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HAT do rockers Slade, the

Count of Monte Cristo, and a

pair of binoculars have in

common? Well, they were all

chosen by Mark Johnston when he was the

castaway on the long-running BBC radio

show Desert Island Discs. 

First broadcast in 1942, the guest is

invited to choose eight music recordings, a

book and a luxury item they would like to

have with them if marooned on a desert

island. Their choices provide a background

against which their lives can be reviewed.

More than 3,200 shows have been

broadcast, and since 2018, the Radio Four

show has been presented by Lauren

Laverne.

She began by introducing Mark on the

June 21 show as ‘a lynchpin of British Flat

racing’ and explaining that he was the most

prolific trainer of winners in British horse

racing history. When asked what drives his

ambition, Mark confessed that he was

“driven more by the fear of failure than the

goal of success” and was “frightened to take

his foot off the pedal”. 

He said the love of racing had come from

his father who “used to take me to the

bookies on a Saturday morning.

“I’d have to stand outside, or if it was

raining he might sneak me in and I’d stand

under the counter. Then we’d go to my

grandmother’s house and watch the

televised racing on Grandstand. But I really

got the bug when dad bought a horse of his

own.”

Mark’s first choice of music was Slade’s

‘Get Down and Get With It’. 

“In my very early teens, I was listening to

music but not buying records yet,” Mark

explained. “I decided to choose a band to

follow, and I chose Slade. This track is now

the ringtone on my phone.”

Mark discussed his early days in East

Kilbride, south of Glasgow, and in

Aberfoyle, just north of Glasgow. He felt it

was appropriate to pick a song which

summed up Glasgow culture, so chose

Paolo Nutini’s ‘Pencil Full Of Lead’ as his

second track.

Speaking of Aberfoyle, Mark told Lauren

that when he was 14, he kept a whippet as a

pet, and with the encouragement and

support of a local resident, Flora Lindsay, he

got into the world of pedigree whippet

racing. Working on the theory of feeding

them well, and working them hard, he took

a job washing dishes in the local Bailie

Nicol Jarvie Hotel, specifically so he could

clear leftovers from the dishes to feed to his

dogs! 

Mark’s third choice of music reflected the

period in his youth when he spent a lot of

time with his cousin David, who ran a

restaurant in Aberfoyle, while Mark was a

student. David had home-made cassettes of

his favourite music in his car. One started

with Billy Joel’s ‘You May Be Right’, “and

it brings back great memories”.

People have been entertained on social

media recently by video musical offerings

of  Deirdre and Angus Johnston, and it was

their version of Shania Twain’s ‘You’re Still

The One’, with Angus singing and Deirdre

on backing vocals, that Mark chose next.

Having described his early relationship with

Deirdre as ‘tumultuous,’ he said when she

went off to college people said it wouldn’t

last. “But this song sums it up, you’re still

the one,” he said.

He discussed his time as a vet and

recalled the early days of his training career

by the sea in Lincolnshire when his gallops

on the beach were an RAF bombing range.

He dismissed the common misconception

that he instructs jockeys to adopt front-

running tactics, saying it

would be pointless

because it’s impossible to

know what speed the

other horses will

travel at. 

The fifth

choice of

music,

‘Romeo and

Juliet’, by

Dire Straits, was

accompanied by

further discussion of

Mark’s relationship

with Deirdre, whom he

had met in Aberfoyle

when she was 10 and he

13; Deirdre’s grandparents

had a house in Aberfoyle, and

when they passed away

Deirdre’s family used the house

as a holiday home. The young

Deirdre was already into horses. 

“Deirdre likes to say she had a

pony, and my dad had a field,”

Mark said. Asked about

Deirdre’s

importance to the

business, Mark

was emphatic in

his response. 

“Looking

back,” he told

Lauren, “I
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MARK’S PERFORMANCE on Desert

Island Discs drew plenty of plaudits on

social media and congratulatory emails.

Typical of the messages sent to him were

the following: 

Claire Blades wrote: “I'm sorry to hear

that you sometimes get hate mail. I

thought I'd send you some fan mail

instead. I just happened to switch on

Radio 4 this morning and caught you on

Desert Island Discs. I found what you said

about your relationship with Deirdre

inspirational and moving. I enjoyed the

singing from Deirdre and Angus. 

“Wikipedia informs me that your stable

motto is "Always Trying". I prefer Yoda's

take: "Do or do not, there is no try." You

seem to have mastered the art of "doing"

very well, most importantly at family life.

Well done. May you all have many more

happy years together.”

Julia Organ said: “Your music choice in

these extraordinary times was very

uplifting. I felt I was at a party. You should
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MARK CHOSE as one of his Desert

Island Discs, the Shania Twain song

You’re Still The One  --  but not the version

by Shania herself.

Instead, he chose the performance by his

wife Deirdre and their 25-year-old son

Angus, with Angus on guitar and lead

vocals and his mum on backing vocals.

The duo made something of a name for

themselves during racing’s shutdown,

entertaining viewers on social media

channels with their “Kingsley House

Acoustic Sessions”, which they started for

a bit of fun shortly after the lockdown

because of Coronavirus began.

Word of their harmonies and talents

soon spread, and they were featured on

Racing TV’s Luck on Sunday programme

with a song from the sitting room of their

Kingsley House home. They were also part

of a collage of singers on video during the

end-of-the-show spot on ITV Racing

during Royal Ascot.

The performances drew plenty of

admiring comments on social media.  

“What a great effort from Deirdre

Johnston and her son Angus. Even I would

stay after racing to listen to them,” said Pat

Harkin.

Alan Park wrote: “A huge well done to

Deirdre and Angus for the brilliant

singsongs during lockdown. The quality of

music was excellent, as was the variety. It

was such a pick-up during quite dull times

and showed the true spirit of Team

Johnston and the ‘Always Trying’

mentality.”

And another Twitter user conjured up an

image that would be worth seeing with his

post reading: “Amazing . . . I keep thinking

Charlie and Mark are going to appear from

the kitchen banging pots and pans! Can we

please have the full Von Trapp family

ensemble?”

don’t know how anyone could do a job like

this without having a partner thoroughly

involved in the business.” 

After praising Deirdre’s skill as a rider

and acknowledging what that brings to the

business, Mark admitted: “I certainly could

not have done it without her.”

His next musical selection was ‘I Knew

The Bride (When She Used to Rock and

Roll)’ by Dave Edmunds, which Mark

explained with a laugh had made his list

simply because “I could listen to those lyrics

day in, day out, on a desert island”.

HINGS took on a slightly darker

tone when he turned to his next

choice, which he said was inspired

by the hate mail he has become accustomed

to receiving from losing punters. It was ‘Not

Ready To Make Nice’ by the Dixie Chicks,

the Texan girl band who had received death

threats and abuse when they expressed their

opposition to the Second Iraq War. That,

said Mark, allowed him to keep the abuse he

receives in perspective.

The music selection was completed by

Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Don’t Stop’. “Rumours

is one of the greatest albums, if not the

greatest album, ever and I had to have

something by Fleetwood Mac,” Mark

declared. And asked which one track he

would be determined to save if threatened

by the waves, he replied promptly: “It would

have to be Don’t Stop”.

In addition to the recordings, castaways

are asked to choose a book and a luxury item

to take with them. Mark chose the classic

19th Century novel ‘The Count of Monte

Cristo’, by Alexandre Dumas, because it had

so many characters in it “I could read it time

and time again and get something new each

time”.

The programme was rounded off by

Mark saying his luxury item would be one

of the tools of his trade, a pair of binoculars.

In classic pragmatic style, he  pointed out

“there are so many uses of a good pair of

binoculars....and I can look for boats going

past as well!”

To hear the programme featuring Mark,
it can be found online by searching for
“Desert Island Discs Mark Johnston”.
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write your memoirs if you haven’t

already”

Clive Washbourn, summing up the

response of many listeners, said simply: “I

just wanted to say that I absolutely loved

listening to you on Desert Island Discs this

morning. Charming, interesting and a

great story.”
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