
 BLOODSTOCK 

notebook
Make someone’s Christmas –  

send them a copy of Bloodstock Notebook. 

“I don’t read  
 Bloodstock  
 Notebook.”
 Consignor, Tattersalls October Yearling Sale, Book 4
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SUPPOSE if you own a filly who has won six of her

15 career races you would be entitled to be excited by

the prospect of sending her to the sales. Imagine,

then, the level of anticipation which connections must

have been experiencing before Alcohol Free entered

the sales ring at Park Paddocks as the star attraction at

Tattersalls December (Mares) Sale at the end of last month.

In her case, those six wins included four Group 1 successes

in some of Britain’s most prestigious races. She landed the

Cheveley Park Stakes at the end of her juvenile campaign

before striking in the Coronation Stakes at Royal Ascot at

three. Having added the Sussex Stakes later that season, she

showed amazing speed to land the July Cup at four, allowing

her trainer Andrew Balding to coin the memorable

description of her as a ‘speed miler’ rather than an ‘attritional

miler’! For good measure,

Alcohol Free also landed the

Group 3 Dubai Duty Free

Stakes at Newbury, or, as we

old codgers call it, the Fred

Darling.

By any standards, this was

a marvellous career for a filly

who was purchased as a foal

at Goffs November Sale in

2018 for just €40,000 by

David Bowe, stud manager at

Littleton Stud. In those 15

career starts, Alcohol Free had won for her owner the not

inconsiderable amount of just over £1.5m.

So, in advance of her appearance in the sales ring, it

wasn’t difficult to predict that there would be huge interest in

the filly, not least as a broodmare. Yet in recent times, given

the parlous financial state of horse racing in Britain, we have

had to witness another worrying trend – the drain of our

prime equine talent abroad. How, then, would the sale of

such a talented filly play out?

Well, the good news is that Alcohol Free sold for the

second-highest price ever achieved at a European auction,

with the hammer falling at the mind-boggling figure of 5.4

million guineas.

The bad news, or perhaps it would be fairer to classify it as

worrying news, is that the filly was sold not to enhance

further the status of the British breeding industry, but to

continue her racing career in Australia. Don’t get me wrong;

I wish her new owners every success and hope that they

enjoy a return on their significant investment, but I worry

that the sale represents a significant blow to the status, and

health, of British bloodstock and racing.

The successful bidder was Yuesheng Zhang, of Yulong

Investments, acting through BBA Ireland’s Michael

Donohoe, who saw off Coolmore and others to land the crack

filly. After the auction, Donohoe confirmed that Alcohol Free

would remain in training next year, and imparted the

remarkable (for us Brits, anyway) information that in

Australia, ‘there are 87 races next year worth a million plus’.

I haven’t done the math, as they say in America, but I

wonder how many races you would have to win at average

prize-money in Britain before your prize-money would break

through the £1m barrier?

Tackling this problem is just one of the pressing issues

facing British racing’s revamped ‘governance structure’.

While it is undoubtedly pleasing to note that the old tripartite

governance structure, which effectively gave the BHA, the

racecourses and the Thoroughbred Group a power of veto

over new proposals, has been consigned to history, I remain,

for the time being at least, highly sceptical that the new

arrangements will deliver the urgent, dynamic action needed

to right some of racing’s wrongs.

In theory, the BHA board will become the ultimate

decision-making authority within the sport. So far, so good.

However, three subgroups

have been created as standing

committees of the BHA

board – the Commercial

Committee, the Integrity

Advisory Committee and the

Industry Programme Group.

The Commercial Committee,

whose remit covers the nitty

gritty such as fixtures, the

racing programme, prize-

money and promotion of the

sport, contains all the leading

players from  the old structures, and, depressingly, the BHA

say its work will involve oversight of the existing Fixtures

and Funding Group, Racing Group and Gambling Strategy

Group.

There are, of course, no end of quotes about governance

by committee. My own particular favourite is the comment

made by the American comedian Fred Allen that ‘a

committee is a group of people who individually can do

nothing, but who, as a group, can meet and decide that

nothing can be done.’ Let’s face it, most of us will have had

personal experience of that kind of impasse.

Y fear that Allen’s view could be uncomfortably

accurate in the context of the new Commercial

Committee is heightened by the fact that the

BHA chairman, Joe Saumarez Smith, has admitted that the

committee will not vote, but that members will ‘make their

views known to the board’. Saumarez Smith claims this will

allow the board ‘a lot more nuance’ in understanding where

each of the parties are coming from, but cynics like me will

wonder whether this will just cast an unwelcome veil of

secrecy over the board’s communication with members.

One thing is certain to emerge from this change to the

governance landscape. The efficacy of the BHA board will

come into sharp focus. In the past, a perceived failure to

make positive developments in racing could be blamed on

the tripartite system and the dreaded veto. In the future, such

an excuse will no longer hold water.

Off the Bridle
by JOHN SCANLON
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people who individually can

do nothing, but who, as a
group, can meet and decide

that nothing can be done


