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Kick back with your
relaxing weekend read

‘I LOVE MEETING PEOPLE
ON THE GROUND AND
HEARING THEIR STORIES’
The Big Read
Alan Sweetman talks to
Brian Kavanagh, outgoing
chief executive of Horse
Racing Ireland

I

’M MEETING Brian Kavanagh at
Leopardstown racecourse, a few
months on from his 57th birthday
and just before his 20-year spell as
chief executive of Horse Racing
Ireland ended on Friday.
On our way to the meeting room in the
new weigh-room complex, Kavanagh stops
to talk to Willie Gibbons, Leopardstown’s
long-serving track foreman. The chat is
warm and relaxed, full of insight on both
sides as they discuss the events of the big
weekend, a shared hosting between
Leopardstown and the Curragh, where
Kavanagh takes over the role of
chief executive next month.
It crosses my mind that
Kavanagh might prefer to
continue talking to Willie
rather than embark
on an interview with the
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Racing Post. But after a while we move on.
The conversation with Willie has struck a chord,
though. Kavanagh grew up in the south Dublin
suburb of Monkstown. As a youngster,
Leopardstown was his local track.
He says: “Leopardstown and Phoenix Park
helped form my love of racing. Leopardstown
was always such a well-maintained track, and
when I started out my career in racing, Willie
had just taken over the foreman role from his
father.”
For Kavanagh, Gibbons typifies the expertise
and dedication he sees as the greatest strengths
of the Irish racing and breeding industries.
“Of course there’s the quality of the land and
there are the structures we’ve created, but, in
the end, it’s the people who are our major asset
– stable and stud staff, jockeys, trainers, anyone
working at the coalface. I love meeting people
on the ground and hearing their stories.”

Bitten by the bug

Kavanagh as a man of the people might sound a
little surprising given he has spent two decades
in a suit at the heart of Irish racing’s
bureaucracy, but it reflects a genuine
enthusiasm for racing and those within it
undimmed since he discovered the sport.
“I was bitten by the bug when I was a
teenager,” he says. “I used to work on Saturdays
for an uncle who had a butcher’s shop in
Blackrock. He was a keen punter and I used to

‘I REPLIED I WAS SIX
YEARS OLDER THAN
LESTER PIGGOTT
WHEN HE RODE HIS
FIRST CLASSIC
WINNER’
run across the road to place his bets in Eddie
Heron’s office.”
Kavanagh had no family connection with the
world of racing, though his mother knew Heron,
a bookmaker best known for his exploits as an
international diver and prolific national
champion, who continued to give exhibitions at
the Blackrock swimming baths well into his 60s.
Kavanagh’s plunge into the racing world was
an unlikely scenario when he began a
Commerce degree at University College Dublin.
He followed that in 1985 by embarking on
professional accountancy studies, joining one of
Dublin’s best-known firms, Stokes Kennedy
Crowley, where he would meet future wife
Diana Dwan, sister to one of his work colleagues
and from a family steeped in racing. In 1989 he
applied for the position of financial controller at
the Turf Club.
“I was interviewed by [Turf Club chief
executive] Cahir O’Sullivan, [former Classic and
Arc-winning trainer] Seamus McGrath, Michael
Dargan [one of Ireland’s leading business
figures of the time] and Christopher Gaisford-St
Lawrence [a Turf Club eminence and owner of
the stately Howth Castle],” recalls Kavanagh. By
any standard, it was an august panel, potentially
intimidating for a young man with no racing
pedigree or experience – not that he would
show it.
“I was asked if perhaps I was a bit too young
for the job. I replied I was six years older than
Lester Piggott was when he rode his first Classic
winner. It was a cheeky sort of answer, but they
seemed to like it. Cahir told me afterwards that
it probably got me the job.”
In the early days, Kavanagh shared an office
with the Registrar of the Irish National Hunt
Steeplechase Committee, the engaging and
gregarious Michael Keogh.
“Michael had a trail of people coming into the
office with stories to tell. You would have the
likes of Mick O’Toole, Paddy Norris, Tony
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Brian Kavanagh pictured at the Curragh
recently and (right) with his successor
Suzanne Eade, who took over on Friday

Redmond, Dermot Weld. A lot of the old
Curragh characters too. I was fascinated and
always amazed at how passionate they all were
about racing.”
Kavanagh’s role also involved oversight of the
accounts of the Curragh racecourse, so that
when racecourse manager Jim Marsh retired in
1994, he was seen as a natural fit as successor.
“I was probably never fully cut out to be an
accountant, though it’s been a great advantage
in my career to have had that background.
When the Curragh job came up, I thought I’d
chance my arm. Fortunately, I was successful.”
On taking up his role as Curragh chief
executive, the newly married Kavanaghs moved
into the subsequently demolished Loughbrown
Lodge, the yard from which Stuart Murless had
sent out Classic winners and supervised the
racing career of legendary jumps stallion Deep
Run.
One evening, not long after moving in, he
answered a knock at the door to find an elderly
gentleman, bearing a bottle of wine. “I’m one of
your nearest neighbours and I want to welcome
you to the Curragh,” announced Aubrey
Brabazon.
Kavanagh says: “It was a lovely gesture, and I
was very touched. Imagine, Cottage Rake’s rider
arriving at the door like that. He was a true
legend and a complete gentleman.”

The top job

Kavanagh was a popular and accessible figure
during his four years in the Curragh role. He
impressed the Turf Club hierarchy with his
financial acumen and demonstrated a capacity
for effective public relations, a talent not readily
associated with the organisation, traditionally
defensive and even secretive.
In 1999, he succeeded O’Sullivan as chief
executive of the Turf Club and was thrust into
an arena of internecine feud, a power struggle
with its origins in the replacement of the
1945-founded Racing Board by the Irish
Horseracing Authority in 1994.
Minister for Finance Charlie McCreevy, a
regular racegoer and punter, introduced betting
tax reforms designed to put the industry on a
sound financial footing. The intended quid pro
quo was a merger of the IHA and the Turf Club
into a single unitary body. As the Turf Club
fought tooth and nail to defend its historic role,
the crisis deepened through 2000. McCreevy
threatened to pull the plug, and a
demonstration was planned by a self-styled
Industry Committee for October 18 at the
Curragh.
“It was tense and a bit stressful, but not
intimidating,” says Kavanagh as he looks back
on the episode. “It reflected a need and a desire
for improved structures. Government wanted to
do something, but could not give significant
monies to a private body. The challenge was to
secure a good outcome for the industry, while
ensuring that the Turf Club was not obliterated
and regulation compromised.”
At the 11th hour, good sense prevailed and
ministers McCreevy and Joe Walsh convened
talks that resulted in a compromise deal
whereby the Turf Club handed over the
functions of the Registry Office to the nascent
state-backed Horse Racing Ireland, while the
Turf Club retained its historic regulatory and
disciplinary functions. The following year,
Kavanagh left the Turf Club to become the first
chief executive of HRI.
“I think HRI bedded down quickly. Of course
there had been bitterness, but that was pretty
much burnt out by the end of the 90s. People
understood that it made sense for the industry
to work together,” he says.
“HRI has offered the chance for all the
constituent groups to get behind a single
strategic plan, and has allowed us to speak to
the government with a unified voice. I think
that’s been an immense asset.
“The last 20 years has witnessed fantastic

success for Irish racing on the international
stage. Maybe it’s just a question of right place,
right time. After all, we’ve always produced
great horses, great trainers, great jockeys. But
HRI has provided the structures for racing to
thrive.
“It’s such a diverse and multi-faceted
industry. If you try to do everything by
consensus you’ll never make any decision and if
you dictate all the time you’re not going to bring
people with you. It’s a challenge to get that
balance right.”
Kavanagh is too diplomatic to discuss the
specific contributions of politicians with whom
he has dealt. However, he admits a particular
fondness for the late Joe Walsh, Minister for
Agriculture at the time of HRI’s establishment.
Kavanagh recalls how Walsh’s Irish
Independent obituary, after his death in 2014,
opened with an account of how he had
attempted to persuade the writer, fellow racing
aficionado and former ministerial colleague
John O’Donoghue, to back Newmill at ante-post
odds of 33-1 for the 2006 Champion Chase.
O’Donoghue repeatedly told Walsh that he
“couldn’t see it”. When Newmill won the race at
16-1 the pair were on the stands together at
Cheltenham and Walsh asked, “Can you see it
now, John?” O’Donoghue replied, “I can see it
now, Joe.”

“It shows how racing is ingrained in Irish
social life,” says Kavanagh. “Can you imagine a
serious political obituary in any other country
starting on that note?”
At the same time, he’s quick to point out
another aspect to the tale.
“It’s a lovely story, but it’s important to stress
that racing should not rely on the goodwill of
enthusiastic followers in high places. The
politicians have been hugely supportive, but
Irish racing has to make the case on its merits.”

Crises and controversies

Kavanagh has arguably faced three major crises
in his HRI career, the first being a period of
sustained uncertainty stemming from the
impact of the post-2008 economic recession, the
second and third landing on top of each other,
in the form of Brexit and the Covid-19
pandemic.
Recovery from the recession was gradual but
sustained. It may be too early to assess the full
impact of more recent challenges. However,
Kavanagh’s steady hand on the tiller, combined
with a generous collective industry response to
Covid-19, has promoted effective damage
limitation.
“Yes, these things were all challenging, but in
a way these were the most rewarding periods,
because an organisation like HRI can actually
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‘SEA THE STARS
WINNING THE ARC
STANDS OUT. IT
WAS A PRIVILEGE
TO BE THERE’

Sea The Stars and
Mick Kinane ﬂew the ﬂag
for Ireland in the 2009
Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe

make a difference at a time of crisis. That’s when
leadership matters.”
Highlights of Kavanagh’s tenure have included
racecourse capital investment schemes in
excess of €200 million, the establishment of
Dundalk as a successful all-weather venue, the
creation and working through of a series of
strategic plans, the development of national and
international marketing strategies, energetic
promotional activity at home and the creation
of a new headquarters for Irish racing at
Ballymany.
There were controversies too, including the
long-delayed and much-troubled Curragh
redevelopment project, the 2018 media rights
deal, and not least the furore over his own
reappointment for a third term in 2016.
We have to talk about it. He’s aware where I
stood on the issue at the time. I was a vocal
critic, writing a series of articles questioning the
manner in which the appointment was made.
Those articles cannot have been pleasant
reading for him.
And yet throughout this period he had the
emotional intelligence to appreciate that my
issue was not with the individual but with the
process, my opinion being that HRI chairman
Joe Keeling displayed a cavalier attitude to
corporate governance, endorsed by a majority
of board members.

‘AN ORGANISATION
LIKE HRI CAN
ACTUALLY MAKE A
DIFFERENCE AT
TIMES OF CRISIS’
He confirms: “I never took any of the criticism
personally. Providing a journalist gets the facts
right, I’ve never had a problem with comment.”
As Kavanagh prepares to leave the top table,
I wonder how he feels about the relative
inexperience of his successor, Suzanne Eade, a
newcomer to racing when she joined HRI as
chief financial officer in 2015.
“I don’t think it’s a problem at all. Suzanne
has worked very closely with all of our initiatives
over the past six years and she’s extremely
capable. She developed a broad grasp of the
industry really quickly, and has top-class
credentials on the finance side.
“She’s fully aware of the nuances of racing
politics and she’ll have the support of a great
management team, wonderful staff who have
a huge commitment to Irish racing, and a strong

board chaired by Nicky Hartery.”
I ask Kavanagh for his thoughts on the subject
of a unified authority for Irish racing, an old
theme which has resurfaced lately after a torrid
period for the IHRB (formerly Turf Club).
“I believe there’s value in having a separate
body for discipline and regulation. At the same
time there’s scope of savings and for a more
intelligent use of resources. But there’s
enormous value in the quality of volunteerism
provided by IHRB members. And, as with HRI,
they have very good people on the professional
side.”
He’s optimistic about the future of Irish racing
and happy about his imminent return to the life
of a racecourse.
“I’m really looking forward to it. It will bring
its own set of challenges. Everyone knows about
the teething problems the Curragh project has
suffered from. But I’m confident we’re on the
right road now,” he says.
“And of course the Curragh is more than a
racecourse functioning 20-something days a
year. The gallops and training grounds are open
365 days. It’s a fantastic resource for Irish racing
and I want to make sure we make the best
possible use of it.”

Advancing Ireland’s standing

Kavanagh has occupied several significant

positions in international racing. He has been a
long-standing chairperson of the European
Pattern Race Committee and chairman of the
28-country European and Mediterranean Horse
Racing Federation. He has also been a vicechairman of the 59-member International
Federation of Horseracing Authorities.
He sees his contribution as a way of
advancing Ireland’s standing in a global
industry.
“It’s a global sport. I’ve been lucky to see
many Irish triumphs abroad. Sea The Stars
winning the Arc is the one that stands out. Such
a proud moment for everyone associated with
the horse, it was a privilege to be there.”
The memory prompts Kavanagh to pay a
tribute to his adoptive County Kildare.
“Sea The Stars was conceived at Kildangan,
foaled at the Irish National Stud, trained at
Currabeg and he retired to stud at Gilltown.
Someone once pointed out to me that he’s been
away from County Kildare only seven times in
his life, once as a two-year-old when he won a
maiden at Leopardstown and for his six races
outside Ireland at three.”
Kavanagh’s own travels over the years have
not been entirely confined to racing occasions.
He confesses to “an affliction for following the
fortunes of Leeds United”.
“There’s a few of us about. Eddie Scally, the
racecourse manager at Gowran Park, and
Michael Higgins, the head of Irish Injured
Jockeys, are Leeds fans too. The three of us
make two or three trips a season to Elland Road.
It’s something I really enjoy and we’re looking
forward to getting back in the habit after the
pandemic.”
Better still, Kavanagh is looking forward to
spending more time with Diana and their four
children, ‘HRI baby’ Bill, 20, Laura, 17, Rachel,
16, and Robbie, 13.
“Diana has been amazing through all these
years. She’s been so understanding about the
24/7 demands of the job and the children have
been fantastic.”
After two decades in the trenches of Irish
racing politics, perpetually challenging, often
stressful, occasionally acrimonious, Kavanagh is
set to embark on a new chapter.
As we leave the Leopardstown weigh room,
the security man, a native of Kildare, starts
talking to him about the Curragh. I begin to
wonder how long I’ll have to wait for the lift he
has offered me.
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GREAT RACING PIONEERS

‘Some people
thought I was
mad to get a
licence – but I
got on with it’

Alan Sweetman meets Jessica Harrington, Ireland’s most successful female trainer

O

N AUGUST 31, 1966,
Anne Bullitt Biddle, a
stylish American heiress
based at Palmerstown
Stud in County Kildare,
made Irish racing history when
sending out Flying Tiger to win the
Cork Stakes at Naas.
Biddle was the first of her gender
officially to train a winner in Ireland
after the Turf Club lifted a
discriminatory ban, previously
circumvented by a number of
determined women using the
subterfuge of having a male name on
the licence.
Mrs Biddle’s name is the first to
spring to Jessica Harrington’s mind
when she is asked about the role
played by women on the training
scene in Ireland, apparently grateful
to deflect attention from a question
about her own pioneering status as
the most successful female trainer in
Irish racing history.
She says: “Mrs Biddle was a very
well-known personality in Irish racing
when I was growing up, and there
were many other women involved
with training horses one way or
another in the 1950s and 60s. I
remember hearing about Toby
Wellesley, who trained big-race
winners with the licence held by her
head man, and I knew Mrs Nolan,
who got her licence along with Mrs
Biddle when the Turf Club allowed
women to train. They were pioneers, I
would say.”
Harrington is referring to Wellesley
and Peggy St John Nolan, whose 1959
Irish Grand National triumph with
Zonda was officially credited to Matt

Geraghty. Wellesley’s big-race
winners after her separation from her
husband Ginger Wellesley appear in
the record-books under the names of
Eddie McGrath and Patrick Connolly.
Yet there is no question that
Harrington was the woman who truly
broke through the glass ceiling for
female trainers in Ireland. She has
won the Gold Cup, the Champion
Chase, the Champion Hurdle and the
Irish Grand National over jumps, a
Classic and Group 1s on the Flat, and
is now the most powerful dualpurpose trainer in the game. Such
achievements would have been
unthinkable when she set out in an
inherently male-dominated
environment in 1989 – even more so
when her journey into the world of
racing began 23 years earlier, around
the time of Biddle’s breakthrough.
“I was 19 and was all set to compete
at the Badminton Horse Trials for the
first time,” Harrington says. “I was
due to ride Gold Buck, who was a
homebred thoroughbred. Then
Badminton was cancelled because of
bad weather. That was a blow, but
one good thing came out of it.
“I had really wanted to ride pointto-points. My father wasn’t too keen
on the idea, but Gold Buck was fit and
I got the go-ahead to ride him at a
meeting in Wexford. We finished
third. That was my only point-topoint ride in Ireland. I lost the ride to
my brother John, who rode him to
win the next time.”

Sporting background

Harrington and her brother John
Fowler grew up at Rahinstown House

in County Meath, the family estate
inherited in the 1950s by their father
Brigadier Bryan Fowler, a silver
medallist on the British polo team at
the 1936 Olympic Games. Their mother
Mary was the daughter of another
leading polo player, Cecil Nickalls.
Under their parents’ tutelage, the
siblings were seldom out of the
saddle. Harrington showed
precocious talent, winning the Under17s title at the Pony Club games in
Britain as a 14-year-old.
In 1967 she was compensated for
the previous year’s disappointment
when competing at Badminton for
the first time. The same year she
joined her brother on Ireland’s threeday event team at the European
Championships.
A gifted all-round horseman,
Fowler became one of Ireland’s
outstanding amateur riders and later
a successful trainer before his cruelly
premature death in a farm accident in
2008.
Harrington’s eventing career took
in many international appearances.
She rode in the Olympic substitute
competition at Fontainebleau in 1980,
at the World Championships in 1982,
and was on the Irish squad for the Los
Angeles Olympics in 1984 only for her
mount to pick up an injury. A third
placing on the homebred Amoy at
Badminton in 1983 was a cherished
highlight.
Her experience as a top-class rider
in a demanding discipline provided far
more than hands-on experience when
she turned her attention to training
racehorses in her 40s. Harrington
believes it shaped her attitude.

“In eventing we were all the same,
we competed on equal terms. I was
on Irish teams with men and women,
and nobody ever gave it a second
thought. We were all riders. The only
difference was that some of the
smaller girls had to carry a huge
amount of lead to make it up to the
11st 11lb mark which was the same
for men and women.
“Equality was something I was used
to, all the way back to childhood
competition. I probably brought that
thinking with me when I started
training. It may have been a
confidence thing too. I’ve always
tended to trust my instincts with
horses, and thankfully things have
usually worked out.”
In three-day eventing Harrington
competed during an era when British
riders Mary Gordon-Watson, Lucinda
Prior-Palmer (Green) and Ginny
Holgate (Leng) achieved world
champion status.
Closer to home, her awareness of
boundaries being broken down in
Irish racing was furthered by her
knowledge of her brother’s colleagues
in the amateur riding ranks.
“Helen Bryce Smith had a
wonderful record in point-to-points,”
she recalls. “My brother would always
say how competitive she was, and
Willie Rooney’s daughters, Rosemary
Stewart and Ann Ferris more than
held their own against the men. Anne
won a Sweeps Hurdle and an Irish
Grand National. Sarah Collen rode a
Galway Plate winner. And of course,
there was Joanna Morgan on the Flat,
the first woman to ride at Royal
Ascot.”

New beginnings

Following divorce from husband
David Lloyd, with whom she had two
children, James and Tara, Harrington
remarried in 1976. Her new husband,
bloodstock agent Johnny Harrington,
held a permit to train.
“Johnny always kept a few horses
about the place with Eamonn Leigh
as his right hand man. They had a
proper mentor too,” she says,
revealing how the pair would consult
the legendary Paddy Sleator, one of
Ireland’s greatest trainers, based at
Grangecon in County Wicklow, five
miles down the road from
Harrington’s stables at Moone in
County Kildare.
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(left) and
d Sizin
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Landmark victories

‘People outside Ireland often say to me, ‘How can you
compete with Aidan and Willie?’ I say by working
harder and trying to get better all the time’
“Johnny was travelling a lot in those
days and he thought it would make
more sense if I held the licence. I took
it over in 1989.”
Two more daughters, Emma and
Kate, were on the scene by this stage.
“Some people thought I was mad,
Kate was three months old when I got
my licence. But I did what I’ve always
done, I got on with it.”
Harrington started out as a trainer
at a time when the fortunes of Irish
jump racing were at a low ebb. That,
she suggests, was a more pressing
concern than the fact that she was a
woman operating in an
overwhelmingly male-dominated
profession.

“I remember one year coming back
on the plane from Cheltenham with
John Mulhern, who had trained the
only Irish winner at the meeting,
Galmoy. The year I took out the
licence there was none. I knew only
too well that it wasn’t a great time for
Irish jump racing because my
husband was busy buying horses for
English trainers. It was very hard to
keep a good young jumping prospect
in the country at the time.”
Harrington recalls how Johnny
bought horses for a range of top
British trainers, including Jenny
Pitman, who had made an historic
breakthrough for women across the
Irish Sea with Corbiere in the Grand

National in 1983 and Burrough Hill
Lad in the Cheltenham Gold Cup in
1984.
Harrington is adamant that her
gender was never a deterrent, though
she has often recounted how one or
two owners in the early days would
ask to speak to Johnny because they
assumed he was the real trainer.
“That amused me certainly because
Johnny would hardly have been able
to pick out one horse from another in
the yard once the numbers started
increasing. And he wouldn’t have had
a clue about how they were going or
what the plans were. So we used to
laugh about it. It didn’t bother me in
the slightest.”

Steeped as she is in racing,
Harrington is not blind to the
significance of what her best horses
have achieved but, while she relishes
winning major races, she is reluctant
to cast herself in the role of
groundbreaking female trainer.
“If other people want to highlight
that aspect it’s fine, but it’s not
something I’ve ever thought about.
I’m not like that. I’ve always tried to
train as many winners as I can and
always keep moving on.
“Of course there are landmarks,
and you work towards them. Oh So
Grumpy was an important winner in
the Galway Hurdle. That was 1994, so
we had been going only five years,
and it helped to raise the profile. But
the part about being the first woman
to train a Galway Hurdle winner
wasn’t a thing for me at all.”
Harrington’s initial progress was
solid if unspectacular. Her first ten
seasons produced a total of 80 jumps
winners. She sent out only 14 winners
on the Flat during the 1990s. Her
progress gathered pace with 52 jumps
winners in the last two seasons of the
decade.
She identifies 1999 as a
breakthrough year thanks to Space
Trucker, who gave her a first
Cheltenham Festival winner in the
Grand Annual, and Moscow Flyer,
who recorded his first Grade 1 victory
in the Royal Bond Novice Hurdle.
“Moscow’s record speaks for itself,
but Space Trucker was a really special
horse too. We bred him ourselves, I
had him from scratch. He won
bumpers and on the Flat. He was my
first winner at Cheltenham in the
Hurdle]
Murphys [Handiccap H
dl ] and
d
winner in
my first Graded w
England in the Fiighting Fifth.
He won 15 races and finished
pion Hurdle.
third in a Champ
on the
He really put us o
map.”
She is proud off how
Moscow Flyer (rigght) regained
the two-mile championship crown
when winning the Champion
Chase as an 11-yeear-old in 2005
and delights in Siizing John’s record
as the first horse to win the Irish
heltenham Gold
Gold Cup, the Ch
Cup and the Punchestown Gold
Cup in the same season.
“It’s wonderfull when the big
nd they are
ones work out, an
urse. Same
milestones of cou
on the Flat. It wass a really big
day for me when Pathfork
won the Nationall Stakes in
train
2010. It proved I could
c
on the
a Group 1 horse o
Flat. And then I had
h Alpha
p

Centauri, which showed I could train
a Classic and a Royal Ascot winner.”
Commonstown has always been a
family operation. Husband Johnny,
charming, amusing and gregarious,
was a source of inestimable support.
Harrington’s habitual resilience was
tested when he died in 2014 after a
lengthy battle with cancer.
Daughters Emma and Kate form a
triumvirate in the business with their
mother, with Emma’s husband Richie
Galway providing a touch of gender
balance.

Striving for success

In keeping with her no-nonsense
attitude, Harrington is reluctant to
portray her career in terms of a
struggle, other than in the general
sense of the ferocious
competitiveness of Irish racing.
She says: “People outside Ireland
often say to me, ‘How can you
compete with Aidan and Willie?’ I say
by working harder and trying to get
better all the time.”
She chooses her words carefully
when addressing the subject of rolemodel status.
“I’ve spoken to Rachael Blackmore
about this and I think it’s a tricky
subject in a way. Of course it’s
brilliant if Rachael inspires young
people, young girls especially, but
first and foremost she’s a top-class
jockey, a professional with a job to do.
I think she and I have a similar
attitude. Neither of us think that the
fact of being a woman should be the
main focus.”
She would like to see more women
in the training ranks but is not overly
dismayed by statistics which show
only 29 women among
the
am
339 Irish trainerrs fully
licensed by the IHRB and
31 out of 197 restricted
trainers.
uch more
“Not mu
than ten per
p cent in
all, that’s not
n great is
ook at it
it? But I lo
this way. The
T men
n at it for
have been
centuries, we’ve had
only 50-something
years. Therre’s a lot of
ground to make up,
but we’ll get
g there.”
d a half
Five and
decades on
o from
Mrs Biddle’s
making
history-m
win, Jesssica
ngton is
Harrin
doingg more
n anyone
than
up
to make
m
that ground.
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Last weekend’s Irish Derby winner
Hurricane Lane is by Frankel, who has
provided trainer Charlie Appleby with his
two biggest earners this season

How Bolger could be forced
on to the back foot at hearing

Q

UESTIONS on the use of
performance-enhancing
drugs in Irish racing have
surfaced in the political
arena and setting the
agenda is Tipperary TD Jackie
Cahill, who has reacted to concerns
from Jim Bolger by saying that the
trainer’s claims are doing “serious
reputational damage to the
industry”.
Cahill represents a constituency
in the heartland of Irish racing and
breeding, where the industries play
a crucial part in the local economy
and make a major contribution to
the social fabric.
And nor he is an ordinary
backbencher, since he is chairman
of the Oireachtas Agriculture
Committee, which has invited
Bolger to participate in hearings in
the coming weeks, along with
representatives of the IHRB, HRI,
the Department of Agriculture, and
the Irish Racehorse Trainers
Association, of which Bolger is no
longer a member.
Cahill has established a clear
context for Bolger’s appearance.
“This issue either has to be
substantiated or put to bed,” he says.
Meetings of the Oireachtas
committee have an adversarial
structure. Subject to legal
constraints, Bolger can go on the
attack, but this will not be one-way
traffic. He will also be required to
defend. Cahill has set down a
marker to make that abundantly
clear.
Nothing that Bolger (right) has
said in a series of interviews since
first raising the issue last October
has added substance to his
allegations. There have been no
revelations. We have no idea if he
has any information that may hold
evidential value.
Much of the press coverage and
commentary has focused on his
stature within his profession. This is
a distraction. Either he has proof of
wrongdoing or he doesn’t;
everything else is supremely
irrelevant. The whistleblower’s value
resides not in his status but in the
quality of his evidence.

ALAN SWEETMAN
The Tuesday
column

To get the right answer, you have
to ask the right questions. There has
been an air of choreography about
the interviews given by Bolger. They
have been conspicuously light on
detail.
That does not necessarily make
him wrong. Besides, he can argue
with some justification that these
questions should be addressed
primarily to the regulatory
authorities. Despite recent progress,
many believe the testing regime
remains insufficiently
comprehensive. He is not the only
one to have reservations about the
effectiveness of IHRB’s oversight.
But Bolger has put his head above
the parapet. Committee members
are entitled to query whether he has
any concrete proof of his allegations.
Does he, for instance, have any
documentary evidence, written or
recorded? Has he personally
observed something which is
capable of being corroborated by a
reliable witness? If he believes
that criminal offences have
taken place, has he
furnished An Garda
Siochana with the
relevant information?
Bolger and IHRB
representatives face
possible questioning
about the contacts
which have taken

‘We have no
idea if he has
any information
that may hold
evidential value’

place between them. Has he
supplied a dossier? Or has their
engagement been merely verbal?
Has he brought to their attention
one or more specific instances of
previously unsuspected
malpractice?
Has he called into question the
IHRB’s handling of specific cases,
either historic or still under
investigation? And if so, how
satisfied is he that his concerns have
been acted upon?
Bolger has cited the case of
veterinary surgeon John Hughes
and his distribution of the fastacting anabolic steroid nitrotain.
This case dates back to 2012 and
was successfully prosecuted in 2014.
Common sense suggests that any
substances distributed by Hughes
are well past their expiration date by
now. Did the supply chain of
nitrotain into Ireland continue after
the successful prosecution of the
case?
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authorities? Or does he believe there
are people who are “ahead of the
science”? Bolger has been

associated with the ground-breaking
research conducted by Dr Emmeline
Hill in the area of equine genomics.
He is likely to be more aware than
most that an ability to conduct
genetic modification undetectable
under current normal scientific
testing procedures would be a
nightmare scenario for the global
racing and breeding industries.
Bolger has indicated that
conversations with members of his
staff have contributed to his
knowledge of wrongdoing. The staff
at Coolcullen are a credit to the
industry. Their integrity is not in
question, but in formal terms this is
hearsay.
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OSSIP thrives in the
insular world of racing,
rumour and counterrumours abound,
conspiracy theories
gain traction. Like it or not, plots
and deceits – some real, many
imagined – are part of racing’s
currency. Has Bolger a special talent
for distinguishing between the
scurrilous, the speculative and the
truthful?
“They can rest assured I know
who they are,” Bolger has warned
the alleged cheats. He raised the
stakes with a reference to Lance
Armstrong. It was a powerful
soundbite. What exactly does it
mean? Armstrong was the biggest
fish in the pond, but his disgrace
was emblematic of a sport mired in
an endemic web of corruption.
Bolger needs to untie this ambiguity.
The IHRB currently lists 339
trainers and 197 restricted trainers.
As it stands, Bolger has pointed the
finger of suspicion at every single
one of them. That is manifestly
unfair to the innocent who, one
hopes, form the overwhelming
majority.
Questions need to be answered. A
long-running saga of insinuation
and innuendo offers ammunition to
those who advocate a curtailment in
taxpayer funding of Irish racing, and
is seriously detrimental to the image
of Irish racing domestically and
internationally.

JULIAN
MUSCAT

Another
view

Look to super
sires to frame
line-up of
top trainers
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HAT defines a topclass trainer? The
list of leading
trainers is probably
the best litmus,
since those with powerful strings will
have earned that right by their
prowess over time.
Even then, however, it’s surprising
how dependent are some of the best
trainers on the stock they receive.
Aidan O’Brien’s eyes light up on the
arrival of each new intake of twoyear-olds by Galileo but the extent to
which he is beholden to their
collective contribution is rarely
explored.
So here’s a snapshot. Of O’Brien’s
top 20 earners in Britain and Ireland
last season, 14 were by Galileo. That’s
a massive contribution, especially
since six of the top eight were by
Coolmore’s Super Sire. Put another
way, of the £4.135 million earned last
year by O’Brien’s top 20 horses, those
by Galileo accounted for £2.925m.
Where would O’Brien be without his
partner-in-arms?
Yet he is not alone in this respect.
Charlie Appleby’s prominence is
based largely on the collective merit
of Dubawi’s progeny. Of his top 20
earners last year, nine were by
Dubawi, including four of the top five.
Appleby is even more indebted to
Dubawi in the season to date, since
14 of his top 20 earners are from that
source. O’Brien, meanwhile, has ten
sons and daughters of Galileo among
his top 20. This has propelled them
into the top two places in the trainers’
title race in Britain.
All of which underlines how
difficult it is for the rest to match
them. In third place is Mark Johnston,
who has two horses by Galileo and
none by Dubawi among his top 20. In
fourth is Andrew Balding, whose
sterling deeds are abetted by the fact
the none of his top 20 earners are by
either sire. John and Thady Gosden
sit fifth with one each by Galileo and
Dubawi, while Richard Hannon in
sixth has none by either sire. They are
the only trainers to have topped £1m
in Britain this year.
These are the underlying reasons
behind the advent of Super Stables, as
outlined by my colleague Chris Cook
in The Cook Review. But here’s the
rub: Appleby’s two biggest earners
this year, and by some considerable
distance, are both by Frankel, who is
a good deal younger than Galileo and
Dubawi. With no trainer having a
monopoly on Frankel’s progeny, or
those of Sea The Stars, the pecking
order among Super Stables might
soon be in need of revision.

