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T IS amazing to think that Mark Johnston has trained

47 Royal Ascot winners. That number is outstanding

by any standards.

Since Double Trigger got the ball rolling in the 1995

Gold Cup, only Aidan O’Brien (76 wins), Sir Michael

Stoute (54) and John Gosden (50) have sent out more

winners.

When the

meeting widely

regarded as the

best in the world

opens for 2022 on

Tuesday, June 14,

Kingsley Park

will likely have

several chances

of more success.

Including 1995,

there have been

only four years out of a total of 27 – 1998, 2008, 2013 and

2016 – when the stable has not had at least one winner. The

2003 meeting saw five successes, including Attraction in

the Group 3 Queen Mary. 

Mark has won 21 different races at the meeting – a

statistic which demonstrates his versatility as well as

consistency. These span the distance range from the five

furlongs of the Queen Mary to the two miles, five furlongs

and 143yds of the Queen Alexandra which Oriental Fox

won for Markus Graff in 2015 and 2017. 

The 47 wins break down by race according to Table 2.

Note that Mark’s seven wins in the Queen’s Vase – one less

than the record held by Sir Henry Cecil – came when the

race was run over two miles but it has since been dropped to

a mile and six furlongs and was elevated to Group 2 status

in 2017.

HAVE long argued that racehorses are getting faster.

Not everyone agrees, citing some record times still exist

far into the past. But it’s not outliers we should be con-

cerned about but the underlying pattern.

A plot of the winning times for the Coventry Stakes is

typical of many Group races across the distance range:

running times are undoubtedly faster than they used to be –

even though far more watering takes place than 30 or 40

years ago.

Does this mean races at Royal Ascot are harder to win?

Not necessarily. If thoroughbreds are running faster as a

herd, it’s still a matter who is fastest compared with their

contemporaries. In theory, it should get harder to stand out

as horses approach the ceiling of their mechanical and

biology capabilities, but we don’t know that we are at that

limit yet. 

In essence, the whole of the Royal Ascot meeting as an

entity is more competitive than

ever. Nick Smith and the Ascot

executive have done a brilliant

job in terms of

internationalisation, which will

be never more apparent than

this year: top-notch horses from

Australia, Japan and America

are coming to Ascot to lay

down their credentials and help

to establish what is the true

global hierarchy of talent.

On the other hand, we are

now up to 35 races, from the

original 24, at Royal Ascot.

Most people understand why

this is a good thing for British

racing from a financial and

prestige standpoint, but to fill

the additional races means

admitting horses who

previously would not have been

good enough to get a run. So, a

Royal Ascot winner is not so
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Leading trainers by Royal Ascot wins since
1995 (* - 3 jointly with son Thady)

Table 2: Mark Johnston’s 47 Royal Ascot winners by race with Group 1 in bold. 
( * - Previously run over two miles)

Trainer Wins
Aidan O'Brien 76

Sir Michael Stoute 54
John Gosden* 50
Mark Johnston 47
Saeed bin Suroor 37
Richard Hannon Sr. 20
Mick Channon 17

Race Distance Wins Most recent winner
Queen's Vase 1m 6f * 7 2014, Hartnell

King George V Handicap 1m 4f 6 2018, Baghdad
Gold Cup 2m 4f 4 2021, Subjectivist

Duke of Edinburgh Handicap 1m 4f 4 2019, Baghdad
Hardwicke 1m 4f 4 2005, Bandari (at York)
Chesham 7f 3 2003, Pearl of Love

King Edward VII 1m 4f 3 2017, Permian
Queen Alexandra 2m 5f 143y 2 2017, Oriental Fox
QueenMary 5f 2 2019, Raffle Prize
Coronation 1m 1 2004, Attraction

St James's Palace 1m 1 1996, Bijou d'Inde
Albany 6f 1 2018, Main Edition

Ascot Handicap 2m 4f 1 2004, Double Obsession
Britannia Handicap 1m 1 1997, Fly To The Stars

Coventry 6f 1 2015, Buratino
Hampton Court 1m 2f 1 2007, Zaham

Jersey 7f 1 2010, Rainfall
Norfolk 5f 1 2003, Russian Valour

Royal Hunt Cup (Handicap) 1m 1 2020, Dark Vision
Sandringham Handicap 1m 1 2014, Muteela
Wolferton Handicap 1m 2f 1 2006, I'm So Lucky
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O, British races are getting faster but not necessarily

getting better. It is important not to conflate the two.

The strict definition of better invokes a comparison

with a horse’s generational norm – how good it is compared

to its contemporaries. The true greats in racing history

could be defined by their repeatable dominance over the

herd as it existed at the time.

We don’t exactly know why running times are trending

the way they are. Can this really be caused by the breed

getting faster? Genetically, that would surprise me

considering the degree to which the gene pool is co-

mingled over times. 

It seems to me, as a non-expert, that there isn’t that much

variation in the pedigree of horses in any one generation to
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Faster does not always
mean better

difficult to achieve from that perspective.

With the incentives of expanding the race programme

obvious, Ascot has done a decent job in not reducing the

competitiveness of some of the top races too greatly. Yes,

races such as the Group 2 Duke of Cambridge Stakes have

taken the odd filly or mare from the Group 1 Queen Anne,

for example, but I would argue there is a greater good at

stake in increasing betting turnover, especially in these days

of global betting pools.

think that 30 or 40

generations could alone

bring about the

improvement in running

times that my way of

analysing the data suggests.

I wonder if the influx of

powerful owners from the

Middle East – now being

whittled away – could have

resulted in the pattern of

times. By this I mean that

there are more horses with

potentially top-class

pedigrees to survive the

attrition of training and

racing. In other words, do

faster running times come

about because races are

more competitive, yet the

best horses are still no

better than they were? 

More competitive races

result in faster-run races

because there is more

competition for the lead and therefore more truly-run

affairs. If you think of a winning time being a function of

talent and pace, today’s horses simply have more

opportunities to run fast times. 

So, if you measure the times achieved in any one race

across time – as I have done here with the Coventry – you

tend to see that times will get faster because there is a

greater opportunity for the best horses to show their merit

against the clock.

LL this is apposite to Royal Ascot because it is at

this meeting that we see some of the fastest times

each year. Times are a physical referendum to

racehorse merit far more than form ratings (like those of

Timeform and the BHA) can ever be because they are

anchored to a real-life constant, rather than relativistic to

one another like collateral form. 

It is very hard to win a race at Royal Ascot whichever

way you slice it, and only the best horses and trainers thrive

there over time. 

It is significant that Mark has won 47 races there because

training the most number of winners in history does not

automatically suggest that a trainer can compete in the

highest grade. 

After all, the racing programme has a pyramidal shape

and it is perfectly feasible that a trainer can win a lot of

races without winning a lot of good races.

Mark has done both. And he has done both without the

same resources as some others with whom he competes at

the highest level. He and Charlie will continue to do both

for years to come.

The blue line shows the progression of the winning time while the red line is the trend, 
with the downward slope indicating a progression of faster times
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