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39 
winners 
in May!

WANT to address the question of racecourse behaviour above

all else this month. Like many, I was appalled by the footage of

drunken brawling at Goodwood and Ascot which appeared

briefly on our television screens and flooded social media channels

last month.  Appalled but, sadly, not surprised.

If you didn’t see it, please make an effort to track down Laura

Thompson’s letter in the Racing Post (May 20). In it, she talks about

the wrong-headed efforts that have been made to attract new people

into the sport. “The obsession with attracting ‘a new audience’ was

completely understandable,” she writes, “but supplying this elusive

entity with an endless supply of Laurent-Perrier has merely created a

new problem.” Filling racecourses with people who have no real

interest in the sport “could never be a viable long-term strategy,” she

argues persuasively. Now, the media has a new source of cheap shots

of fighting and degenerate behaviour with which to attack the

sport’s image.

Racecourses have taken the brunt of the criticism, perceived as

going all out for ‘the Lager Pound.’ While not wanting to exculpate

them completely, I would, however, want to qualify the extent to

which they have to take the blame. On Ebor Saturday last year, I

travelled from Doncaster to York by train before midday. The train

was full, but a substantial number of racegoers joined the train at

Doncaster. I found myself standing at the end of a carriage, with a

group of half a dozen males, swilling from a seemingly endless supply

of glass beer bottles. 

Already fairly drunk, they clearly thought it was funny to engage

in what they thought was witty repartee with travellers who were

unwise enough to seek to pass through. They entered the

neighbouring First Class carriage, and generally made nuisances of

themselves. When the train was pulling into the station, I noticed one

of the passengers making his way through First Class to alight at my

door was a leading Newmarket trainer. While he did well not to

catch the eye of the louts, they were clearly not so interested in racing

that they could recognise him and harangue him for a tip. On arrival

at York, passengers were funnelled into one area to have their tickets

checked at the barrier. To my astonishment, a fair proportion of the

crowd were chanting like football fans.

Once outside the station, many of my fellow travellers headed to

the nearest bar in the Principal Hotel. As my colleague and I walked

to the Knavesmire, most of the public houses and hotels en route

were busy with racegoers seated, and standing outside, drinking.

Again, from time to time groups of people walking to the course

would let out incomprehensible roars or football chants.

All this, note, before York Racecourse had the opportunity to sell

alcohol to them, and perhaps two hours before the first race.

The return journey was even worse. For example, in York Station,

perhaps around 7.30pm, a group of leering youths were pestering

some girls; one of their number decided to steal one of their

companions’ caps and threw it onto the line. Displaying staggering

stupidity and lack of imagination of what might happen to a

trespasser in a main line station, and to the astonishment of the

watching public, the youth immediately ran to the edge of the

platform, jumped down and recovered his headgear.

The atmosphere on the train was tense. Many travellers were

clearly drunk, and on arrival at Doncaster, we were warned by a

public announcement on the train that the doors would not be

opened at the station for a few minutes, to enable police to escort

troublemakers from the train.

In fairness to racecourses, these incidents could not simply be

blamed on people being encouraged to drink at the races. The main

purpose of these racegoers was to drink; their attachment to racing

was secondary, but hugely dangerous to the sport because of the

headlines that their behaviour might attract. This obsession with

drinking is clearly a part of ‘Broken Britain’, but I fear delving into

the underlying socio-political causes of such behaviour in this

column is beyond my pay grade.

In the meantime, I would urge racecourses to employ more security

staff, to increase police presence on course, to restrict drinking to

within bars or designated drinking areas (away from the public

enclosures), to have the courage to refuse to serve those who have

already had too much to drink and to use sniffer dogs where

appropriate. 

I also believe it is high time that the licensing authorities, not only

the BHA in respect of racecourse licences but also local authorities in

respect of liquor and entertainments licences, impress upon the

courses that incidents of the type seen at Goodwood and Ascot could

have far-reaching consequences.

We cannot let our sport be spoiled by the lager louts.

Off the bridle
by JOHN SCANLON
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***********************************************
IKE me, Alastair Down was inspired by Laura Thompson’s

letter to the Post (you really must read it, you know) to write

the following paragraph in his column on May 29: “Racing is

priceless for many reasons but one of its shining glories is that it retains a

gentle obscurity. You have to make an effort to understand what the hell

is going on. Just as you do in life.”

I heartily agree. I became fascinated by the sport from a young age. As

an avid ‘Grandstand’ viewer, I was fascinated by every aspect of the sport

and have made it my business, as the years have gone by, to learn more

and more about it. 

Down states that, in racing, “a great deal of the beauty lies in the

mystery”; we should be encouraging people to embrace that mystery and

to become inquisitive about it. 

It’s a bit like the Brexit debate, really ......whoops, there I go again!
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OT for the first time I was left thinking that Joe Fanning

could do with a publicist when I read James Burn’s piece

in the post (May 13) about Frankie Dettori becoming

fifth in the all-time winningmost British jockeys list. Joe’s name

appeared in second place in the ‘Active’ list (well clear of Ryan

Moore in third) and his (then) 2,305 winners is within striking

distance of George Fordham (2,587) in 10th. Not that he got a

mention in the article itself.....talk about flying under the radar?
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