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As a child Lydia Hislop dreamt of winning the world’s most famous horse race. No woman would ever do that, they said. Then Rachael Blackmore rode into view

“Mrs Thornton’s riding is of the first description. Her close seat, perfect management of her horse,
bold jockeyship on one of the most crowded courses ever seen, elicited the highest admiration. On
winning she was greeted with deafening cheers.”

So enthused a newspaper report in 1805 when Alicia Thornton pitted her horse against Frank Buckle in a formal match over two miles at York racecourse. A crowd said to be in the region of 100,000 had gathered on the Knavesmire to
watch her ride against Buckle, a professional jockey then at the height of a career spanning 27 victories in the Classics – the most exalted races in the British horse racing calendar. Thornton beat him, riding side-saddle, her horse
finishing half a neck in front.

Alicia Thornton, riding side- saddle, narrowly beats Frank Buckle in an 1805 race at York

O

ne hundred and ninety-nine years later, a 15-year-old girl won her first pony race in Cork, defeating a 13-year-old Paul Townend – a jump jockey who has since been crowned Irish champion four times. That girl would grow
up to remind the sport of something that was seemingly common sense in the 19th century – the primacy of “horse management”.

Why this story?
Last week, the jockey Robbie Dunne was given an 18-month ban from horseracing after he was found guilty of bullying his
colleague Bryony Frost.

Read More

Film survives of the exhilarated and breathless ponyrace winner being interviewed in the rain. A small figure in blue-and-white-striped silks and a red hat, fiddling shyly with her whip, when the interviewer bends down to talk to her,
she enthuses: “It was brilliant … [My horse] had so much left in him at the end. He went really well and I couldn’t believe it.”
It makes me smile. It is 2004. This is Rachael Blackmore. I’ve waited my whole professional life for Blackmore to come along. Indeed, I may have been willing her into existence since I was seven. Back then, when I was asked what I’d
like to be when I grew up, I’d reply: “The first woman jockey to win the Grand National.”
I knew this notion was absurd. The National is probably the most famous race in the world – marathon in length and hazardous in character, with 30 daunting fences to negotiate. But I rarely rode. And of course, everyone knew that
women were physically and probably psychologically incapable of such a masculine feat. But it was something different for my childish self to say, it voiced my passion for horse racing and it was challenging. Even transgressive.
My dreams of riding winners would soon give way to more realistic ambitions: writing and broadcasting about the sport I loved so much. Then on 10 April this year Blackmore won the Grand National.
It feels strange to recount how much joy and satisfaction her achievements bring me, even though I only stand and watch. After years of being told repeatedly what women could not do in the saddle – despite logic and experience
telling me this was utter bunkum – here was a woman who could. And did. And will go on doing.
Some great jockeys have never won this race; several minor ones have done. But winning the National was not, in this case, a random outcome of Aintree’s nine-minute equine lottery. Blackmore won because these days she routinely
rides horses who have a better chance of winning than most. Why? Because she’s employed by one of the sport’s leading trainers and that opportunity has enabled her to develop into one of the best riders of her generation. She just
happens to be a woman.

A

fter Thornton beat Buckle, it would take another 167 years for women to be permitted even to ride competitively under British racing’s official rules, as laid down by the Jockey Club. In 1972, 12 “ladies-only” flat races (as
opposed to jump races, which involve obstacles) were laid on for 90 amateur “jockettes”. Meriel Tufnell won three and became their de facto champion.

Another two years passed before women were allowed to compete against men on the flat in Britain. Not until the passing of the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 were women permitted to ride over jumps, thus enabling
Diana Thorne to become the first to win a race – an amateur event against men – a year later.
In 1977, Charlotte Brew, then 21, crossed a new frontier by becoming the first woman to contest the Grand National, on Barony Fort, who refused four fences from the end. “Those who were antagonistic were very antagonistic,” she
recently recalled, citing BBC racing anchor Julian Wilson and the champion jumps trainer David Nicholson as leading the chorus of disapproval. Ginger McCain, who trained the great Red Rum to a third win in that race, declared the
National “no place for lady riders”.
“I was only young and not confident at dealing with anything like that,” Brew said. “Whereas now you’d just say ‘piss off’.”
On the day, Brew had struggled into her racing silks in a tiny toilet isolated from the men’s facilities, with a makeshift sign on the door reading Lady Jockey. Officials failed to call her to the parade ring to mount her horse, leaving her
alone to elbow her way through the huge crowd. “I could hear people saying ‘where is the lady jockey?’ and I was standing right behind them. I couldn’t get through to get on the horse,” she said.

In 1977 Charlotte Brew becomes the first woman to ride in the National
Even in 2021, facilities at many racecourses are woefully inadequate for women, and access to the equipment they need often exposes them – grim pun intended – to the male changing room. In an ongoing official complaint about
bullying and intimidation, British jockey Bryony Frost has alleged that a particular male rider “would stand in front of me naked” when she was a young amateur.
Brew’s Aintree exploits were followed by Jenny Hembrow in 1979 and 1980, and then by Linda Sheedy in 1981. The latter would also become the first woman to contest the Cheltenham Gold Cup – jump racing’s most illustrious event
– in 1984 on a 500/1 outsider.

This was the background to the race that was surreptitiously to change my life. But mine was no girly National Velvet fantasy, as I now realise my childhood inquisitors probably thought. I must at some time have seen the film in which
12-year-old Velvet Brown jumps to short-lived National glory, but if I did, it washed over me. It was Geraldine Rees, not Elizabeth Taylor, who put the crackpot idea in my head.
It was 1982 and the very weekend when a British task force was being readied to sail for the Falklands. The story of 26-year-old Rees was therefore a titillating distraction. The daughter of racehorse trainer, Captain Jimmy Wilson, Rees
was determined to ride in the Grand National. But three weeks before the race, her intended mount was injured and she was then outbid at the Doncaster sales for another potential runner, Cheers. The successful bidder was a trainer,
Charlie Mackenzie. But he offered her the ride.
A film clip survives of a pre-race interview with Mackenzie. “Now I know it’s said that a woman isn’t strong enough to get round the National and finish,” the reporter confidently asserts. “Do you go along with that?” Mackenzie said:
“No. After seeing Geraldine … I’m confident that she’s an exception and I honestly think she’ll get round today. And be there all the time – you know, in the race.”
Rees didn’t quite manage to be there all the time. She was, she later said, intent on not getting “too far behind”, but by the famous Becher’s Brook second time around, 22nd of the 30 fences, Cheers was one of two distant stragglers.
He was ultimately coerced to finish a weary last of eight finishers.
Nonetheless, Rees became immortalised in quiz-team trivia and her achievements were annually trotted out as part of a slow-growing, almost fetishistic roll call favoured in the build-up every year that a woman subsequently rode in
the race. It soon read: Rees (fell 1st) and Joy Carrier (unseated 6th) in 1983, Valerie Alder (fell 8th) in 1984, Jacqui Oliver (unseated 15th) in 1987, Gee Armytage (pulled up 26th), Penny Ffitch-Heyes (fell 1st) and Venetia Williams
(fell 6th) in 1988, and Tarnya Davis (pulled up 21st) in 1989.
In the meantime, women had broken down other boundaries. Lorna Vincent was the first professional to triumph over jumps, amassing 22 winners in the 1979/80 season – a total not bettered for 32 years. On Eliogarty in 1983,
Caroline Beasley was both the first woman to triumph at the Cheltenham Festival and, three years later over a short course of the National fences at Aintree. Gee Armytage rode a Festival double in 1987, beating male professionals in
the Mildmay Of Flete on the appropriately named Gee-A, and losing only to the eight-times champion jockey Peter Scudamore in the meeting’s overall standings on countback.
On the flat, Gay Kelleway’s success on Sprowston Boy in the 1987 Queen Alexandra Stakes was the first by a woman at Royal Ascot – a pioneering feat that, unimaginably to me at the time, would not be repeated for another 32 bleak
years. “I felt that I’d succeeded in something that was very hard for women to compete in,” Kelleway said. “I knew that if I was a lad, I’d probably get five rides a day and it was tough getting any rides.”
But she has also recently revealed that she was sexually harassed by certain jockeys and trainers. “What I went through would be enough to push someone, especially fragile girls, to suicide,” she said. “I got harassed so much. I just
wished they would leave me alone. All I wanted was to do my job to the best of my ability.”

B

lackmore and I grew up blissfully unaware of all this. In 1989, as she was born, I turned 15. She was raised in Killenaule, County Tipperary, the middle of three children. Her father, Charles, is a dairy farmer and her mother,
Eimir, a secondary school teacher.

The Blackmore kids loved to be outdoors and around animals. Rachael wasn’t born into the sport, as so many of its protagonists are, but her father taught her how to ride and she was soon intent on jumping whatever her elder
brother Jonathan jumped. She followed him into Pony Club events. Years later, riding for Tipperary, she would win the Pony Club championships and her mother recalls her being described as “the best boy on the team”.
“I always wanted to be an amateur jockey and ride in races, but I never envisaged the professional jockey route. It was not a career I thought would work out for me,” Blackmore has said. She originally wanted to be a vet, but an
uncharacteristic lack of application meant she ended up studying equine science in Limerick instead.
Meanwhile for female riders in Britain, the arc of progress had long flatlined – and, over jumps, plunged sharply downwards. This was despite Julie Krone’s success at the highest level in the United States that would see her win the
1993 Belmont Stakes (one of the most significant races in that country) and later that year be named Female Athlete of the Year in the Excellence in Sports Performance Yearly (ESPY) Awards.
On 8 July 1992, Krone had made a gloriously memorable flying visit to Britain – to Redcar, of all places – in what can only be described as a myth-busting exercise. Given that Krone had ridden almost 2,500 winners and won more than
£20 million in prize money, it shouldn’t have been surprising that she won three of the six races. Yet she was rationalised as “a one-off”, even by Yvonne Stapleton, of Britain’s Lady Jockeys’ Association, who part-organised the visit.
In 1994, 51-year-old Rosemary Henderson guided the 100/1 shot Fiddlers Pike to fifth in the National and, even though she finished 55 lengths adrift of the winner, became the highest-placed female rider in the event’s history and
only the second to complete the course. A further ten runnings of the National would then pass without a female competitor until Carrie Ford also finished fifth in 2005. Her achievement was different, however – getting competitively
involved and producing Forest Gunner to challenge the winner, Hedgehunter, at the second-last fence.

Blackmore and her horse Alpha des Obeaux fall in the 2018 National. Both were unhurt
In 1996, Alex Greaves had become the first woman to contest the Derby, the most famous race on the flat. Portuguese Lil, her mount, was trained by her husband, David Nicholls. “It won’t make any difference,” Greaves said then. “I
was brought up in racing and I’ve known the score for a long time. If you come in thinking that you’re going to make a big difference you’re going to be greatly disillusioned. But we’ve only been riding here for less than 30 years. In
Scandinavia and America, they’ve been doing it much longer, and every year things are getting better. It’s just going to take a very long time.”
Just days after this I started work experience as a journalist at the Sporting Life, then one of two daily papers covering the sport. Fresh from university and with all the complacency of a woman in her early twenties who hadn’t yet
noticed more insidious inequalities, I was intent on doing a good job.
Yet there was a sense of going backwards in time. It was routine to have your bottom publicly patted by a champion trainer or, once I decided to broaden my skills into television, for a co-presenter to make jokes about your nipples, live
on air. But the ultimate barrier remained in the saddle.
The paramount skill of horse management had been almost universally transmuted into the cult of “strength in the saddle”, the focus shifting from maximising the athletic ability of the horse to the machismo of the men who rode
them.
“Their bottoms are the wrong shape,” Lester Piggott, that most celebrated of jockeys, once muttered. “Women jockeys are a pain,” said Steve Smith Eccles, most famous for guiding See You Then to three successive Champion Hurdle
victories. “Jumping is a man’s game. They are not built like us. Most of them are as strong as half a Disprin.”
As late as 2010, Piggott’s words would inspire the title of a sociological study of horse racing that argued: “The increasing organisational changes that have allowed women to be a part of the Jockey Club, be granted licences, train and
compete alongside males do not appear to have changed attitudes toward female jockeys, who are largely perceived as weaker and less capable.”

Yet this focus on strength ignored other skills critical to crossing the finish line first. The primary elements of race-riding involve getting your horse balanced and distributing its energy evenly throughout, travelling smoothly and
jumping well, while positioning it appropriately according to how the race develops. It doesn’t matter how strong you are in a finish if your horsemanship and tactical acumen are insufficient.
Even in 2020, another sociological study – its title drawing on an oft-heard racing adage that “a good girl is worth their weight in gold” – observed that racing “may seem a highly progressive site for gender equality in sport because,
unusually, men and women compete directly against each other … But gender inequalities are deeply rooted and persistent in British racing …
“Conventional ideas about women’s … intuitively caring and ‘loving’ nature towards horses may open up prospects for females as junior stable staff, but they also dialectically reduce opportunities elsewhere. Obstacles to advancement
on merit mean that family connections and influential networks shape female prospects in racing rather more than is the case for men.”

n 1991, Greaves became the first female apprentice in Britain to ride out her “claim” – a weight allowance, deducted from all that a horse must carry in a given race. (Horses are assigned a particular total weight – including saddle,
rider and, if necessary, added lead – according to the criteria for each race.) A claim is provided to all novice jockeys, male or female, to offset inexperience and is withdrawn once they have ridden a certain number of winners. Its
loss had an immediate impact on Greaves’s opportunities. The main incentive for employing her – that her ability literally outweighed the allowance she received – had disappeared.

I

Had Greaves not later married Nicholls, it seems unlikely her career would have remained viable. It was a similar story for Kim Tinkler, who rode predominantly for her husband Nigel, and Emma O’Gorman, whose rides were
overwhelmingly supplied by her father, Bill. Yet over jumps in this period, even familial connections couldn’t propel women beyond the amateur sphere.

In 1997, the Knavesmire nonetheless provided another significant milestone when Greaves delivered her mount Ya Malak to dead-heat with Coastal Bluff, ridden by future champion jockey Kevin Darley, in the Nunthorpe – a Group
One race for sprinters. She became the first woman in Europe to ride a winner in this highest category of event. (Accuracy obliges me to note that Darley was riding without steering, clinging on to Coastal Bluff’s mane, the broken bit
unfortunately swinging around his mount’s neck from the first furlong.)

Alex Greaves of Great Britain at Epsom
Afterwards, Greaves asserted: “Today I think I’ve shown that if the animal is good enough, then so am I.” The winning trainer, again her husband Nicholls, added: “I don’t have to tell anyone how good she is any more. Everyone in
England, Ireland and France can see how capable she is. She’s philosophical and realises there are owners and trainers who will never put her up, but that’s their problem.”
Yet the total number of female professional jockeys in Britain would drop from 6.1 per cent of licensees in 1991 to 5.5 per cent in 2001. Fewer women visualised a future as professional riders, most acutely over jumps with the nonclaiming population falling by 71 per cent and among conditionals (novice jumps riders, the equivalent of flat apprentices) by 74 per cent. Just five women held a nonclaiming professional jumps licence and there were nine on the flat,
compared with 164 and 222 men.
It was hardly surprising, then, that most women couldn’t imagine making a viable living as a professional jockey, especially over jumps. At the time, I was often told that a series of injuries suffered by leading female riders had rendered
squeamish the men providing their opportunities. Nobody wanted to be responsible for a paralysing fall, such as that suffered by Sharron Murgatroyd at Bangor in 1991.
This was humbug. Women had continued to ride with great success on the amateur jumping scene. Alison Dare dominated the British point-to-point field from the 1980s and Katie Rimell, Polly Curling, Fiona Needham and Rilly
Goschen all tasted success at Cheltenham.
Fast-forward to 2015 and, shortly after becoming the first woman to win a Grade One race over obstacles in Britain, professional jockey Lizzie Kelly said: “There are plenty of reasons why trainers don’t use girls, and it is never going to
change … The subconscious idea of females being the ones who should be at home, looking after the children, is part of our make-up.”
I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve been told that, were a woman good enough, she would always have been able to “make it” as a jockey – the implication being that because no woman had broken through to the top table, this
proved an ineluctable truth. Yet in Britain in 2011, female professional jockeys made up 11.9 per cent of the total but were employed on only 7.3 per cent of available rides and enjoyed 5.4 per cent of the total number of winners.
When it came to Group or graded races, they received only 0.9 per cent of the rides. In short, on the rare occasions that a woman was booked, it tended to be on an inferior horse in a lesser race.
The trend has since moved glacially in a positive direction. In 2020, 17.4 per cent of the total jockey population were professional women, taking 8.8 per cent of the rides, 3.7 per cent of which were in Group or graded races, and with
7.6 per cent of winners. During the preceding decade, the proportion of women among the total jockey population remained relatively static, indicating that more female race-riders think they might now make it as professionals.
In 2019, another sociological study on gender in horse racing was published, its title drawing upon the old horsemen’s saying that “men fall like boiled eggs; women fall like raw eggs”. This belief has been presented to me in all
seriousness within the past year.
The study’s authors observed that women are perceived as “needing protection from potentially risky horses” and highlighted an “unquestioning belief that horses know the gender of their rider and will respond differently according to
what this is”. They encountered received wisdom about female bodies, noting “what they can and cannot do is generally presented as factual” and “the female body is positioned as physically weaker, designed for motherhood and more
prone to injury”.
They concluded: “This is difficult to challenge because female jockeys do not have access to a range of horses that might provide a challenge to this perspective and, whilst so few female jockeys are riding, when serious injuries do
occur, they may provide evidence for this perception.”

Blackmore with trainer John “Shark” Hanlon, who spotted her talent
Given this perceived dynamic, there is an element of dramatic irony to Shark Hanlon, the trainer who gave Blackmore her big break by advising her to turn professional in 2015, being partly motivated by concern for her wellbeing.
They had met in February 2011, when three-times Irish champion jockey Davy Russell recommended Blackmore to Hanlon for the fancied ride on Stowaway Pearl in a ladies’ race at Thurles. This she duly won, impressing Hanlon by
following his instructions to the letter, and showing a cool head at the final hurdle.
“She was a very good rider, always a good rider,” Hanlon recalled in Jump Girls, a TG4 documentary about women in Irish racing. “[But] a girl riding point-to-points, they weren’t getting the best rides in the world. I just felt that she
was going to get killed riding point-to-point horses because she got two falls the one day I’ll never forget, on two awful horses.
“We asked her then to go changing [to conditional] … ‘If you change for six months and if it works,’ I said, ‘I’ll support you.’”
Blackmore was hardly the most obvious candidate for this career advice. She was, at best, an average amateur, having won just six races from almost 150 rides, and 11 point-to-points, before Hanlon advised the switch. She would also
be the first woman to join the professional ranks over jumps in Ireland since Maria Cullen in the 1980s. The highly successful amateur Katie Walsh later acknowledged that the decision “turned a few heads” and Blackmore has
admitted “some people said … [it] wasn’t the best idea”.
Yet Blackmore turned all these seeming negatives into positives. Her lowly win record meant she started out as a conditional with a full 7lb claim – had she won more often as an amateur, she would have started with a lesser allowance
and, when things started to roll for her, a lesser edge.
It took her six months to ride her first winner, but she built up a wealth of experience in the meantime, making a novice’s inevitable mistakes away from the glare of attention. Her relatively advanced age – 26 – for this stage in her
career meant she faced its challenges with maturity.
“I knew from my amateur days how hard it was to get those winners and you have to be patient … There was money going into [my account] from my riding fees, I was starting to progress and I knew I was getting better.”
Blackmore had also arrived in a subtly altered landscape. Back in the mid-Noughties and primarily in Ireland, where the amateur scene is something of a misnomer, the next wave of female riders had broken. Nina Carberry and Katie
Walsh broadened horizons, both for themselves and those who followed.
Both were bred for the task. Carberry is the daughter of Gold Cup-winning jockey Tommy and sister to (among others) celebrated stylist Paul. Katie is the daughter of champion amateur jockey turned trainer Ted and sister to Ruby,
arguably the greatest jump jockey of all time.
By the time these women retired, within a day of each other at the Punchestown Festival in April 2018, both had won a Grade One bumper (a race run under jumps rules but without obstacles) and the Irish Grand National. One or
other – or both – of them had ridden in Aintree’s Grand National every year from 2010 to 2018, with Walsh registering a best-yet finish for a female rider when third on Seabass in 2012 and, significantly, trusted enough by punters to
have been made the 8/1 joint favourite. Walsh had also triumphed at the Cheltenham Festival on three occasions and Carberry seven – making the latter its most successful female rider until Blackmore came along.
In the 2016/17 jumps season Blackmore’s career finally began to take off when she became the first woman to win the Irish conditional jockeys’ championship. She attracted the attention of Eddie O’Leary – manager of the powerful
Gigginstown House Stud for his brother Michael – for whom she started riding regularly in early 2018 and took her inaugural ride in that year’s Grand National.
The story goes that O’Leary recommended Blackmore to trainer Henry de Bromhead in the back of an Aintreebound taxi and by the next season, she was riding the trainer’s other horses regularly, too – with immediate success
including, in November 2018, a certain Honeysuckle. That mare is now unbeaten in 12 starts for Blackmore, the 2021 Champion Hurdle at Cheltenham being their most prestigious victory alongside seven other Grade One races.
Again, Blackmore’s timing was immaculate. As can often be the way in racing, one jockey’s misfortune is another’s opportunity. In February 2019, de Bromhead’s go-to rider, Andrew Lynch, sustained a career-ending shoulder injury.
By the time the trainer was looking for a substitute, Blackmore was literally already on the premises.
But you’ve still got to take your chances when they’re presented to you. As de Bromhead has said: “She rode her way into it. It was her ability and that was it. I never gave her our job – she just kept riding winners and everyone wanted
to use her. So it’s entirely down to Rachael and all the work she’s put in.”
It was a good fit: Blackmore’s positive, uncomplicated style of riding suited de Bromhead’s philosophy. This coincided with de Bromhead’s own upward trajectory. Not only did he train Blackmore’s Grand National winner but he left
Cheltenham having won three of the meeting’s four most illustrious races.
They had previously enjoyed a double at the 2019 Cheltenham Festival. Their second victory, with Minella Indo in a Grade One hurdle, came less than 24 hours after Bryony Frost had become the first woman to win a Grade One
chase in the history of that meeting. It was Blackmore’s first success at the highest level but since then, on either side of the Irish Sea, she’s had 17 more.

Blackmore and Minella Times on their way to victory – and a place in history – in this year’s Grand National at Aintree in April
By the end of the 2018/19 season, Blackmore had partnered 91 winners in Ireland alone – a historic achievement for a woman. In 2020, she won Cheltenham’s Mares’ Hurdle for de Bromhead on Honeysuckle – but she was lucky to
escape from a pocket of other runners. A year later, the acute tactical awareness she demonstrated on Bob Olinger in the Baring Bingham Novices’ Hurdle showed how quickly she had assimilated the lesson.
She rode six winners in all at that one Festival – a feat only ever exceeded by Ruby Walsh. By any standard, such dominance at the pinnacle of the jumping calendar is a marker of a jockey at the forefront of their profession. Although
her Grand National victory would later reverberate more loudly around the globe, catapulting her into mainstream news, what Blackmore did at Cheltenham three weeks earlier – and does, daily, on racecourses in Ireland – is a better
measure of her standing.
But perhaps the most revealing tableau came beyond the finish line in the Gold Cup, when Blackmore was briefly the embodiment of utter dejection – sinking in the saddle, head hidden behind the horse’s neck, nobody getting a look
at her face until she’d composed herself. In the most important race of the season, she’d finished second. Finishing the meeting as top jockey was not enough.

T

hree weeks later, she arrived in Liverpool for the Grand National. In the famous green and gold hooped silks of owner JP McManus, she was to ride Minella Times – a horse she’d partnered four times previously but whose allimportant stamina for the four-and-a-quarter mile trip was unknown.

From the start, Blackmore settled her horse into a smooth rhythm, jumping impeccably. You could see her anticipating trouble with a top jockey’s sixth sense, switching her horse to get a clear sight of the fences. She enjoyed
some luck, too. At the 12th fence, Double Shuffle made a mistake just ahead of her. Had he fallen to his right, rather than his left, he would have hampered Minella Times.
Up front, amateur Sam Waley-Cohen seemed intent on breaking the race apart at an unfettered pace on a horse called Jett. By Valentine’s Brook, the 25th fence, they were ten lengths clear but Minella Times was still travelling
strongly. On the turn for home, predictably, Jett was done and Blackmore inched into the lead, still to ask her horse for his ultimate effort.

Blackmore’s final challenger was the 100/1 outsider Balko Des Flos – stablemate of Minella Times at de Bromhead’s yard – but he jumped the last less cleanly. By the Elbow – the famous jink in the Aintree straight that has seen many a
last-gasp drama – Blackmore was four lengths clear.
I was at Aintree working for television, watching on a monitor, and felt a growing certainty that the moment I’d been visualising all my life was about to happen. By the finish line, she had extended her lead to six-and-a-half lengths. It
is a marker of all that Blackmore had already achieved that I was elated but utterly unsurprised.
The scenes that followed – Blackmore raising her arm in triumph, hunching forward, spent, having given her all, patting Minella Times’s neck with gratitude and looking skywards in disbelief as a string of her weighing-room colleagues
offered their congratulations – were unforgettable.

Yet, unlike Alicia Thornton on the Knavesmire in 1805, Blackmore was not greeted with the deafening cheers that should accompany such a momentous occasion. Under Covid restrictions, Aintree’s imposing grandstands, where tens
of thousands should have acclaimed her, were silent and empty.
A dazed Blackmore was escorted from interviewer to interviewer, each of us strictly corralled by the Covid protocols, and at last she appeared before me. What, I asked, did she feel was the significance of being the first woman to win
the Grand National? Blackmore said: “It’s a massive deal for me personally. It is not something that hit me when I crossed the line. But … it is a big deal. I don’t know how to put that big deal into words myself, but I’m just delighted to
have won.”

Blackmore steers Tom Horn around the cross-country course at Punchestown in Ireland in 2018

B

lackmore has consistently resisted attempts to characterise her success as a blow for female equality. “Essentially, I want to be treated like any other jockey in the weighing room – which I am, which is fantastic,” she has since
told me. “So if in interviews I give [the media] loads on what they want to hear about females in the sport and talk about it excessively, then I’m making a deal out of it. Whereas it shouldn’t be an issue. That’s the tack I’ve
gone with – answer it politely but not make a big deal out of it, because I don’t want it to be a big deal.”

I recognise this. I have always railed against attempts to classify me as a female journalist or broadcaster. However, I also realise I’m no pioneer – whereas Blackmore, inescapably, is. And I refuse to legitimise those who, earnestly or
speciously, seek to minimise how far it was from there to here.
Blackmore told me: “I got a letter after Aintree from a woman saying: you need to stop putting down the fact that you’re female and you’ve won the Grand National. There are so many women who have gone before you that have done
such amazing things to put you in this position.
“Reading it, I felt bad because they have. It’s such a celebration that I’m in this position and maybe I’m being very dismissive of what women have gone through to put me here. But then I was kind of thinking: wouldn’t they be so
happy that I crossed the line in the Grand National and didn’t feel like ‘I’m the first woman to do this’? It’s not what hit me.
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Lydia Hislop comments on the Robbie Dunne
appeal hearing after his ban for bullying Bryony
Frost was reduced to 10 months from 18 months
this week.
After just 20 minutes of Wednesday’s Appeal hearing, any sensible
bookmaker would have slashed to prohibitively short odds the
likelihood of a reduction in the penalty. This was the first indication
these proceedings would be conducted in a tone inappropriate to the
matter at hand, actively undermining the perception of the justice
they endeavoured to pursue.
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Thus, at the British Horseracing Authority’s High Holborn
headquarters, Robbie Dunne contested the 18-month ban handed
down in December by the independent Disciplinary Panel for the
sexist bullying and harassment of fellow jockey Bryony Frost. His legal
team had objected both to the finding and its resultant suspension.
Four hours after its disconcerting introduction, the Appeal was
dismissed by the three-man Panel – whose personnel, function and
processes are wholly independent from the BHA – but Dunne’s tariff
duly knocked down to ten months.
That first tell came when chairman Anthony Boswood QC interrupted
the Defence Counsel’s initial case-outline to complain that he had
“great problems” with Rule J19. This is the BHA rule ‘Conduct
prejudicial to the integrity, proper conduct and good reputation of
horseracing in Great Britain’ under which Dunne had been found in
fourfold breach.
Boswood could see how it might apply to doping or stopping horses,
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but not in this case. And – he would repeatedly argue – for Dunne to be
found in breach of four counts of J19, given the first count
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encompassed a time period within which the subsequent three
counts fell, was akin to finding a High Court defendant guilty of “both
murder and manslaughter”.
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Mathew QC had intended to pursue. He had hitherto merely asserted
that the standard by which the “conduct” referred to in J19 should be
judged was against the opinion of Dunne’s peers and other
“knowledgeable bystanders”, not by the mores of the Disciplinary
Panel, and that the evidence submitted to the Panel had not met the
appropriate test in terms of “the balance of probabilities”.

“Deliberate, unwarranted targeting"
No matter. Boswood asked the BHA’s Counsel Louis Weston to address
his point, prompting a brief adjournment to gather other examples of
J19’s recent deployment and, later, an extended disputation about
their relevance to this case.
Indeed, were it not for the positioning of their respective desks, it
might at times have been hard to distinguish between the Chair and
Defence Counsel, so complementary was their approach to these
matters.
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When Mathew referred to what happened between Frost and Dunne
as “a spat between jockeys”, drawing an objection to the reductive

‘He’s very fast and he can carry it’

term from Weston, Boswood immediately stepped in to characterise
the matter as “a quarrel, or an incident between jockeys”.
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Such diminishing language, even before Weston had begun his
arguments, seemed to betray from the outset the Chair’s
interpretation of what the Disciplinary Panel had contrastingly
concluded was “deliberate, unwarranted targeting of a colleague over
a considerable time”. This, they said, had “progressed from distasteful
targeting, through deliberate harassment on and off the course, to
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some instances of dangerous bullying”.

Manning retires following Galway
winner

Mathew also characterised Dunne’s behaviour towards Frost as
insufficient to reach the threshold required by J19, which both he and
the Chair felt was inadequately defined. “Mere unpleasantness is not
enough,” Mathew asserted – drawing incredulous laughter from
Weston, whose accompanying glance towards the Appeal Panel,
however, fell on stony ground.
When Mathew sought to question Frost’s credibility as a witness,
Boswood helpfully supplied the point for which he was groping.
Namely, she had conceded under cross-examination during the initial
hearing that, had jockey Tom Scudamore manoeuvred his horse “in
the same way” as Dunne had done at Leicester, she wouldn’t have
thought anything of it.
Jolly jokes were twice exchanged between Mathew and Boswood on
the subject of amateur riding, each seemingly drawing on their
experience in this guise. This first came about after Mathew had
sought to minimise as coming from “someone of very limited
experience” the evidence of amateur jockey Hannah Welch. In
contrast, the Disciplinary Panel had described Welch’s evidence as
“compelling” and “probative of the allegations” against Dunne.

Robbie Dunne (left) received an 18 month riding suspension for a 'deliberate' campaign to bully and
harass Bryony Frost, but this was reduced to 10 months on appeal

The hilarity resurfaced when Mathew later cited the “thin incident” of
Dunne’s derogatory and threatening language towards Frost when he
refused to allow her space on his inner at the start of a race at
Uttoxeter. Boswood light-heartedly commented: “My dear chap, you’re
boxing me in there.” Mathew’s rejoinder was: “I was certainly never
allowed on the inside of you, even if I had the courage to go there!”
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The Old Boys’ Club tone was also manifest when Boswood and his
fellow panellists, Jeremy Philips and Lord Rathcreedan, were troubled
to watch an evidential video. The humour pivoted on whether it was
worth the Panel’s while to linger on such details. “I’m not saying we
won’t see it,” Boswood said, in reference to Weston’s suggestion that it
might be informative. “But we were asked whether we wanted to see
it.”
The Chair often seemed keen to hurry proceedings along. At one
stage, Mathew referred to the bundle of documents he’d submitted to
the Panel, in the hope he’d “obviated the need for a lengthy hearing”. “I
hope you have,” remarked Boswood. Later, the Chair would advise
Mathew: “You’ve already said a good deal about that.” Perhaps he had
a train to catch?
Yet the lowest point – in a strong field – of these discordant
proceedings came when Mathew, who is also a permit-holding trainer
who has employed Dunne on 14 occasions, raised a tweet from that
rider that the Disciplinary Panel said was intended to “mock” Frost.

The Old Boys’ Club tone
“Most people would have just let it go,” Mathew opined, “but she was
not in the mood to do that.” He then blithely contrasted its intent with
the “extraordinarily offensive” things said about him on Twitter when
he trained a 50/1 winner at Towcester. Continuing to flirt with sexist
tropes, Mathew added that Frost had not in reality been caused
“distress or fear” by any of Dunne’s behaviour but was a woman
“obviously moved to emotion quite quickly”.
Yet it was Weston’s characterisation of these suggestions as
“outrageous” that caused Boswood to object to the language
employed, having not once demurred about language that risked
being interpreted as a dog-whistle.
In general, whereas Boswood’s manner towards Mathew was to coax,
amplify and concur, his attitude towards Weston was combative. It is,
of course, beholden on the Panel to test the arguments placed before
them but this stark contrast in approach was noticeable.
Prior to Weston’s presentation, when deciding that the attending
media, watching online, would be permitted to publish during the
lunchbreak, Boswood ruled that we could only report “what had been
said” and that it would not be “at all wise” to comment on the case
prior to its conclusion.
He suggested that we restrict the use of some “colourful language” –
presumably referring to evidence that Dunne had called Frost a
“whore”, a “f****** slut” and a “dangerous c***”. Offering an entirely
random example purporting to be humour , Boswood then also
advised that we should not comment that Mathew had been
“tremendously powerful” and Weston (who, at this stage, had barely
spoken) “extraordinarily weak”.
On resuming, Boswood queried Weston’s contention that racist
language and gender- or sexuality-based slurs are unacceptable
“under any circumstances”, suggesting that words said “in the spur of

the moment, when one is angry” could be a mitigating factor. He then
shifted his argument when Weston countered that this excuse did not
fit the particulars.
He parried Weston’s assertion that Dunne had shown “no contrition”
for his offences, asking: “Is it unreasonable not to show contrition or
remorse for an offence in relation to an offence you say you didn’t
commit?”

Robbie Dunne ban reduce on appeal - full story

When Weston countered that Dunne had admitted one breach – to
the lesser charge of “verbal abusing or threatening a fellow licensed
jockey” at Southwell – Boswood shifted his focus to the jockey’s
attempted apology to Frost for his behaviour at Stratford as mitigation
overlooked by the disciplinary panel.
Earlier, Boswood had offered support for Mathew’s argument that it
was “somewhat odd” for the Disciplinary Panel to “hold against him”
Dunne’s attempted apology. “In one sense, it was probative that
something had gone too far at Stratford, and it is also to his credit in
the sense that he made it,” Boswood observed, before both men
exchanged approbation of each other’s points.
Chair and Defence Counsel had also concurred that, as no racegoers
were present due to Covid restrictions, Dunne’s behaviour there – and
at other times, at the start and in the weighing-room – would not have
been widely known until Frost made a complaint. They thus agreed
that the Disciplinary Panel taking “the wider public” into account in
their findings was not a “good” point.
Near the end of proceedings, Weston asserted there was “nothing
wrong” with the Disciplinary Panel’s original judgment but Boswood
responded: “Well, it’s a very severe one, isn’t it? 18 months?” “It is, yes,
and they say so,” said Weston. “They did not come to it by accident.
They take the view that it’s very serious conduct.”
More than once, Weston reminded the Appeal Panel that, unlike the
Disciplinary Panel, they had not enjoyed the benefit of hearing
evidence first-hand from the various witnesses and thereby using this
direct experience to weigh those depositions. Perhaps it is an
inevitable drawback to proceedings that are not supposed to be a
rehearing, but it was starkly apparent how infrequently the perspective
of the unanimously acknowledged victim was considered
empathetically.
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Lydia Hislop comments on the latest issues on Sporting Life

Lydia Hislop: Where now after the whip review
recommendations?
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Our columnist is back with her thoughts on the
forthcoming new whip regulations and the
challenges they pose.
It would be an unfair, or partisan, critic who reads the Whip
Consultation report and concludes its contents are not the fruits of
many months’ hard toil, and that the way forward was easy. But this
won’t be the last word on the whip.
The document itself explicitly concedes that any future adverse
scientific analysis – and implicitly the further evolution of public
opinion – would likely kick-start a repeat process. In the meantime,
how quickly revision comes about will be, from an as-yet-unspecified
date, literally in the hands of this generation of jockeys. Yet it’s not just
them who now have less room to manoeuvre.
“This was a very thorough process, conducted by a group of people
containing broad experience and significant expertise in a number of
key areas,” says the British Horseracing Authority. “The quality and

depth of thought that has gone into this would be difficult to replicate
and, as such, we encourage people to recognise this, and to give these
changes an opportunity to be implemented and tested.”

Yet within hours of publication, Roly Owers of World Horse Welfare –
himself a member of the 15-strong Consultation steering group –
asserted that the recommendations “do not go far enough”.
“We are clear that we want to see a move away from the use of the
whip for ‘encouragement’ in horseracing, on both welfare and ethical
grounds,” the equine charity’s chief executive stated. “We simply do
not believe its use is justified, especially in light of what we now know
about what makes a good horse-human partnership.”
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Many within the racing industry, and its most uncompromising
adherents, dismiss such views as crank but this is a mainstream charity
and its leader highly esteemed across equestrian sport. The RSPCA
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went further, describing the review as “an extreme disappointment
and a real missed opportunity for horse welfare”, adding that “there
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will be complete disbelief from countless animal lovers by this news”.
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evidence, of which only 510 were members of the public with no
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merely 86 per cent of them thought the whip should not even be
carried (albeit, oddly, that number receded to 78 per cent who said it
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should not be used for encouragement).
These numbers to some extent lay bare the sport’s perpetual dilemma
over whether it is precipitating its own bowdlerisation by engaging
with a vocal minority, who have an easy sell to a world that pauses to
listen long enough to hit the vote button. The steering group, primarily
comprising industry people but also containing clear dissenting voices,
nonetheless opted to proceed on matters of principle.
Your sympathy with the findings, or indeed existence, of this
consultation therefore probably aligns with the degree to which you
accept the legitimacy of the ‘social licence’ concept. For those who
don’t recognise this premise, I’d advise a brief glance around at the
lives you lead and what is accepted by the majority of the public now
compared with ten or twenty years ago. The use of animals in sport is
not immune from this dynamic.
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Perhaps you accept the proposition but argue the public’s attitude
towards the whip is based on a lack of understanding of its
construction, deployment, and the rules that police it. Opposition, you
may argue, is based on perception rather than whether the whip is in
fact detrimental to the welfare of a horse.
The report has some sympathy for this view, citing a recent survey by
public-opinion specialist Ipsos UK in April that showed 55 per cent of
1,119 British adults questioned “supported a ban on use of the whip”,
but that figure dropped by 12 per cent when further explanation of its
design and application was provided. However, younger people were
more likely to prefer its withdrawal.
This indicates British racing has done a bad job, in a difficult landscape,
of communicating about a fundamental tool for maximising equine
athletic competitiveness. Make no mistake – the whip does that. If you
doubt it, take a look at racing in Sweden or Norway currently, where at
a minimum the whip can no longer be used for encouragement. It’s a
strangely anaemic affair, in which horses race baggily across the width
of the track and the least distracted one wins.
As competition is the essence of elite sport, it’s impossible to imagine
British racing preserving its existing hold on fans if it follows
Scandinavia, whose racing is of a lesser global standard.
Of course, prioritising competition wouldn’t be a justification for this
tool if it causes harm, yet it’s also clear the sport has failed to heed past
directives to support further scientific investigation into the effects of
the whip. Existing analysis is currently “inconclusive” according to the
group, which logically complicated their course of action.
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This report requires both shortcomings to be addressed, although its
stated support for Dr Madeleine Campbell’s ethical framework project
at the Royal Veterinary College may presage the future. The crossindustry Horse Welfare Board’s A Life Well Lived document of 2019
cited Campbell’s argument that “in racing generally, the benefits to
horses outweigh the harms” but “she does not believe this applies in
relation to the use of the whip for encouragement”.
Perhaps the most unanticipated of its recommendations will provide
practical help on the perception issue? The whip will now only be
permitted in the backhand grip. A single forehand strike (except for
safety purposes) will likely trigger a seven-day sanction, and multiple
uses perhaps even disqualification – subject to the technical phase of
implementation.
Owers was patently among those who, the group’s report
acknowledges, “retained a preference for removal of the whip for
encouragement”. However, those members nonetheless agreed “to
move forward with the process and make improvements”.
Advancement, the document implies, was achieved via consensus
rather than blunt compromise between any points on which the group
was polarised.
A reduction in the permitted maximum number of strikes – seven on
the Flat and eight over Jumps – was rejected in favour of outlawing the
forehand. Backhand usage discourages a wide or high downstroke,
resulting in a shorter action that – the report argues – greatly reduces
the likelihood of the whip being used with excessive force. Jockey and
group member PJ McDonald has since suggested it also limits the risk
of the whip landing on a horse’s more sensitive abdomen rather than
its muscled hind quarters.
So, according to the group – which also contained fellow jockey Tom
Scudamore, and referred to Frankie Dettori, Richard Johnson and
Harry Skelton for further technical expertise – races should not only
look more palatable for those made uncomfortable by the sight of a
manifestly raised whip, but also in actuality promote a consistently
better experience for the horse.
Cue those insisting the foam-padded, energy-absorbing whip is
specifically designed not to hurt a horse, and therefore any change
unnecessarily panders to the animal-rights lobby. Yet this is not

irrefutably true. BHA analysis shows that last year one horse was
wealed via use of the whip, and not hurting an animal you’re seeking
to encourage is the lowest of bars.

Change has in the past brought about advancement in some senses.
The reduction of the strike limit via the previous Whip Review in 2011
vastly improved the standard of whip usage across the jockey
population whilst having no discernibly detrimental effect on the
sport’s competitiveness.
It’s a blunt rule, admittedly, because one strike can be too many in
certain instances and nine sometimes perceived as no impost to a
responding horse. Nonetheless, inappropriate use of the whip makes a
horse more likely to lose than to win via shifting from a true line, and to
generate interference rather than avert it. The strike limit has
undoubtedly promoted more thoughtful usage.
However, it has also read to the outside world as a tacit admission of
the potential for harm – even though some form of limit had long
existed inside the stewards’ room for policing professional whip
standards. The forehand grip is now consigned to the same
interpretation, adding to the sense of slow retreat.
So, this latest constraint may turn out to be a substantial concession. It
can only be hoped that outlawing the forehand will be assimilated
without impacting competitiveness because the idea is not up for
debate. The guiding principles contained in this report have been
agreed by the pan-industry BHA Board and “are not open for review”.
Stand by for the difficult bit. The three long years since the Horse
Welfare Board required the BHA to implement this consultation, and
all the vexed zoom calls it entailed, will be as nothing compared to the
thankless task of “technical discussions… held with key participant
groups, particularly jockeys, and with BHA officials, particularly
stewards”.
Here, as you might expect at this stage, there are more questions than
answers. How will these considerations impact on the betting public?
Like bookmakers, punters were not explicitly represented in the
steering group, and there is little reference to their concerns in the
resultant document.

Regular disqualifications are known to turn punters off, but a greater
occurrence could see betting companies withdraw their ‘first past the
post’ concession that pays out on both the promoted winner and the
one thrown out. The steering group is banking on the threat being an
effective curb to jockey behaviour – and they may be right.
Yet if a jockey is found to have used his or her whip egregiously, at least
four times above the permitted limit (or perhaps via multiple forehand
strikes), how would disqualification work? The steering group woollily
cedes this task “ideally” to the raceday stewards whereas other whiprelated penalties would be the jurisdiction of a new centralised review
panel, dishing out harsher punishments to boot and especially for
high-profile races.

How long might the final outcome be delayed whilst the stewards
pore over every yard of the race from each available angle, with its
attendant risk of controversy, and harm to betting turnover and
resultant levy for the sport? Is their picture technology consistently up
to the job?
The steering group rejected disqualification as a deterrent for lesser
whip violations partly due to such pragmatic concerns, but the
stewards must still ascertain whether a specific threshold has been
breached. Miss one too many, or count one too few, and one set of
connections or the other will launch a challenge. The Grand National,
whose 2022 winner would have attracted this sanction, takes about ten
minutes to run.
In cases of potential disqualification for flagrant breaches, the report
advises “very limited discretion will be applied and any use above the
permitted level will be counted unless, for example, [the whip] is clearly
and justifiably used for reasons of safety [or] it is used down the
shoulder with both hands on the reins”.
By implication, this guideline should oblige the review panel to be
more explicit about how they apply discretion for lesser breaches,
removing the existing opacity on whether stewards ‘count’ a particular
strike – and that would be no bad thing. But will the sanction for
overuse inspire the desired effect on behaviour? It’s possible the
shadow that falls between the permitted limit and disqualification
could be cynically mined with up to three strikes shy of disqualification.

And surely the sport’s appeals process – which already has a heavily
legal slant – will, at least at first, get a whole lot busier as lawyers pick
over the definition and application of these new distinctions? I hope
members of the Disciplinary Panel don’t have much planned for 2023.
Some punters will also worry that new triggers for disqualification will
be used for nefarious purposes, albeit there are far less conspicuous
and more plausibly defensible ways to lose a race.
And given the British racing industry’s track record of eroding an initial
consensus position via multi-faceted, relentless counter-briefing and
protest, how will these recommendations stand up? First, to the
implementation process and then, to a reality that will be inescapably
contentious?
No, this won’t be the last word. Yet if this new position becomes
unworkable, British racing will likely have run out of road. Once this
new era dawns, via greater compliance with the whip it will become
the explicit responsibility of this generation of jockeys – and those who
employ them – to ensure their successors get to use theirs.
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