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Michelle Payne entered racing aged 15, winning her first race in Ballarat on Reigning, a horse trained and owned by her father. She won her first Group 1 race, the 2009 Toorak Handicap, aboard Allez Wonder, trained by Bart Cummings, and rode Yosei to three Group 1 victories over the next two years.


Michelle became the first female jockey to win the Melbourne Cup in 2015 on the local one-hundred-to-one horse, Prince of Penzance, trained by Darren Weir and strapped by her brother Stevie.


In 2016 Michelle was named The Australian newspaper’s Australian of the Year and she won the prestigious Sport Australia Hall of Fame Don Award. Film rights to her life story have been sold.


In the same year she was granted a dual licence, as a jockey/trainer, and had her first win as jockey/trainer on Duke of Nottingham. Her stables, Nottingham Farm, are located outside of Ballarat.


John Harms is a Melbourne-based writer, historian, and broadcaster. His books include Confessions of a Thirteenth Man, Memoirs of a Mug Punter and Loose Men Everywhere, which now form the omnibus Play On. He also wrote The Pearl: Steve Renouf’s Story and has edited nine editions of The Footy Almanac annual and the Doggies Almanac. He appears on ABC TV’s Offsiders and is the contributing editor of the popular sports writing site www.footyalmanac.com.au




‘Don’t get beat, I’ve got my money on you.’


Stevie Payne


‘I was overseas on 3 November 2015, so it was late at night when my phone literally erupted. I received over sixty text messages in under five minutes—friends and colleagues from across Australia and around the world all saying one thing—“Michelle Payne just won the Melbourne Cup”. Australia was on its feet.


Michelle’s win has changed not only her chosen sport, but the attitudes towards women’s participation in all male-dominated sports. It was a watershed moment for sport—not just Australian sport.


Her story doesn’t begin and end in under four minutes. Michelle celebrated her thirtieth birthday just before her historic win. Every single one of those years has gone into shaping Michelle as a champion in every respect.’


Katie Page, CEO, Harvey Norman
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For Mary Payne


She was mother to eleven children but never lived to see them grow up. Sometimes, to help deal with the sense of loss, I tell myself it is a blessing she didn’t face the craziness of bringing up ten children. I miss her every day but I feel she is with me always.


And to Paddy Payne


For being the man he is: light-hearted, jovial, positive—but tough on us, all at the same time. He taught us to be polite and respectful and how to work hard.


To my family, friends and the racing community


For everyone who has supported and believed in me, even those I’ve disagreed with. Every situation helps me to grow and makes me a better, stronger person.


Thank you.




I’m honoured to have a film made about my life, and for my hard work, dedication and persistence to be recognised. It’s been an overwhelming experience to see my family’s tale up on the big screen, but to see Stevie play himself is the absolute highlight. He is a blessing to our family and now everyone has the opportunity to appreciate him. I hope Ride Like a Girl helps others to be inspired.





Going to the barrier


MELBOURNE CUP, 2015. I am cantering Prince of Penzance up the Flemington straight towards the barriers. Past the clocktower. I have just left the mounting yard and walked Prince down along the roses. Darren Weir had wished me luck as he legged me up. And Maddie Raymond and my brother Stevie, the strappers, also sent us on our way. Stevie is already a hero. At the barrier draw on Saturday evening he picked number one. You champion.


I am as calm as Prince. We have become great mates since his debut in front of a handful of racegoers among the gum trees at Stawell in country Victoria in March 2013. He has grown up so much. He looks magnificent—fit, athletic. I can’t believe how relaxed he is but so energetic at the same time. Gee, Darren’s a good trainer. This horse is spot on.


He rolls along easily; his action is loose. He’s as prepared as he can possibly be, and ready to give his best, and I have every faith he will. I love this horse. I believe in this horse.


It’s a cracking field: horses prepared by some of the world’s best trainers, ridden by some of the world’s finest jockeys. And they’re trying, just as hard as we are, but I really believe we’ll be right there in the finish.


It’s a beautiful day. Big blue sky. A few wispy clouds. The slightest breeze. Perfect racing conditions.


The crowd on the lawn cheer and applaud in the sunshine. They are at the Melbourne Cup! Not a care in mind. Drinking. Eating. Cheering. Hoping.


People yell at us.


‘Go, Michelle!’


‘Go, Prince.’


Not many have backed the Prince. He is an outsider. One hundred to one. Attention is elsewhere. The money is on the international horses.


The Japanese horse Fame Game, the favourite, is up ahead. I can see Ed Dunlop’s Trip to Paris. I look at the much-loved Red Cadeaux, and Frankie Dettori on Max Dynamite. Brett Prebble, my sister Maree’s husband, is on Bondi Beach. And to my right is Kerrin McEvoy, my sister Cathy’s husband, on Excess Knowledge.


I have a lot of sisters and brothers dotted about the place. Wherever they are, they are watching this race. Australia’s race. And I am in it; we are in it.


Stevie was so earnest in the mounting yard, and so funny.


‘Don’t get beat,’ he said, as I headed off. ‘I’ve got my money on you.’


Stevie, strapping a Cup horse that his sister is riding. The two of us, who shared a bed all those years ago before we went to school. Stevie, who Dad always called The Little Boy. And me, His Little Girl.


Dad is at Home in Ballarat, watching on our TV, perched on top of some old encyclopaedias on the cabinet. He’s by himself, with a cup of tea, I bet. Wishing me a safe ride and the best ride I can deliver. My mother, his great love, is with him in spirit.


My old school friends, the Loreto girls, are scattered, some in marquees here at the track, some at Cup Day functions elsewhere, some at home. Jockey friends sit in their rooms at racetracks watching on. They would love to be taking one down to the barriers. Their time will come. I am the one feeling blessed today.


I canter past Craig Newitt on Sertorius, the only horse at longer odds than us. Stevie and I sat with his owner at the barrier draw. Such a lovely man and just as excited as us to be in the Cup, even if neither of us is fancied. We’ve earned our places.


Craig and I catch a glimpse of some people on the track. They’ve been tackled by security. We’re laughing as we approach the barriers, wondering what has gone on there. We explain what we’ve just seen to the other jockeys and barrier attendants milling around behind the start. We assume they’re streakers but we later learn they’re protesters who’ve handcuffed themselves to the inside running rail. They’re taken away.


We continue to walk around at the back of the barriers, waiting to be loaded. Corey Mallyon, one of the two oﬃcial starters, is calling out the jockeys and their barriers in order. I will be the first horse called. Glen Darrington, my attendant, offers me some water and I take it from him thankfully. I’m so thirsty.


We are called to load and Glen leads Prince and me into barrier one. It’s going to be a bit of a wait while the others are loaded. Frankie Dettori brings Max Dynamite into barrier two. We have a friendly chat. I must be relaxed.


Bart Cummings pops into my mind for a moment. I have a feeling he would want me to do well.


The outside horses are being loaded.


I am quiet.


Alone now.


Waiting.


I think of my mother.


I just know she is with me, as well as my sister Brig and brother Michael. I can feel they’re up there watching over me. Prince has a few of us riding with him today.


Jockeys call out.


Barrier five rears; we wait for it to settle. They call out from his stall he’s okay. Paul Didham the starter awaits the all-clear from the other starter, Corey Mallyon.


We wait for the all clear, then …


Crash!


Prince of Penzance … dawdles out of the barrier. We’ve missed the start by three lengths.


In the field of twenty-four, we are last.
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Christmas at the Paynes


EVEN THOUGH WE are spread around the world for most of the year, at Christmas all my sisters and brothers and their families make an effort to go back Home, as we call our place at Miners Rest just outside Ballarat. Mum and Dad bought it in the early 1980s, when they decided to settle in Australia. To come back Home means so much to all of us, especially Dad. He always says how happy it makes him when he sees us all together, getting on so well.


It’s a simple family home with stables and yards that back onto the Ballarat Racecourse. I grew up there—one of eleven kids.


It’s quiet these days, with only Dad and Stevie living in the house, and me staying over from time to time. But on Christmas Day it is filled with the laughter and happiness (and mayhem) of our childhood. It is our place.


People often say we are a racing family and I know what they mean. Racing has been our lives. It’s central to who we are—to who I am. But, before everything, we’re a family.


By Christmas Eve one or more of my sisters and their families will most likely be staying in the house, having travelled from overseas or interstate. In 2015 it was Cathy and her family from Sydney. She helped get the place ready.


On Christmas mornings family members come from everywhere to gather at Mass. Ten o’clock at Our Lady Help of Christians, the church whose primary school we went to. There’s no way we can all sit together, so we spread out around the congregation as we arrive. Noisy kids up the back.


Some don’t quite make it to Mass and, as the preparations for lunch begin, more people arrive at Home. Car doors slam. People greet each other. Kids hug, laughing. Dad chats.


‘It’s good to see you, how are ya?’


My job is to make the punch—one batch for the adults and another for the kids. I’m not far off perfecting the recipe. For the kids it’s orange juice, orange and mango juice, tropical juice, pineapple juice and nectar. Same for the adults but with a bit of a kick in it: vodka, Bacardi and champagne. One of the sisters usually picks up the champagne bottle and says, ‘Mmm, nice champers, Little Miss Expensive,’ because I like to get the good stuff.


As I cut up bananas, strawberries, mangoes and peaches, Therese’s husband Jason Patton—they have four kids, the oldest, Jess, is eighteen—helps me. He always does, as I got a little heavy-handed with the portions one year—a funny day. The adults’ brew goes into a giant esky and the kids’ into a bowl. With so many people in the house it’s a challenge to find enough ‘nice’ glasses for everyone. I hunt around, conjure some up and hand punch to people as they arrive.


When I can sit down with a glass, I watch everything unfold. Fortified by the punch, Therese, Margaret, Maree and Cathy do the turkey and the stuﬃng, the pork, the chickens. Cathy makes a great sweet-potato bake. Margie and Bernadette prepare the vegies and the salads. Brett and Kerrin do their bit and Jason gets out the electric carver and starts on the meats. I sit back on the rocking chair, sipping on my punch, making wry observations. Jas doesn’t find my comments as funny as I do and threatens to claim the easy punch-making job next year.


Christmas lunch is getting closer to being served.


While all that’s happening Patrick cooks up some prawns for starters and brings them around. There’s a few beers handed out as well. I don’t think Andrew does much really. He gets out of it all pretty easily as the oﬃcial ice-supplier, but at least he entertains all the nieces and nephews. They love him.


Stevie lends a hand. He loves the responsibility and you can rely on him to do a good job. He’s good with the kids, too.


Maree often takes care of the setting. We bring in the tabletennis table to join with the one in the kitchen for the adults, and the kids have a long table. She always makes it all look Christmassy.


Dad wanders around, collecting all the news, finding out about all the members of his family: ‘How’s it going over there in Hong Kong, B. Prebble?’ meaning Brett. By initial and surname is how racing people refer to each other.


Meanwhile, the mayhem goes up a notch as the kids open presents and race around outside. When it’s hot there are water guns and water bombs and water everythings happening. Along with kids on bikes. Kids forming little conspiracies of mischief.


‘How are you, Little Girl?’ Dad finds me.


‘I’m good, thank you.’ And away the conversation goes.


We’ve always had a few extras over for lunch. Dear friends like Jacq and Karl Schier, who live just around the corner from Dad’s, have been coming to Christmas and other Payne gatherings for as long as I can remember. They are a part of the family. When we were kids they always bought us presents, beautifully wrapped with ribbons and cards. Nowadays we include them in the Kris Kringle—there’s so many of us a present each would send them broke.


I gather up all the wrapping and packaging and try to tidy up as we go. I put some in my car to take home as it never fits in Dad’s bins.


Therese finishes up with the gravy and the kids are served. Then the adults gather around the table. I walk in, late as always, and as I am looking for a chair, say, ‘I’d just like to thank you, Cathy, for getting here a few days early and cleaning up —’ But I’m cut off.


‘We already said that.’


I try again: ‘Okay, well, thanks to all the girls for preparing a beautiful lunch.’


‘Done.’


Probably best I sit down and shut up!


Cathy says a prayer.


‘God, of all gifts we thank you for the many ways you have blessed us this day. We are grateful, each of those who are gathered around this table. In our gratitude and love we remember your humble birth into our lives and pray for those who are without enough to eat. We remember the stable in which you were born and remember those who have no place to live. We remember your challenging message of caring and giving and we pray for peace in families and nations throughout the world. We bless you and give you thanks in your Spirit who brings our hearts to life this Christmas Day and forever. Amen.’


‘Amen,’ we repeat in unison.


Everyone eats up—even me. I always ride on Boxing Day, but I don’t think about that now, I eat without a worry.


One of the great traditions of lunch is that it’s a single conversation. I think this proves that miracles are possible, when you consider how chatty everyone is and how many of us there are. It’s not a rule, no one ever suggests it—it just happens. There is rarely any racing talk. Just happy chat. And before long someone will start with the childhood memories. Every year, without fail.


‘What about the time Therese got hooked on cooking chicken schnitzel!’ You can see J. Patton, K. McEvoy and B. Prebble grimace: ‘Here they go, again!’ Nick Bompas, Margie’s French husband, laughs his big, deep French laugh.


Therese laughs, too, a little bit embarrassed because she knows what’s coming is completely true.


‘It was chicken and corn schnitzel,’ she corrects us. And someone takes up the story. I was too young to remember, but I’ve heard it so often I could tell it perfectly.


‘Hey, Therese, what’s for tea?’


‘Chicken schnitzel.’


‘Oh yum!’ We thought it was exotic that first time, compared with some of our other meals. And it was served with some vegies—we were rapt.


The next day: ‘Hey, Therese, what’s for tea?’


‘Chicken schnitzel.’


‘Great.’


This went on for a fortnight until we couldn’t stand the thought of it anymore.


‘Hey, Therese, what’s for tea?’ And before she could say ‘chicken’ we all had our fingers down our throats, gagging.


Everyone laughs. Even the brothers-in-law.


‘I still can’t look at chicken schnitzel in the supermarket,’ Therese says.


That’s how it goes, one story after another.


Dessert is served. Rocky road slice and a bit of Christmas pudding and ice cream.


The kids are long gone, wherever kids go, and we summon the energy to get the dishes out of the way. It’s a communal effort and after they’re put away Home turns into a gamesfest: table tennis (once the tinsel and the tablecloth are off), cricket, basketball, cards, Scrabble, chasey, bike races. Little groups congregate.


Traditionally, at some stage late in the afternoon, we have a huge game of soccer, where Dad mixes it with the young ’uns, but last year we didn’t have one. Perhaps it was because Dad hadn’t been the best in the months leading up to Christmas. Or maybe it was just too hot.


And then there’s a photo. There are always people popping in, which means we can get someone to take a photo of the entire family. We all love this moment. Everyone smiling big smiles that come from deep within, and my dad is so happy.


Late in the afternoon I have to think about driving back to Melbourne for my ride the next day and I work up the motivation to shed the magnificent Christmas lunch. I work out I have about three kilograms to tackle, and I’ve got eighteen hours. But I’ve developed a strategy for this over the years.


I put on my sweat gear—a long-sleeved top under a sweat suit, a jacket over it, and leggings—and have one last game of something. It was basketball last Christmas. Red-faced and sweaty, I say goodbye to everyone. I then put a rubber mat and a towel down on the car seat, and wind up the windows. Away I go, back to Melbourne without the air conditioner.


As I drive I mop my neck and forehead with a little towel. It’s not very pleasant but it gets the job done. I usually sip on mineral water to help me to keep sweating. I try not to make eye contact with people along the way. If they see me they must think I’m some kind of weirdo. By the time I pull into the driveway at my home everything is damp and I’m around two kilograms lighter. I have a cold shower.


Last year I had rides at Randwick in Sydney on Boxing Day. I had to catch a very early flight so I made sure all my race gear was ready to go before I climbed into bed around 9.30pm. Every year I just lie there and think about the day. These wonderful people with whom I have spent my life. We might not be the most lovey-dovey family, who tell each other how we feel. We just know. These are the people I love and the people who love me. That makes me smile. And I feel blessed.


I also think about the three who are no longer with us.
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Loss and sadness


BY THE TIME my mother Mary brought me home from the Ballarat Hospital, a few days after my birth on 29 September 1985, the rhythm of Payne family life was well and truly established. My father Patrick was training racehorses, something he loved doing. Brigid was sixteen and Therese fifteen. They had left school and both were apprenticed to my dad, riding winners for him. Maree was at Loreto College, the Catholic girls’ school in Ballarat in regional Victoria. Bernadette was in her last year at Our Lady Help of Christians Primary School in Wendouree, a suburb of Ballarat, with Patrick, Margie and Andrew. Cathy was off to school the following year.


They’d all been born in New Zealand and had spent their early years on the family’s dairy farm at Hawera on the west coast in the Taranaki area of the North Island. Dad had also trained racehorses there. By chance, two things changed the direction of their lives. One was a racehorse called Our Paddy Boy. The other was a local council decision, totally out of their control.


Dad owned and trained Our Paddy Boy and when the colt showed so much promise as a two-year-old in 1980, brought him across the Tasman to take on the big races in Australia. The horse did so well Dad was offered a lot of money for him. After selling Our Paddy Boy they returned to Hawera, near Mount Taranaki on the North Island, and settled back into family life. However, their land was required for a major public works project and they were forced to sell.


Saddened at their loss, but always adventurous in spirit, Mum and Dad decided to move to Australia in 1982 because their taste of life here had been so good. They decided on Ballarat as they liked the area, having stabled Our Paddy Boy and his little mate Gentle Joker there with trainer Robert Smerdon on the previous visit.


Dad wanted to keep training horses. They bought our property on Kennedys Road at Miners Rest, which we call Home. It included the stables and a number of paddocks where the horses were during the day, as well as The 40-Acre Paddock, where horses were worked on a dirt track. The house had been built by Tommy McGinley, a wonderful Australian jumps jockey who’d won the Grand National Steeplechase five times in the late 1960s. It had five bedrooms—which was barely enough with the eight children they had then, with two more to follow.


Life was hectic for the family. Dad was training horses and everyone had to pitch in to help feed them, muck out the stables, move the horses, groom the horses, ride trackwork, as well as other jobs around the yard. It was relentless—the life of racing people.


My mother worked tirelessly to keep the family as organised as it could be. She was the bookkeeper, nominated the horses for races, was Dad’s secretary, and all the while was bringing up the kids. Being a woman of great love and compassion, she always found time for others. My sisters recall Mum milking the cow we had at the time and taking the milk to the homeless men’s shelter in Ballarat every week.


Mum had a delightful sense of humour, which she no doubt needed to get through each day, and put up with the way Dad loved to tease her. He told me she never swore, but he tested her sometimes. He used to say he found it very hard not to smile when she was telling him off, and if he smiled it made her even angrier with him.


As we grew older we would all help around the stables and the house, getting up in the dark to get the jobs done before school. We said Dad had a lot of kids so he didn’t have to pay staff! But not all of them were happy with that approach.


‘Another one?’ the older ones lamented, when Mum was pregnant with me. ‘Why do you keep having more children?’


They were also concerned that, because she was older, there might be complications. Stevie, the youngest at the time, was two and had Down’s syndrome. From the outset Mum and Dad lived their belief that all children are precious, and that proved true. What a blessing Stevie has been for our family.


My parents also knew the grief of losing a child. Michael was born between Margie and Andrew and died just three days later. He suffered a hole in his heart, which would be treatable today with the advances in medicine.


By coincidence, I was born on the same date as Michael, 29 September, and so I was named Michelle in his memory. Michelle means ‘Gift from God’. My middle name is Jacinta, after Saint Jacinta, who was born near Fátima in Portugal in 1910.


One Tuesday morning, not long after Easter when I was six months old, all the jobs were done and the younger kids were getting ready for school. Brigid and my mother were arguing. While everyone usually spoke their minds in our family, this argument must have become heated. Brig was sixteen and having one of those typical teenage arguments with a parent and she left for work with the issue unresolved. Saddened by what had happened, my mum wrote her a note saying sorry and put it under her pillow. It said, simply, ‘I still love you.’


Andrew, who was in Grade 1, was also proving diﬃcult that morning. He was annoyed with Mum.


‘You never do reading at school,’ he said. ‘Everybody else’s mum does. I’m not going.’


‘I promise I’ll come and read today if you go to school,’ my mother said.


‘No. Not going.’


‘I promise.’


‘No. I’m not going.’


‘Well, you can stay in your room until I get home.’


With time getting away from them, Bernadette, Patrick and Margie climbed into the Ford station wagon. Maree didn’t go with them as she’d been able to convince Dad to let her go to the races with him. There was a local Ballarat meeting on that day, which Therese was preparing to ride at.


The plan was for my dad to do the school run, but he got stuck on the phone on an important call and signalled to my mum that she would have to take them. Mum drove off along Kennedys Road. At the same time, a local mum was taking her kids to school, and collided with Mum’s car at the Gillies Street corner, crashing into the driver’s door.


The car rolled onto its side. The kids, who had minor injuries, were able to scramble out of the car but Mum lay motionless, her body hanging out of the driver’s seat window.


Petrol spilled out everywhere. ‘Everyone run, it’s gonna blow!’ Patrick yelled.


◆ ◆ ◆


‘Pat, you need to come. There’s been an accident.’ Kenny Williams, a local trainer, went to fetch Dad. Dad knew by his expression it was bad news.


When Dad left, Therese and Maree were still at Home with Andrew, Cathy, Stevie and me, and they waited, sitting on the couch, not knowing what was going on. He came back about ten minutes later with Bernadette, Patrick and Margie. He walked in and all he did was shake his head. And they knew, straight away, that our Mum had been killed.


Father John Keane, the priest who has been closest to our family for many years and a wonderful friend of Dad’s, came over. He still describes the moment with total sadness and devastation.


‘It was a terrible scene,’ he says, in his Irish accent.


I think about my mother a lot. I feel she is always with me. But when I think about that specific moment, when she was taken, which I do from time to time, I don’t think so much about an accident I was too young to remember, or of a mother I didn’t know for long. I think of my dad and my brothers and sisters. I try to imagine what Dad was feeling. I can’t imagine what it must be like to have someone you had made a life with, your best friend, your everything, gone—just gone. Then having to tell your children. If I feel like I’m doing it tough, I think about that and wonder how he got through it, while always retaining his positive attitude and his faith in life. It gives me so much strength, and perspective.


While I am deeply, deeply saddened by what happened I don’t have a sense of loss. I know instead the sadness. And I think it is that feeling that has helped me to empathise with others. I don’t have an imagined sense of my mother’s personality. But I know she is my mother. And I know what a mother is, and what motherly love is. I know mothers. I watch mothers. My sisters are beautiful mothers. My mother’s love is an ever-present spiritual love. And I know fatherly love. My father’s love is spiritual, too, but I have lived my life with my dad, I know him, and so that love, as tough as he can be, is immediate and real.


The older kids say that Dad became more openly affectionate after the accident, especially with us younger ones. Perhaps he was being gentler, more tender, because we didn’t have a mother. Perhaps he was responding to his own grief, which I realise, as I get older, must have been profound.


At the time, my immediate needs were physical. Thankfully I took the bottle without hesitation. A local Irish woman from the parish looked after me, and then Bernadette, who was eleven at the time, took it upon herself to feed me through the night. As I was growing up, Therese then became the motherly figure for me and us all. She just took up the role, taking over the duties, making sure we had dinner, making sure everything was done. She definitely had plenty of little helpers to order around but it amazes me how she coped with that role at such a young age—and without warning.


When I first started to realise what had happened I was about four. The kids were giving me a terrible time, pulling my hair, and making my life a bit of a misery as brothers and sisters do. I yearned for Mum, for her protection.


My dad tells me the story that one night I was lying in bed with him and I’d decided that Mum would be the solution to my problems. She would make things right.


‘Can we go and dig her up?’ I asked. ‘Then the kids won’t pull my hair anymore.’


Some days I think my whingeing and complaining about being picked on became too much for Dad. He used to say he would run away from home if I didn’t stop. That really scared me. But the next time someone was teasing me I went to tell Dad.


‘I’m sick of this whingeing,’ he said. ‘I’m running away from home.’ And he got in his car and off he went.


I was devastated. Who was going to look after us? I stood on our front verandah calling out for my other parent, ‘Mum, come back. Please come back!’


When my dad came home I was very angry with him. After that, whenever I was sad, I used to go to the verandah and call for Mum. I’m not sure if anyone heard me. Eventually I realised she was never coming back. This must have been heart wrenching for Dad. But he never showed it.


His approach wasn’t a stoic position. And I cannot remember a single moment of self-pity. It was total acceptance, a deep-seated optimism, and a belief that all would work out for the good. Father Keane says that Dad is ‘a man of almighty faith’, and throughout my life Dad has given me no reason to doubt that.


When I was younger he would tell me every day how much he loved Mum, what a lovely lady she was. He wished he’d told her that every day. He was very affectionate with me and we used to have a little ritual where he would hold his thumb and his index finger about an inch apart and say, ‘Your daddy loves you this much.’ I would always say back to him, ‘No he doesn’t, he loves me thiiiiiis much!’ and hold my arms as wide as they would go.


My dad’s outlook has had a massive impact on us all. He always thinks things can be fixed, that he can fix them. But then he says, ‘If you can’t fix something with baling twine, you can’t fix it.’ He usually made things worse but he did always use baling twine for a belt. It did the trick.


When Mum died he knew we just needed to get on with it, and live life as best we could. I think the depth of that feeling of sadness for my father, and for my sisters and brothers, has contributed to how I understand life. I feel close to life. I try to have a sense of what’s important. And I believe that things happen for a reason, even if at the time that reason is not obvious.
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Playing the cards dealt


MY DAD WAS faced with the prospect of raising ten children on his own. The older ones were hard working and independent—they had to be—but Cathy was four, Stevie was two and had his own diﬃculties, and I was a baby. Dad’s approach was remarkable.


He is the sunniest, most optimistic, fun-loving father you could imagine. He was always very tough on us, though, and he could get pretty angry—his voice would bellow through the house or across the yard. But he also loved to pull your leg, to tease you, and to test you. Despite the immense grief he must have been suffering, and the diﬃculty of being a single parent, he remained so positive, so confident, that we knew, if we got on with it, life would serve us well. Dad often says that despite the challenges, those years together at Home provided him with his most joyous memories.


I remember when I was really little, Dad used to piggyback us to bed.


‘Now, who’s first?’ he’d say, and he would put one of us on his back and gallop down the passageway to one of the bedrooms.


‘Who’s next?’ Eventually about five of us would be carried to bed in this way.


The older kids were simply amazing. Apart from riding and working in the stables, the girls got stuck into the housework. They took to the responsibilities without any apparent questioning or complaint because that’s what needed to be done. It was the right thing to do, yet, they were so young themselves.


I used to give Therese a Mother’s Day gift, usually some sort of ornament or something simple I thought she might like. Everyone else was buying their mothers Mother’s Day gifts and she felt as close to being my mum as anyone did, so it just seemed normal to me at the time. Love and consideration for others produce resilience and a capacity for hard work. Perhaps the hard work was a way for everyone to deal with the grief. But when it came to the horses, even though it was relentless work, it was a field we all immediately took to.


We grew up with horses. We loved them foremost as animals, beautiful creatures with temperament and personality and character—sometimes easygoing, sometimes uptight, sometimes untalented, sometimes brilliant with so much promise. We learned to respect horses and to treat them with affection and compassion. That was Dad’s way and it was our way. He’d loved horses since he was a little kid, and he passed that love on to us.


I can’t remember life before horses. Horses were part of us, and being with them was as natural as breathing. I always wanted to ride.


‘Daaaad, when can I start riding?’


My older sisters were all riding. Brigid, Therese and Maree had begun their apprenticeships at fourteen and a half, the minimum age then. Therese was riding at Moonee Valley the day I was born. She had a nasty fall and broke her collarbone and the family joked that her fall had brought on my birth. I wanted to ride too. But Dad kept telling me I had to wait. I pestered and pestered.


‘Daaaad?’


When I was four, Dad put me on Wilbur, our very naughty black Shetland pony. I loved it—until I fell off. Dad had seen it all before.


‘You gotta get straight back on, Little Girl,’ he said. ‘If you don’t get back on now you’ll never get back on.’


I had a headache from the fall and was a little bit hesitant because it hurt, but I got back on. From that day on, every time something went right I’d feel fantastic, but Dad would make sure I wasn’t getting ahead of myself. And every time something went wrong, Dad was there to pick me up and help me and give me a word of advice.


I wanted to be a jockey. My mind was completely made up. And I didn’t need to tell the others, they just knew. Part of my wanting to be a jockey was me wanting to be like the others—but I actually wanted to be better than them. Part of it was me wanting to be like Dad.


Wanting to be with horses wasn’t just the vague idea of a young child, either. It wasn’t that I thought I liked horses and riding and racing. I knew I did. I wanted to be with horses. I wanted to ride. And I knew I would eventually race.


Before I started school I was into it. After we’d eaten tea and had a game of cards in the evening, Dad would go to bed and he’d be lying there, about to fall asleep, and I’d go in and pick up his hand.


‘Dad, don’t forget to wake me up in the morning,’ I’d implore. ‘Please don’t forget, Dad.’ When I’d wake up and realise he’d already gone and the sun was coming up, I’d run to the stables to find him, half-crying: ‘Daaaad! Why didn’t you wake me up? I told you to wake me up!’


If I was down at the stables I hoped Dad would put me on a horse and lead me round. Sometimes he would but often he was so busy that it would be a very quick ride, or no ride at all. Even if it was short, at least I was riding. I think I drove him mad and he didn’t wake me because it would have been easier for him if I was up at the house fast asleep.


The early hours never bothered me. Five o’clock in the morning, in the middle of a Ballarat winter, is not comfortable, but I didn’t think about it. I wanted to be with the older kids, with the horses. Sometimes, though, they didn’t want to be out there and they’d manufacture little tricks to get out of work.


Andrew used to sneak out with no boots on and run around the backyard in the frost, come back in and peel off his wet socks as if he’d been out there working hard. He’d say to the others still sleeping, ‘Wake up, don’t be so lazy. Get up and do some work. I’ve been out working.’ No one argued with him as his socks were wet. But when we were sitting around the table having breakfast, it didn’t take long for everybody to work out that no one had sighted him at the stables and he was put back on the roster for cleaning the house.


Stevie and I were The Little Kids, and we were usually left to look after ourselves while the others were working in the mornings. We were like a single entity: ‘Where are The Little Kids?’ ‘Anyone seen The Little Kids?’ We’d get up and watch one of our favourite videos. Initially we had four: Phar Lap,a documentary about the champion horse Tulloch, Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves and The Sound of Music. Later came The Wedding Singer, The Lion King and Dumb and Dumber. I think we could act out all those movies we knew them so well. I’m not joking when I say that Stevie and I watched Phar Lap five hundred times, often at about 5.30 in the morning. The more I saw it, the more it fed my desire to be a jockey. I used to tell people, ‘I just want to win the Melbourne Cup.’


We got up early even if we were tired. A good night’s sleep was never guaranteed at Home anyway. Squeezing so many bodies into a few rooms was a bit tricky and there were many combinations of kids in the rooms over the years. Dad often just slept on a mattress on the floor. I would sleep with my dad when I was little, but as I got older I kind of felt it wasn’t very cool so I tried to find somewhere else to sleep.


For a while Stevie and I shared a bed but Stevie used to make this noise when he was falling asleep that would always keep me up. I remember waking him up and asking, ‘Hey, Stevie, can you wait for me to go to sleep before you do.’


‘Yeah, no worries,’ he said. Stevie always tried to be accommodating, but then he’d go straight back to sleep, so I’d have to put the pillow over my head to try to block out the noise. That would be when I started looking for someone else to sleep with.


‘Can I sleep here, Therese?’


‘No, you wriggle too much. Go ask Maree.’


‘Can I sleep here, Maree?’


‘All right, as long as you don’t wriggle.’


‘Okay, I won’t.’


‘Stop wriggling!’


‘Okay.’ But the more I tried the harder it was to keep still.


‘That’s it! If you wriggle one more time you’re not sleeping in here.’


It was so hard not to move an inch—my nose was itchy, but I figured if I did it real quick she might not notice.


‘Right, that’s it, you’re not sleeping in here.’


‘I promise I won’t move again.’


‘Okay, but this is the last time.’


I almost always found somewhere. If not, it was back in with Dad.


Apart from Michelle, my brothers and sisters called me ‘Stinky’. It was one of those names that evolved. They started calling me ‘Smelly Shelley’, and then that became Stinky. Patrick still writes ‘S’ in his trackwork logbook when I’ve ridden a horse for him. Even in front of horse owners he’ll still greet me with ‘Hi Stinky’! So nice of him—I always give him a withering thank-you-for-that look.


Patrick and Andrew slept in bunks in The Boys’ Bedroom. I remember for a while they used to make me sing to them. I’d sit amid a huge pile of dirty clothes on the floor and they’d say, ‘Sing us a song.’


‘No, you’ll laugh at me, you always do.’


‘Come on. Sing us a song. Sing us “Mary had a little lamb”.’


‘No, you’ll laugh at me, I know you will.’


‘We promise not to laugh. We promise.’


I’d give up and sing: ‘Mary had a little lamb, little lamb, little lamb,’ and they’d laugh their heads off.


When I was five I started at Our Lady Help of Christians Primary School at Wendouree, on the Miners Rest side of Ballarat. It was a small, friendly school run by the Sisters of Mercy. We did all the usual subjects, as well as read Bible stories, and learned some of the Bible verses off by heart. I really liked Sister Chris. She was very kind. After school, when we were waiting to be picked up, we would visit her in the presbytery and she always gave us some Maori biscuits or something else nice. Sometimes we’d send Stevie in first because we knew how much they adored him and they would always offer him afternoon tea.


On the day of your birthday the nuns would bake a cake. When I noticed that my birthday was going to fall during the September holidays I went to Sister Chris and announced, ‘It’s my birthday today!’ A cake was baked and brought in to my Grade 1 classroom. Later that day Cathy heard the story and piped up, ‘But it’s not even Michelle’s birthday.’


I learned a lot at Our Lady Help of Christians. I learned that the Melbourne Cup was very special because on that first Tuesday in November the nuns would wheel out the old TV and we’d get to watch. When I was in prep in 1991, my brother Patrick had his first ride in the Cup. He was on Sunshine Sally. I was so proud but I was also so nervous for him. I prayed that everything would go well and he would run a great race.


Patrick led all the way down the straight the first time and was in front past the winning post. But they had to go around again and Sunshine Sally led into the straight but then ran last. I was excited he lasted in front for as long as he did. Sunshine Sally started at three hundred to one and I got $1 from the sweep off my teacher for him coming last. I could tell then how important the day was, how important the race was, and I suspect all that added to my dream of one day winning the Cup.


That year the Cup was won by Let’s Elope. She was a mare trained by Bart Cummings and ridden by Steven King, who wore green and gold diagonal stripes with a white cap. We used to have our own races at home—often the Cox Plate but other famous races as well. Andrew and Patrick played the jockeys, usually Mick Dittman and Shane Dye. Stevie and I were the horses—I was always Let’s Elope; Stevie was Durbridge or Canny Lad. Sometimes Cathy would play too and she was Empire Rose, because she was so much bigger than us, and Empire Rose was a big mare. We had to crawl around on all fours as the older kids held onto our shirts.


Stevie always used to take off at a full gallop and would conk out in the longer distance races. We would do two or three laps of the rockery, or four or five times up and down the lounge room. I’d sit just in behind Stevie and sprint past him at the end. We tried to coach Stevie but he never changed his strategy. He couldn’t help himself. He was like a fiery horse that wanted to go flat out from the start. It did work for him in the shorter races because quite often I couldn’t catch him.


We all treated Stevie exactly the same way as everyone else. If we were playing Monopoly or a card game we all played to win. If anyone treated him differently he would notice and get annoyed. You could see it in his face. The smile he usually had would disappear and he’d look both angry and sad.


Dad was always teasing and playing jokes on us. For a long time Stevie had a stutter. Often I was the only one who could understand him and so I had to interpret for him. But Dad wouldn’t have it.


‘What are you trying to say, Little Boy? Come on, spit it out.’ Dad would even make a joke of Stevie’s stutter.


‘Little Boy,’ he’d say, ‘tell us one of those d-d-d-d-doggy stories.’


‘Ahh, Daaaad!’ we all used to cry. Yet we didn’t doubt Dad for a minute. We lived in a crazy home of unstated affection, where there was love in the dust.
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