
6

The first three letters in Kickback
were written to the Racing Post in
response to an attack by the
paper’s editor-in-chief Alan Byrne
on trainers Mark Johnston and
Ralph Beckett for seeking the
immediate removal of the BHA boss
Nick Rust, who resigned in January
but does not step down until the
end of the year.  They believe he
should not be leading the BHA on
numerous important issues,
including the industry’s response to
the Coronavirus crisis, during his
drawn-out departure. The Post has
not printed the letters which have
since been passed to the Kingsley
Klarion.

As a fair-minded publication, I trust you
are open to the notion that views very
different to your own should be available
for consideration on the subject of what
may represent racing’s best interests in
these horrific times. 

I do not need to repeat the details of
the significant loss of life and
catastrophic impact this pandemic is
having on society. You preface your
comments with sufficient detail of this. It
appears however that you do so to create
the impression that the people you then
attack (Johnston and Beckett) are not at
all mindful of the tragedy unfolding
daily. This is unfounded. 

You comment that there is a
constituency within racing that believes
racing should be free to do what it likes
when it likes, but you offer not one shred
of evidence that this is the case.
Moreover, you clearly believe in fact that
you, with the outlet of your publication at
your disposal, can attack and insult with
impunity. 

Part of your defence of Nick Rust is
that he took flack over the staging of
Cheltenham that was unfair and
unfounded. I agree, but it goes with the
job description. The fact that was so does
not lend itself to a conclusion that he is
the right leader to take racing forward.
The public and media abuse, post-
Cheltenham, is of much more relevance

to the notion that society must give
permission for racing to resume and that
racing has lost the goodwill of the public. 

Racing has never had the goodwill of
the public. There are supporters of it, a
vast majority who view it with
indifference and a small but vocal
extreme group who have been given a
voice by the media and some politicians
who would rather see it erased from
existence. 

Why does racing have to pander to
those who clearly ignore the facts, yet
still feel entitled to berate and abuse and
deny minorities (racing participants) their
right to go about their jobs and lives?

We all understand the need for
pragmatism but to pander to perception
driven by those hostile to racing’s very
existence should not be racing's
operating rationale. That racing must
move forward in conjunction with the
Government's decisions on the easing of
restrictions in line with its five criteria is
a given. The central issue for all moving
forward is that of managing public
gatherings and ensuring safe social
distancing. 

The resumption plans, at the very
least, acknowledge that the sport will
recommence behind closed doors. More
radical plans detail quarantined racing
hubs. In these circumstances the fallout
from Cheltenham is an irrelevance and
should be managed as such, not used as
an excuse to become reactive rather than
proactive in how racing tackles its ability
to restart. 

You voice the opinion that as someone
sitting on the resumption planning
committee, Ralph Beckett has done
himself and the sport a disservice. It is as
rational to argue that if concerns are held
regarding a lack of leadership and
consequently the lack of progress, it is
perfectly permissible for a party in the
process to express those concerns. You
share Nick Rust's view that management
of public perceptions is the key to
progress. It is not a panacea and a
contrary view is not shameful. 

Mark Johnston’s history as a director
of the BHA is irrelevant to whether he
should express his opinions now on his
assessment on the performance of its
leader. No one would disagree that if
asked for his opinion he will give it. He
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is certainly sufficiently time served in
racing to be entitled to do so. 

You speak with much confidence and
glowing praise of the BHA CEO but do
not actually provide any tangible
evidence of how he is promoting racing’s
cause currently. The only sin that I can
see Ralph Beckett and Mark Johnston
have committed is to have a view on
whether the sports regulatory chief is
actively and adequately pursuing racing
participants' desire to bring the sport
back as soon as is safely practicable. It
would be a dereliction of duty to their
staff, horses and owners if they failed to
do so. 

A recent BHA press release talked of
racing’s values - to be respectful and not
single out individuals unfairly for
carrying out their role. Not something
you would appear to hold to in your
treatment of Messrs Beckett and
Johnston. There are obviously differing
opinions on whether Mr Rust is the right
leader right now. He is stepping down
soon and some may feel he does not have
the same passion for racing’s future as
the participants he leaves behind. 

You state that Beckett and Johnston
may have done serious harm to racing's
cause, but you do not make a case for
that view. They have the standing and
passion and financial interests for
themselves, their families, staff and
owners to be entitled to express their
views. 

If public division, as you state, is
harmful then why does the CEO of the
betting industry's trade advertiser partake
in it. If you are simply an observer with a
duty to report then report, do not
bombard the racing public with your
controversial opinion. It is feasibly
equally harmful to racing’s cause. 

Mel Roberts
Owner with Richard Fahey

******

The shameful criticism of Ralph Beckett
by some in the media, as well as some
prominent figures in racing and
Government, completely misses the point
and ignores the key issue. Ralph wrote a
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private letter to the chair of the BHA
expressing his concerns. He has every
right to do that. He copied in some other
trainers prominent in NTF politics so
they knew what he was doing. The
matter would have stayed private, had
not someone who saw the letter leaked it
to the press.

Why did they do that? Obviously, to
cause trouble. And it has.

Ralph believes that it was someone in
the BHA and the evidence would support
the theory. So why have we not heard an
outcry from the media and the BHA
about the sneaky leaker who needs to be
sought out and fired (if he or she does
indeed work for the BHA). The BHA,
and all who work there, are tasked with
upholding the good name of racing . . .
and it is that person, not Ralph Beckett,
on whom the spotlight should be shone. 

So why did the media not call for the
leaker to be found? Because the media is
so used to feeding off leaks that they turn
a blind eye to the lack of integrity that is
attached to almost every leak in racing.
Why? Because it would expose a high
level of hypocrisy if they called for the
head of a leaker when they chomp on the
very leaks that form the foundations of
their business and livelihoods.

The sanctimonious twaddle that has
been pedalled over this issue does no
credit to a man who cares enough that he
wrote to the head of the governing body
of racing expressing his concerns and
views. It was a private matter. The culprit
is not Ralph but the person who made it
public because if it had stayed private, as
Ralph intended, it would not have shown
racing in the poor light that has
transpired. We now need the media and
the BHA to call for an inquiry to find out
who that trouble maker is. Do I expect
that to happen? Pull the other one! 

Peter Savill
Wicklow, Ireland

******

It is not unusual for Mark Johnston to
kick the occasional hornets’ nest but the
reaction from the Racing Post to the call
from him and Ralph Beckett was ill-
considered and sensational.

If I understand Mark and Ralph
correctly, to paraphrase, they remarked
that a person who had already handed in
their resignation (Nick Rust) was not
likely to be very courageous or
imaginative in their twilight year or
during this difficult crisis. I did not read

this as being a personal jibe but just
realistic.

On one day I was congratulating the
Racing Post for some decent journalism
and research that rubbished The
Guardian’s claim that the Cheltenham
Festival caused a spike in Coronavirus
cases in Gloucestershire, and the next I
was amazed at the lack of understanding
of our sport’s particular needs and a
rather silly conclusion that Mark and
Ralph may have caused a further delay to
restarting racing.

Racing has taken a great deal of notice
of public opinion in recent years (take
the debates of whip use and the dumbing
down of the Grand National course as
examples). The view that racing cannot
think of itself as a special case and
cannot restart unless it has full backing
from the public ignores the unique
factors in our industry of which the
public is probably unaware or is not
likely to have considered. 

If one cannot play tennis or golf the
racquet and clubs can be left in the hall
cupboard. Horses are rather different. If
owners or trainers run out of money the
horses cannot just be turned out in the
nearest field. There are huge welfare
issues here and it is the duty of all of us,
and especially the racing press, to do
anything we can to aid a restart and
protect the horses’ interests as well as an
important industry’s interests. 

Rather than slate individuals who are
trying to organise a sensible restart, the
Racing Post could use its time better
educating the public and putting our case
across.

Jane Knight
Rutland

************

We’re with you, Mark
I have been following the story of Mark
Johnston’s demand for BHA chief
executive Nick Rust to step down and I
am in 100% agreement. In my opinion
the man has little interest in horse racing
and is just a yes man on a very
substantial salary.

I run a syndicate and have nine horses
with Tom Clover in Newmarket and as
an owner I am totally disgusted with the
ROA, the BHA and the Jockey Club.  I
have sent emails to them all and to date
had no replies.  It just shows that there is
no appreciation of owners, none
whatsoever.

This is a letter of support for Mark
from me and my and my 80 owners.
Unfortunately, the higher powers have
closed ranks on Mark but I bet there are a
lot more people out there who support
him. We wish you well, and if we could
help in any way, you can count on our
full support.

Tony Elliott
Rogues Gallery Racing 

************

Great stuff in the Klarion!
I seldom get a chance to read much of
magazines even when life is normal, but
now that it is anything but that I have
afforded myself time to do so. And may I
say how very much I have enjoyed the
May Kingsley Klarion? 

The Shamardal story, Mark’s own
experience of Covid-19, Mr Scanlon’s
opinion of the Racing Post, the BHA etc .
. . it’s just great stuff.

When it first appeared in my mail I
rather thought what a cheek; I don’t want
to read about the heroics and hard sell of
another trainer. And why should I receive
one anyway? I am however delighted to
receive one and learn something new
each time I read it. So thank you, Mark,
and your team very much.

I hope we return to racing very soon
and that your horses do not get too much
in the way of mine when we do.

Jonny Portman
Whitcoombe House Stables 
Upper Lambourn

The Klarion welcomes
your letters 

Send to: 
klarion@johnston.racing

or
Kingsley Klarion, Kingsley

Park, Park Lane, Middleham,
DL8 4QZ. 

Please include your name,
postal address and a telephone

contact number.
Letters may be edited


