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Listen before you criticise
CAN’T be held responsible for
them disagreeing with what I
didn’t say”. I wish I could claim to
be the first to have said that but I

stole it from an interview I heard on the
radio and, sadly, I can’t remember who
did say it. I try to use it whenever
appropriate and I tend to find that I don’t
have to wait too long for an opportunity.

It sprang to mind again when I saw the
reaction, mostly on social media, to
comments I made about the handicap
system after Sea
Youmzain won at
Haydock on June 9. I
was asked what plans I
had for her next and I
tried to explain that,
with horses that are
locked in to the
handicap system (the
vast majority of horses
in Britain after two or three runs), it is
foolish to make long-term plans: you have
to play the system and try to stay ahead of
the handicapper and, above all, you can’t
assess the likely strength of races until you
know what is entered. I said that I didn’t
agree with the handicap system and was
immediately asked what I would do with
that system. I said something along the
lines of ‘I would scrap it’ – which I would
– and added that ‘to my mind, the only
beneficiary is the betting industry’.

From this came the usual claims that I
am ‘anti-betting’ and ‘anti-punters’. Of
course, I am neither and those making
those claims hadn’t listened to what I said.
They heard the words ‘betting industry’
and immediately got themselves all
excited about what they think I believe
about betting and punters. 

There was no time in that interview, and
there is no space now, to even begin to
explain my views on the handicap system
but I really cannot see any benefit in it for

owners, trainers, the sport of horseracing,
or punters. I even have some doubts about
its value to the betting industry as we see
time and time again that the highest
betting turnover races are most often non-
handicaps and, while there might be a
bigger margin on big-field handicaps, the
overall ‘take’ from the punters must be
influenced by a multitude of factors. 

In short, I see the handicap system as
unfair, outdated, anti-meritocratic and
much too subjective. 

I was staggered when it was first
explained to me that, in jump racing, it is
reasonably common for the handicap
rating of fallers to be raised more than the
horse that won the race. How many
racegoers know that? How many punters
know it?

On the last day of June, Viscount Loftus
was first past the post in a seven-furlong
handicap at Chester, with Crossing The
Line a head behind. The stewards
demoted Viscount Loftus to second place

for carrying the other
horse across the track
and the Racing Post
analysis of the race
agrees with the
stewards. They believe
that Crossing The Line
would have won if the
interference hadn’t
taken place and so the

placings were reversed. 
Will the handicapper agree? At the time

of writing, I do not know how the
handicapper will view the race. If he
agrees with the stewards, then Crossing
The Line should go up more than
Viscount Loftus but, if he does not, it
could be the other way around. Logic says
that Crossing The Line must go up more
but the handicap system isn’t based on
logic.

In any system that I would advocate,

In jump racing, it is reasonably
common for the handicap rating of
fallers to be raised more than the

horse that won the race
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T is something of a relief to hear
that the future of Musselburgh
racecourse is to be secured by

transferring control to a third-party
operator, but a concern to me is that
the first two operators mentioned have
been the large groups, Jockey Club
Racecourses and ARC.

Musselburgh has, for several years
now, been a beacon of light among

racecourses, setting an example to
most others on how a racecourse can
be run for the benefit of horseracing
as a sport rather than simply as a food
and, particularly, beverage outlet.
Musselburgh has a truly aspirational
management team and, for a long
time, I said that Chester was the only
other track where the management
truly believed that putting on better

prize-money makes for better racing
and benefits the track and all its
customers. More recently York and
Chelmsford have displayed similar
attitudes and deserve the same levels
of praise and support with runners.

Jockey Club Racecourses make
much of the fact that they are run for
the benefit of racing but their prize-
money does not generally come across
as being exceptional, particularly if
you consider the very large number of
pattern races that they have at their
flagship tracks. It often seems to me
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HERE has probably been
some back-slapping after
Royal Ascot among those

responsible for the ‘new’ Queen’s
Vase as the winner of the first,
shortened and upgraded race,
Stradivarius, won this year’s Gold
Cup. That, surely, is one of the
principal objectives of the Queen’s
Vase: to produce future Gold Cup
winners. I wouldn’t argue with that,
but the old Queen’s Vase was pretty
good at uncovering Gold Cup
winners too.  And, when you
consider that this year’s winner,
Kew Gardens, was coming straight
from a run in the Epsom Derby, my
argument, that the new race has
more in common with the King
Edward VII Stakes than any trial for
specialist stayers, still stands.

In the last two Klarions I have
been focussing on the early-closing
entry system for the race and
owners’ contributions to the
increased prize fund. I was very
keen to see what percentage of the
£200,000 would be coming from
owners this year. Finding the details
wasn’t quite as straightforward as I
expected as Ascot choose not to
publish these figures in the racecard
and the Racing Post seem to have
overlooked the initial 83 entries at
£800 – maybe they just couldn’t
believe it.

From what I calculated
previously it would seem that
owners contributed £106,800 (53%)
of the total to this year’s race,
leaving Ascot to find £93,200 from
other sources.
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the horse that got the prize-money would
get the penalty. You could not be forced
up in class without having won a

STAYERS

AND

PAYERS

that they want the quality races, but
they try to run them as cheaply as they
can.

And that brings me to ARC. They
seem to have raised their game a little
in recent years and their All-Weather
Champions day is worthy of praise,
but there is no getting away from the
fact that that ARC racecourses have
close to a monopoly on the bottom
end of the Racehorse Owners
Association racecourse league table
which is based on racecourse
contribution to prize-money. ARC

tracks hold the bottom five spots and,
unless they do something drastic with
their newly acquired track, Ffos Las,
they will now have eight of the
bottom 10.

This is not the kind of future we
want for Musselburgh. We must hope
that East Lothian Council can see the
bigger picture and will act, as they
should, in the public interest.
Musselburgh is a gem of a sporting
venue that needs to be preserved for
the town, for East Lothian, for
Scotland, and for British racing.

commensurate amount of prize-money.
Surely such a system cannot be beyond
the wit of man.       

Viscount Loftus, right, was demoted to second place at Chester


