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INTERVIEW WILLIAM KENNEDY
ALAN CROWHURST (GETTY IMAGES)

‘Nobody
tells the
truth –
jockeys
are always
worried
about
upsetting
trainers’

W

E HAVE
become
accustomed
to struggling
sportspeople
wrapping reality in positivity
and cliches, but there wasn’t a
bit of it from William Kennedy
after he partnered just his fifth
winner of the campaign at
Market Rasen last month.
Kennedy described his
season as “terrible” and his
“worst ever”, and his thorny
run of form hasn’t improved
much since with regular
partner and 1-3 favourite
Guetapan Collonges
overjumping and falling in a
two-runner novice handicap
chase at Sedgefield last week.
Hopes of a ride at Ascot, the
only British course at which he
has yet to partner a winner,
didn’t materialise on Sunday,
so it is from his home in Stowon-the-Wold he speaks, with
his five dogs and his partner
Rachel never too far away.
Now 40, he has been at the
coalface of an unforgiving
industry for almost half of his
life and, while part of him

Maddy Playle meets a 40-year-old jockey not afraaid
to talk frankly about life away from the top table
regrets speaking so honestly at
Market Rasen, it is clear he
found it a freeing experience.
“The reason I came out with
that was because my girlfriend
said to me, ‘Nobody tells the
truth in these interviews,’” he
says, clad in workout gear.
“It’s part of the reason why
I’m not sure a racing version of
Drive To Survive would work,”
he says, referencing my more
sedate work-from-home attire,
a Red Bull Racing Formula 1
hoodie.
“I love the idea and I think it
would be brilliant, but the
problem is nobody ever tells
the truth. If Paul Nicholls
comes on, he’s not going to say
his jockey gave his horse a
terrible ride. If a jockey knows
a horse has had a bad
preparation for a race, he’s not
going to say that.
“The drivers can say what
they want because they’re
making millions and can slot

into another driver’s seat and
the team principals are also
making millions, so they’re not
worried about upsetting the
drivers. Jockeys are always very
worried about upsetting
trainers and trainers are
always very worried about
upsetting owners.”
It’s a fresh take from
someone well versed in the
sport’s inner politics. It is a
world in which Kennedy has
carved out a successful career
and, although he is grateful for
what he has achieved, there
are times during our
conversation when the
sportsman comes out and he
buckles, unable to repel the
irresistible pull of the whys
and what-could-have-beens.
“I’ve always been pretty
level-headed,” he says. “I’ve
always strived to be better than
I’ve ever been. I look back on
my career with a lot of
fondness, a lot of great

memories, but I’ll always feel
like I didn’t achieve nearly
close to what I’d have liked to,
but I’m pretty sure most
people in sport end up doing
that.
“There’s a part of me that’s
always been quite hard on
myself and I don’t think I’ll
ever lose that. I’d have loved a
Grade 1 winner, I’d have loved
a Cheltenham Festival winner.
It just frustrates me because I
know I can do it. I always feel
like I’m trying to prove to other
people that I’m still here, I’m
still able and I just need the
horse. I do feel a bit more
pressure from that.”
It began rather well. He
enjoyed summer holidays with
Willie Mullins and John Oxx at
home in Ireland and joined
Godolphin when he was 19,
travelling to Nad Al Sheba for
Dubai Millennium’s World
Cup. He took out his licence at
21 and, under the tutelage of

Noel Chance in Britain,
achieved his aim of being
champion conditional in his
second season in 2005-06.
If there is a theme to
Kennedy’s career, it is how he
has enjoyed success with a
range of trainers without
reaping the rewards
synonymous with a stable
jockey role.

B

IG-RACE wins in
the Lanzarote
(twice), Summer
Hurdle and
Imperial Cup have
showcased his neat-yet-strong
style, and there were moments
when it looked like his career
would reach the top level.
Time For Rupert finished
second to Big Buck’s in the
2010 World Hurdle and his
rider still rues the
disappointment of the
following year’s RSA Chase,
when he was never going as
the 7-4 favourite.
Another festival near-miss
came when Ballyalton found
only Faugheen too strong in
the 2014 Neptune Novices’

Hurdle. There is a cartoon
version of the horse on the
wall behind him, one of a few
pieces of racing memorabilia
he tells me are scattered
around his home.
Kennedy enjoyed his best
season in 2016-17, riding 63
winners, predominantly for
trainer Donald McCain. The
alliance was brought to an
abrupt end when Brian
Hughes became stable jockey.
“It hit me hard,” he says.
“There was a part of me that
knew, as a businessman, if you
could have Brian Hughes on
your team instead of against
you then that’s a feather in
your cap. I understood it. He’s
a brilliant trainer, he’s on track
for his best season this year
and he was always going to get
back to where he was.
“He rang me on a Friday and
told me Brian had got the job. I
had three rides for him at
Haydock on the Saturday and
the last thing I said to him was,
‘What about the three horses
tomorrow?’ He said, ‘I think
Brian is already riding in those
races’, and I won on all three
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horses. I couldn’t do much
more, could I?
“I continued to ride for him
for six months and I wanted to
make a job for myself. I was
happy to ride whatever Brian
didn’t want to. I tried to keep
my foot in the door but
eventually the door was
closed. I never fell out with
him, but he won’t look at me at
the races anymore and it’s
really quite sad. I don’t like
that.”
Kennedy has become
accustomed to dealing with
setbacks and regularly consults
the man in the mirror to
decipher whether he was at
fault. The line between yes and
no is at times unclear, but what
happened at Sedgefield last
week is now firmly in the latter
category.
You suspect it has taken
much of his career for him to
be able to talk about the
disappointments with such
acceptance, but the pain still
lurks underneath.
“You do feel like he was the
odds-on favourite and if he’d
have got around he’d have
won,” he says. “When I got off
the ground and grabbed him
my heart fell out of my body
and I just sank. You feel like
you’ve let everyone down
because this horse should have
won and he didn’t, but having
watched the replay I don’t
think I did anything wrong.
“It’s both nothing alike but
similar at the same time to
what happened with Galopin
Des Champs and Paul
Townend at Cheltenham. At
Sedgefield, do I wish I’d have
asked him to pop it? Yes, but at
the time the stride was there
and he took it. He fell because
he overjumped. These things
happen. Does Paul wish he’d
taken Galopin back? He said in
an interview he didn’t think
he’d do anything differently
and I don’t think he should
have, but there will be a part of
him thinking, ‘I wish I’d have
asked him to pop it’, the same
way as I did the other day.
“The hard part nowadays is

ALAN CROWHURST (GETTY IMAGES)

William Kennedy enjoys big-race success aboard Ebony Express in the 2015 Imperial Cup

in the past I was probably
riding in the next race or the
next day, so it was easier to get
back in and get back going.
That’s become different and
it’s got harder.”

T

HERE weren’t any
festival rides for
Kennedy to pick up
this year but he
was on hand to
watch one of his good friends,
a man he’d lived with up until
a year ago, partner his first
winner at the meeting. Once
again he teeters, genuinely
pleased but undoubtedly
frustrated at the same time.
“I was delighted for Johnny
Burke, and Kielan Woods who
I’m also good friends with, but
I’d absolutely be lying to you if
I didn’t say there was a part of
me going, ‘Why them, why not
me?’”
When you consider he once
tasted the best of what the
sport could offer, it is easy to
understand the jockey who
now fills his days as a hardworking journeyman, picking
up spare rides wherever he
can. He may feel as if he has
unfinished business, but there

isn’t an ounce of bitterness in
his words. Just as he did at
Market Rasen a few weeks ago,
he is simply telling the truth,
and underneath it all there is
an extremely humble man.
“As a ten-year-old boy or girl
I think the most common
question you’re asked is, ‘What
do you want to be when you
grow up?’” he says. “The only
answer I ever had was jockey.
I’ve had some rubbish times,
some really good times, but I
have literally lived my dream
and there are very few people
in this world who can say that.
I know how lucky I’ve been to
have that opportunity.”
Kennedy continues to look
forward with optimism and for
all he’d enjoy a crack at
television punditry when the
time arrives – he enjoyed a
taste of that at Cheltenham too
– microphones and studios
aren’t about to replace his
boots and the track anytime
soon.
“I’m still getting just about
enough rides, I still love it, I’m
still hungry to get more
winners. Why stop now?” he
asks. “Thankfully, I’ve been
pretty good with injuries

throughout my career and
hopefully that continues. I
don’t know when I’m going to
stop. I don’t have my next
thing lined up; if something
comes up it might all change
very quickly.”
Without his partner Rachel,
a savvy businesswoman whom
he calls his rock, and loyal
sponsor Rob Edwards,
Kennedy concedes he may
have given up. It is only when
talking about them that the
gruff exterior of the jump
jockey slowly peels away.
“I am a very emotional
person,” he says. “Jockeys
should definitely show that
side of themselves more.
That’s why everyone loves
Bryony Frost, isn’t it? I’m not
the hard-faced person you see
when I ride a winner. When I
was a kid and I was riding a
winner on the armchair of the
sofa, I’m sure when I went by
the line I was standing up in
the irons waving my whip and
then doing a Frankie Dettori
dismount, but I don’t think I’ve
ever punched the air on a
horse throughout my career.
“When I started to ride
people like AP McCoy and

‘I’ve had some rubbish times, some really good times,
but I have literally lived my dream and there are very
few people in this world who can say that’

Mick Fitzgerald were so
serious and so driven that’s
what I thought I needed to be
like, so I changed. I think
racing needs more raw
emotion to interact with the
public more. I’ve been doing it
for so long I’m not sure I could
go the other way, but I wish I
did celebrate those winners
more and I wouldn’t frown on
anyone doing it. I should really
celebrate when I win rather
than breathe a sigh of relief.”
It is in the final throes of our
interview when that emotion is
truly laid bare. We discuss his
family and he explains his
parents were initially reluctant
to support his wishes to
become a jockey after his older
brother Vivian lost his life in a
fall at Huntingdon at just 21.
Kennedy was just six at the
time and later relied on his
father, a former jockey and
trainer, who could relate to his
experiences unlike anyone
else. He died four years ago.
“I’d hate for him to have
seen how my career has
petered out, it would have hurt
him,” he says, the shake of his
voice only just obvious enough
to notice.
“I rang him after every race
and having somebody who
lived it and knew it was a huge
help. He was the first person to
give me a bollocking, he didn’t
see through rose-tinted glasses
and he’d let me know if I’d
done something wrong.”
The no-nonsense image of
his father contrasts with the
more mild-mannered vision of
his mother, who now answers
his calls instead. It may be that
Kennedy stands somewhere in
the middle.
He will continue his
pilgrimage to the less-heralded
racecourses up and down
Britain armed with no shame
or regret, just an undying love
for the job and a rather cute
piece of advice.
“My dad always said, ‘Keep a
little bit up your sleeve,’” he
says. “I’ve always had that in
my mind.”
May it serve him well.

Kennedy on . . .
Jockeys’ diets
WITH mornings filled with
coffee and just the odd
snack throughout the day,
Kennedy faces many
struggles familiar to jockeys
but has established a
routine that helps him
maintain a healthy weight.
“There’s no doubt in my
mind that as jockeys we
don’t eat particularly well,”
he says. “If a jockey had a
person to prepare their
meals for them to maintain
a particular body weight,
I’d say 90 per cent of the
weighing room wouldn’t
touch that food, they’d say
‘I’m not eating that’. ”
Fitness is something that
comes naturally to
Kennedy, who enjoys
cycling and playing golf. He
has recently signed up to a
training course that will
enable him to coach
younger jockeys.
“Plain and simple, golf
keeps you away from the
fridge,” he says. “If you were
at home you’d be eating but
it takes your mind off it.”
Using saunas wasn’t
permitted for jockeys
during Covid and they have
since been closed
permanently, a move
Kennedy believes will have
a positive long-term
impact.
“Getting rid of the saunas
is forcing people’s hands
and it’s got to be a good
thing,” he says. “I’d have
used them a little bit out of
laziness, but now you just
have to make sure you lose
the weight before you get
there.
“No saunas means you
have to run a couple of laps
of the track to lose a couple
of pounds before the races,
whereas I knew of guys who
would drop 5lb or 6lb in the
sauna on a pretty regular
basis and that’s just not
good for you.”
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Well done to Sandown for
attempting to bring ladies’
days into the 21st century

N

EXT year it will be 200
years since the term
‘ladies’ day’ was first
used. In 1823, an
anonymous poet
described the Thursday of Royal
Ascot as “ladies day . . . when the
women, like angels, look sweetly
divine”.
This year I attended Royal Ascot
for just the second time. After panicpurchasing a dress on the morning
of the day in sweltering heat, I’m not
sure angelic beauty was something I
was giving off, but I duly made the
necessary effort to dress up.
For once, the action on track took
a backseat and I embraced the
social side of the sport with a few
drinks in the sunshine. It was a day
very well spent.
Some in the sport have a habit of
turning their nose up at once-a-year
and casual racegoers, but this sort of
snobbery is misplaced and
unwelcome.
One of racing’s primary draws is
the opportunity to socialise, so these
customers deserve to be respected
and appreciated in their own right,
and they can develop into long-term
followers of the sport.
Ladies’ – and gentlemen’s – days
are one way of doing this and I was
pleasantly surprised last week when
I was asked to host a panel at
Sandown as part of today’s ladies’
day.
The track has seen an opportunity
to tap into the local equestrian
market and is keen to celebrate

MADDY PLAYLE
YLE
The Friday
column

women’s achievements in the sphere.
Olympic gold medallist and this
year’s Badminton Horse Trials
winner Laura Collett will map her
rise to the top of her profession and
explain what sets her horse London
52 apart. She will be joined by Mia
Palles-Clark, an award-winning
showjumping coach who has taught
the British army among many others.
Sarah Drabwell, general manager
at Sandown, said: “Ladies’ day at
Sandown has traditionally been
centred around awards for style. I
think women are about a bit more
than that so I want to celebrate
achievements.
“This is spot one on a five-or-tenyear plan to celebrate women, not
the hats they wear. Inclusivity
doesn’t mean cancelling certain
sections of society, we celebrate
everyone.”
Drabwell made me realise just
how convenient a rhetoric ladies’
days can be. After all, it doesn’t take
much effort to paint the label on a
day of often sub-par racing and, if
the weather plays ball, the bar

receipts are almost guaranteed to
come flooding in.
The popularity of these days more
than justifies their existence and I’m
not suggesting we should ditch bestdressed competitions and snazzy
giveaways, but if courses are hellbent on using the cheap moniker to
get people through the turnstiles it’s
about time we demanded more
bang for our buck.
While the poet’s words can still
ring true, the days when all women
did was dress up and look pretty are
long gone and ladies’ days present
an opportunity to celebrate women
in a more substantial way.
Hollie Doyle and Rachael
Blackmore are rewriting what is
possible on track, the home of the
Grand National has a female clerk of
the course and the chief executive of
the BHA is a woman.
According to Women in Racing,
an organisation created in 2009 to
develop the profile of women in the
sport, more than 50 per cent of
racing’s workforce is made up of
women.

Royal Ascot racegoers in
their ﬁnery on Ladies’ Day

Letters to the editor
Dancing Brave had luck on
his side in winning the Arc
FAR be it from me to rain on Rishi
Persad’s parade and his choice of
Dancing Brave’s Arc de Triomphe
victory in 1986 as the greatest ever
race, but maybe the triumph should
be put into context.

At the risk of sounding like a poor
loser having backed the runner-up
Bering, I always considered him to be
something of an unlucky loser.
If fading memory serves, Bering
suffered a significant injury, probably
i n t h e c l o s i n g s t a g e s, a n d w a s
retired almost immediately because of
that.

They are achieving great things in
racing yards, betting rings and press
rooms up and down the country
and, as Sandown has recognised,
acknowledging their work does not
have to be difficult or expensive.
A simple interview about why
some of the women in our industry
love horses and the sport should not
be beyond even the country’s
smallest tracks.
During Pride month it was great
to see the ‘Racing is everyone’s
sport’ video shown on racecourses.
Something similar, where some of
the leading women in our industry
are highlighted, would be an easily
achievable goal.

C

ONVERTING people
who aren’t strictly fans
of the sport into
dedicated racegoers
should be one of the
sport’s ultimate aims. The topic
came up again last week when Great
British Racing launched its £1.6
million marketing and advertising
campaign, Everyone’s Turf.
It received mixed reviews, with
many lamenting the lack of horses
on display in the video, which came
in at under 50 seconds. I sympathise
with those views, but understand
the reasons for their absence.
As my colleague Peter Scargill
touched upon in these pages, a
recent survey of 2,507 adults
revealed 94 per cent of those spoken
to “had little or no recent contact
with horses”, which could explain
both why so few of them featured in
the clip and the challenge racing’s
marketeers face in bringing the
sport to a wider audience.
Sandown should be praised for
attempting to bring ladies’ days into
the 21st century and other courses
should be aiming to follow suit as it
could help act as a gateway into the
industry for young women.
Fashion-watching at the races is
often an enjoyable pursuit, but if our
aim is to inspire the next generation,
perhaps the answer lies more in the
thrills of what our industry has to
offer than the frills we wear.

Email editor@racingpost.com
In t hat s e n s e Da n c i n g B rav e,
excellent horse though he was, had
some luck on his side.
Nonetheless, it has been a thoughtprovoking series, including the article
on Dawn Run’s fabulous Gold Cup
win.
In my book, she has never quite
got the official recog nition she

deserves for winning a Gold Cup and a
Champion Hurdle.
Even leading trainers of the present
generation, with all the new,
improved, modern methods, would
think that well-nigh impossible and
never even contemplate it.
Steve Simpson
Preston

DAVID
CARR

Another
view

Time to cure
our Saturday
night fever

S

ATURDAY night may be all
right for fighting, as Elton
John proclaimed, but it is
not so rosy for racing at the
moment.
Weekend evening meetings ought
to be good news for everyone – and
particularly those hoping to refill the
coffers after a tricky couple of
seasons.
Putting on racing at a time when
people are free to go means you get
more of them through the gate. And
Saturday nights rarely offer much else
to bet on so the sport has a clear run
at the online market, a perfect
opportunity for generating crucial
levy funds.
Yet that relies on the show we put
on. On- and off-course punters want
runners – to watch and bet upon –
and that is an issue.
Take some recent examples. There
was just one double-figure field in six
at Doncaster last Saturday night and
none at all at Haydock seven days
earlier, when Lingfield’s numbers
were also down on 2019, the only
sensible date for comparison given
events of the last two years.
So what? Small fields are nothing
new at the moment. But this is
different. Saturday meetings seem to
be popular, attracting plenty of initial
interest, only for the cards not to fill.
In all bar one of those races at
Doncaster, fewer than half of the
horses entered on Monday were
actually declared on Thursday and
that was the case for all six at Haydock.
What is going on? They can’t all
have been scared off by an apparent
good thing; the prize-money was not
cut through the week; and nor did the
going change dramatically – especially
on the all-weather at Lingfield.
But when you declare a horse you
also need a jockey. I wonder whether
that is a significant factor.
In 2019 many came on from the last
afternoon at Royal Ascot to ride at
Lingfield in the evening, among them
Tom Marquand, Oisin Murphy and
Jason Watson. A week later Jack
Garritty, Graham Lee and Daniel
Muscutt were among several to call in
at Doncaster on the way back from
Plate day at Newcastle.
That is no longer possible as the
Covid-induced one-meeting-only
rule remains in place. Nobody wants
a return to jockeys dashing from
afternoon to evening cards day after
day, week after week and risking
fatigue, burnout and disaster on
course or on the roads.
But if there are not enough suitable
riders to take mounts they might be
required for to service the biggest day
of the week, might it be time to
consider an ease on that restriction to
cure racing’s Saturday night fever?

Maddy Meets | John Francome
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c--Lj8eko7o

