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The Big read
Peter Thomas talks to
George Baker and his wife
Nicola as the former
jockey prepares for a new
chapter in his life
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E HASN’T ridden a horse for 19
months now, but in a T-shirt and
shorts, George Baker the victim of
brain trauma still looks very much
like George Baker the jockey. He’s
still six feet tall, still in possession of just
enough body fat to stop him from being
transparent, not quite as bony as he was in his
professional prime, but you’d fancy a couple of
hours in the sauna would be enough to remedy
that. He’d never have ridden bottom weight in a
handicap at the best of times, but he certainly
hasn’t let himself go, you’d say – although you’d
be wrong, apparently.
“I’m 11st 4lb now,” he says, patting an
imaginary roll of fat round the place where the
rest of us have real rolls of fat, “and I used to
be able to do 9st at a push,” a revelation that
prompts a disbelieving call for clarification of
the figures. He’s had a bump on the head, vv
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vv after all, and he may be confused between his
imperial and his metric.
Not a bit of it. This man, marginally less
skinny than a rake, used to weigh 32lb less than
he does now, which is beyond comprehension.
Put another way, he’s just about the only
36-year-old chap on the planet who has put
on 2st 4lb in a year and a half and can laugh
about it.
“I used to be a 26-inch waist and now I’m a
34,” he grins. “In fact, everything’s got bigger
except the one thing I wanted to get bigger.”
Nicola Baker rolls her eyes, possibly having
heard this line and others like it many times
before. She’s seen enough trauma in recent
times, however, to regard a persistently
inappropriate sense of humour in her husband
as less a source of discontent and more a
cause for celebration, ever since the day in
February 2017 when a fall during a ‘White Turf’
meeting on the ice at St Moritz left him in an
induced coma with an uncertain but definitely
unpleasant prognosis.
“I watched a TV programme in which a
doctor said he’d take an amputation of both his
legs over a brain injury any day,” says Nicola,

‘I was aware fairly
early on that he
wasn’t going to
come back as a
jockey, but it took
a while for
George to realise’
“because to lose your character must be the
worst thing that can happen. If you lose a leg
you’re still you, but if you lose your character
you’re not you anymore. Luckily, enough of
George is still in there that he’s still George.”
George is very much still George, and
anybody who has been following the narrative
of his new book, Taking My Time, from an
excerpt in the Racing Post will be aware that,
far from being an unremittingly dark and
gloomy affair, it’s in large part an affirmation
of the value of laughter in coping with life’s
most trying assaults on our sanity. Part of this
is unmistakably the gallows humour of the
weighing room, the professional jockey’s means
of staving off the worst excesses of the job.

W

HAt is more surprising,
perhaps, is that where George’s
coma and memory loss leave
him unable to add his irreverent
take on proceedings, it’s Nicola
who steps in with tales of hubby’s barmy antics
that go against the modern grain of self-pity and
mournful introspection. Perhaps it’s just that
enough time has passed for the most painful
tribulations to have given way to relief. Or
perhaps not.
“Even at the time I had to laugh at some
of the things that happened,” says George’s
former Newbury schoolmate, later the victim
of his poor attempts at Facebook ‘stalking’,
then marriage. “You have to laugh when it’s
that ridiculously funny. It is what it is and when
there’s somebody singing ridiculous things at
the top of their voice in a hospital ward, you
have to go with it, even though in your head
you’re hoping it ends soon.
“Of course it got bad. The worst point was
on the Tuesday [after the fall on the Sunday].
He had a big haematoma on his right leg which
they thought was what was stopping the right
leg from working, then they came down and
did a heel-prick test and he didn’t react at all,
so they called the neurosurgeon down and they
were unsure whether it was brain or spinal.
They wanted to leave it until the Friday to do the
scan, to let his brain calm down, so it was a long

Clockwise from main: Nicola, Isabella and
George Baker at home in Newbury; George
back at Doncaster a year after his Leger
win; celebrating that Classic victory with
trainer Laura Mongan; the air ambulance
lands on the ice to transport George to
hospital in Switzerland

wait to find out, and we were left wondering
which worst option you’d rather it was: brain or
spine.”
It turned out to be brain. Lots of brain
trauma and bleeding, parts rattling around that
shouldn’t have been, and very little positive to
report, except that he was still alive. “Bits die
and other bits take over the functions, which is
why you have to learn to do things all over again
like a child,” explains Nicola from the sanctuary
of their living room, far removed from the
gradual, unnerving revelations that emerged
from neurosurgeons in Switzerland and London.
“It’s a very confusing thing and all the injuries
and reactions to them are so different that there
are no definitive answers.”
The uncertainty was maybe the biggest

problem. With the best care available, George
made slow, resolute, shuffling progress towards
normality, but he was a jockey and he wanted
quicker progress, towards being a jockey again,
which was what had to happen. He told his
mother as much as they watched the Grand
National together, outlining his unlikely plan
to become a jump jockey while she looked at
him “as if I was an idiot”; he told his therapists,
impatiently and stubbornly; he told his wife
that he wanted to ride in Dubai in a week’s time,
while he was still in hospital.
“I was aware fairly early on that he wasn’t
going to come back as a jockey,” she says, “but it
took quite a while for George to realise.”
“What drove me on every day to get out of
my hospital bed was one aim: to ride again,”
he says. “I used to annoy Nicola by going on
about it all the time, but it was a good thing for
me to have that obsession. You’ve got to have
something to drive you forward, even if it never
happens.”
The couple now live with their toddling
daughter Isabella, right across the street
from Nicola’s parents in her childhood home

in Newbury, which works very well for all
concerned. Nicola used to ride out for Hughie
Morrison before going on maternity leave and
then becoming her husband’s carer and driver,
while George – who rode 1,364 winners, racked
up six centuries, landed a British Classic on
Harbour Law in the 2016 St Leger and Group 1s
on Seal Of Approval, Thistle Bird and Quest For
More – is forging a promising career for himself
as a TV pundit, also soon to be agent to jockeys
William Buick and James Doyle. He no longer
thinks he’s going to win the Grand National,
which is a blessing to his mother and the rest of
us, and his life is moving forward as a result, but
it took a while for him to make peace with that
fact.

H

e recAlls: “There was a time in
hospital when I was angry. I had no
tolerance. I had an idea in my mind
and if it didn’t happen I wasn’t
happy. I even went back to weighing
myself, convincing myself that next year I’d be
riding again, but my balance is horrific and I
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Baker’s new
career
HIS new role as agent to William Buick and
James Doyle is a major boost to the fortunes of
George Baker and will hopefully harness some
more of the racing insight and expertise that has
become increasingly apparent during his stints
on Racing UK. Media work may not have been
his first thought as a second career, but it came
as a relief to finally be able to own up to himself
and everybody else that his riding days were
over.
“It had got to the stage where I had an
automatic response every time somebody asked
me about riding again: ‘I don’t know what’s
medically possible.’ It was a shield to deflect the
questions, because I knew more and more that it
wasn’t going to happen but I think I didn’t want
to admit it to myself.
“The TV helped me do that. I announced it
on ATR’s Get In! programme, went on Luck on
Sunday that weekend, and it’s becoming more
natural the more I do it.
“I always say it’s lucky I’m so thick because
it means I don’t get too nervous. You can’t
overthink it, you just have to treat it as though
you’re talking with friends, try not to sound like
a robot. Everybody at RUK has been very good
at helping me. You get criticism, of course, and
you have to be pretty hardy, but you get used to
that as a jockey.
“Yes, I miss the routine of riding, having
structure to my days, the lads in the weighing
room, the banter, the way of life, but having
work to do at the races helps a lot.
“I hadn’t realised what a great safety net the
weighing room is when you’re at the racecourse,
just being able to go back there and disappear.
If I went racing now as a spectator I’d feel out
of place, because I’d have no reason to be there,
but television gives me a sense of purpose.”

Taking
ng My Time: My
Autobiography by George Baker
is available to order now from
racingpost.com/shop
don’t think it will ever be what it was before.
“I think I’ve been very lucky, because there
was a time when they thought the best I’d
manage was to be walking with sticks, if at all.
But it took a TV documentary to finally help me
come to terms with the fact that my days as a
jockey were over.”
The film was called The Crash Reel and
charted the life of champion snowboarder
Kevin Pearce, whose stellar career was brought
to a juddering halt by a brain injury suffered in
a fall while training for the Winter Olympics.
He was 22 years old and at the top of his game;
then he was finished as an athlete and had to
find another way to live his life.
“They showed him when he thought he was
going to be fine and as good as before,” says
George, “but it became very apparent that he
wasn’t the same person. In his mind he was
going to be able to do the same things again,
physically, as he’d done before, but to watch
him struggle, from being the best in the world
to looking literally as though he’d never been
on a snowboard before, to hear his specialist
say he couldn’t take another knock to the head,

‘There waS a Time
in hoSpiTal when i
waS angry – i had
no Tolerance’
made me realise what was happening to me.
“Before that there had been a little glimmer,
but seeing that film, something clicked in my
mind and I accepted it. Straight away I was
thinking ‘I’ve got a family to provide for’. We’re
well insured and looked after but at some point
I’d have to get out there and row my own boat.
“I wasn’t in the very top tier as a jockey and
it’s hard work, but when you’re going well and
you’re riding some big winners, it’s fantastic
money. When you’re getting a riding cheque
through every month you start to think of it as

a normal thing when really it isn’t, and I knew I
had to move on.
“If I hadn’t watched that film, it would have
been heartbreaking to have been told my career
was finished, but that prepared me for what
had to happen.”
The darker moments of the book, and some
of the harrowing pictures, reveal just how far
Baker has come, from high-performing athlete
to angry, helpless child and then employable,
mostly recovered trauma victim who
nonetheless returned home from hospital to be
greeted by a sign on the landing that read, in
large and uncompromising letters, DO NOT GO
DOWN THE STAIRS ON YOUR OWN.
The vain hopes of a return to race-riding
have been replaced by a grateful realisation
that what he has now is a lot better than many
of the predicted alternatives, even if his wife
still finds the patient a little trying at times.
“He’s not back to normal,” says Nicola matterof-factly. “I think it’s more in personal life.
On the racing side he remembers everything,
the form, the horses and the people, which
allows him to work, but at home his temper is

definitely shorter and he gets frustrated very
easily at little things, like not being able to find
something. He used to be a lot more placid and
his short-term memory isn’t as good as it was.
“It’s all the little things about somebody
that you learn to know and to love, and all of a
sudden it’s not quite the same. You notice the
changes where other people might not. It has
improved, but there was a time when it was very
stressful.”
“I can remember what I’ve been doing, but I
have to write down what I’m going to be doing
or I’ll forget it,” says George, who now keeps in
the racing loop by helping out at the Lambourn
yard of his good friend Ed Walker.
“My fatigue is definitely getting better but
I still can’t jump, I can’t walk backwards and
the other day at Ed’s we were walking down a
steep bank from the house back to the yard and I
knew if I tried to walk down it I’d fall, so I just a
slid down on my arse.
“It’s not great but in the grand scheme it’s not
a big deal, and from what they told me I might
have to expect, to what I’ve become, is real
progress.”

RPSunday 15

Racing Post Sunday, March 25, 2018

RPSunday

KICK BACK WITH YOUR
RELAXING WEEKEND READ

‘WILL I BE GOING FOR
THE JOCKEYS’ TITLE?
I DON’T KNOW WHAT
IT IS ANYMORE’

The Big Read
Peter Thomas talks to
Ryan Moore, widely
acknowledged as the best
Flat jockey in the world

EDWARD WHITAKER RACINGPOST.COM/PHOTOS

I

T’S NOT even April yet, the Craven
meeting is a good few weeks away so
the chill in the Newmarket air this
morning comes as no surprise. The sun’s
out though, it’s time for elevenses and
you might think the need for a woolly hat has
passed – but Ryan Moore isn’t giving his up
lightly, even indoors.
When you’re ‘the best jockey in the world’,
of course, you can get away with most things,
but it turns out there’s an ulterior motive for
this sartorial anomaly. “I got butchered by a
Chinese barber,” explains Moore, fresh back
from winning the BMW Hong Kong Derby on
Ping Hai Star. “I knew as soon as he took the
first bit off that it wasn’t going to be good, but
you can’t stop halfway through, can you? I’ve
already had a lot of stick since I got back, so
the hat’s staying on.”
A quick Google search reveals the extent of
the damage – ferocious crop on the sides, an vv
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vv incongruous thatch left on top – but if this is
the price of globetrotting fame, then he at least
has a healthy slice of the £970,000 first prize
from Sha Tin by way of compensation – to add
to the £8 million he’s earned in each of the last
two years. That and the continued adulation of
the world racing community for another peach
of a ride, which simply enhanced a reputation
that has become practically unassailable over
the past decade.
From Tokyo to Chukyo, from Cologne to the
Cox Plate, Moore has established himself as the
go-to man. Like it or not – and he doesn’t, not
particularly – he has become a global figure,
recognised worldwide, if only in each country’s
manifestation of the ‘racing village’. Certainly
no woolly hat is going to put an ardent turfiste
off the scent, although he persists in denying all
suggestions of celebrity.
Over a double espresso in the National
Stud’s tea room, while the three-time British
champion plays down his fame, so the admirers
queue up to spend their polite and admiring
minute with him. First up is Ruth, originally
from San Francisco, who thanks her favourite
jockey for many hours of viewing pleasure and
easily extracts an autograph. “Yeah, but she

‘RACING REVOLVES
AROUND PEDIGREES.
THAT’S WHAT IT ALL
GOES BACK TO AND
HOW IT ALL GOES
FORWARD’
lives in London, so it doesn’t really count,” he
says, refusing to admit defeat in his quest for
anonymity.
Ten seconds later, as word gets round, a group
from New Zealand approach the table with
just the right amount of awe. All they want is a
moment of engagement, pictures of themselves
in various permutations with him, for which
spots on sideboards in Dunedin are no doubt
already being earmarked. He obliges with no
little charm. It’s racing and it’s racing people, so
that’s okay.
“Yeah, but we’re in the National Stud and
there’s a tour bus parked outside,” he insists, not
one to give in easily. “Of course they like me in
here, but you wouldn’t get that much attention
in town. It’s not a fair representation. Are you
sure you didn’t set this up?”

A

S EVER, the racing is the thing. He’s
happy to chat to New Zealanders
with good hearts and a passion for
the sport, but on the subject of fame
and adoration . . . well he’d rather
change the subject.
“That was a New Zealand-bred, that horse
on Sunday,” he says, moving swiftly on. “He’d
only won over a mile but he was by Nom De
Jeu, who won an Australian Derby over 1m4f
on soft ground, by Montjeu. They told me he’d
stay ten furlongs and they were right. Montjeu
would always encourage you. These things are
very important. Pedigree is probably the most
important thing when it comes to horses.”
He’s away now, sharp mind working through
the fine detail of his profession, far from the
platitudes of the post-race interview.
“There’s talk about different bloodlines doing
well in some countries and not in others, but
people get very confused by that. Often it’s
because what they’re actually seeing is not the
best horses, just the second-rate ones, the ones
we don’t want over here going over there and
the ones they don’t want over there coming over
here. You have to dig deeper and look closer.
“Racing revolves around pedigrees. That’s
what it all goes back to and how it all goes
forward and to me it’s the most important bit.”

A delighted Ryan Moore enjoys the crowd’s
reaction after victory on Ping Hai Star
in the Hong Kong Derby at Sha Tin last
Sunday; (top right) with Sir Michael Stoute
on the Newmarket gallops; (below right)
landing the Racing Post Trophy last season
on Saxon Warrior

No matter where the conversation goes, it
always comes back full circle to racing or, more
specifically, to horses. There may be diversions
to social media and selfies via Donald Trump
and Vladimir Putin – on all of which subjects he
has concerned opinions as a father of four young
children, a thoughtful human being and an
investor – but he’s happiest, feels safest, talking
about what he knows best.
As a frequent flyer to every Grade 1 racing
destination, Moore has a wealth of insight into
the sport worldwide, not least the attention
foisted on top jockeys in the Far East, where
he has enjoyed enormous success. At Sha Tin
last Sunday he was photographed trotting
back down the runway on Ping Hai Star,
acknowledging the boisterous acclaim of the
huge crowd as they leaned over the rails. Later
he was paraded in front of them again in an
open-top BMW, looking far less uncomfortable
than he might back at home in England. Does
that mean he finds it easier to relax in front of

an away crowd, distanced from his entrenched
reputation for taciturnity at home?
“It’s just that you don’t have that on any
racecourse in England,” he says indisputably.
“The closest would be if you’re walking back
down the course in front of the stands at Ascot
– but over there there’s always a walkway, it’s a
long walkway and people are saying things as
you go past, so you can’t just ignore them.
“Of course I like Hong Kong, and Japan. It’s
good racing, they’re big races and it’s nice to be
asked to go and ride in them, but I’ve always
enjoyed riding good horses in big races and it
doesn’t matter to me whether that’s in Sha Tin,
Newmarket or Kentucky.”
When trainer John Size phoned Moore on
March 3 – “an hour and a half after the horse
had won a handicap” – and offered him the
Derby ride, he was very happy to accept. “It’s
nice that they think to give you a call,” he
says, but there was no need for recourse to
a copy of the World Atlas of Strange Foreign
Racecourses. The in-demand Englishman has
been on the international circuit long enough
to know not only the places but also the people
wherever top-class racing is held – in fact,
being an Englishman abroad is something of
an advantage for the man who yesterday was
navigating the straight mile at Doncaster.
“Straight miles, tight turns, they’re different

tracks but we’ve got a great variety of tracks in
this country, sharp tracks, big tracks, different
ground conditions, so it’s not a problem
wherever you go. It’s more that you’re riding
with different people on different types of
horse.
“It’s whether or not your horse is suitable to
the conditions. If your horse isn’t suitable it’s
a massive challenge wherever you are, and I
suppose the most difficult is going to America
and riding European horses on dirt when you
don’t know what to expect.
“To be honest though, if your horse is good
you look forward to going, and if you go into
a weighing room in Sha Tin you’ve got people
from every corner of the world in there; you go
into a weighing room in America, it’s the same
thing.
“In every country now there’s going to be a
core of locals but many different people from
all over the world, the same as in any business.
It doesn’t matter where you go, but for me it’s
always been about riding the good horses, being
lucky enough to ride them.”
Having done the tourist thing “about a decade
ago”, Moore is now a bit of a smash-and-grab
raider, straight in, nab a big pot, straight out,
fleeting visits to familiar places in a year-round
cycle that has become his routine. After a quiet
spell spent with wife Michelle and the kids after
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Moore on . . .
BALLYDOYLE HOPES

THE principal focus of Ryan Moore’s working
life is Ballydoyle, the seat of excellence that
is a perfect, tried-and-tested fit between the
godlike genius of Aidan O’Brien, his number one
jockey and all manner of blue-blooded talent,
but anybody imagining this year’s equine team
sheet for the upcoming domestic Classics and
beyond is already filled in will be disappointed.
The yard has Clemmie, Happily and
September heading the market for the Qipco
1,000 Guineas, Saxon Warrior, Gustav Klimt
and US Navy Flag for the Qipco 2,000 Guineas,
but Moore insists there is a lot of fine-tuning to
be done before decisions are made.
“I know these races are close but we still
haven’t scratched the surface with those good
horses,” he says. “Aidan still won’t have pressed
any buttons and we’ll be learning about them on
the track. They’ve got to last all year so we won’t
know until they start to run, and until then I
don’t get too excited.
“What they do at Ballydoyle is a lot of hard
work from a lot of people. I can see it with
the staff there, when they talk about their
horses when you get on them, what they say
afterwards, the detail, the amount they care
about them is incredibly important.
“Aidan I see as an extraordinary trainer who’s
always been a pleasure to work with. It’s so hard
to get to the top and stay there the way he’s done
and I haven’t got the answers to how he does it.
If everyone knew what made him so good they’d
all be doing it, wouldn’t they? And they’re not.”

Christmas, he’s in Blighty – for a few more days,
until he goes back to Dubai for a few days – and
if not jumping for joy at the prospect of the start
of the Flat season, looking forward to what it
will eventually bring.
“The middle of March is a bit early to be
getting excited,” he grins, never knowingly
over-excited. “It’s very sporadic, even until the
middle of April, but you look forward to the
bigger races and fortunately from the Guineas
onwards they become more regular.”

T

O THAT end he has been on the
Waterhall gallop this morning with
his old comrade Sir Michael Stoute,
who supplied him with a Listed
winner in the shape of Echelon back
in 2005 and has been an ally ever since. Moore
is less available now than he used to be, thanks
to his unceasing commitment to Coolmore, but
Stoute is the man who guided him through
many of his formative years, taught him the
value of slowing down, of saving himself for the
big days, and who remains a trusted friend.
The pair even share the same attitude towards
the endless demands of the media. Neither has
contempt for the sport’s need to reach out to its
audience, and both will indulge the process to a
degree, but they prefer to deal in actions rather

‘STOUTEY’S IN REAL
GOOD ORDER –
HE’S GOT A REALLY
NICE BUNCH OF
THREE-YEAR-OLD
COLTS’
than words and have thrived on their choice.
“Stoutey’s in real good order,” confirms Moore
with no little satisfaction. “He had an excellent
year last year, I think he’s got a really nice bunch
of three-year-old colts this year and he’s still
very hungry and completely dedicated to it, still
bouncing around.
“He’d hate missing mornings the same
way Aidan would never miss one. They enjoy
training their horses so much and that’s a very
important thing in a long career. I owe him an

awful lot and I still have good fun working with
him.”
While we’re on the subject of Newmarket
legends, in wanders Frankie Dettori, in search
of a takeaway coffee now that the morning’s
work is done. He’s not stopping, although the
subject of international Grade 1s, on which he is
a leading authority, detains him for a minute or
two and provokes a brief debate on the subject
of Moore’s unofficial anointment as the world’s
greatest jockey. Is Frankie’s nose out of joint?
Who’s really the greatest?
“Ryan. Cool as a cucumber. Homework.
Determination. Much better than me,” says
Dettori.
Moore is having none of it: “My grandad
[trainer Charlie Moore] always said Frankie had
beautiful hands. I’m not as good as he ever was,
that’s for sure.”
Dettori leaves us, coffee in hand, and the
match ends in an honourable score draw.
They’ve discussed Dubai, the parlous state of
Arsenal FC and the future of Arsene Wenger,
and the tea room crowd has had a double treat
even better than two slices of the Bakewell
tart.
Not that Bakewell tart is on Moore’s menu. At
34, he claims to be middle-aged now, a veteran
even, and in need of attention: “Everyone has
problems keeping their weight down when they

get to a certain age and I find you have to make
changes to what you do because your body
changes. Dad [trainer Gary] still plays squash
twice a week but you have to do that sort of
thing regularly, have a routine and people to
play with, and I don’t have the time.”
Still, he has the lean look of a busy man,
and many domestic minds are embracing
the advent of the Flat again, in reality it’s
just a continuation of the merry-go-round
of international racing life that spins as
unstoppably as the globe itself. Even the
annual distraction of the Stobart Jockeys’
Championship can’t interrupt such a high-value
schedule.
“Will I be going for the title?” Moore ponders
very briefly. “I don’t know what it is anymore.
I don’t understand when it starts or when it
finishes. People say it’s the start of the Flat now,
but it isn’t really, and when does it end?
“At the start of our year my agent [Tony Hind]
knows what the aims are and what he needs to
set out and do. That’s between him and me, but
to be honest . . .”
The sentence tails off into a silence that
suggests priorities lie beyond the confines of the
old traditions, wherever good horses are there
to be ridden in big races on whatever continent.
“Riding good horses, that’s what it’s always
been about.”
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AN ENDURING
TRAINING TALENT
UNRUFFLED BY
RACING’S WINDS
OF CHANGE

The Big Read
Peter Thomas talks to
Sir Mark Prescott, still in
thrall to the art of training
and moving with the times

CHRIS BOURCHIER

F

ROM its vantage point at the bustling
foot of Warren Hill, Heath House has
watched winds of change ruffling the
fabric of British racing for the best part
of two centuries. It has seen fashions
and attitudes blown to the four corners of East
Anglia, societal norms gone the same way as
spats and gaiters, almighty reputations left to
wither and die on the Heath; yet never has it
batted so much as an eyelid.
Slow, unending metamorphosis has been the
way of the turf since Charles II was in short
trousers and, although the process has speeded
up in recent times, the old place has felt no
need to worry itself. Until very recently, that is;
more specifically, until the day when its current
resident, the man who has long been regarded
as the guardian of all that is meet and proper
about our sport, burst through the front door
and announced to the outsized wooden toilet vv
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vv seats and the ceilings stained with the smoke

of a thousand Cuban cigars: “I’ve got an iPad!”
It was as though Sir Winston Churchill
had come out of the closet wearing a Hitler
moustache and a pair of Eva Braun’s old
stilettos. The old walls shook to their footings
as the tremors of this ungodly uttering spread
across the town, leaving a trail of shattered
illusions in their wake.
When the red dust finally settled on the hill,
the man was at last able to justify himself.
After all, there must be a perfectly reasonable
explanation, given that we’re dealing with
Sir Mark Prescott, a man who has made it
his life’s work to continue the continuity and
preserve all that is worth preserving in his
adopted home town and the sport beyond,
since he was handed the licence at Heath
House in 1970 on the retirement of his mentor
Jack Waugh. Surely at the age of 69 he hasn’t
defected and gone over to the side that includes
most of the rest of the world.
“Yes, I’ve got an iPad,” he confirms, neither
jutting his jaw nor hanging his head in shame.
“I can watch racing on it, read the Racing
Post wherever I am, and that’s it. I don’t do
email [reports suggest he dictates emails to
his secretary for her to send], I’m just moving
quietly along, but I think I’m doing very well.”
In the dim light and antique charm of
Prescott’s living room, new technology must vie

‘I LIKE THE HISTORY
BUT I WAS ALWAYS
KEEN ON BEING
AHEAD OF THE
CURVE WHEN IT
CAME TO TRAINING’
for space with crystal decanters and
Al Jolson cassette tapes, but it seems to have
found itself a little elbow room and the trainer
is as unrepentant as he seems intrigued.
“I had an unnerving experience when I first
got it,” he confesses with the pride of a member
of the gramophone generation. “I was trying to
watch a race that was coming up and somehow I
pressed the wrong button and before you know
it I’m photographing myself getting crosser and
crosser, this demented woodpecker banging
away, not knowing what I’m doing or if anyone
else is watching me do it. I’m getting the hang of
it, though, and I believe we now have a website
as well [heathhousestables.com].”

P

ERHAPS this cautious embrace of the
modern world – the yard now has a
Twitter account as well – shouldn’t
come as too much of a surprise. For
all that Heath House, with its curios
of a bygone age guarded by walls topped with
broken glass, loosely resembles a museum
curated by the SAS, Prescott is proud to remind
us that he has always been at the forefront of
innovation in racing. Far from hiding behind his
armchair, watching the rest of the world march
on, he has led the charge and is proud of it.
“It’s fair to call me a traditionalist,” he
concedes. “I like the history, because without
the history you miss so much, but I was always
keen on being ahead of the curve when it came
to training. I was the first person ever to scope
a horse, we got a treadmill pretty early, the
second pool ever built in Britain and our covered
ride was probably the first of its kind and size.
And, of course, we did invent the Monty Roberts
rug.”
The revelation is accompanied by the sound
of the splintering of one of the game’s most
enduring certainties. The man in the street
may not know much about tricky horses, but he
does know that Monty Roberts invented rugs
for them, to smooth their path into the starting
stalls, and a legion of TV pundits have leaned
on that nugget of knowledge since anybody

Clockwise from main picture, Sir Mark
Prescott with assistant trainer William
Butler on Warren Hill in Newmarket; at
Heath House Stables, where he has trained
since 1970; next to the statue of Alborada,
the ﬁlly he trained to back-to-back
Champion Stakes wins in 1998 and 1999

can remember. Now it seems they’ve been
misleading us all along.
It was a horse called Prince Of Darkness who
precipitated the innovation; an unraced threeyear-old son of Shadeed, wholly averse to stalls
entry. Battles with him had been fought and
lost when the renowned ‘horse whisperer’ was
called in to weave his spell, but even Roberts
was struggling to make a meaningful difference,
when Prescott had a ‘lightbulb’ moment.
“What Monty did was simply fantastic,”
explains the trainer. “The horse followed him
through the stalls at home, but when we walked
him in on the Heath all I saw was his girths
coming over my head. So Monty came back and
we sat up all night pondering it.

“I’d been to the bullfights in Arles and it
occurred to me that we could put a picador’s rug
on him – those horses stand for anything and I
thought it might just work. So we made him a
picador’s rug by getting a normal New Zealand
rug and stitching more and more carpet on to it,
and he would go into the stalls and stand.
“So we sent him to Warwick for his debut [in
April 1992], Monty went with him and the horse
turned up at the start with this gigantic thing
with bits of carpet all over it, all the jockeys
were laughing, but he went in, flew out and
finished fourth.
“After the race Monty explained the rug to
everybody and it became the Monty Roberts
rug, even though he’d never thought of it at all,
which I always remind him of when I see him.
It’s too late now, but it’s a regret of mine – I’d
have liked to be thought of as having done
something useful for people all around the
world.”
The rug ranks as Prescott’s proudest
achievement, along with the seamless expansion
of Newmarket under his chairmanship of the
Heath Committee and his part in keeping the

Waterloo Cup, the blue riband of hare coursing,
alive and kicking until it finally succumbed
to the Hunting Act after its 2005 renewal.
Although the rug may forever remain an unjust
omission from his CV, his stated wish “to have
made a little bit of a difference” has surely been
accomplished.

H

OWEVER, there have – as one might
expect of a career that began at the
age of 14 with West Country
handler Sid Kernick – been more
regrets than a mere misnamed
mish-mash of Axminster offcuts. The failure to
win a domestic Classic will rankle if not
remedied before retirement, but the most deeply
felt anguish is the one revived by talk of Mark
Johnston’s widely publicised record of 4,194
winners, which reminds the Old Harrovian of
his own, less trumpeted, achievement.
“If when I started I’d been told I was going
to train 2,000 winners and have a painting of
me in the Jockey Club Rooms, I’d never have
believed it and I’d have been so thrilled,” says
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A
GOOD START IN LIFE

SIR MARK PRESCOTT has been at the helm of
his own gleaming ship for many years but he
began his career in the backwaters of Devon
with Sid Kernick and from then on chose his
mentors well.
“You’re very lucky if you’ve been to people you
still think were very good,” he says, “and I’m
glad that I started with a small trainer because
you’ve never forgotten a) how hard they worked
and b) how much their livelihoods depended on
all the small details because if anything went
wrong there was nobody there to help.
“I still think Mr Kernick was probably the best
horseman I’ve seen; Mr Waugh maybe lacked a
little imagination but was a copybook trainer if
you wanted to know how to do it properly and
he would still do very well now; and Mr [Frank]
Cundell, who I never had any rapport with, was
a brilliant placer of horses who I still think about
most Tuesdays when I’m doing the calendar.
“Would they recognise what we do now?
Quite a lot of it they wouldn’t, but most of it they
would think is much better, contrary to belief –
the bone scans that stop us breaking horses’ legs
like we used to, the colic treatment that saves
countless horses every year, the rugs that don’t
fall off, all those little things that make life so
much better.”

Prescott. “If they’d told me I wouldn’t train an
British Classic winner, I’d have been absolutely
horrified and it’ll be a disappointment if I don’t
manage it, but no more than that. I’d like to have
done it for Heath House, but it doesn’t seem to
be getting any easier and I couldn’t say I’ve had
any near-misses.
“I have trained over 2,000 winners, though,
but I made a terrible mistake. I got to 2,000 and
didn’t notice. It was a horse called Cartwright at
Pontefract a couple of years ago and it was only
when somebody else spotted it that I knew, by
which time I was on to 2,015 or so and it was too
late. I really would have enjoyed waiting for it
to come, I’d have enjoyed it winning and I really
feel I missed out. I’m a good man for statistics
but I thought it was still a couple of years away
and I really regret it.”
Prescott, though, still doesn’t regret spurning
the advances of no less an owner than Sheikh
Mohammed, who was once keen to add the
master of Heath House to his roster of trainers.
Ever his own man, Prescott chose to remain a
‘boutique’ operation, bucking the trend towards
ever greater numbers, preserving his daily

‘YOU’VE GOT TO BE A
BIT OF A CONTROL
FREAK. TRAINING’S
FULLY EXHAUSTING
BUT ENDLESSLY
INTERESTING’
contact with the nitty-gritty of the business.
Meanwhile, at his right hand stands William
Butler, the assistant who has endured since 1999
and still awaits his moment, not quite wishing
his guv’nor to take a tumble on the stairs in the
morning but no doubt slightly frustrated to hear
the mantra that Prescott has come down them
“like a gazelle”.
After winning the battle with a walnutsized tumour on his neck a couple of years

ago, he resumed invigorated, gave up smoking
of his own free will, built new offices and an
owners’ room where once there was an old bike
shed, won a brace of Group 1s with the flying
filly Marsha and recently enjoyed the best
month of his career, with a 21-winner spree
in July that provokes the kind of enthusiastic
response normally restricted to younger, more
impressionable men. He may be approaching
the end of his time as a trainer, but it seems he
has lost little of the satisfaction he has routinely
derived from it.
“I’m no different than I’ve ever been,” he says
reassuringly. “William is perfectly capable of
training the horses himself, but if you really
like training you’ve got to be a bit of a control
freak and you can’t have two people making the
decisions.
“It’s fully exhausting and I suppose in the
end you’ll lose enthusiasm, you’ll become ill, or
both, but I’m fine at the moment and I still find
it endlessly interesting. It may seem strange that
somebody remotely intelligent can go on finding
it fascinating after all these years, but I think it’s
that schoolmaster thing, the thought that the

class of 2018 might contain this good horse who
will suddenly develop into something special.”
Unlike many of his great loves, Prescott has
survived the onslaught of the 21st century,
thrived by adapting and evolving to meet its
demands. He has the crucial talent of being able
to face new challenges, from the handicapper
or the world at large, with the versatility of a
questing mind rather than with resentment,
recalibrating his methods where necessary,
carrying on regardless where possible. Even the
losses of his beloved coursing and hunting now
provoke merely a philosophical acceptance that
what has gone has gone beyond recall.
“Yes, I lament the loss of some of my pleasures
but they were out of time,” he says. “Should
they have gone? Probably not. Have they gone?
Yes. Does anybody care? No. Get over it. There’s
no point grumbling because nobody’s listening
and as I always said about the Hunting Act, I’m
happy to go to prison before but don’t ask me to
go to prison afterwards, because it’s too late.
“In Newmarket we’ve lost the amateur
dramatic society, the boxing in the King Edward
Hall, the Subscription Room club, Stable Sunday
which was always packed, the point-to-point
was a big event back then and there was a bit
more community because there weren’t so
many things to do and everybody went to the
same places, but so many things are better now.
Things change and you’ve got to take it or it’ll
drive you mad. It’ll be the same for the next
generation – I don’t know how because things
move so fast, but it’ll be the same.”
Prescott sits beneath the bulls’ heads
on his conservatory wall, a man perhaps
contemplating the end of a remarkable career
but not yet ready to relinquish the certainties
of a lifelong regime. He has advised Butler
that the day before he takes over the licence
will be the last day off he has in his life, but it
seems that, rather than wearing him down, five
decades of the grind have simply honed one of
Newmarket’s great characters to an ever sharper
edge.
He ponders change, sees a post-Brexit future
with fewer available staff, fresh challenges for
trainers, more treadmills, then remembers how
Mr Waugh went into retirement claiming he was
giving up “because the staff were driving him
mad”.
“Nothing changes as much as we think it
does,” he smiles. Although some might say that
Sir Mark Prescott with an iPad is change enough
for anybody.

