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A Personal View
FTER THE Goodwood

festival, which (for all its

glories) was marred by a

serious punch-up, an

excellent article by Lee Mottershead was

published in the Racing Post beneath the

headline: 'Drink, drugs and fighting the

biggest turn-off for racing's fan base'.

Twenty-one years ago, I wrote

something along near-identical lines after

a day at the Guineas. I had not long since

fallen madly in love with racing;

however I was deeply alarmed, not just

by the loutish behaviour on display at the

big meetings, but by the fact that it was

openly tolerated. The thinking seemed to

be that, even if a sizeable part of the

crowd did get catatonically drunk,

unnerving other racegoers and (more

importantly) the horses, this was a price

worth paying for bringing in a ‘new

audience’.

Some people within the sport were

very annoyed by my piece, which I

suppose undermined the modernising

mantra that had taken hold. The more

irritable branded me a snob, a trouble-

maker; the more charming invited me to

lunch to persuade me that a fight on a

racecourse was as rare as a solar eclipse.

Normal racegoers, however,

overwhelmingly agreed with what I had

written. Quite simply, they wanted to be

able to enjoy the big meetings without

feeling that they might at any moment be

engulfed in a combination of a rugby

scrum and Hogarth's 'Gin Lane'.

INCE I wrote that first piece,

what has been achieved? If Lee's

article is anything to go by, then

the answer is: not much. On Twitter he

wrote: 'Racing cannot afford to lose or

alienate people who go racing for the

actual racing.' Yet that is exactly what is

happening.

The past year, although a horrible time

for the sport, was also an opportunity, a

period in which to debate in depth vital

issues such as this one. In the absence of

crowds racing could have – as it were -

reset itself; having pondered the question

of how, and to whom, it is marketed, and

exactly what is meant by this incessant

talk of appealing to the wider public.

The aim, which clearly underpins the

thinking at ITV Racing, sounds

unarguable. Yet it has to be done

cleverly. One new racegoer who will

return is worth 100 who will never do so.

It is ridiculous to displace a devoted

army of followers in order to attract one

that is transient, fickle and disengaged. 

Of course, loyalists are regarded as an

ageing demographic, who fail to

understand that the sport must attract

youth. Well: as a Generation Xer I can

confirm that I have quite a few more

Derbies left in me, if only I still wanted

to go; and the logic that getting off one’s

face at Ascot aged 19 will lead to a

lifetime of racegoing is, dare I suggest,

somewhat flawed. Surely it makes sense

to bring in slightly older people, who are

less likely to be on the pull and off the

leash, and whose children might then

inherit their settled passion (as I did from

my father). 

OR does it help when – for

instance - ITV dismisses this

year’s Eclipse as a contest for

‘the purist’. That term, like

‘traditionalist’, is now deployed as an

insult, as if it signifies that racing is all

about inclusivity rather than elitism – I

take the wider point, but in this context it

is wholly counter-productive. Putative

racegoers want to be enthused, not told

that a Group One is scarcely worth

watching.

And yes, compared with a simple

spectacle such as the Grand National,

Flat racing is a complex and subtle

business. It rarely does fairytales, nor

indeed sentiment, and an excitable pre-

written narrative – such as Enable’s third

Arc - is liable to be upended in the home

straight. But this unpredictability, this

elusiveness, the strange victories like

that of Serpentine’s Derby, have to be

embraced rather than resented. Only

when a spectator sees a race like the

2021 Eclipse as an enthralling

conundrum (all those intriguing form

lines!) rather than a non-event best

watched through the bottom of a glass,

will racing have truly succeeded in its

attempts to increase its fanbase. 

In other words: selling the thing itself

has to be at the heart of selling racing.

Because if nothing more substantial is

sold than the day out, with its booze, its

bands, and its blind eye turning, then the

sport will take two steps back for every

one that it moves forward. 

N the outside world, which is

where I am, racing has an image

problem. Perceptions have been

damaged – sometimes justifiably - by

stories of on-course yobbishness and

inadequate horse welfare. Yet at the same

time, paradoxically, it has a favourable

image. 

Flat racing in particular retains,

somewhat miraculously, a kind of

mystique, an ability to cast a gorgeous

heady spell. I’m quite sure that there is a

bigger audience out there, of people to

whom a day’s racing represents, in their

minds, something atmospheric and

magical - because it really is an

experience like no other. Why, therefore,

the desire to make it like everything

else? 

As several Twitter users rightly

observed, in response to Lee

Mottershead's piece, the kind of

behaviour that caused the Goodwood

incident is a societal issue, not a racing

issue: there is a deadly tendency in

Britain to equate being high as a kite

with having a good time. But racing - not

least because crowds have the immense

privilege of inhabiting the same arena as

precious, valuable, highly-strung animals

- cannot throw its hands in the air and

say 'not my problem'. 

ESISTANCE, not passivity, is

required. So too is the

establishment of racecourses as

a refuge from the less lovely traits of

modern life, rather than the place where

one can rely upon finding them. 
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DO YOU have strong views on a

racing-related subject? If so,

send a piece of no more than

1,000 words to the Klarion at the

postal or email address given on

Kickback, page 7. 
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