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RITING on the ‘Keep Owners in Racing’ blog
published on September 29, Jon Hughes makes
both an interesting observation and a

fascinating suggestion. 
He notes that after a busy period of phone calls and Zoom

meetings in pushing for the urgent adoption of a racing
recovery plan, he perceives a difference in response between
‘those who are in salaried leadership roles’ and those ‘who
are active investors in the sport’, particularly owners and
breeders.

He doesn’t say so in as many words, but the clear
implication is that those who are passionate about the sport
are being let down by those for whom it is only a job.

With the probability of racing continuing without crowds
for six months, and with the racing industry paralysed
behind the present dysfunctional tripartite structure, Hughes
calls for the urgent establishment of a rapid action force that
‘grasps the challenges, maps out radical initiatives,
determines highly practical solutions and implements them
to an aggressive timeline.’

He also envisages a small core team that is genuinely
representative of racing, and accepts that a senior executive
from racing’s current leadership would need to be involved,
together with an external ‘influencer’. In short, Hughes calls
for a task force which would be ‘a coalition of competent,
capable and committed change-agents.’

Hughes and his partner in the campaign, Ged Shields, are
to be congratulated for the energy and work they are
investing in seeking to push racing forward to a realistic
recovery plan as it faces an unparalleled crisis. The least
their new suggestion deserves is serious consideration.

Rather than dismiss the idea on account of the obvious
difficulties it engenders (for example, agreeing who might
form part of such a team, and narrow-minded jealousy on
the part of existing members of racing’s leadership who
might feel their roles are being usurped), perhaps this is an
intervention all sectors in racing should take seriously, and if
the idea does gain some traction, can I suggest that someone
assembling such a task force could do worse than to include
Mark Johnston and James Willoughby in the team?
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ACK at the start of September, my eye was drawn
to an interesting piece by Craig Thake in the
‘Another View’ section of the Racing Post. 

In a piece headed ‘Legends not honoured in enough
races’, Craig notes that the achievements of the 1985
fillies’ triple crown winner, Oh So Sharp, have been
recognised by having a race named in her honour. He
reckons that of more than 160 Group races in Britain, just
20 are named after famous thoroughbreds.

Calling for more recognition of the equine stars of the
last 35 years, Craig suggests the Royal Lodge Stakes should
be renamed the Frankel Stakes, the September Stakes the
Enable Stakes, and the Lonsdale Cup the Stradivarius Cup.
In support of his argument, Craig argues that
implementation of this kind of policy ‘may make people
new to the sport wonder why a race is named so.’ 

It’s an argument which undoubtedly has some merit, in
that I am happy to agree that the sport does not make as
much use of the equine champions in its rich history as it
should do. But when he goes on to suggest that ‘finding out
about legends of the Turf is far more interesting than

learning that the Nassau Stakes acknowledges the
friendship between the 5th Duke of Richmond and the
House of Orange-Nassau,’ I have to part company with him.

Firstly, I would be concerned about the phenomenon so
evident in modern popular culture to have a higher regard
for recent people and achievements than for those of the
past, with the danger that stars of an earlier era would be
ignored. 

For example, why should the Lonsdale Cup be renamed
after Stradivarius? Yes, he won the race in 2018 and 2019;
but no fewer than six horses have won the race twice since
1992, including a certain Double Eclipse.

Secondly, who would choose what horses deserve to be
honoured, and what criteria would need to be fulfilled?
Lastly, I think there would be a real danger that interest in
the wider traditions and history of British racing, one of its
few positive selling points in these financially trying times,
would be diminished.

Hopefully, Craig’s article may have sparked some
interest within the racing community about making the most
of, and telling the tales about, our equine superstars.

WNER John Dance made a telling point recently in
attempting to explain why he has decided to cut back
on his investment in the sport next year.

Speaking on the excellent Nick Luck Daily Podcast, he
effectively linked the twin evils of poor prize-money and the
handicap system in describing his frustration with racing at the
moment.

‘There are a variety of things that niggle over time,’ he told

Nick Luck, ‘and the handicap system is one that frustrates the
life out of me.’ 

Explaining that he doesn’t get any sense of achievement
from ‘teeing a horse up’, he went on to muse: ‘Maybe this does
come back to prize-money . . . a lack of prize-money effectively
encourages people to tee their horses up for one of those kinds
of paydays as it’s the only way they can make the game pay’.
It’s hard to argue with that.
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