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DERBY DAY FIREWORKS

What a relief to reach the end of Royal

Ascot without fireworks being set off.

Given the Derby Day precedent set 10

days earlier, it was easy to conclude that

equine welfare had become the least

important consideration at UK racing’s

summer showpieces. As it turned out, the

Royal Ascot team knew better, and it was

reassuring that even the daily ‘Sing

around the bandstand’ was allowed to

strike up only after all horses had left the

paddock area. 

So, what was in the minds of the

Epsom/Jockey Club officials when they

commissioned the ‘special atmosphere’

firework display just before the start of

this year’s Derby? Did they genuinely

believe the horse-loving Queen (had she

been in attendance) would enjoy a

spectacle guaranteed to trigger equine-

flight instincts - oh to have been standing

next to the Princess Royal or Zara Phillips

when the pyrotechnics began?! 

Did they kid themselves that because

the horses being saddled for the next race

were ageing handicappers they would not

therefore be stressed by the nearby

explosions?  Did they decide that the

negative impact on the star participants of

the day (racehorses) was less important

than the provision of crowd-pleasers for

Derby Day racegoers? Or was the whole

stunt simply an ill-judged special send-off

for Epsom’s retiring chair Julia Budd?  

Either way, Epsom’s school report for

2022 must surely read: Room for

Improvement. Let’s hope Sandy

Dudgeon, Jockey Club Senior Steward,

received that message loud and clear from

Her Majesty before taking his place in the

royal procession at Ascot on Day 5 of the

meeting. 

Sarah Miller
Chilmark, Wiltshire 

It’s hard to know which was worse: the

decision to unleash pyrotechnic hell from

the roof of the main grandstand at Epsom

as the Derby runners were about to enter

the stalls, or the subsequent statement in

which the Jockey Club, far from

accepting that the fireworks had been a

blunder, congratulated itself on its attempt

to create a ‘special atmosphere’. 

Not for the first time in its recent

history, the ‘largest commercial group in

British racing’ (the Jockey Club’s

unintentionally revealing description of

itself on its website) was granting us an

object lesson in corporate hubris. Would it

be controversial to suggest that the Jockey

Club’s vulgar antics are beginning to grate

on people’s nerves?

Question: when did the Jockey Club’s

growing remoteness from its roots begin

to feel like the new normal? When did it

first become evident that the Jockey Club

was losing the capacity to ‘read the

room’? 

Well, take your pick from: (a) the

proposed closure of Kempton Park

(2017); (b) the unfathomable appointment

of Delia Bushell, a media rights expert, as

Chief Executive in 2019; (c) the attempt

to load all the blame on to her when the

job (predictably) proved beyond her

(2020); (d) the deeply unpopular plan to

further ‘extend’ the Cheltenham Festival;

and (e) the unedifying deal entered into

this year with the gaming giant Playtech.

The Jockey Club claims that its mission

is to act for ‘the long-term good of racing

in everything it does’. This is a paraphrase

of the Royal Charter, which was granted

in 1970, mainly with the object of pre-

empting legal challenges to its

disciplinary decisions in the days when

the Jockey Club still ran racing. But now

that the Jockey Club is primarily a

commercial rather than an administrative

entity, a lot has come to hang on one’s

interpretation of that deceptively simple

phrase ‘the good of racing’. 

It would hardly be surprising if a

Jockey Club executive consisting chiefly

of accountants and marketing types were

occasionally tempted to stretch the

meaning of those words. And that is what

appears to have happened. The Jockey

Club under Nevin Truesdale (Delia

Bushell’s successor) has been behaving as

if its own private commercial interests

were identical with those of British

racing. Well, no-one would deny that they

overlap, but it would be naïve to pretend

that they always coincide. To put it in its

starkest terms: Is the modern Jockey Club

batting for racing – or for itself? 

What is required, and fairly urgently, is

some mechanism to compel the Jockey

Club to be less self-serving in its

interpretation of that key phrase in the

Royal Charter. Not only would it force the

Jockey Club to develop some humility,

but it would also prevent it from

continually hiding behind the all-too-

convenient cloak of ‘commercial

confidentiality’. It is hard to recall a

period when the Jockey Club’s activities

were less subject to public scrutiny.

Theoretically such a mechanism

already exists in the form of the Jockey

Club’s membership, which is large and

potentially influential. But for reasons

best known to themselves, members

prefer not to meddle. Even when the Delia

Bushell disaster was unfolding, not a

single member spoke out. Neither John

Warren, nor Clare Balding, nor Lady

Kingsley Kickback
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Lloyd Webber, had anything to say. Was

this good manners on their part? Loyalty?

(To what exactly?) 

The Jockey Club cannot have it both

ways. If it is determined to continue on its

current course, and if its membership is

content to remain supine, then the Jockey

Club must be compelled to be more

accountable, even if that means removing

its Royal Charter. It would be a mistake

for the Jockey Club to imagine that

concern is not growing. 

Those fireworks have woken people

up. 

Martin Trew
Tenbury Wells, Worcs

Who in their right mind decided on

fireworks just before the Derby, our

flagship race?

I know it was for the Platinum Jubilee,

but I expect even the Queen herself would

have been flabbergasted by it all, being a

renowned owner herself. I imagine a few

horses got upset at the start but what of

those in the pre-parade ring and stabling

blocks waiting to run in later races. They

must have had their chances

compromised. 

Horses and animals in general don’t go

together with fireworks. I hope the

Johnston horse Royal Patronage did not

lose any chance he had as a result of the

madness. At least the race was won in

good style by a very improving sort in

Desert Crown.

Simon Whybrow
Southcote, Reading 

BRIAN’S RIGHT ON THE
BUTTON

I read Brian Yeardley’s letter in the June

edition of the Klarion in which he

summed up the ownership situation very

well, not only from an owner’s

perspective, but also the question of how

we can get new people interested in going

racing after the dress-code experience at

York he described.

I also very much enjoyed John

Scanlon’s Off The Bridle piece about the

Derby and the stories about about Harry

Wragg and Walter Swinburn. We were all

saddened to read of Lester Piggott’s death

and John mentioned two of Lester’s rides

that he remembered well. My particular

Lester Piggott memory is of his ride on

Shadeed in the 2,000 Guineas.

The Klarion is always a good read and

the photographs are excellent. Wishing

you all at Johnston Racing every

continued success.

David Sams
Hoddesdon, Herts 

DID RARE EARTH TRACK
PROMPT JOHN?

In a recent ‘Off The Bridle’ column, John

Scanlon said a news article had made him

think of the old, possibly American,

saying: ‘It’s a nice place to visit, but I

wouldn’t want to live there.’

That immediately made me think of the

song Nice Place To Visit by the American

rock group Rare Earth on their album

Ecology released in 1970, a copy of

which I still have. The opening lyrics are

virtually the same and I wondered if it

was that song that made John think of the

line.

On a more serious note, John is

absolutely correct in what he and Mark

Johnston have been saying for a long

time, that the prize-money in British

racing continues to fall behind the Irish

and French, and if the factions that have

the power to change things do not act

soon, the exodus of good horses from

Britain will sadly continue.

In the meantime, all John and Mark

can do is to keep printing their insightful

thoughts in the Klarion in the hope that

the stakeholders in British racing take

notice, look at the real issues and

problems facing British racing, and start a

much-needed revamp of the structure.

Best wishes

Zahid Ali  
Leeds

John Scanlon replies: 'If you type the
phrase into a search engine, you get some
fascinating answers, including references
to Canberra, New York and even an
episode of 'The Monkees' in 1967! As I set
out in my article, my, albeit hazy,
recollection is that it was used as a
running joke in Rowan and Martin's
Laugh-In.'

MANY THANKS, JOCK

I would like to thank Jock Bennett for

hosting us, a group of military judges on

our visit to the amazing stables of

Johnston Racing. It was the highlight of

our annual conference ‘week’ – most, if

not all, of us had a very limited

experience or understanding of horse

racing or the training regime that lies

behind it.  

Jock provided us with a fascinating

insight and we all loved his energy and

personal style.  One judge said to me: ‘If

only we could get Jock to come and run

the Military Courts!’  

The scale of the enterprise took us all

by surprise and we enjoyed the tour of the

pool/exercise facilities, the gallops and

especially the demonstration of the

treadmill.  

Jock was the perfect host. Many thanks

once again, and very best wishes.

Edward Legard
Resident Judge
Catterick Garrison  

AND THANKS TO YOU,
TOO, MARK

Just a quick note to thank Mark for

recommending The Sturmtaucher Trilogy

by Alan Jones in a recent edition of the

Klarion. The books would not have came

to my notice otherwise.

I was engrossed from start to finish and

can only agree with Mark's comments

regarding the story and quality of the

writing. Truly exceptional. 

Karl Brown 
Peterhead
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