hour with the trainer offering endless encouragement and advice. ‘You’ve got to be positive, you’ve got to keep fighting,’ was the message that Cecil stressed.


‘I’d lost about three stone and felt knackered,’ says Thompson. ‘But it was a beautiful morning and I’ll never forget the guidance he gave me. I thought, “This guy is outstanding.” It was one of the best hours of my life. I’ll never forget it.’


Cecil was thoughtful when it came to written correspondence too. A Norwich-based nonagenarian used to send him homemade cards with a Warren Place theme. Cecil would always reply. In one response, the trainer expressed his thanks and then added, ‘I have to meet you sometime . . . perhaps you will be able to come over and visit us at Warren Place in the not too distant future.’ The nonagenarian was thrilled to receive hand-written responses from the trainer. I know because the recipient was my wife’s grandfather Tom, not that Cecil was ever aware of that.


‘Why should I retire just because people think I should?’ Henry Cecil wasn’t looking for a response to his question. It was asked purely in a rhetorical context and with more than a hint of defiance.


It was the spring of 2006 and I was interviewing Cecil for a racing industry publication for which I occasionally freelanced. It was my first visit to Warren Place and we were speaking in his study. The room was perhaps a little out of kilter with the times, but it was thick with atmosphere. The rag-roll style of decorating, in a rich burgundy, embellished with many greyish fleur de lys, gave it a decadent feel.


A decent-sized and sturdy wooden desk sat in front of rather grand windows. Cecil chose not to sit behind it for our meeting. Instead he opted for a single high-backed armchair, upholstered in a tartan comprised of mainly blues and green – a nod to his Scottish ancestry. He was born in Aberdeen in January 1943, just minutes before his twin brother David. Their father Henry Kerr Auchmuty Cecil was serving in the Parachute Regiment in Africa when he died shortly before their births. The military man’s young widow Rohays relocated to a village near Newmarket and became acquainted with the champion trainer Captain Cecil Boyd-Rochfort. They married in July 1944; thus Henry Cecil grew up at Boyd-Rochfort’s Freemason Lodge stables on Bury Road, surrounded by the racing world. In his early teens he rode out for the man he called ‘Uncle Cecil’, and several years later became Boyd-Rochfort’s assistant. Indeed, he would start his own career from Freemason Lodge after his stepfather’s retirement.


I don’t recall if there were any family photographs on show in Cecil’s study but he had four brothers. Bow and Jamie were older than him, while Arthur Boyd-Rochfort was two and a half years younger than he and his twin David. By the time I met him Cecil had three children; Katie and Noel from his marriage to Julie (daughter of champion trainer Noel Murless) and Jake from his marriage to Natalie Payne.


To Cecil’s right was a huge cabinet containing countless rows of lead soldiers and models of dozens of knights on horseback. There was a smaller cabinet on the other side of the room. In it, among other things, were a fossilised dinosaur’s egg and a shark’s tooth. A little to the left of the cabinet were the fireplace and hearth. In front of the fireplace were two sheepskin rugs, which had been stitched together.


With all its curios and rather old-fashioned qualities, the room wasn’t dissimilar to how I imagined 221B Baker Street, the vibrant, albeit fictional, home of genius detective Sherlock Holmes. What was almost as intriguing was what the room didn’t contain. If you dropped strangers into it, they would have puzzled over what the room’s owner did for a living. The only clue was a small picture of a racehorse in full cry in front of a packed grandstand. The horse was Oh So Sharp, winner of three of British racing’s five Classics and one of the greatest fillies of all time. Her photograph was tucked away, relatively low on the wall to the immediate right as you walked into the room.


Oh So Sharp’s formidable season of achievements was 1985, the year in which Cecil would become champion trainer for the sixth time. He would claim the title on a further four occasions but by 2006 his career was in decline. The previous season Warren Place stables recorded just twelve victories at a 12 per cent strike-rate and accumulated £144,978 in prize money. Six years earlier, Cecil’s racehorse string won £2,443,757 at a 24 per cent strike-rate. The numbers were no longer adding up in a sport renowned for its expense.


Cecil’s old foe Stoute remained at the top of his profession in the early years of the new century. Indeed, he was champion once again in 2005. By that stage, the Barbadian’s principal rival was Sa eed bin Suroor, employed by Sheikh Mohammed at Godolphin. Meanwhile, in Tipperary, a young trainer called Aidan O’Brien was enjoying significant success at home and abroad with the horses bred by Irish bloodstock superpower Coolmore.


The racing landscape had changed immeasurably since Cecil’s dominance. His time appeared to have long since been and gone. The trainer was also struggling with personal problems that gave further ammunition to those in and outside the sport who believed he was finished. It’s only a matter of time, they said.


Cecil had agreed to see me for the magazine feature because, in his words, he was ‘working on actually picking the whole thing up’ – not packing it up. He was sixty-three, an age when many men are contemplating easier times ahead. The ‘R’ word was the last thing Cecil was planning. Clad in a pair of denim jeans and a navy Armani shirt, he looked half a dozen years younger than he was.


At my request he talked a little bit about a few of the stars he had developed, including Oh So Sharp. But Cecil wasn’t one for nostalgia for the sake of it. If he had trained a horse’s mother or an elder sibling and their characteristics might help with an existing member of the string, then that was different. That was handy information and could be put to use in the future. And the future, it quickly became apparent to me, was always what mattered most to Cecil. He didn’t often reference the past and said he wasn’t interested in writing an autobiography. ‘There’s plenty of time for that when I’m sitting on a beach in twenty years’ time or whatever,’ he said. His reluctance to reflect was largely due to the fact that there were horses in the yard that required all of his time and attention. Perhaps it was also because there were parts of his past that were painful and he preferred not to revisit them.


Either side of the turn of the twenty-first century Cecil went through profound personal and professional adversity. His second marriage fell apart in 1999. The following year his brother David died aged fifty-seven after battling pancreatic cancer. Those that were close to Cecil recall how he struggled to cope throughout his twin’s illness. He was inconsolable on the November day that David passed away in 2000. Warren Place book-keeper Joan Plant extended a concerned hug when a grief-stricken Cecil came into the office. ‘I’d never seen Henry emotional before,’ says Plant. ‘He was so, so distraught.’


The same month also saw Cecil convicted of a drink-driving offence. The trainer received a five-year ban and a £3000 fine after the car he was driving hit an elderly couple in a village near Newmarket. At the time, and for several years afterwards, there were some who felt he was lurching off the rails, never mind finding himself off the road long term.


On the face of it, Cecil’s training business held up satisfactorily through 2000. In June he registered the twenty-third domestic Classic victory of his career thanks to Love Divine in the Oaks. The same month saw Subtle Power give him a sixty-eighth Royal Ascot winner, while Beat Hollow provided Warren Place with an overseas Group 1 success in Paris.


Appearances were deceptive; the horses were not as healthy as in previous years. Every yard expects a certain amount of coughs and sneezes through the season, especially among the youngest stock who have yet to build up immunity, but there was a feeling at Warren Place that a virus had set in.


Viruses are dreaded in racing stables as they invariably impact on the respiratory system. When a trainer mentions that a horse has had a ‘dirty scope’, it’s a reference to how internal tests have revealed symptoms of infection that are likely to include traces of blood and mucus in the lungs.


Certainly, around that time, there were horses that were unwell at Warren Place. Cecil referenced a virus in 2001, explaining how the previous season it had weakened the lungs of some of the string, triggering bleeding. One of the main problems with respiratory viruses is that they have a nasty habit of lingering. Horses that seem unaffected in their training suddenly start to get found out in the closing stages of their races. Likewise those animals that have apparently recovered from illness can be exposed as still suffering from viral symptoms if they are returned to racing too soon.


Sickness hung over Warren Place for the next couple of seasons and results markedly slumped. David Lanigan, whose first full year as Cecil’s assistant was 2003, remembers how the horses still weren’t right in themselves. Some might run a promising race but would then regress. Sickness had left a mark that some individuals never fully shook off.


Lanigan highlights the case of a well-bred three-year-old called Tuning Fork, who was unraced the previous season during which he had been sick. The colt’s eventual debut at Haydock in early May had been a resounding success as he won ‘standing on his head’, according to Lanigan. Less than a fortnight later Tuning Fork was considerably stepped up in class to contest the Group 2 Dante Stakes at York. He ran very creditably to finish second in a race considered to be the leading Derby trial but the horse never went on to Epsom. ‘He lay flat out in his box for two days after the Dante,’ says Lanigan.


Tuning Fork would run four more times in 2003, finishing stone-cold last twice and second last on the other two occasions. At the end of the season he left Warren Place but failed to add to his promising debut success in more than forty starts spanning until early February 2010.


The Irish Equine Centre was called into Warren Place to help with the string’s health issues. Its testing identified the presence of Aspergillus fungus – a mould species. What percentage Aspergillus played in the string’s decline is open to interpretation. Cecil’s long-term trusted vet Charlie Smith believes there was more to it than just the presence of one particular form of contamination.


‘From a veterinary point of view, if you go to any of the Newmarket yards, it’s like boarding school for young horses,’ says Smith, who is a partner at Newmarket Equine Hospital. ‘There are always colds, always some level of bacterial and viral contamination.


‘We certainly did have some that had repeated dirty scopes and it is always much easier, in my opinion, to blame it on a virus or a bacteria than the horses that you’ve got – that they’re not good enough. Yes, the horses didn’t have their best year health-wise for probably two or three years. But I also think, and I’m not sure why, it becomes a self-perpetuating problem that perhaps the horses aren’t as good. You have a poor year; you don’t get the same quality of horses the next year. It’s quite easy in training to get on a downward spiral even if the horses’ health improves. If you haven’t got the quality of horses, they ain’t going to win the races.’


Alan Cooper, the racing manager for the Niarchos family, offers an interesting take. In his role Cooper has had unique access to many of the top training establishments in France and England, including Warren Place. A thoughtful and observant man, Cooper feels a trainer’s own condition has a bearing on the performance of his string.


‘Over the years I’ve been privileged to work with many trainers,’ he says. ‘This is a generalisation and not referring to Henry in particular; I’ve found that if a trainer is really unhappy or not in form himself, somehow the horses are not in form. It’s transmitted. If a trainer is in top form, the horses are in top form. You make that decision to run here, there and it flows.’


Cecil’s string was down on numbers and quality as the noughties began to unfold. The strength in depth had started to wane in the mid-1990s after Sheikh Mohammed set up Godolphin. The Sheikh had enjoyed great success with horses trained at Warren Place in the 1980s. It was he who had owned Oh So Sharp and Cecil trained many other top-level winners for him. But the powerful alliance ended with the Sheikh’s decision to have many of his horses trained under his own Godolphin banner. Other key owners at Warren Place died either side of the new century, while disappointing results and the general poor health of the string meant several more looked elsewhere. In Newmarket, there has always been plenty of choice.


Newmarket isn’t somewhere a trainer can hide away when business is failing. The Suffolk town, some sixty-odd miles north-east of London, may only have a population of around twenty thousand but it is Britain’s biggest racehorse training centre and the historic home of the sport, with the first recorded race staged in 1622. Almost three thousand horses exercise on the Newmarket Heath training grounds on a daily basis through the peak months (from March onwards) of the flat racing season and there are more than seventy trainers using the facilities. Two or three trainers will boast strings of 220-plus horses, while at the other end of the spectrum a handful have barely double figures in their yard.


More than fifty miles of turf gallops are laid out either side of Newmarket and are immaculately maintained by Jockey Club Estates. There is a large degree of artistry that goes into their preparation. Five of the gallops have had peat spread across them each autumn since 1900. Three are on Bury Side, two on Racecourse Side. Each of these gallops is renowned for its cushioning qualities that allow almost half a ton of horse to ‘let down’ safely and with confidence.


Anyone walking up Moulton Road on the east side of the town on a warm spring morning will witness the unique spectacle of hundreds of racehorses exercising across Long Hill to the left and up Warren Hill to the right. Horses seem to be everywhere. To the outsider, Newmarket can seem idyllic. Scratch beneath the surface and there is another side to it. For a trainer whose business is struggling while rivals are thriving, ‘the gallops’, as they are known, can be a tough environment.


It is a town of the haves and the have-nots. There is a large degree of flux in that too. In racing you can be flying and your business booming but it doesn’t always last. Just like football management, the sport is a results-driven business and some owners are impatient for success. A trainer might hope that a good season will buy them some loyalty if a couple of difficult ones follow, but that’s not always the case. When a young gun down the road enjoys a breakthrough season, owners can be tempted to jump ship at the autumn yearling sales. Each year will see certain emerging trainers become all the rage, while others will drop out of fashion.


When things aren’t going well, despite the vastness of the Heath, racehorse trainers can’t easily cut themselves off in Newmarket. Just about all of them are visible from around 6.30 a.m. every day as the racing world stirs. Their horses step out onto Warren Hill – their sheer numbers making it the equine equivalent of London Bridge station at rush hour – and are scrutinised by other trainers, riders from rival strings and various folk associated with the industry: racing managers, bloodstock agents and the media. If a string has noticeably shrunk in size it will be noticed and discussed. Likewise, there will be comments if the horses under another’s care look dull in their coats.


Trainers that are already considered on the wane may not be assessed in such a searching manner, but are likely to notice a difference on Newmarket Heath and at the races. Folk that gravitated towards them during heydays and high days may suddenly be latching onto others. The well-wishers that once used to want to shake hands now glance in another direction.


Visible evidence of others’ achievements won’t help lift the mood. That young gun from the nearby stable now has a string that almost stretches out of sight during morning exercise. At the bloodstock sales these younger men seem to be in demand. Owners view them as the future; new ideas, fresh faces and untold energy.


It’s a different story for the fading trainer. The invites for lavish lunches in the right boxes at the principal meetings no longer drop through the letterbox. Media requests have dried up. No surprise there . . . there aren’t any good ones in the yard to write about any more. And the office phone that once never stopped ringing has long since fallen silent.


In the first few years of the twenty-first century Cecil found himself increasingly on his own. During 2003 he separated from his girlfriend Jane McKeown, while the size of the string had begun to dwindle noticeably by the end of that year. There were around a hundred and fifty boxes across several different yards at Warren Place and in the good times all would have been full, with a list of horses waiting to come in. As Cecil’s dip became a slump the majority of the stables became empty. It was a time of great financial uncertainty for Cecil’s business. Privately, he feared that he might even have to sell Warren Place. The gossip about him around Newmarket was endless. Pretty much all of it focused around how he would be giving up in the not-too-distant future.


Unsurprisingly, the staff felt insecure. Dee Deacon, like many of her colleagues, had been there when Cecil had been mopping up Group 1 races for fun. An energetic and intelligent girl from Northampton, she had joined as a groom in the late 1990s. For her and those with whom she worked, the manner in which Warren Place fell away was completely unexpected and confusing.


‘There were so many rumours going about that we were going to fold, we were going to pack up, Henry’s retiring,’ says Deacon. ‘The lads were worried. This was their bread and butter so they were questioning it. The lads were getting all this stick as well. They’d go to the pubs on the night times – “where are you going to go next?”


‘Henry wasn’t stupid. He would pick up on this, so on a few occasions he’d call us in – there weren’t many of us then – before first lot. “I’ve heard the rumours and I’ll put you straight. Nothing is changing. I’m not going anywhere. I can’t do anything else. This is my life, this is what I love. If we all stick together we will get through this. We’ll progress and we’ll go on. Let’s prove them all wrong.” Henry never wanted the lads ill at ease. He never wanted them to think they’d got to start looking elsewhere. So he would cover up so much of his own troubles and pain.’


Deacon is a chatty and engaging soul. She says she can be a worrier. The truth is, Deacon’s a warrior too, certainly when it comes to the horses under her care. But just before one Christmas, during the downtimes, the groom was due to go away on holiday and was concerned about whether she would still have a job on her return. She plucked up the courage to broach the subject with her employer.


‘Don’t let me ever hear that you’re worried about something like that,’ said Cecil in response. ‘You will always have a job with me. We’ll go down to twenty horses, we’ll go down to ten horses, but we will keep going. As long as I’ve got breath in my body, I will be training.’ One day in the future they would prove to be poignant words.


If Deacon recognised that her boss was standing firm on the surface she could also sense his internal unhappiness. There had barely been a chink of light for Cecil through a series of seasons, which must have been as bewildering for him as they were depressing. How could it all have gone so wrong, so fast?


‘He suffered blow after blow after blow,’ says Deacon. ‘Underlying, if you really knew the man, there were times when he did break and you’d see the odd crack here and there. I hate to see anybody upset like that anyway, so would ask, “Are you OK?” On the odd occasion he would confide in you. Not a lot, but I think if he knew you were genuine he would confide in you a little bit more.’


Cecil didn’t always help himself. In particular, the drinking made things worse. For a tall and imposing man, he didn’t need many drinks for its effects to take hold. If he was on his own within the corridors of Warren Place he would often pick up the phone. Long into the evening he would talk, mainly to those he trusted but occasionally there would be a business call after a bottle had been opened. Nick Gomersall was the racing manager for a handful of horses in training with Cecil and he remembers an episode from late 2003.


One horse had come second on its debut at Bath and was entered to run next at Lingfield Park. Gomersall had higher expectations after such a promising first start and mentioned to the Warren Place secretary about going to Newbury, where Cecil would generally send better horses. That lunchtime the trainer called him back, outlining that the Gomersall-managed horses were only of average ability and that sights needed to be lowered. His message was clear: ‘You don’t tell me where to enter horses and where I don’t.’


The call came to an abrupt end but that wasn’t the last of the matter. ‘At seven o’clock that night the phone rang and it was Henry,’ recalls Gomersall. ‘He’d had a couple between one o’clock and seven o’clock and completely forgot he gave me a bollocking and launched into me again!’


I knew enough to realise Cecil hadn’t always been a saint but the man I sat down with for the first time that May afternoon was helpful and purposeful. He was slimmer than on past occasions, when I had seen him at the racecourse or on the Heath. It seemed that Cecil had emerged from all that time spent stuttering through the tunnel – but how?
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