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N 1968, the British mathematician John Horton

Conway had a brilliant idea. Computers were

becoming more powerful and it was the spirit of the

times to harness new possibilities. So Horton Conway

thought it might be fun to see what would happen if a

computer was allowed to simulate life.

He started with a grid of squares on his screen which was

supposed to represent a colony of cells. Each cell could

have one of two states, alive or dead, and cells changed

states according to various rules which were supposed to

mimic events, such as reproduction and overpopulation,

which happened in real living systems.

By giving the system different initial states and applying

the rules repeatedly, wild patterns of living and dead cells

ensued which turned out to be similar to the dynamics of

real-life populations. And small variations in the initial

conditions could be seen to have a radical effect. 

This idea, known as The Game Of Life, turned out to be

way more profound than Horton Conway could ever have

dreamed. For, just in the same way that the simulation itself

could show the unimaginable consequences of simple ideas,

it helped to popularise the paradigm of simulation which

has changed the world forever. Now, if anyone with a

computer wanted to understand something otherwise

bewilderingly complex, they could simulate it. The only

limit was our imagination. 

In turn, this made statisticians think more deeply about

the counter-factual world. In other words, how might things

have been different if something had been changed at an

earlier stage? You could apply this to virtually anything that

exhibited dynamic behaviour and uncover some of the

mystery of just how it worked.

ORTON Conway’s grand idea and the counter-

factual world it suggests happened to occur to me

seconds after the aptly named Living Legend won

the Group 2 Jockey Club Stakes late last month. Imagine

the multiplicity of outcomes cascading from him bowing a

tendon; and imagine how few ended with him standing in

the winner’s enclosure at Newmarket.

Living Legend began his career with

three wins from five starts leading up to

the Dee Stakes at Chester in May 2019,

when he finished fourth. Soon after, he

was found to have bowed a tendon and

owners Barbara and Alick Richmond

gave him to Johnston Racing in the

expectation that he was unlikely to run again. 

That was not the way Mark Johnston saw it. With

patience and great skill, and notwithstanding an abortive

attempt to bring him back into training once, the then five-

year-old signalled he was ready to return to action last year,

more than two years after Chester.

Since then, the always well-regarded Living Legend has

made up for lost time. Seven starts and just one win after

his return, he won the Magnolia Stakes at Kempton – now

back in the pink colours of the Richmonds – and then the

valuable Easter Classic at Newcastle. Connections could

have gone for the Listed Huxley Stakes at Chester, but the

potential for a small field, and the inconsistent Yibir as the

main obstacle in Living Legend’s path, encouraged a crack

at the Jockey Club.

HE early pace at Newmarket was slow, even for a

race over a mile and a half. It is possible this suited

Living Legend, who has done most of his winning

at a mile and a quarter and still could prove suited by a

return to this distance in a stronger-run race. Either way, the

lazy Yibir took his cue to loaf just when the tempo lifted,

whereas Living Legend redoubled his effort. He passed the

line nearly two lengths ahead, showing a light, well-

balanced action that gives no indication that he has had

problems with a leg.

OUNTER-FACTUAL thinking enables us to see

how unlikely it was that Living Legend’s story

moved from the state where he languished with an

injured leg to the state where he is a Group 2 winner. He

could have been written off any number of times along the

way, he could have been re-purposed for another equine

discipline, he could have been finished for good had he

been brought back too soon. It is easy to extend this

paragraph to a page.

It's probable that the identity of his trainer at the time of

the injury made a lot of difference. Mark Johnston is expert

at managing the risk associated with the inevitability of

injury, and extending careers fruitfully. We only have to

think of the great Attraction to know that; the next case in

point could prove to be Subjectivist. And you can be sure

that Charlie Johnston will prove similarly adept.

Even when Living Legend did get back to the track, it
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takes the courage of convictions that most of us don’t have

to be purposeful about campaigning him. He has now run

10 times since his comeback - hardly being kept in cotton

wool. 

T the point we make decisions, the tree of possible

outcomes branches out, and within the part of the

tree we decide to traverse are both good and bad

results. We cannot evaluate the quality of our decisions just

by the outcomes because there are many possible results

from a given course of action. In any given case history,

counter-factual thinking tells us what are the influential

factors.

AST MONTH’s column was on the subject of

Royal Patronage and where he would make his

seasonal debut. At the time of writing, it appeared

his seasonal bow would not come until the Group 2 Dante

Stakes at York on May 12.

In the end, Royal Patronage returned in the Group 1

2,000 Guineas. He ran a good race in eighth of 15 too,

jumping keenly from the stalls and probably doing a shade

too much in front. The race will do him the power of good;

the way I look at it, he is now 13 days ahead in his

preparation than if he had waited for York.

It would not have looked very smart to have left him in

his box given that Coroebus won. After all, Royal

Patronage had beaten the winner in the Group 2 Royal

Lodge.

Royal Patronage’s best trip remains to be determined.

With Wootton Bassett as his sire, it is possible that a mile

and a quarter will be his ceiling. However, as I featured last

month, he has a ton of Derby influences on his dam’s side.

Hopefully, we will see him at York as a better, straighter

horse. Athletes need conditioning and Royal Patronage has

already picked up plenty at Newmarket.

RITISH RACING needs official statistics. And it

needs free access to them via an API, a software

intermediary which allows two applications to talk

to each other. This is a small step, but it could have a

significant knock-on effect in generating interest in the

sport.

Racing data has been the subject of interminable

wrangling. There is a bigger issue at stake than how to

monetise it: it is how to make people care about it.

Every time a jockey or trainer has a winner, the racing

public should know the career total and seasonal total of the

horse’s connections. This is the minimum requirement

because winners and prize-money have to be the central

objectives of the sport. For it to matter most, people have to

be counting.

The various competing factions in racing seem not to be

able to agree on anything, but free access to official data

will benefit them all. I pay the Racing Post each month for

my data via Raceform Interactive but I could easily scrape

it from other sites than racingpost.com on the web.

T’s natural that racing data should exchange hands for

a fee in a B2B setting, but it should be free for private

use. Counting stats like winners stimulates interest, but

the sport generates a lot more data. This should not be

hidden behind a paywall but should be distributed so that

today’s modern sports fans can upload it to spreadsheets

and computer programmes to learn more about the sport.

What always strikes me is the difficulty for a racing fan

of forming a valuable opinion nowadays. A younger

audience wants to ask questions, rather than take their

views second-hand from trainer interviews and horses-to-

follow lists.
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