
HAT possible connection could
Mark Johnston, have with
Zimbabwe? 

Plenty, I am going to suggest, with a story
which proves it’s a small world!

Mark’s lovely wife Deirdre had an uncle who
practised medicine in Bulawayo – many will
have known him or been his patients – and
plenty will have been delivered by him! Mark
and Deirdre visited the jovial Dr Gary and his
wife Madge way back in 1993, just before
Mark’s own career really took off after Mister
Baileys won the 2,000 Guineas in 1994. 

If I remember correctly, Mister Baileys was a
Robellino colt bought by Paul Venner for
10,500 guineas. He was named after the owner’s
horse feed company, G.R Bailey and sent to
Mark to go into training. He won the Vintage
Stakes and Royal Lodge Stakes as a two-year-
old before going on to become the first
northern-trained Classic winner for 17 years
when he won the Guineas under Jason Weaver,
now  a TV racing pundit. 

I can’t just remember the year when I first met
Mark but it was at a dinner party held by my
brother Martin and his wife Gill at their home,
Fleets Farm near Middleham, the famous
training centre to which Mark had moved in
1988. Deirdre has a superb voice and I can still
recall her singing “Flower of Scotland” after
dinner – it’s the song Scottish rugby
teams sing just before they lose the
Calcutta Cup, in most years!

Mark was trained as a vet at
Glasgow University and has strong
views on many subjects – ‘not always
right but never in doubt’.

I was born (in 1951) and bred in
Yorkshire, but in 1972 moved to
Zimbabwe where I became managing
director of Chubb, the locks and
security firm. I founded the Centaur
Syndicate there in 1977, and believe
that at 44 years old it is the oldest
racing syndicate in the world.  We
currently have three horses in
training.

I left Zimbabwe in 1988 and returned to
Britain where I set up a fresh produce company
in north Yorkshire. As luck would have it my
business prospered and by about 2006 I was in a
position to buy my first racehorse in the UK. By
this time Mark had established himself as a
leading UK trainer with horses such as

Attraction, Double Trigger and
Shamardal, and had been retained by
the Maktoum family to train a sizeable
string for them. Nevertheless, Mark
agreed to find and train some
prospects for me. 

Each horse Mark bought for me was
named after my company, Greyfriars.
The best one was Greyfriarschorista, a
King’s Best colt out of the Fasliyev
mare, Misty Heights, who cost me
about 8,000 guineas. He went on to
run 84 times (not all for me) and win
12 races with 18 places. 

Chorista was a decent horse and
Mark Johnston got the very best out of him. He
ran a short-head second in a Listed race at
Lingfield before having a pop at the 2,000
Guineas at Newmarket in May 2010 – a ‘bucket
list’ ambition of mine – but the race was won by
Makfi. Later that year we ran third in the
Britannia Stakes at Royal Ascot, half a length
behind Ransom Note. 

When I sold my company in 2012, I sold my
horses but always retained my relationship with
Mark – facilitated by the fact that my brother
Martin was, and still is, a major haylage supplier
to the stable.

In recent years, Mark’s career has reached
legendary proportions as the ‘winningmost’

trainer in British racing history with about
4,500 winners to date and a stable of about 240
horses which continue to compete at the highest
level.

Despite all this success and world renown,
Mark has not forgotten Zimbabwe nor our
friendship – which says a great deal more about

the man than can be said for many of his peers. 
I am now chairman of Foal Park Ltd, an

international investment consultancy, and in
that capacity went back to Zimbabwe in January
2020. I have been stranded there since then due
to Covid!  But I have kept my racing interests
alive in Zimbabwe, where I am a steward of the
Borrowdale Park racecourse in Harare, and of
the Mashonaland Turf Club.

Recently Mark contacted me to say he had
some surplus riding helmets at his yard and
wondered if we could use them at Borrowdale
Park. Of course we could! So two cartons of
helmets were dispatched by Mark to Harare,

arriving at the end of last month.  
Horse racing in Zimbabwe has

battled through some tough times
over the past two decades and is by
no means out of the woods yet, and
now of course is disrupted by Covid.
But it is this sort of gesture which
lifts our spirits and give us the
impetus to carry on the fight. 

The helmets have been distributed
among four stables, including
Glenwood Racing. These gifts are
very much appreciated – just look at
the smiles on their faces in the
pictures here.  Champion jockey,
Rodgers Satombo is wondering if he
is wearing Joe Fanning’s helmet –

and if it carries some positive juju! 
So many thanks to Mark and Deirdre

Johnston. 
PS: A regular rider for Mark is the talented and
erudite William Buick, whose father used to ride
at Borrowdale Park. See what I mean  --  it’s a
small world!
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Champion jockey Rodgers Satombo (left) 
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