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‘Indefensible
moment of
madness’

PATRICK McCANN (RACINGPOST.COM/PHOTOS)

By David Jennings
GORDON ELLIOTT says he has let
down the racing industry, his owners
and his staff with an “indefensible
moment of madness” as the sport
united in condemning the image of
the trainer sitting on a dead horse on
his gallops.
Elliott spoke to the Racing Post on a
day that saw the British Horseracing
Authority ban him from having
runners in Britain while an investigation by the Irish Horseracing Regulatory Board takes place into the image
that appeared on social media at the
weekend.
However, the BHA will allow the
trainer’s horses to run if transferred to
another trainer. Elliott’s team for
Cheltenham includes the unbeaten
superstar Envoi Allen.
Elliott’s biggest owners, Gigginstown House Stud, have said they will
stick by the trainer, who confirmed it
was one of their horses, Morgan, in
the image. The gelding won four of his
21 starts and died of a heart aneurysm
as a seven-year-old in 2019.
The trainer discussed the incident
yesterday and said that he will spend
the rest of his life regretting and
paying for the mistake he has made.
Elliott said: “It is indefensible.
Whether alive or dead, the horse was

Elliott accepts punishment
and BHA bans trainer from
Britain as revulsion spreads
over shocking image
See pages 2-4
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12.30-3.30 7 races - £49k - RTV
GOOD TO SOFT, Soft in placess
Mostly cloudy
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6 races - £44k - RTV

SOFT, Good to soft in places
Partly cloudy
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4.00-7.00
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7 races - £72k - SKY
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Mostly cloudy

Gowran Park
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2.20-5.20 7 races - €108k - RTV

By David Jennings
and Andrew Dietz
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Partly cloudy
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1.20-3.20 - 3 races - SKY
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THE British Horseracing
Authority will prevent Gordon
Elliott from saddling runners in
Britain while the Irish authorities investigate the photograph
of the leading trainer which
appeared on social media over
the weekend.
The BHA has used powers
under its own rules to halt
Elliott’s involvement in British
racing pending consideration
of the outcome of the investigation being carried out by the
Irish Horseracing Regulatory
Board.
However, owners will be
permitted to transfer horses to
a different trainer and run
them at Br itish me etings.
Elliott has 104 entries in the
early-closing races at this
month’s Cheltenham Festival,
most notably the unbeaten
superstar Envoi Allen.
E n v o i A l l e n ’s o w n e r s
Cheveley Park Stud also have
s t a b l e m a t e s S i r G e r h a rd ,
Ballyadam and Quilixios for
the big meeting, while the Noel
and Valerie Moran-owned
Zanahiyr and Gigginstown
House Stud-owned dual Grand
National hero Tiger Roll are
among other leading Elliotttrained hopes.
A BHA statement last night
read: “The British Horseracing
Authority will not allow the
Irish trainer Gordon Elliott to
race horses in Britain whilst the
Irish authorities investigate an
image that appeared on social
media over the weekend.
“The trainer admitted the
photo was genuine and apologised for his actions.
“The BHA, which regulates
racing in Britain, will use powers
under its own rules to refuse to
allow horses trained by Mr Elliott
to race in Britain pending
consideration of the outcome of
the Irish investigation.
“The action taken by the
BHA recognises that Mr Elliott

is licensed in Ireland, whose
regulatory body, the IHRB, is
carrying out its own investigation.
“However, Mr Elliott has
entered horses to race in
Britain, from which point the
British Rules of Racing apply
to him.
“The decision to refuse to
allow horses trained by Mr
Elliott to run in Britain is
therefore an interim decision
which the BHA regards as
proportionate in these circumstances.”
In an earlier statement, the
BHA said it was appalled by the
image which undermined its
values of respecting and caring
for horses.
British trainers have sought
to distance themselves from
the photograph through a
strongly worded statement
from the National Trainers
Federation released yesterday
evening.
The NTF expressed its
dismay at the image and said it
had been contacted by
outraged members over the
previous 24 hours.
A statement read: “From
yesterday evening through
today, the National Trainers
Federation has been contacted
by its members expressing
outrage and disgust at the
image of Gordon Elliott circulating on social media.
“Although Mr Elliott is based
in Ireland, the NTF, which
represents trainers based in
Great Britain, wishes the public
to be in no doubt that its
members distance themselves
from the behaviour on display
in that image, and want to
emphasise their deeply felt
values of care, respect and love
for the racehorse.
“These values underpin the
public’s confidence in the
sport, and are indispensable to
the future prosperity of all who
work in horseracing.”
Elliott has been condemned
throughout the sport in a series

Envoi Allen: one of the leading
players in Elliott’s huge squad
for the Cheltenham Festival

of statements, with Horse
Racing Ireland saying the
photo does a “disservice to the
thousands of people who look
after their horses on a daily
basis”.
Elliott is said to be “cooperating fully” with an investigation by the IHRB into the
image, and HRI said it supports
the investigation and will not
be making any further
comment until it has
c o m p l e t e d . No d a t e f o r a
hearing into the matter has
been confirmed by the IHRB.
The statement from HRI
read: “Horse Racing Ireland
unreservedly condemns the
disturbing photograph that
appeared on social media at
the weekend.
“This image does not reflect
the care, attention and respect
that racehorses receive, and
does a disservice to the
thousands of people who look
after their horses on a daily
basis. Horse Racing Ireland
notes and supports the IHRB
investigation into the circumstances around the photograph.
“From a disciplinary
perspective, the matter is in
process, so any further
comment on the matter or the
detail of the case at this time
would not be appropriate.”
The independently chaired
Horse Welfare Board was set up
by the BHA with the task of
piloting research and reform in
the area of cradle-to-grave care
for racehors es, as w ell as

making a positive case to
politicians and the public
that racing was capable of
self-governance in the realm of
equine wellbeing.
While the image of Elliott
does not imply any breach of
welfare standards, the board
issued a statement strongly
condemning the photo and
highlighting the potential it
has to inflict damage on the
sport’s reputation for putting
horses first.
The statement read: “Like so
m a n y p e o p l e, i n s i d e a n d
outside racing, the Horse
Welfare Board members were
shocked and appalled by the
image that emerged this
weekend.
“In our [Februar y 2020]
strategy [A Life Well Lived], we
underline the importance of
maintaining public and
political trust in racing and,
most importantly, we
emphasise that respect for the
horse, at all stages of its life and
death, must underpin everything we do.
“Anything otherwise does a
great disservice to the overwhelming majority of people
in racing, who are motivated
by a deep love and compassion
for horses.
“It is vital that this matter is
fully investigated as a matter of
u r g e n c y a n d a p p ro p r i a t e
action taken by the racing
authorities in both Ireland and
Britain.”
Elliott has been preparing
his stars for this month’s Cheltenham Festival and the
participation of his powerful
team at jump racing’s biggest
m e e t i ng ha s b e e n ca s t i n
doubt.
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entitled to dignity. A moment
of madness that I am going to
have to spend the rest of my life
paying for and that my staff are
suffering for.
“I will be punished, I fully
understand that. But it absolutely breaks my heart to read
and hear people say that I have
no respect for my horses. That
couldn’t be further from the
truth. My whole life has
revolved around horses since I
was a child. I know nothing
else. Horses are all I have. I
came from nothing and built a
dream.
“When your world starts
crumbling in front of you, it’s a
scary place to be. I just hope
people can understand how
truly sorry I am and find some
way to forgive me for what I
have done.”
Elliott, who had released a
stat ement confir ming t h e
image was real on Sunday
evening, claimed that welfare is
at the top of his priorities with
his horses.
He said: “I treat each and

‘I will spend the rest of my life
paying for moment of madness’
Elliott at Cullentra House, where he
has been based for the last nine years

Gigginstown pledge support
despite ‘unacceptable’ photo
By David Jennings
and Stuart Riley
MICHAEL and Eddie O’Leary,
Gordon Elliott’s leading owners
through their Gigginstown
House Stud operation, have
given their backing to Elliott in
the wake of the controversy over
the photo of the trainer sitting
on a dead horse.
The O’Learys said yesterday
morning that they will continue
to support the trainer despite
being “deeply disappointed by
the unacceptable photo which
appeared on social media over
the weekend”.
Meanwhile, another
statement from Cheveley Park
S t u d , o w n e r s o f E l l i o t t ’s
unbeaten superstar Envoi Allen
among others, said they will
await the outcome of an investigation by the Irish Horseracing
Regulator y Board before
deciding on further action.
The Gigginstown House Stud
silks have been carried to
victory by Elliott’s Tiger Roll in
t h e 2 0 1 8 a n d 2 0 1 9 G ra n d
Nationals, as w ell as D on
Cossack in the 2016 Cheltenham Gold Cup.
Gigginstown house many of
their flagship horses with
Elliott, including Champion
Hurdle hope Abacadabras,
Stayers’ Hurdle outsider Fury
Road, Albert Bartlett fancy
Torygraph and Irish Gold Cup
winner Delta Work.
The statement by Michael
O’Leary, released to the Racing
Post, said: “Eddie and I were
deeply disappointed by the

unacceptable photo which
appeared on social media over
the weekend. The care and
welfare of all our animals
comes first with all our trainers.
“Sadly, from time to time,
our horses suffer injuries and/
or fatalities and we expect all
such cases to be treated with
the care and attention they
deserve. We have always found
that animal welfare comes first,
second and third at Cullentra.
“From the facilities, to the
brilliant team of people led by
Gordon, our horses are trained
with no expense spared for their
development, welfare and care.
“We accept that this photog ra p h w a s a g r i e v o u s b u t
momentary lapse of judgement
by Gordon, and not in keeping
with our 15-year experience of
his concern for and attention to
the welfare of our horses.
“We all make mistakes, and
what is important is that we
learn from them and ensure we
do not repeat them. We accept
Gordon’s sincere, profound and
unreserved apology and we will
continue to support him and his
team at Cullentra, as they work
to recover from this deeply
regrettable incident.”
Cheveley Park Stud, who
have superstars such as Envoi
Allen, Sir Gerhard, Quilixios
and Malone Road in training
with Elliott, expressed their
horror at the image but are
waiting on the IHRB.
The Cheveley Park statement
read: “We are truly horrified
and dismayed by the photograph doing the rounds on

‘We are truly horrified and dismayed
by the photograph on social media’

social media however, we will
await the official outcome of
the investigation by the IHRB,
which we trust will be swift,
before making any further
comment/decisions.”
Likewise, Noel and Valerie
Moran, who have similarly
emerged as hugely influential
patrons of Elliott, are waiting
on the verdict of the formal
inquiry before speaking on
their position.
Noel Moran, whose team
with Elliott includes Cheltenham Festival market leaders
Zanahiyr and Grand Roi, said
yesterday: “Myself and my wife
Valerie will await the official
outcome of the investigation by
the IHRB before making any
further comment on the
matter.”
However, Elliott’s sponsors
Betfair yesterday announced
they would sever ties with the
trainer.
Betfair yesterday morning
released a statement saying:
“ W h i l e w e re c o g n i s e t ha t
Gordon deeply regrets and
apologised unreservedly for his
poor judgement his actions are
completely at odds with the
values of the Betfair brand and
that of our employees.
“With that in mind, we have
decided to discontinue our
association with Gordon with
immediate effect.”
Elliott has been associated
with Betfair since 2016, regularly
posting blogs about his runners
on their website and taking part
in promotional videos.
The firm also employs other
big names such as Paul
Nicholls, Ryan Moore and
Joseph O’Brien in ambassadorial roles.

every one of the horses I train
with the utmost respect. We
pride ourselves on having the
highest of standards with the
way we treat our horses, and
our staff.
“I think our facilities here at
Cullentra vouch for that. Horse
and staff welfare is at the very
t o p o f m y p r i o r i t i e s. I ’v e
invested heavily in outdoor
p a d d o ck s f o r h o r s e s w i t h
respiratory problems; we have
vibrating massage plates; a
swimming pool; padded
stables; a cooling down area.
We even bring horses to the
beach on a regular basis for an
away day. The welfare of my
horses, both physically and
mentally, is massive.
“I can guarantee that this will
never happen again to any
animal, alive or dead.”
Elliott revealed that he had
become aware of the image
circulating while he was at
Fairyhouse on Saturday.
“I received a phone call after
the second-last race at Fairyhouse on Saturday telling me

ab ou t t h e i mag e t hat ha d
appeared on social media,” he
said. “My initial reaction was
that it couldn’t possibly have
been me but then the picture
was sent to me and I realised it
was. It was a few years ago.
“There were a lot of people
telling me to say it was photoshopped, but the one thing I’ve
always been told in life is that if
you start telling lies you will
end up telling lies for the rest of
your life.
“I instantly realised the
magnitude of the situation and
thought about all I had worked
so hard for. I bought my yard
nine years ago and the day I
bought it I didn’t even have the
deposit to pay for it. I have
worked so hard to get to where
I am today.
“My heart goes out to all my
staff. I know how hard they
work. I know that I have not
only let them down but that I
have let the whole racing
industry down too. That is
down to my stupidity and I am
truly, truly sorry.”
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MIGHT
TY
MARE

The 78-year-old Classic-winning
trainer is not planning to retire
any time soon
Veterans’ Week, pages 6-7

Breeders’ Cup
heroine Tarnawa
returns at
Leopardstown
Preview, page 5

Why is racing
being forgotten
in reopening?

Croke Park
40,000
fans allowed

Trainers and racecourses unite in frustration oveer
e
restrictions on crowds as other Irish sports open up
By David Jennings
DERMOT WELD and Jessica
Harrington have issued rallying
cries urging the Irish government to allow bigger crowds
back on racecourses and fear
losing fans to other sports if it
does not happen quickly.
The government’s decision
to allow 40,000 into Croke Park
for the All-Ireland football and
hurling finals later this month,
and 24,000 for the hurling
semi-finals on Saturday and
Sunday, has many in racing
feeling left behind.
Irish race meetings, despite
being staged in an outdoor
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F

environment, are allowed only
500 racegoers under the
current restrictions and just
1,000 were permitted to attend
each day of last week’s Galway
summer festival, much to the
annoyance of the track’s chief
executive Michael Moloney
and tens of thousands of
Ballybrit regulars.
Weld was deeply frustrated
by the numbers allowed to
attend Galway and feels the
time has come to get people
back racing.
The trainer told the Racing
Post: “Crowds should be back
by now. I was ver y disappointed with what happened at

Leopardstown 3.45 62

|

J

Galway. They didn’t even get
close to the 5,000 people they
requested each day.
“They could have at least
allowed them to have 2,000 or
3 , 0 0 0 a t a m i n i m u m. T h e
re a s o n g i v e n wa s c o nt a c t
tracing, but the one thing I
can’t understand is that there
are 2,500 seats at Galway, so
why weren’t they utilised?
“Racing is in an outdoor
environment and that’s very
important. And the other point
I would make is the way racing
has handled the whole
situation so far. How we have
handled the protocols has been
exemplary and we should use

Sligo 4.30 76

|

F

Redcar 1.15 54

|

F

Curragh
500 fans
allowed

that record to our advantage.
We need to put it on the record
how well we’ve done during
the whole thing.
“We need crowds back. We
need to get people back racing
and I just hope that happens in
the coming weeks.”
Harrington believes vaccine
certificates are the way forward
in allowing people back into
racecourses, as has been the
case with indoor hospitality in
Ireland since July 26.
She said: “If they’re allowing
fans into GAA matches, why
aren’t we allowed crowds back
on racecourses? Why can’t we
Continues page 8
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JUSTIN O’HANLON’S ONES TO WATCH

DARK
HORSES

Clongibbon Rose

Shark Hanlon
Tenth, 2m mares’ bumper, Galway,
July 28
There were probably more obvious
candidates from this bumper than
the Shark Hanlon-trained daughter
of Shantou, but she ran a better race
than her finishing position suggests.
She travelled nicely through the
race and was not far off the lead
coming down the hill, but she got a
bit unbalanced and was also
squeezed up before turning in. After
they straightened up, though, she
began to run on again and saw it
out well to be beaten a dozen
lengths.
She’s a nice filly with plenty of
improvement in her, and it would
not be a total shock if she was good
enough to win an ordinary bumper.

Bella Bliss

John McConnell
Fourth, 2m bumper, Galway, July 28
The second of the two bumpers on
Wednesday produced a pulsating
finish between the three principals,
and not far behind in fourth was this

Kavanagh to keep
pushing for bigger
Full Aux Rois crowds with vaccine
catches the
eye on debut certificates mooted
for Mullins
From front page

John McConnell-trained newcomer.
She travelled through the race like a
nice filly, just behind the leaders on
the inner. She was tapped a little for
tactical speed turning into the straight
when the three principals quickened
on, but she gradually got her act
together and stayed on to good effect.
She may well be good enough to
win a bumper, probably against
mares and ideally over 2m2f-plus,
and when she jumps a hurdle it looks
likely she will stay well, which is
reflected in her pedigree as her halfsister Chelseas Friend won over 3m1f.

Full Aux Rois

Emmet Mullins
Fourth, 2m maiden hurdle, Galway,
July 30
This French-bred gelding had three
runs in France and one nondescript
run in a Gowran beginners’ chase
before joining Emmet Mullins and
ran a nice race on his stable debut in
a competitive maiden hurdle at
Galway last Friday.
Settled off the pace, he was never
able to get into contention and at the
second-last he did not really look to
be going anywhere, but when his
rider was able to switch him towards
the inner in the straight, he began to
run on and didn’t have the kitchen
sink thrown at him in finishing a
staying-on fourth, beaten just over
seven lengths. This was despite his
rider reporting that he had hung left
throughout the race.
There is plenty of improvement in
him and it would be disappointing if
he could not win a maiden hurdle.

Crowns a major mover up 18lb
RATINGS RISERS
A LONG week of mostly competitive
action at Galway led to plenty of hefty
hikes from the handicappers.
One of the biggest, and maybe the
most significant, went to the Emmet
Mullins-trained Crowns Major for his
premier handicap success on
Saturday. He goes up 18lb from a
mark of 76 at the start of the week to
94, and he could be good enough in
due course to run well in a stakes
race.
The only dual winner of the week
was Imposing Supreme, who goes
up 13lb to 82.
The biggest hike, as can often
happen, came from a low-grade horse
in a maiden. This time it was the
35-rated Ahaziah, a 12-length sixth of
16 in a maiden on Saturday, who has
been raised a whopping 24lb to 59.

NEWS

Other rises of note include the 12lb
given to runaway Dermot Weldtrained maiden winner Emilie Gray,
now rated 89. Handicap winners
Merroir and Plum Perfect go up 11lb
to marks of 88 and 69. Colm Quinn
BMW Mile winner Sirjack Thomas
goes up 10lb to a mark of 100, while
Monday’s handicap winner Black Cat
Bobby was raised the same to 86.
Over at Goodwood, the most
significant performance by an Irishtrained horse was that of Ottoman
Emperor, who landed the Gordon
Stakes and put himself very much in
line for a crack at the St Leger. He
goes up 7lb to a mark of 111.
There were no double-digit hikes
meted out by the jumps handicapper.
Galway Plate winner Royal
Rendezvous goes up 8lb to a chase
mark of 161, while Hurdle winner
Saldier goes up 7lb to a mark of 162.

do it the way everyone else is and
allow vaccinated people to go racing
once they have their vaccine cert? If
they’re vaccinated, let them in.
“We’re being very cautious and we’ll
lose our own fans if we don’t get
crowds back soon. It’s worrying. I was
at Naas the other day and they did an
absolutely brilliant job. There was
such a buzz around the place. It was
great.”
Noel Meade agreed that more
racegoers should be allowed to attend
on a day-to-day basis.
He said: “It’s hard to understand
how you couldn’t have at least 1,000 at
a meeting. I can’t get my head around
that, especially when you see the
numbers attending GAA matches.”
When questioned on the issue,
Horse Racing Ireland’s chief executive
Brian Kavanagh said there will be
more engagement with the government this week in the hope of
i n c re a s i ng att e n d a n c e s, bu t h e
stressed racing is in a different
position to GAA or soccer in that it is
not a “one-off” event.
Kavanagh said: “It was disappointing that we were only able to
get 1,000 people to Galway [each day]
but that was out of our hands. Clearly
it went ver y well and there was
scope to have more people there.
We’ll now take it up again with the
government.
“I notice the GAA figures have
increased and the World Cup qualifiers were increased as well. We’ll keep

How racing crowds compare to other sports in Ireland
40k

All-Ireland Hurling Final, August 22, Croke Park
Ireland v Azerbaijan, September 4, Aviva Stadium
Limerick v Waterford, Saturday, Croke Park
Phoenix Stakes, Sunday, Curragh

40k

35k

Number of supporters in thousands (k)

Mctigue

Trainer: Jim Bolger
Fourth, 7f two-year-old maiden,
Galway, July 26
The Galway festival dominates this
week’s column, beginning with the
normally informative two-year-old
maiden from the first evening which
looks sure to produce its share of
winners, including this Jim Bolgertrained newcomer.
He was green throughout and never
really on the bridle, but he was always
in touch and despite racing
awkwardly he did his best work inside
the final furlong to be beaten just a
length and a half.
He is declared to run in a maiden at
Leopardstown this evening, when his
Galway run will have brought him on
considerably and the more
conventional track should be much
more suitable. He looks well capable
of winning a maiden.

Thursday, August 5, 2021 racingpost.com

IRE

30k

25k

20k

25k 24k

15k

10k

5k

0

500

pursuing it, but as I understand racing
was considered separately to other
sports. These big sports events are
one-offs whereas we have racing every
day of the week.”
He added: “We’ll engage again with
the government this week. At the
moment, we continue to be limited to
500 people per fixture. Obviously
t h a t ’s n o t e n o u g h e v e n f o r t h e
ordinary fixtures and there are a
number of fixtures where it is significantly inadequate. We’ll try to push
that. The vaccine situation nationally
is encouraging, but all we can do is
continue to make the case.”
Asked about the possibility of using
vaccine certificates to get people back
racing, Kavanagh said: “We’re willing

to explore anything. If people are
allowed to go to restaurants with the
production of vaccine certs, certainly
we’ll be looking at a lot of the restaurants at racecourses and seeing
whether that would apply.
“Everyone accepts things won’t get
back to normal immediately but you’d
like to see it moving in the coming
weeks and I think there is a basis for
that to happen.”
On the potential for a significant
i n c re a s e i n atte n d a n c e at I r i s h
C h a m p i o n s We e k e n d a n d t h e
Listowel Harvest Festival next month,
Kavanagh said: “We’ll certainly be
looking for some decent numbers [at
those events] and we’ll engage with
the government on that.”

Racecourses chief wants ‘people
back racing as soon as we can’
By David Jennings
PADDY WALSH, chief executive of the
Association of Irish Racecourses, is
concerned by the snail’s pace of crowd
increases and admits he had expected
more movement in recent weeks.
Crowds are capped at 500 per race
meeting under the government’s
current restrictions and Walsh feels
the steps taken to get double that
number into Galway last week have
stalled.
Walsh told the Racing Post: “We
want to get people back racing as soon
as we can. Getting 1,000 into Galway
every day last week was at least a step
in the right direction, but I thought we
might have seen more movement
recently and it does seem to be slow at
the moment.
“Small steps have been taken and I

thought they would continue to take
us back to some sort of normality, but
those steps seem to have stopped
now.”
He added: “Our racecourses are
anxious to get crowds back and I’d like
to think we’ll see movement this
month. I acknowledge the government have difficult decisions to make.
Every day you see someone
comparing their own event with
something else that is allowed and
theirs isn’t, and I suppose it’s a similar
story with racing and GAA.”
The Curragh’s chief executive Pat
Keogh is planning for the second leg
of Irish Champions Weekend and he
describes the current situation as
“frustrating but complex” and “more
complicated than many understand”.
Keogh said: “It’s not as straightforward as some people think. We have

got to be in a position where we can
contact trace.
“The absolute priority should be
that we don’t take any chances that
could close racing down. I would
absolutely love to see 5,000 people at
the Curragh for Irish Champions
Weekend but to get those numbers
you need indoor facilities and contact
tracing.
“Jennifer Pugh [senior medical
officer at the Irish Horseracing Regulatory Board] and the teams at the
IHRB and HRI have done a heroic job
in keeping racing going and we really
need to understand that.
“We have done really well to get this
far and I’d like to see a gradual
increase in crowds rather than a
wholesale reopening that could see a
problem happening and racing being
shut down.”
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YESTERDAY AT LEOPARDSTOWN
Chanelle Pharma
Irish Champion
Hurdle
1 Honeysuckle 10-11f
2 Abacadabras 10-1
3 Sharjah 100-30
Owner Kenny Alexander
Trainer Henry de Bromhead
Jockey Rachael Blackmore
Breeder Dr GW Guy
Groom Colman Comerford
Distances 10l, 9l

Perfect ten
‘Deadly’ Honeysuckle extends her unbeaten
run
r with
i h repeat win
in in emphatic fashion
PATRICK McCANN (RACINGPOST.COM/PHOTOS)

By David
Jennings
THE jury can stand down. The
case being brought against
Honeysuckle for not achieving
enough to warrant superstar
status was settled once and for
all in the Chanelle Pharma
Irish Champion Hurdle as she
provided a vital piece of
evidence which declared the
case null and void.
These two days at Leopardstown are jump racing’s version
of Ireland’s Got Talent and
Honeysuckle scored the
perfect ten, an audition so
good it earned her the golden
buzzer straight to the
Champion Hurdle next month.
She is now disputing favouritism with Epatante at around
9-4 and rightly so.
The Cheltenham chat can
wait, first we need to give her
second Irish Champion Hurdle
win the words it warrants.
This was a Honeysuckle we
h a d n e v e r s e e n b e f o re ; a
s l i cke r, s ha r p e r, s p e e d i e r
version to the one who scraped
home in the Hatton’s Grace at
Fairyhouse in November. That
was workmanlike, this was
wonderful.
Th ere are not too ma ny
positives to be taken out of
empty enclosures and eerie
silences in this modern Covid
world of racing behind closed
doors, but being able to hear
the first thing a jockey says to a
trainer after disembarking is
most certainly one.
“That’s the sharpest she’s

Nathaniel Lacy &
Partners Solicitors
Novice Hurdle
1 Gaillard Du Mesnil 13-8f
2 Gentlemansgame 12-1
3 Stattler 7-1
Owner Joe & Marie Donnelly
Trainer Willie Mullins
Jockey Paul Townend
Breeder SCEA Ecurie Cerdeval
Groom David Porter
Distances 5l, shd
By David Jennings

Honeysuckle and Rachael Blackmore are in no danger as they jump the last to win a second Irish Champion Hurdle yesterday

ever been, Henry. She was so
sharp the whole way,” reported
Blackmore to the winning
trainer.
There have been times when
Honeysuckle has looked a little
slow. Just two of her previous
nine victories coming here had
been over the minimum trip so
the main concern going into
this was that she would be
tapped for toe.
Not only did that not
happ en, but the pace she
showed leaving the back
straight got speedy types like
Sharjah, Saint Roi and Abacadabras out of their comfort

zone and at a much earlier
stage than they are used to.
This was over long before
they got to the final flight and
the run-in was a glorified lap of
honour for the wonder women
of Irish racing.
Blackmore elaborated on the
dazzling display, saying: “She
was just deadly and Henry has
just done an unbelievable job
with her. She was a lot sharper
today than she was the last day.
She was class. She’s got plenty
of pace and you do whatever
you want with her now.
“Today she was taking me
there as opposed to me forcing

her there. That’s every jockey’s
dream when you can just sit
against them and they are
jumping from hurdle to
hurdle.”
For De Bromhead, the selfconfessed pessimist, the overriding feeling afterwards was
one of relief.
We hav e b e e n t h row i n g
bouquets at Honeysuckle and
Blackmore for years now, but
the man masterminding this
incredible journey deserves to
be showered with superlatives
too. For any trainer to get any
horse to win ten races in a row
is remarkable, but the last five

of these have been Grade 1s so
it is just downright ridiculous.
“There is a lot of relief after
that and I don’t feel as sick as I
did ten minutes ago,” admitted
De Bromhead afterwards.
“She was brilliant. It was
what we hoped she’d do and
she did it. Rachael was brilliant
on her and she’s just class. It’s
lovely the way she picked up.
She’s not slow either, and you
could see the speed of her
there. She jumped great and
she just let her fiddle the last.
I’m very lucky to have Rachael.
She’s just brilliant to have on
the team.”

So, then, we can’t put the
Cheltenham chat off any
longer, Henry.
“We’ll enjoy today. We’ve
won an Irish Champion Hurdle
which is amazing and we need
to appreciate that first,” he
replied.
“I’ll have to speak to [owners]
Kenny [Alexander] and Peter
[Molony], but you’d have to feel
that we’d be leaning towards
the Champion Hurdle after
what she did out there. On
ratings it would have been her
best performance. The
Hatton’s Grace last season was
pretty good as well. She’s put in
a few real good ones, but that
has to be up there.
“I’m very lucky that she’s
normally on her game, but I felt
I’d left her a little bit short for
Fairyhouse in December and
we didn’t want to do that again
here.”
Abacadabras, who won the
M o r g i a n a i n N o v e m b e r,
showed more spark here than
he did over Christmas where
he was later found to have
mucus in his lungs. He was the
only one able to go after
Honeysuckle from the secondlast but, alas, it was all in vain.
The Mullins representatives
all underperformed, opening
the door for something else to
hog the headlines for once.
Honeysuckle and Blackmore
didn’t need to be asked twice to
enter.
The scepticism can stop.
Honeysuckle is a superstar.
There is not a jury in the land
who would disagree.

Mullins hails ‘tremendous staying performance’
from new Ballymore Hurdle favourite Gaillard
THE first stage of the Tour de
Willie Mullins was won by
Gaillard Du Mesnil, with Paul
Townend in the yellow jersey of
Joe and Marie Donnelly, and so
impressive was his sprint finish
that Paddy Power promoted
him to 100-30 favourite for the
Ballymore Novices’ Hurdle at
the Cheltenham Festival.
It w a s e x a c t l y t h e s t a r t
Ireland’s champion trainer
would have craved and taking
the Nathaniel Lacy & Partners
Solicitors Novice Hurdle set the
tone for the afternoon as
Mullins and Townend rattled
off a Grade 1 hat-trick.
It was only in the final stride

that Gentlemansgame
deprived Mullins of a 1-2 in the
opening Grade 1 of the
weekend as the pacesetting
Stattler had to settle for third.
“ That was a tremendous
staying performance,” said
Mullins afterwards, agreeing
the winner had the Ballymore
written all over him.
He said: “I thought he was
very keen with Paul and had to
sit further back than I was
hoping he might. That left him
a lot to do but he made it up
nicely, which shows he has a
fair engine.”
Townend sat quiet on the
13-8 favourite throughout,

tracking Stattler into the
straight before powering away
after the last for an emphatic
five-length win.
The reaction of bookmakers
in making Gaillard Du Mesnil
shorter than Bravemansgame
and Bob Olinger was understandable and Townend was
glowing in his praise for the
exciting youngster.
The winning rider said: “He
went through the race very
easy and I was able to take the
gaps when I wanted.
“ He h a d t o b e t o u g h t o
go through with it. He pulled
away nicely, it’s what you’d
like to see a horse do when they

have the potential he does.
“We chanced him with the
h o o d , i t ’s n o t t h a t h e ’s a
runaway or anything, I just
didn’t want to use up any
energy early on in the race.”
He added: “That was just the
start we were hoping for so
hopefully we can keep it going.”
Keep it going they did, with
Chacun Pour Soi and Energumene winning the next two
Grade 1s to give Townend and
Mullins the perfect start to the
weekend.
Mullins also revealed the
Albert Bartlett would be where
you will see Stattler next, especially since his owner Ronnie

Bartlett sponsors the race.
The champion trainer said:
“Stattler was very good and
Danny [Mullins] gave him a
well-judged ride from the front.
That puts him in line for the
Albert Bartlett so maybe
Ronnie can win some of his
own money back.”
The sponsor’s bonus for this
top-level event means the
stable staff in the Mullins yard
will earn a €50,000 bonus
should Gaillard Du Mesnil go
on to win any race at the Cheltenham Festival and, on this
evidence, they could be celebrating in style come March.

