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N THIS strangest of years, we find ourselves on the
brink of Royal Ascot, writes JOHN SCANLON. Yet as
we enter June, just a little over two weeks from the start
(all being well) of Flat racing’s premier meeting, not a

single two-year-old race has been held in Britain, and none of
the classic contenders has had a public outing. This, of course, is
all due to the Coronavirus pandemic.

Furthermore, although the Ascot festival is scheduled for
June 16-20, the same dates as its original slot in the fixture list,
the meeting is due to be run behind closed doors for the first
time, without the Queen in attendance.

The meeting hosts no less than 20 Group and Listed events,
including eight Group 1 races. For horsemen, trainers, jockeys
and breeders alike, there is no greater feeling than achieving
success at Royal Ascot, the focal point of the British Flat
season.

Royal Ascot’s prestigious handicaps, such as the Royal Hunt
Cup and the Wokingham, are also hugely important to the sport,
as they are generally reckoned to add over £1m in revenue for
racing from the betting levy.

But this year’s event will be somewhat diminished, as the

horses themselves will be competing without the normal
preparation one would associate with an Ascot target. And it was
only on May 22 that the amended programme was revealed. 

There will be six extra races, changes to the running order,
consolation contests for prestigious handicaps and earlier start
times throughout the week. The introduction of the six extra
races across the five days means there will be seven contests on
every day bar Saturday, the final day of the fixture, when there
will be eight races.

Prestigious
The timing of races such as the St James’s Palace Stakes and

the Coronation Stakes will have been uppermost in these
deliberations. These prestigious Group 1 mile events
traditionally provide the first opportunity for the winners of the
English, Irish and French Guineas to be tested against each
other. With some uncertainty still surrounding the resumption of
racing in Britain and Ireland and the reversal of the decision to
allow racing at the Paris tracks in France, it’s currently hard to
imagine how these particular races can fulfil their normal
function of helping to determine the cream of the crop of
European three-year-old milers.

Take, by way of an example, the events leading to the 1996
renewal of the St James’s Palace Stakes, won by the Johnston
yard with Stuart Morrison’s Cadeaux Genereux colt, Bijou
d’Inde. On May 4, the 2,000 Guineas took place in Newmarket;
Bijou d’Inde ran a fabulous race, leading on the stands’ side of
the track, and losing out by just a short head and a head to Mark
of Esteem.

At Longchamp on May 12, Ashkalani, already the winner of
a Group 3 event over course and distance at the end of April,
defeated Spinning World, who finished third in the same prep
race, by three-quarters of a length in the Poule d’Essai des
Poulains (French 2,000 Guineas).

A fortnight later, on May 26 at the Curragh, Spinning World
landed the Irish 2,000 Guineas from Rainbow Blues, while
Bijou d’Inde, who lost a shoe during the race, finished fourth.

The St James’s Palace Stakes, that year run on June 18,
brought all three Guineas winners together and also featured
Beauchamp King, who finished third in the Irish race, and
Cayman Kai, fourth at Longchamp. Bookmakers favoured
Ashkalani, sent off the 13/8 favourite.

The early leader was Clive Brittain’s World Premier, from
whom Jason Weaver and Bijou d’Inde took over the running
after a quarter of a mile. Thereafter, Bijou d’Inde was at the
head of affairs, with Mick Kinane on Ashkalani tracking him on
the inside rail.

Turning for home, Bijou d’Inde was still in the lead,
travelling strongly on the rail. With a furlong to race, Ashkalani
eased past him on the outer, and looked to have the upper hand.
Bijou refused to be beaten, however, and responded gamely to
Jason’s urgings to score by a head. Spinning World never really
got into the race, finishing sixth, with Mark of Esteem behind
in eighth.

This was a typical example of the thrilling races the St
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James’s Palace Stakes can produce, and there is little doubt that
the race produced a winner of the highest class in Bijou d’Inde,
who continued to race at the very top level, finishing second in
the Eclipse, and third in the Juddmonte International later in the
year.

While it’s unlikely this
year’s renewal of the race
will feature horses with
such convincing
credentials, let’s hope the
revisions to the
programme made by
Ascot and the BHA work
out as well as can be expected and produce racing of the highest
class.

For training establishments such as Johnston Racing, this
most unorthodox of Ascot festivals presents a puzzle. Mark
would have preferred the meeting, and indeed the whole racing
programme, to have been pushed back by a month, as suggested

by Andrew Balding.  
“I have hardly given Royal Ascot a thought so far,” Mark said

in mid-May, before the programme was published on May 23. 
“We would normally be compiling a table of possible runners

by now. But do we even know what the races are yet?”
As far as the two-

year-old races are
concerned, Mark
acknowledges the
particular difficulties
faced by handlers. 

“We have a pecking
order, as usual,” he said.

“But that normally gets greatly revised before Royal Ascot
with almost every two-year-old winner being considered an
Ascot prospect in the first two months. I have no idea how it
will work this year.”

As far as the Gold Cup is concerned, last year’s Leger third,
Nayef Road, is an intended runner, all being well.

PUZZLE Six races added
to the meeting

Bijou d’Inde and Jason Weaver (left) win the St James’s Palace Stakes in 1996

Let’s hope the revisions to
the programme work out as

well as can be expected


