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IKE many people, I am sure, I was surprised to read a
letter from Flat jockey Sophie Ralston in the
‘Lettters’ page of the Racing Post on January 6. In

her missive, which appeared under the tagline ‘I’m a jockey
and deserve to be given a chance’, Sophie issued a cri de
coeur to trainers to be given opportunities to ride.

A winner of the Apprentice Training Series last year,
Sophie explained that she had found the rides drying up since
having to join the professional ranks when she turned 26 in
September. She pointed out that last year was her most
successful to date, with nine wins, and argued that she could
win lots more races ‘if I was given better opportunities.’

Although I have never really watched Sophie in action or
formed any opinion of her abilities as a rider, I have a certain
measure of sympathy for her. It strikes me that when someone

is taking his or her first strides on a chosen career path, the
departure point is often a matter of luck. Success in racing, at
least at the lower levels of the sport, is not a meritocracy, and
while it would be pleasing for one’s skills to be recognised
by one’s peers, it would be naive to imagine that all travellers
are treated as equals and enjoy equal opportunities along the
way.

Recognising her relatively disadvantageous position, in
writing to the press Sophie has shown a determination to do
all she can to preserve her career and to continue riding as a
professional. She has shown an admirable lack of pride and
even a degree of bravery in taking matters into her own hands
in such a novel and enterprising way.
It would be nice to see some additional opportunities come
her way.

Off the bridle
by JOHN SCANLON

L

N our December edition, I wrote about ‘Project 236’
and set out a schedule of the winners Mark and the
team would require to chalk up in each month of this

year to set a new record for the total number of British Flat
wins in a calendar year.

For January, I indicated that seven wins would be
required, and I’m delighted to say that The British Lion’s
win on January 28 was the yard’s seventh of the year. 

The required tally for February is also seven; watch this
space!
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OU would be entitled to think that finding topics
about which to write in a monthly column would be
a fairly straightforward business. I determined fairly

early on last month that I would like to write about the furore
which followed the BHA’s directive that horses must wear
hind shoes in a race. Before I could commit my thoughts to
paper, the regulatory authority found itself on the back foot
again as the decision of the Uttoxeter stewards to punish
Henry Oliver and a reactive and rather ill-judged press release
on the subject provoked another wave of invective from some
leading figures in the industry.

Hardly a day passes at the moment without someone else
expressing their tuppence worth on these issues. It’s hard to
find something original to say about them, or to write
something with any confidence that the controversy will not
have moved on by the time the Klarion pops through your
letter-box.

Fear of the establishment of a new and different regulatory
body to oversee racehorse welfare is cited as the reason for
the BHA’s recent activities in the area of welfare. To an
extent, I can see why the BHA is concerned, and I am aware
that there has been some, limited, interest in parliament on the
matter.

The BHA is indeed beleaguered, and this is a time where
they need to tread carefully before making major
pronouncements. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the ‘hind
shoes’ issue, and it would be wrong of me to claim any
specialist knowledge of that subject, something is clearly
wrong when the policy fails to take account of the views of
such accomplished and experienced horsemen as Mick

Easterby and Harvey Smith.
Rules are rules on the other hand, and the Uttoxeter

stewards were, arguably, simply applying the rule when
sanctioning Oliver for his well-intended efforts in
encouraging Burrenbridge Hotel to participate in the race for
which he had been entered. But faced with some hefty
criticism from the likes of Messrs King, Henderson and
McCoy, the BHA were swift to release a statement, a
statement which, in referring to the ‘free will’ of horses to
race, was a clear attempt to play the welfare card in dealing
with the controversy.

Some of the vitriol directed at the Oliver penalty was, I
think, overstated. Although Oliver’s actions were modest and
carried out in good faith, there were precedents for
punishments of this type, and the fine was minor. It would
perhaps have been fairer of the critics to say ‘here is a rule
that needs changing’, but the BHA statement in response led
to a clear concern that the BHA’s determination to follow the
welfare line is, as I suggested last month, far too proactive.

With the Cheltenham Festival around the corner and the
Grand National not too far away, the issue of racehorse
welfare is likely to be more to the fore in the national press
than it is at any other time of the year. The BHA must tread
warily, and look before it leaps into any further ill-advised
comment or action.

And given their predilection for employing officials from
Australia, the news that electric shock devices to make horses
run faster had been found at the yard of Aussie trainer Darren
Weir must be sending shock waves (no pun intended) in their
direction.
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