
Y FIRST  job after

graduating in 1983 was

with Smith and Stewart,

Veterinary Surgeons, in

Newtownstewart, County Tyrone,

Northern Ireland. The founder and

senior partner in the practice was Bob

Smith and, through our mutual interest

in horses and horseracing, we quickly

became close friends. Bob’s support, as

a fledgling vet and a fledgling trainer,

has been invaluable and he has had

horses, or shares in horses, with me

throughout: from the inauspicious

Castle Brae to his current shares in

Kingsley Park 20 and 29.

I learned a huge amount from Bob in

a very short time, mostly about horse

and cattle medicine and surgery, but

there is one lesson which he was

probably unaware of teaching me and

which I called upon just recently after

almost 40 years.

After just a few weeks working for

Bob, when one particularly difficult

client was dissatisfied with my

diagnosis and asked to see the boss, he

told me never to get down or

disheartened if the customers preferred

to see one of the partners. ‘The name

above the door is Smith’, he said, ‘and

they come here because they want to

see Smith. When the name above the

door is Johnston, they’ll be wanting to

see Johnston.’

I was grateful for the reassurance at

the time but, more than that, the wisdom

of what he was saying stuck with me

and I soon realised that it was

particularly true in businesses such as
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veterinary practices and racing stables

where, due to governing authorities’

rules, much of the goodwill is vested in

the individuals who are qualified and/or

licensed to trade. I also realised that it

works both ways and that those whose

name is not ‘above the door’, never

quite getting due recognition for their

contribution, don’t have to take ultimate

responsibility for their actions: there is

always the option to pass the buck.

HEREFORE, with Charlie’s

ever-growing role in Johnston

Racing over the past five years,

it was inevitable, when the BHA

introduced the option of ‘training

partnerships’, that we would go down

this route sooner rather than later.

Many, including myself and Charlie,

Same name - new insp

AM VERY grateful to Henry

Bradley of the BHA licensing

department; Weatherbys’ racing

administration department; our solicitor,

Ken Stenger; and last, but by no means

least, our own office racing administration

team of Alex, Coral and Kieran, for

guiding us through the process of adding

Charlie to the training licence. Without

their help, it wouldn’t have happened. I

would have given up at quite an early

stage.

The process of applying for a trainer’s

licence has changed quite dramatically

since I first applied in 1986 and, while all

changes have been made with the best of

intentions, the resultant procedure is

something of a ‘dog’s dinner’. Layer upon

layer of new tests, checks and balances

have been added to what, dare I say, was a

flawed and archaic system. We now have a

new prefabricated house built on ancient

foundations and, like the ‘prefabs’ I

remember from my childhood, it is a

temporary structure that will not stand the

test of time and, no doubt, will leak in bad

weather. Like so many of the systems in

British racing administration, (e.g. the

handicap system) it requires a radical

thinker to come along, scrap it, and start

again.

I am a supporter of the BHA initiative

that introduced ‘training partnerships’ – if

that were not the case, we would not have

done it – but I don’t think it goes far

enough and I think it is time somebody

looked at what we are trying to achieve by

the licensing process and devised a

structure to benefit the industry into the

future.

All I have said about the name above

the door applies principally to small and/or

privately owned businesses. Companies,

as most of us know, are entities in their

I
own right and companies can achieve

brand recognition and earn their own

goodwill from customers. But companies

can’t hold a licence to train racehorses.

Why not?

Presumably, apart from the fact that the

licensing system has evolved from the

time when trainers were, effectively,

owners’ employed grooms, the authorities

think it is best and easiest to have an

individual who is assessed, licensed and

held ultimately responsible for adherence

to the rules. But in other sports it is the

teams – Manchester United, McLaren, etc

– which are licensed and they are still

effectively regulated.

N racing the nearest thing we have to

a corporate entity training horses is

Godolphin and it is a great success.

Of course we all know that Charlie

Appleby is now the most successful trainer

that Godolphin has employed but, with all

due respect to Charlie, Godolphin is

‘bigger’ than Charlie Appleby just as

Manchester United was ‘bigger’ than Sir
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HEY SAY it is better to

remain silent and appear a

fool than open your mouth

and remove all doubt but,

unfortunately, keeping silent is not

something I’ve ever been very good at.

It is perhaps fortunate, therefore, that I

was never publicly asked for comment

on the Bryony Frost-Robbie Dunne

case. I can only hope that, if I had been

asked, I wouldn’t have said something

as stupid as some, many of whom

should have known better, did. 

I must confess now that, early on in

the case, I may have been guilty of

saying that I needed to reserve

judgement as I didn’t know, and have

never even met, either of the

individuals involved. But, as I

followed the case, I realised how

wrong that was and that you don’t need

to know the individuals to recognise

bullying. What type of person Bryony

Frost is, what sort of character she is,

or how good a rider she is, is all

irrelevant. Bullying is bullying.

If you went to a large

comprehensive school, as I did, or

have employed anywhere near the

number of people that I have, you have

witnessed plenty of bullying. I have

seen many examples of people who

unpleasantly ‘correct’, often younger,
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have pointed out that little or nothing

will change in the day-to-day

management of the business and the

horses, but, then again, for Charlie, it is

a momentous change which I believe

will provide him with the inspiration to

drive us to a new level.

Of course, the name above the door

here is Johnston and the astute among

you will have noted that we pre-empted

this move some time ago by removing

‘Mark’ from our company’s title. So, in

that again, nothing is changing, but the

addition of Charlie’s name to the

licence is nonetheless a significant one.

When the name above the door is

Smith, the customers want Smith, and

nobody in that business is more

conscious of that, or cares more about

those customers, than Smith. 

usually less experienced, colleagues

because ‘someone needs to tell them

what they are doing wrong’. It is

bullying.

I think bullying is a really horrible

thing and I fear that, in this age of social

media, the internet, and new-found ways

of communicating anonymously, it is

becoming all too common. The

consequences in some cases don’t bear

thinking about and so we should do

everything possible to eradicate it. But it

is not a capital offence. The bully can

often be ‘rehabilitated’ and can come to

see the error of his or her ways.

Sometimes they aren’t even aware of

what they are doing and they have rarely

really considered how much suffering

they are responsible for. 

ADLY, from what I saw of the

transcripts from the hearing, it

would seem that Robbie Dunne may still

not have recognised that what he was

doing was bullying or how wrong it was.

That said, I find it hard to believe that

some attempt should not be made to

educate him and, in turn, others. I’m far

from sure that an 18-month ban which

might effectively end his career,

especially if he is perceived as still being

in denial, achieves anything other than

retribution.

SAlex Ferguson, however dependent they

appear to be on one leader. Wouldn’t it be

good if the same opportunity, to train as a

corporate entity, could be afforded to us

mere mortals? It would, to some extent,

give us a business with value beyond the

bricks and mortar when we retire but,

above all, would it not allow each and

every member of staff to consider

themselves as part of the team and the

team’s successes? Would it not go a long

way to improving morale, self-esteem and,

ultimately, retention of stable staff?

If the BHA ever get around to rewriting

the rules on licensing of trainers, I think

they should start with a blank sheet of

paper and first consider what structures a

training business might have. The current

system is incompatible with the fact that,

while trainers are licensed as individuals,

many trade as limited liability companies

which are recognised in law as the entity

which is contracted to the owner of the

horse, is providing the service, and

charging the fee, but is not recognised

under the rules of racing.


