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EGULAR readers will know that I have always
had a soft spot for the St Leger. There are two main
reasons for my fascination with the race. The first

lies in the distinct characteristics of top-class staying races
on the Flat. My earliest experiences of watching racing live
were at Hamilton Park and, to a lesser extent, at Ayr. 
The nature of Hamilton’s ‘buttonhook’ configuration, to

my mind at least, added extra interest to the races over a mile
and five furlongs. Runners pass the grandstand twice there.
They race in the reverse direction up the straight before
heading left onto the loop, and after climbing steadily uphill
they arrive at the top of the hill with Hamilton’s undulating
straight stretching out before them. I quickly realised that the
races over a distance of ground were far more interesting
than the sprints down the hill into the dip, and the long uphill
slog to the finish.
I watched jockeys saving their mounts for the testing

finishing slope, while others sought to poach an easy lead. In
those days, jockeys such as Johnny Seagrave, Edward Hide
and George Duffield were regulars on the Scottish racing
scene. Sure, they were adept at riding winners over sprint
distances, but their skills were, for me at any rate,
highlighted by races which unfolded in chapters, rather than
in seconds.
The other aspect of the St Leger which appeals to me

surrounds its timing in comparison to the other Classic races.
The oldest Classic, it is also the latest; whereas some now
refer to the Guineas as the last two-year-old races, the road
to the St Leger allows the viewer to review form from across
the season. And across the last decade, at least, it’s amazing
to see the career paths which have led certain horses to the St
Leger crown.
In terms of

winning form,
some have
emerged from
the very highest
class. Kew
Gardens won the
Grand Prix de
Paris (Group 1)
before
descending on Doncaster, while Capri was the Irish Derby
hero. Others have emerged from success in less exalted
company. Arctic Cosmos, Encke and Harbour Law’s last
wins before Leger success all came in handicap company.
Kingston Hill, a Group 1 winner at two, followed the Triple
Crown route, but alas lifted only the third leg. Camelot very
nearly won the Crown in 2012, but lost out to Encke, who
won a Sandown handicap off 90 just eight weeks before
Doncaster.
So I arrived at Doncaster this year excited to see how the

2019 renewal of the race would unfold. Our own Sir Ron
Priestley and Nayef Road had earned their places in the field.
The improving Sir Ron Priestley was fresh from success in

the Group 3 March Stakes, while Nayef Road won the
Gordon Stakes (Group 3) at the Qatar Goodwood Festival,
having previously finished second in the Group 3 Bahrain
Trophy. I was entirely confident that both colts would acquit
themselves well, and while I would have been delighted to
see either Kingsley Park colt win, I was hugely excited for
Franny Norton who has enjoyed such a great year in 2019.
The race itself, while frustrating from the Johnston Racing

standpoint, was not a disappointment. Sir Ron Priestley and
Nayef Road both produced excellent performances to fill the
frame behind Logician, and provided they remain sound and
healthy, they look certain to continue to race with great
credit for their owners, and to give us all huge enjoyment as
they compete at the highest level.
As an event, however, I have to say I felt hugely deflated

by this year’s Doncaster experience. I appreciate that
racecourses have to make money. Simple economics tells us
that without covering costs, courses wouldn’t exist to host
these premium events. So it’s understandable that when a
huge crowd descends upon the course, the management will
want to sell them as much food and drink as they can.
Doncaster’s redevelopment some years ago had many

benefits, to racegoers and horsemen alike. To the latter, the
pre-parade ring and paddock were a welcome improvement
to the old layout. The new stand was long overdue, and
offered improved viewing for the paying public. But to me,
at least at the Leger meeting, the open area, in front of the
old weighing room and leading over to the site of the former
saddling area, has become a bizarre sideshow.
This is, without doubt, the busiest and most popular part

of the racecourse. It is crammed with people in large groups,
eating and in
particular
drinking, with
little apparent
interest in
watching the
racing. It is
circled by
various food and
drinks outlets,
whose shrewd

operators have appreciated that this is where they will shift
most product. To my horror, this year the racecourse decided
to change the orientation of the large screen just past the
winning post to point towards this area. I wonder if any of
the revellers there noticed?
Despite the usual large crowd, I also felt that the profile of

the St Leger was somewhat lower this year. The growing
interest in Irish Champions Weekend has definitely affected
the attention paid towards Doncaster, and it is difficult to see
how this can be regenerated. Poor prize-money, leading to
small fields throughout the meeting, did nothing to help. 
Action is needed to keep the old race in the forefront of

the minds of the racing public.

Off the bridle
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