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T IS one of life’s sad

coincidences that in the

month when I chose to

devote much of my Off The

Bridle column (opposite page) to

Lester Piggott’s remarkable record

in the Derby the great man’s life

should come to an end, writes

JOHN SCANLON. 

Like most people in racing, I was

deeply saddened to learn that Lester

had passed away, thankfully

peacefully, in Switzerland on May

29.

Born on Guy Fawkes’ Day 1935,

into a family already rich in racing

history, Lester enjoyed a career

which endowed him with legendary

status. Readers will have been

bombarded with the statistics of his remarkable career over

the days since his passing; suffice it to say, that his record

in the five British Classics speaks for itself. ‘The Long

Fellow’ won 30 such races, with nine Derby triumphs and

eight St Leger ‘caps’ leading the way.

In this day and age, it’s hard to believe that Piggott’s first

win came in the Wigan Lane Selling Handicap at Haydock

on August 18, 1948, when the young jockey steered The

Chase home at the tender age of 12.

The last of his winning rides in

Britain again came at Haydock, where

he partnered Palacegate Jack to a win

on October 5, 1994. A month later, on

his 59th birthday, he had his last ride

in Britain at Doncaster, where, in the

November Handicap, he rode a horse

named Mr Confusion.

There can be no confusion,

however, about Lester’s status within

the world of racing. It would be

incredibly insular to declare, as many

have in the last few days, that he was

the greatest jockey of all time. What

can be said with absolute certainty is

that, perhaps alongside Fred Archer

and Sir Gordon Richards, he deserves

to be regarded as one of the greatest

jockeys ever to have graced the British turf.

Two of his legendary rides stick in my mind in particular.

I was 19 when he simply refused to accept defeat in the

Derby to Hot Grove, coaxing every inch of effort out of The

Minstrel to land the 1977 Derby. And 13 years later, when

he produced Royal Academy to win the 1990 Breeders’ Cup

Mile, six lengths off the lead on the home turn and flying

down the centre of the course to win in the shadow of the

post, I remember the hairs

standing up on the back of my

neck.

E embodied the

characteristic of ‘will

to win’; much has

been written about his

determination to succeed, the

sacrifices he had to make to

succeed as a jockey over

almost 50 years with a 5ft 8in

frame, and his remarkable

balance on horses, perfectly

poised and utterly powerful.

While Lester never rode a

winner for Mark, he did ride a

number of horses for the yard

during his ‘second’ career,

including Lifewatch Vision in

the Darley Stakes at

Newmarket in 1991. 

‘Lester was a legendary

jockey,’ Mark told the Klarion,

‘and a fascinating man. He

has made an unforgettable and

remarkable contribution to the

history of racing, in Britain

and across the world.’
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