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LESTER: THE OFFICIAL BIOGRAPHY 
 

The private story of the world's most famous jockey. Lester Piggott, by the world's most famous writer of racing thrillers. The inside story of the figure that racegoers have cheered for thirty-seven years, yet hardly know. The unpublished facts behind the punishments for rough riding in his youth, and the truth about the accusations of stealing other jockey's mounts. Lester has never defended himself against untrue press reports, and because of his reticence, been much misunderstood. This book sets the record straight. 

 

DICK FRANCIS 
 

LESTER: The Official Biography 

 

Complete Text   (excluding appendices) 

 

Author's Note 

 

THE Appendices to this book (too extensive to include in this e-book version) are the work of Dorothy Laird, who for her own pleasure kept records of Lester's wins (and those of other jockeys) for very many years. 

 

I am most grateful to her for offering me the use of them as they have proved invaluable throughout. She also willingly searched for obscure details whenever I asked, and checked all my facts and _ read the proofs. 

 

Dorothy Laird is the distinguished author of authorised biographies of the Queen (How the Queen Reigns) and of Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother. Her next authorised biography will be of Princess Anne. She has written also a deeply researched history of Ascot racecourse. 

 

There is no bibliography for this book as it has been written from prime sources. 

 

I read only a 36-page booklet by Charles Fawcus, "The Classic 28", finding it very helpful with chronology. 
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Introduction 

THE trouble with being a genius is that to yourself you are not. You are you, a familiar identity, understood. Genius is perceived by others, but not from the inside out. 

 

To Lester, being Lester is normal. A prosaic fact of existence. Nothing to get steamed up about. To everyone else, the idea of being Lester is incredible. 

 

Genius is something beyond ability, beyond talent, beyond learning. Genius is the plus factor which turns admiration to a lump in the throat and leaves you wondering why your own feet are forever stuck in treacle. 

 

To watch Lester switch a horse to the outside, set it running and take it to the post with a length in hand, to see the inward smile with which he acknowledged his mastery privately to himself, this was to see in action the same sort of total professional understanding that has moved every other creative or interpretive genius since history began. 

 

There is a tendency to revere most those manifestations of genius which leave visible objects to posterity, like buildings, paintings, inventions, books. In all bygone ages, other achievements have had to rely for immortality on a combination of factual records and convincing eye-witness reports, and genius which expressed itself physically -voice, personality, muscular skill-had largely to be taken on trust. The Electronic Age of the twentieth century has changed all that, and performers have come into their own at last. 

 

Electronics arrived too late to give substance to the legend of Fred Archer, and came barely adequately in time to do justice to Gordon Richards, but they have done Lester Piggott proud. The films of his races are there for ever and, although we now may take this for granted, just think how fascinating it would have been had we been able to see a screening of Diomed winning the 1780 Derby. 

 



With so much of Lester's life on permanent record, with video tapes by the thousand and newspaper clippings by the ton, one might expect the world to know him well. 

 

Except by sight, it does not. 

 

Few of the electronic-age heroes have remained so private while living in so public a context. Few have retreated so successfully from self-exposure, parrying every exploring thrust with a wrinkled forehead, a half grin, and long, long, non-speaking pauses. In the public side of his fife, Lester seldom explains, seldom defends himself, never blames others, never bursts out in temperamental rages. 

 

Lester's public life, to an extraordinary extent, goes on privately inside his own head. 

 

Everyone journeys through character as well as time. The person one becomes depends on the person one has been, and no one is static from birth to death. Like everyone else, Lester grew and changed and adjusted, living the common voyage across experience to maturity. No one should look upon a man at fifty as being the same as he was at seventeen, although all too often they do. Lester's life is not just a tally of dazzling achievements but also the story of the development of an exceptional man. 

 

 

1 Origins 

 

BONFIRES blazed coast to coast the night Lester was born. Bright coloured stars filled the sky and every schoolchild in Britain knew the date. The fifth of November, 1935. Fireworks in honour of Guy Fawkes, who failed to blow up the Houses of Parliament on the same day in 1605. 

 

Not that his parents cared much about gunpowder, treason and plot, or the fun and bangs going on all around. Iris and Keith Piggott were in Wantage Hospital in Berkshire, one exhausted but both relieved at the safe arrival of their first-and only-child. They already supposed that as he was a boy he would become a jockey. The seeds of his destiny were so thickly sown, the road ahead so clearly marked, that on the day of his birth the only real question was how far and how well he would travel. 

 

The passing of a family skill from one generation to the next is common in many trades, and it seems to occur more routinely the more the job invades normal family life. Racing, for those earning a living by it, is a total commitment, the almost exact opposite of the general norm. The job is there from dawn to bedtime, public holidays definitely included: and it is fair to say that no one does it who doesn't like it. 

 

In both Iris's and Keith's families, the involvement with racing was absolute and of long duration. Iris was a Rickaby, a name stretching back into the mists of Turf history. Her great-grandfather, Fred, trained the winner of the Derby in 1855, a colt named Wild Dayrell. Her father, another Fred, won the Oaks as a jockey in 1896 on the filly Canterbury Pilgrim, the One Thousand Guineas in 1891 and a host of other races besides. Her brother, Fred, won the One Thousand Guineas four times and died during the First World War in his mid-twenties. Her brother's son Bill Rickaby was in the leading ranks of jockeys from after the Second World War until his retirement in 1968. 

 

Iris herself was a jockey of no mean achievement and would undoubtedly have won a great many more races had they been regularly open to women. In her day, there was only one race, the ancient and venerable Newmarket Town Plate, still held once a year over four and a half miles of Newmarket Heath. Men ride against women, all being amateurs, and the prize is traditionally a pound of sausages and a bottle of champagne. Iris won the race twice, and once finished second. (The girl who beat her, and who was her greatest contemporary rival, was Eileen Joel who, as Mrs John Rogerson, became one of the best-loved owners in British racing.) In Keith Piggott's family, the racing tradition had been repeatedly passed down through the female line. In the thoroughbred Stud Book, the dam's influence is acknowledged to be as persistent as the sire's, and what's good for horses seems to hold true enough also for humans. 

 

There was also through several generations a steady tie with one place, the training stables at Danebury, near Stockbridge in Hampshire. As far as can be reliably traced, the Piggott family's racing ancestry started in earnest with a certain "Old John" Day, who farmed and trained at Danebury in the late eighteenth century. He had many sons, nearly all of whom were engaged in racing. One, Sam, won the Derby three times-on Gustavus, 1821; Priam, 1830; and Pyrrhus the First in 1846. The time-span alone proves the durability of his talent. 

 

Another, William, distinguished himself by being warned-off for nobbling a horse trained by his father, and it must be admitted that the Days of Danebury were, for several decades, a red hot source of scandalous results and huge betting coups which were considered excessive even in their own immoderate times. 

 



But skill spurted through them all. A third brother, John-known as John Day II-amassed Classics like picking raspberries. He won sixteen altogether, but no Derbys. 

The Oaks and the One "Thousand Guineas fell to him five times each which suggests that he was extra good with fillies, and he also won the Two Thousand Guineas four times and the St. Leger twice. 

 

John Day II took out a training licence while still a regular jockey, and prepared Pyrrhus the First for the Derby, won by his brother Sam. For years he trained at Danebury, but in later life moved to Findon, near Worthing in Sussex, a village with a racing tradition as strong as Lambourn's. (A hundred years after him, the same Downs saw the emergence of chart-topper Ryan Price.) 

 

A third brother, also confusingly called John, and known as John Day III, turned his attention exclusively to training. He took over Danebury when John Day II moved out, although his own successes there seem to have been moderate. He did, however, produce one jewel in the shape of a daughter, Kate. She, not surprisingly, did as many trainers' daughters do, and married the stable jockey. She also had the good sense to pick a remarkably good jockey, Tom Cannon, who might have been champion for the best part of his long career had it not been for his staggering contemporary rival, Fred Archer. Tom Cannon, Fred Archer and a third great jockey, George Fordham, struck sparks off each other all over Britain from about 1870 to Archer's death in 1886, in displays of jockeyship which have probably never been surpassed. 

 

All three were endowed with endless physical energy, travelling hundreds of miles by train and horse in pursuit of winners. Fred Archer several times rode more than 200 winners in a season, a feat seldom achieved even now with cars and aeroplanes. 

Archer was champion for thirteen years and Fordham for fourteen. Tom Cannon himself rode 1,544 winners, including the Two Thousand Guineas four times, the Oaks four times, the One Thousand Guineas three times, the St. Leger once, and the Derby once, on Shotover in 1882. 

 

It is easy enough always, as each generation becomes "modern" and as history recedes, to denigrate the achievements of earlier men, to think of their successes as somehow second rate because they were not scored within living memory. But Archer, Fordham and Cannon were, according to all who saw and evaluated them through piercingly knowledgeable eyes, the equal of anything racing will ever produce. 

 



Cannon, of the three, had the smallest frame and the gentlest nature, and relied for success more on judgment of pace and delicacy of touch than on sheer brute force. 

He too took out a trainer's licence while still actively engaged as a jockey, and became the master of Danebury. In 1888 he sent Playfair from there to Aintree to win the Grand National. 

 

Tom Cannon and Kate Day produced three sons and a daughter, and all three boys became jockeys. The eldest, Mornington (horny), was six times champion and the second, Kempton, won the Derby in 1904 on St. Amant. The third, Tom, made less impression in the saddle and set up as a trainer at Compton in Berkshire. Their sister, Margaret, did as her mother before her, and married one of her father's stable jockeys. 

 

Margaret Cannon's husband came from an ancestry of farmers who rode to hounds and as amateur jockeys, but who were not in the mainstream of Flat racing tradition. 

By the time of the marriage, financial disaster had overtaken her prospective father-in-law who had lost his farm and livelihood through an outbreak of foot-andmouth disease and had taken instead to pubkeeping as the landlord of the Crown Hotel at Nantwich in Cheshire. Margaret Cannon married the elder of his sons, an ex-apprentice to her father at Danebury. His name was Ernie Piggott. 

 

Ernie Piggott grew into a tall stylish man with a strong, good-looking, intelligent face and prowess to match. In his earlier years, he rode as much in France and Belgium as in England, but increasing weight meant he had to turn to steeplechasing instead of the Flat. Only after he won the 1912 Grand National on Jerry M did he settle finally in England. 

 

His illustrious career included two more Grand National wins, both on Poethlyn-one, the wartime substitute at Gatwick in 1918, the second back at Aintree the following year-and he was champion jump jockey three times. 

 

Ernie Piggott and Margaret Cannon had two sons, Victor and Keith. Both rode as jump jockeys 

 

between the two world wars, with Keith probably having the greater success. Small and immensely sturdy, he took more than five hundred winners past the post, including the Champion Hurdle winner African Sister in 1939. 

 

Keith, born in 1904, was apprenticed on the Flat to a trainer called Bert Lines in Newmarket, and afterwards transferred to Frank Barling. His new boss sent Grand Parade to win the 1919 Derby, and also took ten of the twenty-four races at one Royal Ascot meeting, a record so far unbroken. Keith, then growing heavier, returned to his father Ernie and rode jumpers both for him and trainers like Tom Coulthwaite who trained the Grand National winners, Eremon, Jenkinstown and Grakle; Keith would have been on Grakle but for breaking his thigh and being laid up for a year. In later life came compensation in the shape of Ayala whom he trained to win the National in 1963. 

 

All this lay ahead, however, when in a union universally considered appropriate, Keith Piggott married Iris Rickaby on 16 September, 1929. 

 

 

2 Childhood 

 

WITH such a heredity, the boy resulting from the confluence of these families would have to have been blind, retarded or limbless not to have been a jockey; and he was none of these things. He did have one quite severe physical defect, invisible and unsuspected, but it would have taken more than that to stop him. 

 

They called him Lester Keith. Keith, of course, after his father, and Lester after Iris's brother Frederick Lester Rickaby who was killed at the end of the First World War. 

He in turn had been named after the American jockey Lester Reiff, who rode in Britain at the turn of the century. 

 

Iris Rickaby Piggott took her child back to the square, modern, red-bricked house where she and Keith lived in the village of Letcombe Regis in Berkshire. Keith was at the height of his career. His father, Ernie, was quietly training a few horses just down the road, and his uncle Charlie (Ernie's brother) was saddling a stream of them for Keith to ride from his stable by Cheltenham racecourse. There were enough successes to make life sweet, and no tragedies bad enough to sour it. 

 

Lester's childhood, as far as his family went, was rooted in a secure, caring, hardworking background. He describes his childhood as having been happy; which is to say not that he was in any way pampered, but that he received exactly the sort and amount of affection which suited him best. From his mother, he got no-nonsense love and a great deal of worldly level-headed advice. From his father, instruction from an early age in the finer points of horsemanship and an intense and lasting father-son devotion. 

 



What the parents had to work on was raw material imbued with talent, tenacity and intelligence, and if their imprint still shows on the finished article, one can hardly say they did a bad job. 

 

The infant Lester was variously described as a sweet little boy and a proper little devil, which sounds totally normal. His most irritating habit as a toddler was to sit on the floor with his back to people and not answer when he was spoken to. He frequently didn't do what he was told, and he didn't like strangers. 

 

At quite a young age he had an operation for adenoids, as it was considered that they were blocking the back of his nose and hindering his speech. Not a great deal was made of his excessively nasal intonation as, in fact, his father spoke in much the same way, though to a lesser extent. Nor was much weight given to the fact that he spoke seldom because, when he did speak, his command of words was suitable for his age. Out with the adenoids, it was thought, and hey presto. 

 

Out came the adenoids and Lester went on precisely as before. After a while, when he was about four, a further and more radical adenoid operation was carried out, this time removing tonsils as well. And it was after this that the specialist treating him asked Iris and Keith to go and see him, and to bring their son. They went and talked in his consulting room, with Lester playing quietly on the floor. 

 

"I think," said the ear-nose-and-throat man, "that your son is deaf." 

 

The parents were astounded and disbelieving. "He can't be," they said. "He hears what we say. He answers us." 

 

"He hears a little," they were told, "but he's very bright, and he lip-reads." 

 

Iris and Keith still didn't believe him. 

 

"I'll show you," the doctor said. He got Lester to stand at his knee, and asked him a simple question. Lester answered without hesitation. "He's not deaf," Keith asserted. 

 

The doctor shook his head, picked up a large sheet of paper and held it in front of his mouth so that Lester could see only his eyes looking over the top. He asked Lester another question, just as simple. Lester gave no sign at all of having heard. The doctor put down the paper and asked the same question again. Lester answered at once. 

 



This demonstration, once or twice repeated with exactly the same results, reluctantly convinced the Piggotts. They cast their minds back and found explanations for so much behaviour that they had considered just "Lester's way". The refusal to answer when he had his back to people: he didn't know they wanted an answer unless he saw them speak. The impedimented speech: he didn't know how words ought to sound. 

He didn't obey ... when he couldn't hear the instructions; and the withdrawal from strangers was because he found their lips difficult to read. 

 

"And it explained," Keith said, "a habit he had of going right up close to the wireless and pressing his ear against it. He did it often ... but we never thought it was because he couldn't hear properly." 

 

Tests were made. Lester's ears proved to be receptive to low-frequency sounds but progressively insensitive higher up the scale. He has the sort of hearing which lets in whispers and blots out screams. He was fitted with a hearing aid, but he wouldn't wear it. He simply took it off and left it lying about, and all efforts to persuade him ended in failure. Lester, said his mother resignedly, never did what he didn't want to. 

He continued to lip-read and to speak indistinctly and seemed perfectly happy with things as they were. 

 

Lester's ability to lip-read grew like an extra sense at such an early age that not only his parents but countless others afterwards didn't realise he couldn't hear much of what they said. He says himself that it's no disadvantage as if he is bored with a conversation he doesn't have to listen, and there's no doubt that his habit of switching off goes right back to birth. 

 

It is still no use expecting a Piggott answer if you speak to the back of his head. No use looking too far away from him while you speak. He hears chiefly with his eyes, prefers to talk to one person at a time, and has a tendency to look uncomprehending for long periods at receptions. On the other hand, when everything is quiet at night he can hear distant sounds, like owls hooting and trains running on rails three miles away; and he can hear quite well on the telephone, even on ordinary receivers not fitted with a volume-booster switch like his own at home. 

 

Lester himself is inclined to think his deafness resulted from falling on his head off a pony when he was six. He was knocked unconscious and suffered from concussion, and he believeswrongly-that this made him deaf. It's probable he thinks so because it must have been at about this time that he came to realise that his hearing was different from that of everyone else. 

 



The difficulty with hearing and the fact of his being an only child combined powerfully from the start to turn him inwards to himself. Add to this natural isolation a focus of interest, and you have all the ingredients of super-single-mindedness. He saw horses all around him: they were his father's job, his mother's interest, his family's tradition. The barrier of deafness kept most of the rest of the world away as if in the misty distance. The active young mind fed and filled and grew on talk of racing, and nothing much else seemed as real or as important. 

 

It wouldn't have been enough, of course, without one other decisive gift: the bonus that he was born with the build and balance of a natural athlete. As a child, his face was rounded and chubby and his body that of any normal boy. He was slight but not tiny for his age, nor in any obvious way physically remarkable, but he was endowed nonetheless with innate economy and grace of movement. He could run faster than any others of his age that he came across, and developed an early skill at any game he tried to play. At school, the retired soldier in charge of physical education, Sergeant-Major Glaser, spotted this flair when Lester was at least as young as seven, and encouraged him to run and to play cricket. When Lester was eleven, Glaser told him he could earn his living at any sport he cared to choose. 

 

Lester clearly remembers this first coach, but the old talent scout was fighting a losing 'battle: every day after school, Lester's single desire was to get on his bicycle and pedal home to the only really important activity in life, riding horses. 

 

The first school he attended was King Alfred's in Wantage, a sturdy old building on the side of the town nearest Letcombe Regis. Home and school were about two miles of leafy lanes apart with no main roads to cross, so that as soon as he could manage it, before he was six, he took himself to and from by bike. Even allowing for the fact that more was expected from war-time children by way of physical effort, it is evident that Lester's incredible stamina dated from a very early age. The road from Letcombe to Wantage is by no means flat. 

 

As might be expected, he did not excel academically. Quite probably he might have done if he had been inclined that way, but his whole cast of mind, apart from his difficulty in hearing the masters, was against it. He did enough school work to keep himself out of trouble and out of bottom place in class, and it is clear that his lack of academic progress was due to lack of interest, not of intellect. What he did want to learn, he learned fast and thoroughly, and first of all he wanted to read. 

 



He read everything to do with racing. Not a word of "Dickens and books like that". 

Nothing in the mainstream of the national literary heritage. Nothing about history, art, music or philosophy. Everything about racing. And literally everything he could lay his hands on, from ancient books of memoirs to the stop-press in the evening papers. 

 

His own antecedent, William Day, wrote two fascinating books of revelation about the early Victorian racing scene which make the modern Turf look like an antiseptic nursery school. Those, and books like George Lambton's immortal Men and Horses I Have Known were what Lester devoured instead of Noddy. The habit of reading, once acquired, is impossible to shake off. Lester reckons he has now read almost every book ever published on the subject of racing, and finds reading his chief relaxation. 

 

Next after reading, he wanted to learn about figures. Not just twice-times-two, and certainly not cube roots and the square on the hypotenuse. He was not even inclined towards the mathematics of betting, in the way of the baby who was taught to count by his bookmaker father-"One, six-tofour, two . . ." 

 

Lester's figures were those to be found in the delicate salmon-pink pages of the Financial Times. Lester's "Pink 'Un" told him the winners on the Stock Market and summed up the prospects of fast movers in minerals and shipping. Lester by the age of thirteen knew his way round the Financial Times as familiarly as round Comic Cuts. 

 

Iris remembers a day when the bank manager came to call and tried to find a certain report he wished to discuss. Lester watched him turning the closely-printed pages unsuccessfully and began fidgetting with impatience. Finally, unable to stand the sight any longer, he snatched the paper out of the bank manager's hands and turned immediately to the page required. 

 

"He was quite small," Iris says. "The bank manager was astonished." 

 

Lester's interest in finance has been called everything from "shrewd" to "too mean to give you a dirty look". Under every stone on the Turf there are stories of how Lester avoids paying for anything if he can inveigle someone else into doing it, stories all trying to prove that, compared with Lester, Scrooge was a non-starter. Lester never pays, they say. Lester is always missing at hand-inpocket time. Lester gives you things, and then asks for the money. 



 

Lester, on the other hand, is demonstrably not a miser, because his parsimoniousness does not begin at home. He lives well, dresses well, and spends a lot of money on things he likes, and he always has. Towards his own family he is open-handedly generous, and when among long-time friends pays his share as a matter of course. 

 

According to Iris, his closeness as far as other people are concerned is her fault. "I detest spongers," she said. "When Lester was a young child, I knew so many jockeys who earned a lot and had nothing to show for it when they retired. There was one who lived at Cheltenham who had a beautiful house and everything of the best, but he didn't take care of his money. There were always hangers-on, letting him pay for everything. He ended up with nothing. No house, no money ... taking any odd-job, and when he was old, practically begging. I saw him once outside a racecourse, walking up and down in sandwich boards. It made me so angry. And there were others. One of them earned thousands and thousands, but he had no sense. He thought he ought always to pay for everyone because he earned more than they did. 

He would have five or six so-called friends with him most of the time, and he would pay all their hotel bills and so on ... They just took all they could get out of him and never suggested he should save for when he had to stop riding. So then, when he did stop, he hadn't put a great deal away. He'd earned enough to be comfortably off for the rest of his life but he'd wasted it all on bloodsuckers who deserted him at once, as soon as his money dried up. Well, I suppose Lester heard me talking about this a great deal, and certainly I did warn him over and over again not to let people take advantage of him, not to lavish his money on people who were only out for what they could get. I told him to save for being well-off when he was older. And I suppose that perhaps I did rather too good a job." 

 

Her ever persisting passion on this subject entirely explains Lester's evasiveness with cash. She gave him as a little boy not just casual advice on the subject once or twice, but fierce and often reiterated cautionary tales about the poverty awaiting victims of spongers. 

 

Lester grew up with a determination not to be "done" that has lasted all his fife and is as much an automatic part of his psychological make-up as 

 

looking before crossing the road. The people who have to pay up small sums after Lester has walked away think of each such act as a deliberate meanness directed towards them personally. They're wrong: Lester walks away from paying out of deep-seated subconscious mental habit. It doesn't 

 



seem mean to him, but merely normal and prudent. 

 

Occasionally he does play it awarely as a game, grinning fiendishly as he manoeuvres someone else into coughing up for the taxi. Occasionally, on the other hand, he will pay up cheerfully when outmanoeuvred by someone else; cheerfully, that is, when it is quite clear to both Lester and opponent that a game has been played. 

 

Back in his childhood, though, it was no game. He learned that a fool and his money were soon parted, and he didn't mean to be a fool. 

 

Life for all wartime children tended to be austere, and it is significant that at the start of hostilities Lester was two months short of four. From then until he was nearly ten, during his most impressionable years, he heard phrases like "make a sacrifice", "do without", and "there isn't any" used as regular everyday speech. Half the children in his class at school were refugees, evacuated from London. He saw no lighted windows after dark. He lived in a world where treats were rare, new clothes scarce, and petrol for pleasure not allowed. He saw no bananas, lemons or pineapples. 

Sweets were rationed to four ounces a week, and there was no ice cream. Everyone lived on a boring and restricted diet and put up with it more or less cheerfully. Lester, therefore, passed his childhood without lavish food and without resenting its absence, a basic training which was to stand him in very good stead. 

 

Of all the deprivations of his young years, he compensated as an adult for only one, developing a passion for ice cream. Any ice cream stall near the exit gate of a racecourse acted on him later like a magnet, and on a hot day, tired after riding, he couldn't resist this appeal. Give him ice cream anywhere anytime, and he disposes of it fast. "Mad for it," he says. "And I know it puts on weight, because I've weighed myself before and after eating it, and a plateful puts on a whole pound. American ice cream is best. They have forty-two varieties in those Howard Johnson restaurants." 

 

In most respects, his life followed a normal pattern. His parents took him most years for a holiday at the seaside to places like Selsey in Sussex and Devon, during which he acquired another lasting interest, swimming. 

 

To offset his aloneness at home, his mother occasionally asked other children to tea. 

Lester was usually pleased enough at the prospect of having others to play with, but halfway through the visit he would get bored and disappear, leaving his mother to do the entertaining. Walking away from boredom is something he has done all his life. 

 



He had few toys, from his own choice, and was not possessive of them. He was a naturally tidy child, highly organised and punctual. If he said he would do a thing at a certain time, he did it; and except when circumstances prevent it, he maintains this habit to this day. He was strong and healthy. He caught a few colds but cannot remember having had measles or other infectious diseases. He disliked the school food ("potatoes and milk and muck like that") and didn't eat it, which helped to keep him light. And one of his chief childish pleasures was stealing apples. 

 

A wholesome, well-regulated childhood in a straightforwardly sensible home. Sturdy foundations for a skyscraper. 

 

It was during the war years that his father taught him to ride. He had no other teacher, then or ever, except his own eyes, and hardly needed one, as the teacher he did have was patient, persistent and expert, and obviously did a good job. 

 

Keith at that time had rented a stable in Letcombe Regis from a man called Grimey Whitelaw, and was training a few horses on his own account. Racing continued on a small scale throughout the war, mostly with the object of maintaining the thoroughbred blood lines. The Derby was run at Newmarket, which was safer from bombs than Epsom, and a restricted number of other meetings, both Flat and National Hunt, took place. Keith rode in as few as ten races a year, a lean time to be a jockey, and although Lester went with him three or four times, he remembers seeing Keith race only once. It was at Windsor in 1944, when Lester was eight. "One of those doodle-bugs came over just before the race started ... we were all lying on the ground, but it went over and came down towards London." The flying bomb made an impression, but not the actual race. 

 

From Lester's point of view, Keith was a kind teacher, insistent but not impatient. 

"He used to tell me all the time. Anything I did wrong, he used to put me right." 

 

Although he had ridden various other children's ponies from the age of two, the first he himself called his own was Brandy, a half-tamed creature from the New Forest who made an indelible impression on the whole family. Keith and Lester set off from Letcombe, with a car and trailer to fetch it from Fulke Walwyn who had a stable at East Ilsley, about ten miles away. Fulke had agreed to lease the pony to Keith for a fiver, but wouldn't sell it. 

 

On the outward journey, Lester suddenly saw the empty trailer passing the car in which he sat beside his father, and they both watched, mesmer ised, while it ran on ahead into a ditch. There it stuck, damaged and too heavy for them to shift, but rather than go home without Brandy, they drove on to East Ilsley and sent for a motor horsebox. The one which arrived had room for six full-grown racehorses, and it went solemnly to Letcombe containing one thirteen-hands pony. 

 

Brandy proved to be the least suitable children's pony in riding history. "It was wild. 

It was fast, but it was wild. It put the old man on his back two or three times. It really used to have a go. It used to run away with me all over the place. Disappear." Brandy took off regularly with Lester and pulled up miles away across the Downs when at last it got tired. Its speed was so great that it was an attraction at informal war-time amusements. "They used to get Freddie Fox, Gordon Richards and the old man-all those sort of jockeys--for past-andpresent races. Brandy and the old man used to win all the time. Go like hell." 

 

It says a good deal for the son's balance and the father's courage that the young Lester was let loose on this unpredictable bolter long before he had the strength to control it, but there is little doubt that Brandy adjusted Lester to racing speeds while most children of his age were on the leading-rein. 

 

One day when Keith and Lester were on one of their regular long rides over the Downs, two single-engined aeroplanes collided overhead. Although they were fighter aircraft, it was an accident, as both were American from a nearby training base. Keith and Lester reined-in and saw pieces of aeroplane falling not far away, and Lester set off instantly to take a closer look. When Keith caught him up, Lester had stopped and was peering concentratedly down at something on the ground. To his horror, Keith saw that it was the body of one of the pilots. 

 

Before Keith could take any action, his son spoke. "He's dead," he said. 

 

No hysterics, no tears, no visible emotion. Just a calm statement of something he understood, although he had not seen a dead person before. He was seven at the time. 

 

Keith and Lester rode home matter-of-factly and Keith and Iris waited for their son to have nightmares when the shock of what he'd seen hit his imagination. Nothing happened. Nothing at all. Lester never referred to the pilot again and nor did his parents, for fear of stirring up horrors, and after a while they were not sure that he even remembered. From a very early age, and certainly by this time, Lester's mind accepted reality prosaically, and his reaction to everything, good or bad, was filtered through an inner damping process. The cool head he took to racing was already in full command on the day he saw a man fall out of the sky and looked at his dead face with dispassionate interest instead of fright. 



 

Although by the age of eight or nine Lester could ride like an angel, he still couldn't get up on a pony without help, owing mostly to his small size but partly to a surprising inability to jump up. This made him doubly keen never to fall off away from help, but also posed problems when it came to gymkhanas. 

 

Owing to war-time restrictions on crowds and a general shortage of petrol, the only available shows were the sort of local gymkhanas run by the Pony Club and the Red Cross, and young Lester, already eager to race, wasn't going to miss them. He used to ride to nearby gymkhanas alone on his pony, compete in every event he could, and ride home again. His chief complaint was that he couldn't go in for anything such as obstacle races, which involved dismounting and getting up again without help. 

 

"I didn't win at gymkhanas to begin with, but as time went on, I did. One of the last few gymkhanas I rode in was at Faringdon, and I rode the pony from Lambourn to Faringdon and won a few things and rode home again." 

 

Lambourn to Faringdon is ten miles, and Lester was eleven. 

 

Before he was ten, he was beginning to ride the racehorses in Keith's stable. None of his relations was surprised and no one made a fuss of it or told him how extraordinarily advanced he was in ability. Even Keith and Iris, though expecting him to be good, didn't quite realise what they had on their hands. However brilliant any child may be, he still has a long way to go, and it was probably what Lester couldn't yet do which filled their thoughts, not what he could. In any case, both of them also, like most horse-racing families, were down-toearth in approach and despised airs and graces. Achievements from Lester were more often greeted by a parental "yes, but next time . . .", rather than "Well done." 

 

Keith, for all his kindness, was firm and exacting. "He was pretty strict. He didn't stand any nonsense, you know." He insisted on Lester riding every possible day, knowing that no one, whatever their natural talent, ever achieved greatness without constant and dedicated practice. 

 

The end of the war brought little let up in the general picture of countrywide austerity, but it did at least allow the resumption of racing. Keith turned exclusively to training and bought a larger stable at Lambourn, and the family moved there when Lester was eleven. 

 



The house with its twin gables stood high off the road on a bank in the centre of the Berkshire village, with the stable yard immediately behind it. Life re-established itself fairly smoothly but, owing to the transport problem, Lester (no longer able to cycle to school because it was now too far) became a weekly boarder at King Alfred's. This unpopular arrangement lasted until Christmas 1947 when Lester left King Alfred's and went instead to a tiny private school in Upper Lambourn. There, the one lady teacher, Miss Amy Westdrake, took ten or twelve pupils and gave individual attention. Lester travelled to and fro again on his bicycle, two miles each way. 

 

In the spring of 1948, aged twelve, he followed a course entirely normal for the sons of racehorse trainers, and became legally apprenticed to his father. 

 

 

3 Apprenticeship 

 

THE difference from that day to the next was almost unnoticeable. Lester had been riding out with the string of racehorses at morning exercise for some two years, and merely continued to do so. The new school allowed more flexible hours than King Alfred's, but he was already accustomed to them. He worked as usual in the stables every minute available, standing on a bucket to groom the parts of a horse he couldn't reach from the ground. Nothing external changed, but internally Lester took a giant mental stride towards maturity. He had been looking forward to being apprenticed, and felt that the real part of his life was just beginning. It excited him. He waited with a sense of dawn breaking for his first professional race. 

 

It came on 7 April 1948, in the Easter school holidays, when Keith without any apparent trepidation put his shrimp-sized son onto a racing saddle for the first time, in an apprentice race at Salisbury. The horse, The Chase, was a three-yearold filly which Lester had regularly ridden in gallops at home. The new jockey knew his mount, he knew how to pace himself over the distance, he was unexcitable by temperament and unlikely to lose his head. Other boys had started even younger -his own great-grandfather Tom Cannon at nine, Stanley Wootton and many others at ten and eleven. To Lester himself, twelve seemed pretty old. As usual in the Piggott family, no one made any fuss. 

 

The Chase went well enough on that first occasion though without troubling the judge, and Keith gave Lester sporadic practice through the summer. There were five more races at places like Bath, Kempton Park and Worcester, three of them on The Chase again, and two on another horse, Secret Code. At Chepstow on 31 July, in the last of those races, Secret Code finished second. 

 

Came the summer school holidays, and The Chase was due to run at Haydock on Wednesday, 18 August. Lester was to be in the saddle for a tough appearance against seasoned jockeys, as it was not an event for apprentices only. The race was a seller (the winner to be sold for auction afterwards), and one of the other entries was Prompt Corner, a horse formerly trained by Keith, which had been sold three months previously. Its new trainer was Ginger Dennistoun who was never averse to winning his races by off-course strategy if he could get the chance. 

 

He said to Keith Piggott, "It's no good us taking both of the horses up to Haydock. 

We might as well work them both at home and take the 

 

best one." So the horses were galloped together. Dennistoun brought Prompt Corner to Keith's gallops and Sam Wragg rode it, finishing perhaps half a length in front of Lester on The Chase. 

 

"You won't go now, will you?" Dennistoun said to Keith, but before Keith could answer the twelve-year-old Lester said quickly, "You didn't take the 7-lb allowance into consideration." 

 

The horses were both carrying the weight they would have in the race, but as Lester was an apprentice he could have claimed 7 lb less, and if he had carried 71b less, he would have won. So Keith said he would send The Chase to Haydock, and that didn't please Ginger Dennistoun very much. 

 

Bill Rickaby, Lester's cousin, was engaged to ride Prompt Corner at Haydock, but on the day of the race he couldn't get to the course because of bad weather. An on-the-spot replacement jockey would have to be found. 

 

Ginger Dennistoun, also having trouble in reaching the course, found out where the Piggotts were staying, and telephoned Keith to say he didn't think he could get there, and he wouldn't be having a "go" with Prompt Corner. Eventually, however, he arrived and engaged Davy Jones to ride. At that point, he instructed the jockey to win if he could, but at the last minute he changed his mind again and told him not to as there had been no time to arrange suitable bets. 

 

Lester says, laughing, "Prompt Corner finished second to me and it could have won. 

Davy was just behind me, hauling on his reins and yelling, `Go on, go on.' And I rode my first winner. But if Davy had been trying, he'd have beaten me. What a carry on, eh?" 

 

The face which the winning jockey took into the unsaddling enclosure betrayed none of those thoughts. He stood 4 ft. 6 ins. in his racing boots and weighed less than five stone, and although he was a child he already knew what not to say in public, a lesson some adults never learn in all their lives. 

 

The pressmen, routinely interviewing the winning trainer-Keith-found that Lester was only twelve; and suffering as so often happens from a dearth of rivetting subject matter, they fell on this fact with enthusiasm. Lester, from his very first win, was news. 

 

As for Lester himself, he and Keith drove home contentedly in the horsebox to Lambourn, and Lester went to bed. It was after all, as he pointed out, past his normal bedtime. What else would you expect him to do? 

 

Quite. 

 

The fact that Lester went quietly off to bed sums up perfectly the professionalism of his family. Wild celebrations with screams and kisses would be unthinkable. A job of work had been successfully completed and life would go on as before. That the local paper had sent a photographer to record his triumphal return was just one of those things. The photographer took a picture of Lester going upstairs to bed, carrying (naturally) his own bag. 

 

Life, of course, never went on quite as before. More photographers arrived, some of them from the Press Association and Reuters, whose pictures travel far. Lester was photographed on and off horses, with and without parents, bicycling, boxing, reading, playing draughts, sitting in armchairs, perching on fences, chewing bits of straw. Lester-fever got into full swing right at the beginning, and never stopped. 

 

Iris went on record as saying, "He's just an ordinary boy." 

 

It is difficult for any mother of a sensible child to realise that her son is not ordinary, but her action was at once illuminating, the shape of things to come, and the buttress of the level-headedness which has saved Lester always from complacency. Iris probably feared more than was necessary that too much publicity would turn his head; but she knew all about the destructive effects of adulation, and she didn't intend Lester to be spoiled by success. 



 

The Press, in consequence, came to regard her as a dragon, an obstacle always in their way, a suffocating influence. "Always there, mothering him at the races," they complained: and Iris said, "How did they expect Lester to get to the races? He'd been leading apprentice for three years before he was old enough to drive. Keith couldn't leave the yard six days a week, chauffering our son. 

 

Someone had to, though, so I did it. The Press never seemed to realise that that was why I was always there waiting to take Lester home." 

 

To take him safely home, out of the reach of temptations, corruptions, and hangers-on. Lester himself took his fame phlegmatically, felt no need to skip out of his mother's care, and had no intention at all of losing his way. After the excitements of the first win, he rode in nineteen more races during the summer holidays and the autumn, but The Chase had left his father's yard, sold in the auction after the Haydock selling-race win, and there were no more signals of the future to come. 

 

Many of the horses he rode in this early time were owned by Betty Lavington, who had some of her many horses with Keith. Her father, 

 

Wilfred Harvey, had horses (including Ascot Gold Cup winner Supertello) with Jack Waugh at Chilton, and in due course her daughter, in the way that racing families intertwine, married Newmarket trainer John Winter, brother of champion National Hunt jockey/trainer Fred. 

 

Betty Lavington saw Lester's potential from the start, and it was she, owner of The Chase, who gave him his first ride and his first winner. 

 

The following year, 1949, was for a long while unproductive. Lester, always a realist, tailored his expectations to match the actual present, and says he wasn't in that year particularly keen or ambitious. Neither did he feel frustrated nor disappointed, but accepted life as it came. This pragmatic attitude, already well developed by thirteen, is at the very root of his character and has been the bedrock of a stability impervious to storms. Lester sees things as they are: a gift not given to most. 

 

On 7 April, at Bath he set out to ride a mare called Betsy for his father. It was a wet and windy day and the filly wasn't keen to go down to the start. Practical Keith flapped his macintosh behind her to get her going, whereupon she kicked up her heels and bolted, young Lester hanging on for dear life, but unable to stop. 

 



At the end of the chute at Bath, where the 6-furlong races start from, there is a high brick wall. Betsy headed straight for it at a full gallop. Lester's solution to imminent annihilation was to yank her head round towards the rails, a manoeuvre so successful that she somersaulted over the top and landed in a heap on the other side. Neither horse nor rider were more than shaken, but they took no part in the actual race: the saddle's girths were broken. 

 

It was over a year from his first win to his second, although he had, in between, ridden in a large number of races. Press interest was not exactly sleeping but no longer at fever pitch, and Lester acquired a good deal of experience without anyone commenting or expecting too much. This invaluable groundwork flowered again on Saturday, 20 August when he won the apprentices' handicap race at Newbury on Forest Glade, trained by his father. There were no stop-go shennanigans on this occasion and also less public acclaim, but on his next winner, Secret Code, at Bath on 1 September, he started favourite. Both of these horses were owned by Betty Lavington: she gave Lester not only his first winner, but his second and third also. 

 

Two further successes followed, one in September, one in October, and then on 28 

October, he rode Flurry for Frank Hartigan in a selling handicap at Thirsk. There was no photo-finish in those days. "I didn't win the race," Lester says in amusement. "The judge gave it to me. It was a short race, five furlongs, and we were spread all across the course. Fred Hunter was on the rails and I was in the centre, and he was half a length in front at the post. The judge didn't see him, I suppose." 

 

They all count. That was official win number five, and with one more in November Lester finished the 1949 season with 6 wins from his 120 rides. 

 

At about this point, the Berkshire school inspectors began to try to put a stop to the budding career. During the Second World War the school leaving age had been raised from fourteen to fifteen, although the first year the ordinance came into actual effect was 1947. This was a shade too soon for Lester as Berkshire County Council, once the law had been changed, set out in his case especially to enforce the new regulations strictly. Under the old rules, Lester, fourteen on 5 November 1949, would have been free after that to do as he pleased. Under the new, his days were supposed to be spent sitting behind a desk. 

 

As well try to stop bamboo shoots growing. Lester needed racing as racing needed Lester. If Lester had to be in school by law, in school he would be-but not during the times when he was wanted on a racecourse. Accordingly, for the summer and autumn terms of 1950 Lester's timetable was as follows: 



 

Six thirty a.m., rise and ride out at exercise on one of his father's string. Have breakfast, bicycle to school at approximately eight and have lessons for half of the morning. Go home, be driven to the races, ride in races, be driven home. Eat. Cycle back to school for more lessons. Cycle home, go to bed. Same most days, Monday to Friday. 

 

His devoted teachers, Miss Amy Westdrake, and her sister Mrs Lunn, saw to it that his total daily hours of schooling were what the law required, unstintingly working for him early and late while in addition teaching their more normal pupils during normal school hours. Their belief in Lester was unbounded and most effectively expressed. 

 

Berkshire County Council didn't exactly give up. They tried to obtain a ruling that no person under fifteen should be allowed to go anywhere where gambling was taking place. Although they didn't say so, the move was a direct attempt not only to stop Lester from riding in so many races at fourteen, but to stop him from going to the racetrack altogether. Perhaps they truly thought he might be better off in a schoolroom, but one wonders. In any case, the ruling was not passed, and Lester pursued his long legal and arduous days dutifully to the discontent of almost everyone. 

 

Lester, incidentally, never passed an official school examination. He failed the examination for transferring from the lower school at King Alfred's in Wantage, to the upper, and at Miss Westdrake's school he sat for no School Certificate (as it was then) or any other paper qualification. His intelligence in life terms was (and is) colossal. In the presence of such unstoppable natural gifts, a formal education was in his case irrelevant. 

 

Since 1950, of course, it has been made impossible for anyone to start Flat racing so young. Not only is the school leaving age at least sixteen, but the minimum age for apprenticeship to any trade is now also sixteen. Lester was lucky. Boys nowadays have no chance of developing racing skills while their bodies are pliable and light. 

Lester himself might never have been able to Flat-race at all if he hadn't been allowed to start until sixteen, because by then he was too heavy for the ultra-light 

,weights carried in apprentice races. 

 

By the opening of the 1950 season, Lester was known as "a useful boy" and was put up regularly by a widening pool of trainers around the Lambourn area: Fred Templeman, Frank Hartigan, "Atty" Persse, and Frank and Ken Cundell in particular. 



 

Possibly because at fourteen he was developing in straightforward physical strength, the winners began coming at regular and diminishing intervals: one in April, three in May, three in June, six in July. 

 

By 1 August, two significant things had happened, though they had been gradual developments, not dates to put fingers on. First, the whole professional racing world had come to realise that this slightly over-publicised kid really did have genuine skill and promise, and second, and probably infinitely more importantly, a positive hunger for winning had grown in Lester himself. He was coming to understand what he could do, and from that very knowledge grew zest, enthusiasm, determination, dedication and perseverance. Genius gets nowhere much without those qualities, and with their growth during the summer of 1950 the genius dormant in Lester Piggott germinated and thrust upward into the sun. 

 

It wasn't the securest of plants at that stage and there were tribulations ahead, but its arrival, if not universally welcomed, was undeniable, unmistakable, and a gust of new wind through an ageing scene. 

 

A bunch of by then middle-aged jockeys had dominated racing since the early thirties, among them Charlie Smirke, Charlie Elliott, Ken Gethin, Eph Smith, Tommy Weston, Rae Johnstone, Michael Beary, Billy Nevett, Dick Perryman and, above all, that great gentleman Gordon Richards. They had monopolised racing throughout the war while the limited programme had been kept going in order to maintain the blood lines and the breeding industry, and they were cosily established as a more or less exclusive group. Younger brothers like Doug Smith were making progress but, on the whole, apprentices had had few opportunities for six or seven years, which meant there were few established jockeys in their twenties. 

 

Lester and the Mercer brothers, Manny and Joe, were the vanguard of the new teenaged generation which swept into the vacuum and rearranged the status quo. Lester remembers that none of the old guard was antagonistic but that Charlie Elliott alone positively helped him with advice. 

 

"They were all close," he says. "They'd all known each other a long time. They used to bet all the time [jockeys are not allowed to, according to the regulations] and they would fiddle about discussing their chances and putting their money on, and then sometimes going out and beating the horse they'd backed! Racing was run for them really. Down at the start, one particular starter would line everyone up [there were no stalls then] and ask Gordon Richards if he was ready. `Ready, Gordon?' And if Gordon nodded, the race would start. They were all on good-pals terms with the Stewards, too. I called Eph Smith a four-letter word one day after he'd tried to unbalance me in a race and he trotted straight off to the Stewards to complain. The jockeys aren't so close a group nowadays. There's not so much betting, but in those days there was a bookie's runner in and out of the changing room all the time." 

 

Berkshire County Council would have had a fit. The fourteen-year-old Lester, already in many respects exceedingly adult, didn't and couldn't join the established group. It is probable that they tolerated him willingly, though, because from 1 August onwards in 1950 he became a top-rank money spinner for them, winning thirty-nine races in eleven weeks and finishing as leading apprentice. 

 

That season, aged fourteen, he rode in 404 races and won 52 of them. He finished with more winners than many established jockeys, such as Ken Gethin and Joe Sime, and was beaten by only ten of the great names, headed of course by Gordon Richards, who scored 201, followed by Doug Smith and Harry Carr. 

 

This great burgeoning summer ended, however, on a sour note. Lester was reported to the Stewards for dangerous riding in a race at Newbury, and on the following Wednesday stood before them at an enquiry in Newmarket (seepage 77). It was the day , of the Cambridgeshire; 25 October. The Stewards gave Lester a three weeks' 

suspension which, in effect, meant the rest of the season, but allowed the ban to start from the following day so that he should be able to ride in the Cambridgeshire as planned. 

 

Lester rode Zina, a three-year-old filly, on whom he had won convincingly at Newbury only seven days earlier. Trained by Frank Cundell, she again ran a great race, flashing across the line with two others, Kelling and Valdesco. The horses were spread out across Newmarket's wide Rowley Mile course, where the angle of the finish can be deceptive. Both Lester and Frank Cundell thought that Zina had won, and Lester rode confidently into the winner's enclosure. The other two jockeys, Doug Smith and Ken Gethin, accepted that this was right, and took second and third unsaddling places without question. 

 

The photograph of the very close finish stunned everybody. Kelling, not Zina, had passed the post first, his nose stretching out like an arrow. The official distances were a neck and a head. Lester's day, Lester's year, ended disconsolately. The pictures of him taken that afternoon show a downcast semi-child with rounded cheeks and a faint air of bewilderment at the speed and thoroughness with which his triumphant progress had gone wrong. 



 

Flat jockeys wore at that time no protective helmets under their silk caps, and the silk caps did nothing at all for anyone's appearance. Full grown men looked stunted in them. On Lester, in photographs, they ballooned his face unbecomingly: but that was how caps were worn then, and one had to put up with the results. There's no doubt that 

 

modern crash helmets do more for a jockey than simply shield his skull. 

 

Lester turned fifteen, went for a skiing holiday, rode his father's horses at exercise and waited for spring. 

 

The new season started off about as discouragingly as the old had ended, as within ten days of resuming Lester broke his collar-bone and was out of action until mid-April (seepage 132). He walked to keep fit and came back with confidence, riding winners steadily week by week. One of the first of these was Zucchero, considered by Lester still to be one of the best horses he ever rode. 

 

Zucchero (Italian for sugar) was trained at Compton in Berkshire during his threeyear-old season by Ken Cundell, who had been steadily engaging Lester from very early on. Lester consequently partnered Zucchero in a preliminary race at Hurst Park and then in the Blue Riband Derby Trial Stakes at the Epsom Spring Meeting on 26 

April, winning the latter not unexpectedly at 7-1. That race, and the Great Metropolitan on the same course two days before, were the first "big" races Lester had won: not the biggest in prize money, but definitely in prestige. 

 

Zucchero, dark and devilish, was a difficult horse to manage and train. After an unsuccessful two-year-old season, he was acquired by bookmaker George Rolls and sent to Ken Cundell who knew his new charge had kinks about starting in races. If he would start, he could fly. Ken's solution was to go down to the start himself and hold his horse's head, pointing him in the right direction and not letting go until the tapes went up. (This was, of course, in the days before stalls.) Ken would practically throw Zucchero forwards into the contest, and most often these tactics worked. Starters were tolerant of awkward horses and allowed such manoeuvres; perhaps in later years the brilliant Zucchero, if he couldn't have been persuaded into a stall at all, would never have won a race. 

 

His next run after the Blue Riband Trial was in the Derby itself. Lester at fifteen was the youngest jockey in the field but saw no reason on that account to be nervous. Ken Cundell in his morning coat met him at the start and held Zucchero's head as usual. 



Came the "off", the tapes flew up, and Zucchero took two firm paces backwards. Ken Cundell pointed to the way ahead despairingly, Lester kicked and urged frantically, and Zucchero finally and reluctantly set off on the journey that but for his pigheadedness could have put him in the starriest record books. He finished well back in the ruck, never being able to make up the ground lost. 

 

At the time I (Dick Francis) was also riding regularly for Ken Cundell but on his jumpers, and I saw a good deal of Zucchero, saddling him up and giving Lester a leg up in the parade ring once or twice while Ken went down to the distant starts. 

 

After the Derby, the wayward animal won two not very important races six days apart, at Windsor and Sandown Park, and only eight days later lined up for the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Festival of Britain Stakes at Ascot, towards the end of July. Lester thought these three races were too close together and that the stamina needed for the "King George" might have been squandered at Sandown: but Zucchero wouldn't work well at home and Ken couldn't get him to gallop properly except in races. Zucchero went to the start at Ascot and again stuck his toes in. Even then, starting well last, he flew through the field to finish a scant three-quarters of a length behind the winner, Supreme Court, and a further six lengths in front of the third horse, Tantiemme, who was a dual winner of the Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe. 

 

This disappointment was slightly mitigated by the fact that a few days earlier, at Sandown, Lester had won the Eclipse Stakes, by then his biggest win by far in either prize money or prestige; and he had done it on a chance ride, the French horse Mystery IX, proving conclusively that his talent was international and of serious proportions. 

 

The 1951 season, which had brought fifteenyear-old Lester his first ride in the Derby, his first big-race wins and his first star-quality mounts, ended dramatically and prematurely for him in August at Lingfield, where he broke his leg (see page 134). 

Despite this rotten disaster, he maintained his position as leading apprentice, with a total of 51 victories from 432 rides. 

 

The fall terminated not only his riding but also his earning capacity for the year. 

 

The payment of apprentices' racing fees is distinctive in that half goes to the apprentice and half to his master. This arrangement, set up in the mists of time, is based on the premise that the master is teaching the apprentice his job, and deserves a reward. Some trainers make a much better job of training their apprentices than others, notably in the past Stanley Wootton, Frenchie Nicholson and Sam Armstrong. 



Those like Frenchie, who among others taught Paul Cook and Pat Eddery, really worked hard at making successful careers for their boys, and in cases like those the apprenticeship system worked at its best. In later years, Reg Hollinshead has kept up the tradition, producing jockeys such as Walter Swinburn and Paul Eddery. 

 

Keith Piggott was demonstrably a good schoolmaster to his own son, but he also produced the Forte twins, Dominic and John, nephews of Charles Forte, the hotelier tycoon. Keith was a good teacher of apprentices, down to earth, practical and hardworking. Although entitled by the system to take half of Lester's earnings for himself, he didn't. He banked it all for his son, and also gave him, at twelve, thirteen and fourteen, pocket money of five shillings a week (approximately £3 now). This wasn't any act of principle. Lester simply didn't want more. He seldom spent the whole of it, and saved the rest. Apart from that, he left his finances to his father during his apprenticeship and concentrated on winning. 

 

It was the intensity of his concentration allied to his relative inexperience which caused recurring accusations of rough riding. He'd been taught, for instance, that to go round on the inside rail was the shortest way, and that the shortest way was best. 

There, accordingly, was where he tried to race. Then, with a horse full of running, he would find himself boxed in. He would know, often enough, that he was expected to win, and he knew he had to quicken: and he would take any opening, however small, however non-existent, to force his way through. 

 

He was scolded, fined and suspended for aggression but, as he says in later years, "It was anxiety, really. I thought if I went back and said I couldn't win the race because I couldn't get out, no one would like it. As you get older, you don't get in those positions where you've got to push your way out. Of course, you've got to make mistakes sometimes, but as you get older you can see what's going to happen from the time the gates open, and you get into a place where you're not going to be shut in or tied up. But all this takes time. That's what it really boils down to. At the beginning, when you're young, you just don't think about what you're going to do until you're doing it." 

 

The authorities and some of the Press might censure those early misjudgments, but the romantic British public took Lester to their hearts, liking his fierce determination and certain he would bring their bets home if he could. 

 

He started his last season of apprenticeship as a national mini-hero, and he let no one down. 

 



By March 1952 his leg had solidly mended, he was sixteen, and he had grown. He was no longer a lightweight jockey. He could ride at only a little under eight stone, and people were predicting that he'd never fulfil his promise, that he would never be champion jockey because he would be too big. 

 

Lester shrugged all that off and got on with the job. 

 

During the winter, he had been engaged to ride as first jockey for the flour magnate, J. V. Rank, for the coming season, an enormous promotion in professional standing, but J. V. Rank died suddenly early in the year, before any of his horses ran. Mrs. 

Rank kept them on for a while but gradually sold them. Lester thus only temporarily came into the full enjoyment of his first top appointment, but the kudos of having been engaged for it, while still an apprentice, clung to him like gold dust. 

 

One of the Rank horses, Gay Time, provided some of the peaks of a busy year. 

Trained by Noel Cannon at Druid's Lodge near Stonehenge, Gay Time won for the first time that season at nearby Salisbury, and next time out ran in the Derby. 

 

The big race that year was won by Tulyar, ridden by Charlie Smirke. Lester's account of the event is as follows: "There were a lot of runners that year, as many as there had ever been, and I couldn't lay up to begin with. They went very fast and Gay Time wasn't a very fast horse. I got into a lot of trouble and I was a long way behind coming into the straight. I switched to the outside then and got a good run, and it looked like I would win. Charlie Smirke was in front. He had had to go to the front a bit soon on Tulyar, and by the end the horse was tired and beginning to pull himself up, and he came off the rails towards me, hanging to the right. He impeded me. I finished second. If it had been now, I'd have got the race on an objection, but there were no head-on cameras in those days. At the time, I was sure I would have won if it hadn't been for being hampered, but as it happens, Tulyar always beat Gay Time afterwards, like when they met in the King George." 

 

Lester didn't lodge an objection to Tulyar, not because he wasn't convinced of the justice of his case, but because Gay Time fell over when he was pulling up. He lost his footing on the road the horses had to cross at that point, and pitched Lester off. 

Gay Time, then loose, gave himself a gay old time eluding capture, ending a good distance away in some woods. Lester couldn't even weigh in until his saddle was brought back to the weighing room, and by then it was understood that it was too late for him to object. 

 



After Gay Time had lost again to Tulyar in the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes, Mrs. Rank sold him to the Queen, in whose colours he won at Goodwood and finished fifth in the St. Leger, ridden by Gordon Richards. 

 

Lester himself could do little wrong. The winners came fluently, his score steadily mounting. In the end-of-year statistics, he was taken off the apprentices' table and given full jockey status for his 79 wins from a huge pool of 620 rides. 

 

1953 was depressingly different. 

 

Lester's apprenticeship officially ended in February of that year, and he could reasonably have looked forward to a smooth continuation of his starry career. Life however turns on its favourites sometimes and Lester went oddly off form. 

 

"It happens to a lot of boys," he says. "They're good while they're young. Then they go off. They grow. That's what it was like with me. It had all been too easy. I hadn't worried much, it had all just come." 

 

He thought his instinctive touch had left him, that his best days were gone. His wins-to-rides ratio had fallen to fewer than one in ten. He felt heavy. He was seventeen and a good deal taller. The differences he felt in himself, the ending of a comparatively carefree era of unforced success, and the anxieties which took its place, most probably were all the result of the natural physical, mental and psychological developments of his body. The mid-teens, the upheaval years of hormone change from boy to man, are enough to cope with on their own. Because of his ecstatically acclaimed career, of which perhaps at that time too much was euphorically expected, puberty and the onset of manhood had to be quietly managed in public. A good many infant prodigies fade entirely under that sort of strain. 

 

Lester took things calmly and rode competently enough and with competitiveness, but without the old easy inspiration. No one reproached him, least of all his parents, but neither did anyone give him much advice. He saw eventually that his future depended on himself: that he would have to sort himself out and build his own road ahead. 

 

Everyone, including himself, had taken it for granted that when he grew too heavy for the Flat he would turn to jumping and follow in his father's and grandfather's distinguished wake. Keith had been tough, tireless and consistently successful. Ernie, Keith's father, had been champion jump jockey several times both in England and in France. Lester was expected to inherit the great tradition. Since Keith Piggott trained jumpers in addition to Flat racers, his son accepted that he would henceforth ride them, but less with enthusiasm than resignation. 

 

During the 1953 Flat season his only winners of any consequence were the Royal Vase at Royal Ascot on Absolve, and two good races on Zucchero (by now trained by Bill Payne), the Coronation Cup at Epsom in June and the Rose of York Stakes at York in August. All the rest were for prizes of under £1,000. His Derby mount, Prince Charlemagne, finished 15th. He rode 41 winners in all, scarcely more than half his previous year's total. 

 

Troubled and increasingly heavy, he approached his first winter of jump racing with a lonely and slowly growing determination to put himself back into top Flat-racing shape for 1954. Physical shape, mental shape, all the way. 

 

He asked his mother to give him less to eat. 

 

 

4 Jumping 

 

KEITH and Iris had never regulated Lester's diet, but had given him what he wanted to eat; and considering he was a normally growing boy, they were wise. He had never, in any case, eaten greedily or wanted a great deal. When he asked to be given less, Iris as usual did as he said. Lester, all along the line, was lucky in his parents. 

 

By his eighteenth birthday he was approaching what proved to be his final height of five feet seven and a half inches, although no one could be sure of it at the time as some young men are still growing at twenty. He had inherited a light frame, but even so the expected weight of a male of that build and age would be over nine stone, and that seemed to be the weight his body was trying to achieve. 

 

For a full-time Flat race jockey, a body weight of nine stone was nearly impossible: most Flat horses in Lester's early days carried seven stone something or eight stone something. Nine and over was the top of the handicap, with comparatively few in that bracket. 

 

For a jump jockey, however, nine stone is fight. On jumpers, Lester would be back where he 

 



started, able to ride absolutely everything from the weight point of view. He was accustomed to the jumpers in his father's stable, and that Keith could train them successfully is without doubt: he produced Ayala to win the Grand National in 1963. 

 

Keith's jumpers ten years earlier were mainly selling platers or moderately good old horses, and looking at it squarely, this was not the material his son needed. But then Lester had made his way upwards before from the springboard of Keith's runners, and the elder Piggott philosophically believed he-night do so again. 

 

Keith had taught Lester how to ride over jumps as part of his general education, and Lester had had a good deal of practice on the schooling grounds at home. 

Accordingly, in his normal calm way, he went out to race over hurdles for the first time on 27 November 1953. The place was Kempton Park; the horse, Tangle, trained by Bill Payne. Tangle set off well, made a couple of jumping errors early on and finished second to last. No one could feel any excitement. 

 

After a pause, Bill Payne, who had produced many a Lester winner on the Flat, offered him a chance on Eldoret in a handicap hurdle at Wincanton on Boxing Day. 

Eldoret, incidentally, had presented apprentice Joe Mercer with his first win-on the Flat-a year earlier at Bath, and Lester himself had ridden him to victory on the Flat in 1950. Lester therefore accepted the jumping ride with gratitude, started favourite, rode a well-planned race and won by five lengths with plenty in hand. 

 

His next win, on 2 January 1954 at Newbury, was again for Bill Payne: he made all the running on Stranger, and beat this book's author into third place. I took my revenge at Sandown two weeks later, on 15 January, when Lester again partnered Stranger and I was on Deal Park, trained by Peter Cazalet, for whose stable I regularly rode. Stranger started at 7-4, Deal Park at 9-4; first and second favourites. 

Stranger led for most of the way, but Deal Park passed him on the approach to the second last hurdle and won after a strong contest up the hill, both horses finishing very tired. 

 

Lester has photographs of himself leading the field of fourteen, with Deal Park in the background. I have a photograph of Deal Park leading Stranger over the last hurdle (see no. 6). There am I, looking determined and slightly apprehensive, with my mount getting awkwardly into his stride, followed by an equally determined little demon bunched over his horse's withers, not giving up for a second, although I'd already passed him. For young Lester, no race was lost until the winning post was reached. 



 

The fact that Lester's photographs and mine show alternative versions of the same event do not, incidentally, reflect our ignoble vanities: the photo agencies used to send free to jockeys whatever pictures they thought would please the jockeys most! 

 

For five weeks or so Lester rode no more hurdle races but came back with a flourish at Ludlow on Strokes and Deux Points, scoring a double for his father. 

 

A week later he was back in the winner's spot on Corola Pride at Worcester, with Mull Sack lined up for the first race at the Cheltenham Festival the next day. 

 

Lester had never ridden at Cheltenham; so Keith, in his thorough and no-nonsense way, insisted that he should walk the course. 

 

They stopped at Cheltenham on the way back from Worcester and set off on the nearly two-mile grassy hike. Lester went without much enthusiasm ("and it was dark by the time we got round!"), but the next afternoon, putting the lesson to good use, he duly won on Mull Sack. 

 

With his overall score then standing at six, Lester was engaged to ride in the Triumph Hurdle, run in those days at Hurst Park but later transfer red to Cheltenham. He rode Prince Charlemagne, his partner from the 1953 Derby, who was setting out in a hurdle race for the first time, aiming high at the NH event considered the crown for four-yearolds. 

 

Prince Charlemagne might not have had quite enough class for the Derby, but he was nonetheless a very good horse. His trainer, Tommy Carey, 

 

wanted to have a bet on him in the Triumph Hurdle and, needing to know his state of readiness, took him to Kempton Park a week before the 

 

Triumph to gallop in a training session over the course after the day's racing had ended. (Many trainers follow this practice. It gives their horses a taste of racecourse experience, and racecourses themselves in general offer a better surface and better-built jumps than the gallops back home.) 

 

Lester rode Prince Charlemagne alongside two other very good horses trained by two other trainers, Bob Read and Stanley Wootton, and went easily all the way round until he reached the last hurdle. Prince Charlemagne flattened it, went through it without jumping, but despite this setback, finished upsides and level with his companions. 

 

Tommy Carey beamed with pleasure and went away to put his money on with confidence for the Triumph. Unknown to the other trainers, unknown to any but Lester, he had packed Lester's weight-cloth with lead and had sent his horse out to gallop carrying a colossal 13 st. If Prince Charlemagne could carry 13 st. and finish level with the horses so far considered the best of the year's four-year-old hurdlers, what could he not do with the 10 st. 10 lb. he was allotted in the Triumph? 

 

Lester with a straight face went out to demonstrate, and Prince Charlemagne gave an exact repeat performance, going easily throughout the race and making a total mess of the last hurdle. The trainer's bet might have come nastily unstuck right there, but Prince Charlemagne recovered and 

 

produced enough Derby-class speed to regain and keep the lead. He had started favourite at 11-4, having opened at 5-1; and Tommy Carey cheerfully pocketed his extensive winnings. 

 

Prince Charlemagne that day beat a field of eleven other horses, eight of which had won the last time out, with two others second. It has to be, in hindsight, one of the most remarkable Triumphs. 

 

Lester had a fall later in the day. Jump racing is a great leveller. 

 

He rode a couple more winners for his father, ending his first jumping season with 9 

wins, 3 seconds and 4 thirds from 25 rides. Considering his obvious ability and his light (for jumping) weight, the National Hunt world had beaten a remarkably subdued path to his door. 

 

Lester enjoyed jump racing to a certain extent, but it was only in that first season that he made any real effort to advance into a jumping career. He does, all the same, acknowledge a debt to his NH experience. Jumping toughens you up, he says. It did him good. He saw the other side of racing and grew in understanding. The people he rode against were bigger, stronger and earthier men, full of jokes. He found jump jockeys easy to get on with, and says: "They always were much more of a sporting lot. But at that time, there were one or two you wouldn't want to go up on the inside of. Like Bryan Marshall. You wouldn't want to poke up on his inside going into a hurdle. You'd get flattened. 

 



They were entitled to do it. Nowadays, they probably wouldn't be doing it so much. 

You never see a jumping jockey put another fellow in trouble if he can help it, do you? If you're going into a jump and you want a bit of room, they'll give it to you. 

They're not going to do you, and put you on the floor or through the wing; that's where they're so fair." 

 

He thinks that compared with racing over jumps, the Flat is easy. Conversely, he also says that one needs to be fitter to ride on the Flat. 

 

This apparent contradiction is borne out by all jockeys who have tried both. The fact is that in a jumping race, although the distance covered is almost always longer, the jockey's body frequently changes position, the spine straightening as the horse lands over the jumps. In a Flat race, the crouch over the withers is constant, with the head tipped back to see the way ahead. The strain on all muscles is definitely more when they can't bend or stretch, particularly in races as long as a mile and a half, like the Derby. Because of the crouch, it is also harder to breathe; in a short Flat race, a jump jockey hardened to three miles or more over fences can get out of breath. In a Flat race, too, one usually has to ride harder for longer approaching the winning post, and can finish exhausted. 

 

Lester took the usual tumbles in his jump races. "Bound to happen. Law of averages." He emerged more or less unscathed, although one day at Newbury he cracked his shoulder blade. "My own fault. I fell off," he says laconically. 

 

In his third season he rode Rich Bloom for Walter Nightingall, winning in October, but coming to grief next time out. 

 

"I rode Rich Bloom again at Kempton on Boxing Day, and he fell. There's that hurdle just round the bend, past the stands, and he galloped straight through it. He wasn't a good jumper. He probably hadn't been schooled enough. Some horses feel like that, as if they've never been steadied at home. They tend to grab at the hurdles. I had an easy fall really. There were quite a few runners and they galloped all over me, and one put his foot right on my face. Cut all over. Before that happened I could have got up and got out of the way. But you don't, do you? You're usually better staying on the ground." He tells the story with tolerance: many worse things happened on the Flat (see chapters beginning on pp. 132 and 233). 

 



The statistics of his sporadic jumping history tell their own tale. After the first season in 1953-54, he rode only 1 winner from 15 rides in 1954-55. In 1955-56, he rode in no NH races at all; 1956-57 saw 6 wins (including Rich Bloom) from only 9 rides. In 1957-58 he rode 2 wins from 3 rides, and in 1958-59, 2 from 2. 

 

After that, he stopped. He never closed the door with finality on jumping but simply drifted away from it through being offered more and more opportunities to ride flat races abroad during the 

 

winter. No one tried to stop him because of the danger. 

 

Four of his later wins (out of four rides) were for Pierre Raymond, the innovative hairdresser who was one of the originators of the "swinging" sixties. Pierre Raymond bought his most prolific winner, Royal Task, from Keith, and became a good friend of all the Piggotts. It was in his colours that the Keith Piggott-trained Ayala won the Grand National, but with Pat Buckley, not Lester, on board. 

 

Lester might have done more National Hunt racing if he had been offered top-class horses, but those top horses were in stables where jockeys like Fred Winter, Dave Dick, Tim Molony and that fellow Dick Francis had first claim. Besides, Lester rode only in hurdle races, and not at all over the bigger fences, and there were the established hurdles specialists, Harry Sprague, Ken Mullins and Johnny Gilbert in his way. 

 

Fourteen of Lester's grand total of 20 jumping winners were trained by his father. 

One might say that he never got a full chance to show what he could do, though from my memories of him he had all the physical and mental equipment to get to the top if his heart had been in it. His record of 20 wins from a total of 54 rides can be called spectacular, but he did very definitely prefer to ride on the Flat, and jumping was to him always second best. 

 

 

5 The Shape of the Racing Year 

 

WITHIN this book, the names of many races constantly recur, and I thought it might be helpful for anyone not closely involved in the sport if I set out here the regular shape of a Flat-race jockey's season. The list is selective, geared to Lester's experiences; several big races have been omitted. 

 



I've given the races the titles they're best known by, leaving out in most cases the names of the present sponsors. Races initiated by sponsors, such as the Waterford Crystal Mile, are the exceptions. The King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes at Ascot was called The King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Festival of Britain Stakes for that one Festival year only, 1951, and became the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes when de Beers started sponsoring it. 

 

The Flat season opens on a Thursday in the second half of March and closes in the first half of November. Dates of all races vary a little from year to year. This table includes the main Irish races and a few French races also, as to Lester they were a normal part of the calendar. 

 

The races starred * are commonly regarded as preparation for the classics. 

 

In the Age column, c = colts, f = fillies, g = geldings. 

 

Here goes. 

 

Month - Racecourse - Race - Age of - contestants - Distance in furlongs April  Ascot until 1978,  One Thousand Guineas  3-yr-old f 7 

           thereafter Salisbury Trial* 

April  Two Thousand Guineas  3-yr-old c 7 Trial* 

April  Newbury 

Fred Darling Stakes* 

3-yr-old f 

7 

April  Newbury 

Greenham Stakes* 3-yr-old c & g 

7 

April  Newbury 

Spring Cup  4-yr-olds & upwards 

8 

April  Newmarket  Craven Stakes* 

3-yr-old c & g 

8 

April Newmarket Free Handicap* 

3-yr-olds 

7 

April Sandown 

Esher Cup* 3-yr-olds 

8 

April  Sandown 

Classic Trial* 

3-yr-old c & g 

10 

April  Epsom 

Great Metropolitan Handicap  4-yr-olds & upwards 

12

 (originally 

18) 

April  Epsom 

Princess Elizabeth Stakes* 

3-yr-old f 

8 

April  Epsom 

Blue Riband Stakes* 

3-yr-old c & g 

8 

April/ Newmarket  One Thousand Guineas  3-yr-old f 

8 May 

April/ Newmarket  Two Thousand Guineas  3-yr-old c & f 

8 May 

April/ Newmarket  Jockey Club Stakes 

4-yr-olds & upwards 

12 May 

May  Chester 

Chester Vase* 

3-yr-old c & f 

12 

May  Chester 

Chester Cup 4-yr-olds & upwards 

18 

May  Lingfield 

Oaks Trial Stakes* 3-yr-old f 

12 



May  Lingfield 

Derby Trial Stakes* 

3-yr-old c & f 

12 

May  The Curragh Irish One Thousand 

3-yr-old f 

8 Guineas 

May  The Curragh Irish Two Thousand 

3-yr-old c & f 

8 Guineas 

May  York  Dante Stakes* 

3-yr-old c & f 

10 

May  York  Yorkshire Cup 

4-yr-olds & upwards 

14 

May  Longchamp  Prix Lupin  3-yr-old c & f 

10 

May/  Epsom 

The Derby  3-yr-old c & f 

12 June 

May/  Epsom 

Coronation Cup 

4-yr-old & upwards 

12 

June  c & f 

May/ 

Epsom 

The 

Oaks 3-yr-old 

f 12 

June 

June  Chantilly 

French Derby (Prix du 

3-yr-old c & f 

12 Jockey Club) 

June  Chantilly 

French Oaks (Prix de 

3-yr-old f 

10 Diane) 

June  Royal Ascot Gold Cup*  3-yr-old & upwards 

20 c&f 

June  Royal Ascot King Edward VII Stakes  3-yr-old c & g 

12 

June Late 

Longchamp Grand Prix de Paris 

3-yr-old c & f 

15 

June Early  The Curragh Irish Derby  3-yr-old c & f 

12 July 

July  Sandown 

Eclipse Stakes 

3-yr-old & upwards 

10 c&f 

July  Newmarket  Princess of Wales Stakes 3-yr-olds & upwards 12 

July  The Curragh Irish Oaks  3-yr-old f 

12 

July  Ascot King George VI and 

3-yr-old & upwards 

12 

Queen Elizabeth Stakes  c & f 

July  Goodwood  Sussex Stakes 

3-yr-old & upwards 

8 c&f 

July Goodwood Goodwood 

Cup 

3-yr-olds & upwards 

21 

August 

Newbury 

Geoffrey Freer Stakes 

3-yr-olds & upwards 

13 

August York 

Yorkshire 

Oaks 

3-yr-old 

f 

12 

August 

York  Benson & Hedges  3-yr-old & upwards 

10 

Gold Cup+  c & f 

August 

York  Ebor Handicap 

3-yr-olds & upwards 

14 

August 

York  Great Voltigeur Stakes  3-yr-old c 

12 

August 

York  William Hill Sprint 

2-yr-olds & upwards 

5 (formerly 

Nunthorpe Stakes) 

August Goodwood 

Waterford 

Crystal Mile  3-yr-olds & upwards 

8 

Sept.  Doncaster  St. Leger 

3-yr-old c & f 

14 

Sept.  Ascot Queen Elizabeth II Stakes 

3-yr-olds & upwards 

8 

Sept.  Ascot Royal Lodge Stakes 

2-yr-olds 

8 

Oct. Newmarket Cheveley 

Park Stakes 

2-yr-old f 

6 

Oct.  Newmarket  Middle Park Stakes 

2-yr-old c & f 

6 

Oct. Newmarket Cambridgeshire 

Handicap 

3-yr-olds & upwards 

9 

Oct.  Longchamp  Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe 

3-yr-old & upwards 

12 c&f 



Oct.  Longchamp  Prix de 1'Abbaye de Longchamp 

c & f  2-yr-old & upwards

 5 

Oct.  Longchamp  Grand Criterium  2-yr-old c & f 

8 

Oct.  Newmarket  Dewhurst Stakes  2-yr-old c & f 

7 

Oct.  Newmarket  Champion Stakes  3-yr-old & upwards 

10 c&f 

Oct. Newmarket Cesarewitch 

Handicap 

° 3-yr-olds & upwards 

18 

Oct.  Doncaster  William Hill Futurity 

2-yr-old c & f 

8 

                               (formerly Observer Gold Cup) 

Oct. Doncaster  November 

Handicap 

3-yr-olds & upwards 

12 

 

* From 1986, 3-yr-old & upwards c & g, 4-yr-old and upwards f. 

+ Benson & Hedges sponsored this race for the last time in 1985. 

 

 

6 Never Say Die 

 

LESTER came to the 1954 Flat season in a determined frame of mind, but it was not until May that the winners began to flow freely. By then he had shed the winter pounds and survived the hiccup of a short suspension for "crossing" when finishing second on Loll (disqualified) during the Epsom Spring Meeting. 

 

Robert Sterling Clark, an American owner of immense wealth and prestige, had arranged in an informal way for Lester to ride for the season on some of the horses he had in training in England. One of those horses was an only moderately promising three-year-old which nevertheless had been entered more or less at birth for the Derby. 

 

Never Say Die would not have been trained in England at all had Sterling Clark not quarrelled with the American racing authorities some years before and transferred his horses to Europe in a huff. The American racing authorities had barred him from running in certain races a horse which had some Arabian blood in its make up (a faintly hypocritical decision, or at least one of questionable logic, when one remembers that all thoroughbreds now racing are descended from three original stallions imported into England from the Middle East, one of which was the Darley Arabian.) Whatever the rights or wrongs, Sterling Clark sent his horses to three English trainers, one of them being Joe Lawson, who had moved his stables from Manton in Wiltshire to Newmarket after the war. 

 

Joe Lawson, seventy-three by the time he trained his one and only Derby winner, had been a jockey himself and then head-lad to Alec Taylor, whose yard he took over in 1928. A year later Lawson won his first classic with Pennycomequick for the late Lord Astor, and by 1954 his tally was the Oaks three times, the Two Thousand Guineas four times and the One Thousand Guineas three times. One of the Oaks and one of the One Thousand Guineas had been for Sterling Clark in 1939, with the great filly, Galatea II. In addition, Joe Lawson had had five or six runners placed in the Derby, and was known as a trainer of proven skill and staying power. 

 

Robert Sterling Clark in 1954 was himself seventy-eight, and it is interesting that the veteran owner and trainer put up the then youngest ever jockey to win the big race. 

 

Never Say Die was foaled in America, after his dam, Singing Grass, had been sent to England to be covered by Nasrullah, third in the 1943 Derby. Sterling Clark, stud owner himself, was intensely interested in breeding his own winners. Singing Grass was out of his brood-mare Boreale, who was out of another of his mares, Galaday II; and 

 

Galaday II was the dam of Galatea II. Never Say Die was, accordingly, the result of much thought and planning, but by June 1954 had never come truly up to expectations. 

 

He had won once without tremendous distinction as a two-year-old, not ridden by Lester. Lester rode him for the first time at the 1954 Liverpool Spring Meeting (this meeting, which culminates in the Grand National, consisted of both Flat and jumping races at that time). It was surprisingly early in the season for the appearance of a Derby prospect, but Joe Lawson wanted to get going. Joe Lawson was the only person who steadfastly believed in the colt. 

 

Lester rode with enthusiasm but was disappointed to finish in second place six lengths behind the winner. The horse that beat him, however, was a good one of Jack Jarvis's, and the race, the Union Jack Stakes, was, at one mile, perhaps too short. 

Excuses were easy to find. 

 

Next time out, less easy. Lester rode Never Say Die in the Free Handicap at Newmarket, and the horse ran badly. This time it was only seven furlongs, but the distance couldn't altogether account for the depressing performance. 

 

Towards the end of May, Joe Lawson, still with undiminished faith, ran Never Say Die again at Newmarket. Lester, with better prospects in races on the same day at Bath (which won) asked to be excused, and Manny Mercer was engaged in his place. 



The colt ran a stop-go-stop sort of race to finish third, and again no one but Joe Lawson saw any breathtaking promise. 

 

At that point a grand mix-up nearly caused the horse to be scratched from the Derby. 

Joe Lawson told Sterling Clark's racing manager, Gerald McElligot, who oversaw all the Clark horses in England, that the horse hadn't run well because it was hanging badly. McElligot interpreted this as "hanging to the right", and wrote to Sterling Clark to tell him it was no use trying for the Derby because it was on a left-hand track. Sterling Clark had already, in resignation, agreed to scratch when Joe Lawson found out. In horror, he said he had been misunderstood; the horse hung to the left. 

Very well, said Sterling Clark, let the horse take whatever chance he had: which privately he thought small enough. 

 

He himself made no plans to come to England to see the race. He had booked himself into a health farm for the Epsom week and Joe Lawson couldn't persuade him to postpone that visit. 

 

The trainer's next worry was to find a jockey. He knew Lester had been disappointed in the two early races, and he felt he might not be mentally committed to the utmost. 

Lawson wanted a jockey filled with his own faith. He asked Manny Mercer who had ridden Never Say Die at Newmarket: he asked Charlie Smirke and at least one other, but all were engaged for other horses, and none, it would be fair to say, would have chosen to change. 

 

Joe Lawson asked Lester, Lester said yes. Still, on his side, without expectation, still without excitement. 

 

Lester, however, then did some thinking of his own, and he thought chiefly of the problems inbuilt in the good-looking chestnut colt. Never Say Die was to some extent an intelligent horse, quiet to ride, but he did hang very definitely to the left. He was a heavy horse in front, with a heavy head. He used to get hold of his bridle on the left side and he on it, and over a period of time he had got one-sided. Joe Lawson's solution to the problem had been to use an American noseband (a band of fluffy sheepskin designed to keep the horse's attention in front of his eyes) and to add various pieces to the bit, so that the horse's mouth was full of metal devices to correct the left-handed bias. 

 

Lester came to the conclusion that at Epsom the left-handedness would be a positive asset, and he asked Joe Lawson to leave all the corrective additions at home. Lester said he would like to ride the horse in a plain ordinary bridle. Never Say Die had never raced before in a plain bridle. It says a good deal for Joe Lawson's instinctive trust in Lester's abilities that he agreed to let the young jockey have his way. 

 

Lester's limp enthusiasm all the same persisted until he actually saw Never Say Die in the parade ring before the race, when it was quite clear to him that the colt had improved enormously during the past two or three weeks. Joe Lawson said the horse had done a very good gallop a few days earlier, and 

 

that he himself was strongly confident. Lester went down to the post with rekindled hope and every intention of winning. 

 

The public were less impressed. During the near-scratching scare, the ante-post price had drifted right out to 200-1. By the start, Never Say Die stood at 33-1, in no way popularly fancied. Sterling Clark, on his distant health farm, gave the Derby no more than a fleeting thought. 

 

Lester knew from the 1-mile Liverpool race that his mount had a bit of early speed and would be able to take a good place in the race from the beginning, so he aimed when the tapes went up to take up fifth or sixth position, which he easily achieved. 

The horse was going really comfortably all the way from then on, lying fourth, fifth or sixth for the first mile. 

 

Coming round Tattenham Corner the order was: Rowston Manor, joint favourite; Landau, the Queen's runner; Darius, the Two Thousand Guineas winner, which finished third; Blue Sail, ridden by the American star jockey, Johnny Longden; and Never Say Die, prominent because of the long white blaze down his chestnut nose. 

These were followed by Elopement, who had beaten Never Say Die at Newmarket, then Narrator and Arabian Night, which eventually ran on into second place. 

 

There was little bunching, plenty of room for everybody. Lester brought Never Say Die to a wide outside position and made a long smooth accelerating run to the winning post, easily passing everything on the way. The official distances were two lengths between first and second, and a neck between second and third. Behind, strung out in an amazingly long procession, the other runners came in at six- and seven-length intervals, with almost a furlong between first and last. 

 

Lester says of Never Say Die: "He won easily. He came away well in the straight, and one of the things he did do was stay. He finished really well. He won quite comfortably really." 

 



The crowd cheered him, even those who hadn't backed him. The lad who did the horse, Alfred Vase, led his charge proudly into the winner's enclosure, the owner being far away in a state of shocked astonishment in his clinic. 

 

Joe Lawson was ecstatic. 

 

Lester, in his contained way, was driven quietly home by his father, and at his usual time went to bed. 

 

The flavour of Lester's tremendous triumph lasted a scant two weeks. Never Say Die was to run in the King Edward VII Stakes at Royal Ascot and Lester of course was to ride. He thought Never Say Die might be good enough to win, but there were two contra-indications. First, Arabian Night, second in the Derby at level weights, would at Ascot carry 8 lb less than Never Say Die; and second, more importantly, Ascot is a right-hand track. 

 

Lester's own words on the subject of Never Say Die's left-handedness: "He was perfectly all right on a left-handed course, but if you were going the other way he was inclined to come out. There are certain horses that don't go one way at all. You run them one way and they're useless, and the other way they're champions. You try to tell people it makes all that difference and they don't believe you, but it's a fact." 

 

Whatever his misgivings, Lester gave his mount the best chance he could, and in doing so became involved in a triple bumping incident which led to one of the most controversial suspensions in racing. Never Say Die did not and could not win the right-handed King Edward VII Stakes. He finished fourth: and because of the bumping, Lester was called in front of the Stewards, who withdrew his licence and banished him from racing. (See pp. 79-84.) 

 

Without Lester, Never Say Die ran next time out in the St. Leger, and won easily. 

The St. Leger, run at Doncaster, is a left-handed race. 

 

Lester generously told Charlie Smirke, who was taking his place, how the awkward horse could best be ridden. Charlie Smirke gratefully took the advice and made a trouble-free and triumphant passage. 

 

Never Say Die never ran again after the St. Leger, and for the most chivalrous of reasons. Sterling Clark decided that he himself would win no more prize money that season so that the Queen might head the winning owners' list for the first time. There were only a few hundred pounds between them; he would bow out and leave her precarious lead safe. 

 

He left Never Say Die at stud in England where the best of his progeny was Larkspur who won the 1962 Derby, and a filly, Never Too Late II. She was trained in France but came to England in 1960 to win both the One Thousand Guineas and the Oaks, sire and daughter between them thus taking four of the five English classics. 

 

In the long history of the Derby, Never Say Die might not be considered one of the greatest of winners; but on his day, and going his own sweet left-handed way, he was as good as ever Joe Lawson thought him. 

 

 

7 Suspensions: Part I 

 

WHEN you're young, if you really want to win races, you'll do anything to get there first. You see it happen all the time with kids. They get in a bad position and they've just got to get out." 

 

That is the voice of the mature Lester. Young Lester at fourteen had skill, determination and courage above all. What he lacked was experience. 

 

Time is the gift of experience. Time to think in advance, time to see what's going on around, time to be cool. Every jockey finds that his first races pass in a flash, but by the time he's ridden several hundred, there's all the time in the world. 

 

By the spring of 1950, fourteen-year-old Lester was ready to do "anything" to win races. At the Lincoln Spring Meeting, he was "severely cautioned" about his riding, and at Hurst Park at Whitsun he was not merely cautioned but suspended for the rest of the meeting. (Such a suspension usually meant for a period of one day.) At Kempton Park in July, he was cautioned for crossing and suspended for the rest of the meeting (one day), and in August at Worcester the same thing happened, except that he was also fined 20 sovereigns for boring. 

 

His actual sins were to push forward through too-small gaps, bumping the horses on each side, and to cross too closely in front of other horses, impeding their progress. 

All of these first suspensions were the result of his dash and his wish to please: the anxiety not to disappoint all those whose hopes rode with him. 

 



The consequence of his injudicious exits from tight corners was the growth of a syndrome which followed him all his career: if Piggott was in any way involved in a bumping incident, then it was automatically Piggott's fault. A factor apparently overlooked was that older jockeys, sensing Lester's fast approach between them, deliberately narrowed any gap to shut him off, and by leaving it too late effectively caused the bumping themselves. Lester became a handy universal scapegoat: the other jockeys grew to know they wouldn't be blamed. 

 

"I did deserve some of the suspensions," Lester says, "but in some of them I was hard done by. In everything, if you do a few things wrong, you're the first to get the blame each time." 

 

He thinks those suspensions he felt he had earned probably did him good: but if continual trouble finally taught him he had to be careful, it offered no advice on how to smother a surge of race-winning instinct in the heat of the moment. The British racing public, along with the trainers Lester rode for, perceived with crystal clarity that his youthful rough riding wasn't the result of ill nature or outbursts of temper or downright villainy. The British racing public continued to cheer him with hoarse throats and the trainers forgave him the lost races and signed him up for the instant of his return. 

 

Lester himself took the suspensions, well earned or less earned, in equal silence, never letting his feelings get further than a frown. He was already, at fourteen, adept at damping down his miseries and keeping them in control: disasters didn't destroy him then or at any time after. 

 

By October 1950, his dual reputation was in full swing. To the public he could do little wrong. To the Stewards he could do little right. When Lester rode too enthusiastically on Barnacle at Newbury, the thunderclouds were already gathered above him, waiting for an opportunity to burst. The Newbury Stewards reported Lester to the jockey Club for "boring and crossing". Lester himself can't remember anything particular happening, but the jockey Club Stewards upheld the local stewards' judgment (which they normally do) and suspended Lester for three weeks, which meant for the rest of the season. 

 

The main recurring official reason for most of Lester's suspensions, all his career, was that he rode with "disregard for the safety of other jockeys". It is worth pointing out that while this might be a strong opinion, it was not born out in fact. In no Piggott 

"incident" was anyone ever hurt. No horses fell, no riders were ever unseated. "You could understand the fury," Lester said, "if I had killed someone. But no one was even bruised." 

 

As happened over and over again later, after one big bang of authoritarian anger, a quiet period ensued. In 1951, Lester didn't come before any stewards for any reason. 

By 1952, things livened up slightly with a one-meeting suspension for "crossing" at Goodwood. In 1953, the same thing happened at the Eclipse meeting at Sandown, and in October that year Lester was fined 25 sovereigns and suspended for the rest of the Warwick meeting for lining up in the wrong position! (No stalls in those days.) At the Epsom Spring Meeting in 1954, Lester rode Loll for Michael Pope. The horse finished second but was disqualified for crossing. Lester's explanation that the horse had swerved unexpectedly and not by his (Lester's) intention was discounted and Lester was suspended for the rest of the meeting. 

 

At Royal Ascot that year, Loll ran again with a different jockey and swerved in exactly the same way. The jockey wasn't suspended: he wasn't even asked for an explanation. 

 

By Derby day, 1954, Lester's tally of suspensions was: 

 

1950-four one- or two-day suspensions, and one of three weeks 1951-no suspensions 

1952-one single-meeting suspension 1953-two single-meeting suspensions (one for lining up wrongly) 

1954-suspension on Loll at Epsom. 

 

In considering Lester's longest and worst suspension, it is important first to reconstruct what actually happened to him and Never Say Die in the King Edward VII Stakes at Royal Ascot in June 1954. 

 

The incident which caused all the trouble took place at the point where the horses come round the last bend into the straight, a distance of some two and a half furlongs, or a third of a mile, from the winning post. 

 

All bends, but that bend at Ascot particularly, tend to throw horses slightly wide as they gallop round at a speed nearing forty miles an hour, the hooves having to find extra purchase on the turf in the same way as a car's tyres grip round a bend in the road. 

 



One doesn't have to rely on spoken opinions or memories for what occurred because the sequence of events was captured on a British Paramount newsreel film. Frame by frame, it speaks for itself. 

 

Sir Gordon Richards, riding Rashleigh, came round the bend with two other horses between him and the rails. The horses were Garter, ridden by Bill Rickaby, next to Sir Gordon, and Dragon Fly, ridden by Doug Smith, next to the rails. Rashleigh was thrown a little wide by being on the outside of three coming round the bend, as also in his turn was Garter. Gaps opened between the horses. 

 

All jockeys know that gaps open up in this configuration. Experienced jockeys are ready for them, waiting to take advantage and go through, for this is often the opportunity one looks for in starting what one hopes may be a winning run. 

 

Lester, racing behind the trio on Never Say Die, saw the fairly large gap which had opened between Garter and Dragon Fly, and advanced into it. There were now four horses more or less side by side with Sir Gordon on Rashleigh on the outside. If Rashleigh had run straight from that point nothing would have happened, but Gordon was already working to correct his outward swing and to stop Lester's advance, and was pulling Rashleigh in again towards the rails. Garter couldn't get back to his former position because Never Say Die was now in it, and he was severely squeezed between Never Say Die and Rashleigh. Rashleigh came right across onto him and a good deal of hard bumping occurred over the next few strides. Never Say Die, with his heavy head and bias to the left, was banging against Garter from the inside, with Gordon on the outside pulling to the right. Garter it was, therefore, who was on the receiving end from both. 

 

The melee straightened itself out with Gordon pulling his horse out again a shade to get away from 

 

contact with Garter, and from that point all four horses ran straight for more than the final two furlongs. It is as well to note that the four horses involved were not in the lead when they came round the bend: Blue Prince II and Arabian Night were both in front. 

 

In the last stages of the race, there was another upheaval. Arabian Night, comfortably leading, suddenly swerved, then crashed against the rails and bounced off, severely impeding Blue Prince II and a horse called Tarjoman which had come forward to challenge. Rashleigh, with Gordon working hard, went past the mix up to win, with Tarjoman second and Blue Prince II third. Arabian Night, at a standstill, finished nowhere. Never Say Die, with every chance if he had had enough speed, finished fourth. 

 

The Ascot Stewards raised an objection against Gordon Richards for the earlier incident, and called in all the jockeys concerned. No investigation was held into the Arabian Night bumping, although many present, including some of the Press, thought that this was what the official enquiry was about. 

 

The Stewards did not at that point have the newsreel film to consult, and there were, of course, in those days no camera-patrol films, giving a head-on view. They had to rely on their own impressions, seen through binoculars from six hundred yards away, and on what the jockeys told them. Their own impression had been that Rashleigh had caused the bumping through pulling over towards the rails. The newsreel film shows all of Rashleigh's side from head to tail, clearly at an angle to the rails and the track. The Stewards' _first impression was correct. 

 

When they heard that Lester had compounded the trouble by taking Never Say Die forward and by not being able to control his mount's heavy left-swinging head, they removed the blame from Gordon altogether and transferred it entirely to Lester. 

 

Bill Rickaby, who rode Garter, is Lester's cousin. It's not known whether this fact made any difference one way or another. It is known, however, that Lord Rosebery, owner of Garter, was extremely annoyed by what had occurred, and it was possibly he who suggested the enquiry. 

 

The Ascot Stewards suspended Lester for the rest of the meeting and reported him to the Stewards of the Jockey Club. And that, in the opinion of the bulk of the racing world and certainly the crowd that day at Ascot would have been more than enough. 

They had seen Rashleigh cross towards the rails with their own eyes, and whatever else had happened, that cross must have contributed to the bumps. 

 

At the enquiry held at Ascot before racing the following day, the three jockey Club Stewards (different from the four Ascot Stewards) upheld the Ascot Stewards' 

opinion that the bumping had been solely caused by Never Say Die, and that Lester should not have moved forward into the gap which had opened between Garter and Dragon Fly. Gordon's account, that Rashleigh had been turned sideways by Never Say Die's forcing Garter against his rump, was accepted. 

 



The Jockey Club Stewards' enquiry lasted barely twenty minutes. 

 

They took Lester's licence away completely and actually without setting a time limit on the sentence, though it was suggested that he could apply to return at the end of six months. The severity of the sentence was received with consternation by most of the racing people and with outrage by the general public who wrote to the newspapers in unprecedented numbers to complain. 

 

The Stewards, perhaps taken aback by the furore and by several critical attacks upon themselves, made a highly unusual statement to defend themselves. Lester, they said, had relied on the good nature of other jockeys to open up and let him through. Even if this had been true, the sentence shouldn't have been six months' banishment, but in fact it wasn't true. Sufficient gap had opened up, before Gordon pulled Rashleigh across to retrieve his former position. 

 

It is instructive to reflect what would have happened if the two jockeys had been on each other's mounts. 

 

It is certain that if Lester had crossed on Rashleigh, the Ascot Stewards would have brought him in on an objection, because they did in fact in the first instance object to Gordon for that reason. Gordon, a brilliant jockey, would very likely on Never Say Die have moved forward legitimately into the opened gap: it is after all the way to win races. After the collisions, would Gordon, riding a horse notorious for its left-hand bias, have lost his licence for six months? Would he even have been censured for bumping against Garter? He might instead have been treated with understanding, even if not with sympathy. 

 

Lester, for crossing, would have been suspended. For how long, is anyone's guess. 

 

At the distance of thirty years, it seems incredible that a few seconds of bumping, so far from the winning post, affecting the outcome of the race not at all and doing no damage to any man or any horse, should have been considered serious enough for the sort of swingeing sentence usually reserved for dishonesty. 

 

Given that the sentence was out of all proportion to what was at most a misjudgment, and on the part of two jockeys, not one, the short question arises: why? 

 

The Stewards said they were taking into consideration Lester's eight previous suspensions (but one or two of those were in themselves suspect). The snowball effect, the blame-Piggott syndrome, had gathered the fury of an avalanche. 



 

The forces at work were varied, and at least one of them was rooted deep in the origins of organised racing. The owners in distant times put their own servants onto their horses as jockeys, so for generations all jockeys were considered to be servants: and they were servants not in the friendly atmosphere of today, but in the much more severe "upstairs-downstairs" era. 

 

Lester was not a servant. In his own home, he was the son of the master of the house, son of a man who owned his own stables and employed his own staff. Lester hadn't been taught and hadn't imagined that others might consider him in the category of a servant because he was a jockey. The social upheavals of the Second World War were still bubbling away in 1954, but a total change of attitude had not yet happened among many of the older generation. The more senior of those acting as Stewards at race meetings, it would be fair to say, were happier with the behaviour patterns of twenty or more years earlier. 

 

Lester, young but serious in mind, felt no natural subservience to Stewards and tried to explain things to them, person to person, adult to adult. They brushed his explanations aside and seemed to be irritated by what they judged his lack of proper respect. 

 

"It's different now," he says. "The next generation, they listen. You go in now and you explain what happened, and the Stewards will listen and understand, and most often they take no action because they can see what it was like." 

 

Lester at eighteen was self employed, independent and well on track to the top. He had just won 

 

the Derby to universal acclaim, with the word "genius" shyly and self-consciously appearing in journalists' columns. The myth of Lester was growing, and on its own would not go away. 

 

It is a curious fact that Lester's most savage suspensions often followed closely upon his most dazzling achievements: as if the one provoked the other. There's a streak in human nature which reacts to the spectacle of immense success with an urge to destroy it. Lester was of the forceful new world, busy usurping the old; Lester had just won a spectacular victory: Lester was ripe for being slapped down. 

 

It's certain that if any such normal feelings coloured either the Ascot or the jockey Club Stewards' judgment during the Never Say Die enquiry, they were not aware of them. They did honestly believe that their findings were impartial. They were men of honour. 

 

On the other hand, the second jockey involved was the very one for whom they had nothing but the warmest regard. Twenty-six years champion jockey, winner at last of the Derby on Pinza in 1953 after years of trying, and recently knighted, Sir Gordon Richards was probably the most-liked man in racing. Everyone, including the Stewards, admired and respected him and hastened to smooth his path. Everyone deferred to him in a way they have done to no man since, and they were right to do so, as he was and is one of the nicest men ever to set foot on the Turf. 

 

When Sir Gordon Richards retired from his later career as a trainer, the jockey Club made him an honorary member, an honour not bestowed on a professional jockey before or since. 

 

The Ascot Stewards would of course have censured Gordon for his riding of Rashleigh had they thought he deserved it but, subconsciously, they must have been relieved to decide that they wouldn't have to. 

 

At the Jockey Club enquiry, the Stewards not only took away Lester's licence but they stipulated also that he must leave his father and go to work for a different trainer. They were of the opinion that Keith had encouraged Lester in his "disregard of the safety of other jockeys". 

 

The truth was not that Keith had actively encouraged Lester but that back in 1950 he hadn't told him that what he was doing was wrong. 

 

Lester's thoughts, thirty-five years on: "Probably it would have been better if once or twice he'd said I was wrong when I cut in or cut somebody off ... if he'd said well, it's not worth doing something like that. But it's difficult. You can't do two things-do your best to win all the time and be careful all the time. It doesn't work out." 

 

Keith was another of the subterranean forces which set off the avalanche, and not because of urging Lester to ride roughly, which he didn't, but because of his uncomplicated pride in his son's achievements. His beaming face, it would seem, was taken to be approval of Lester's strong riding; therefore Keith, too, should be punished. 

 



There was among the older generation a real sense of loss for the past and a clinging to the pleasant concept of amateurism, to playing the game for its own sake, to losing gracefully. 

 

Lester had no intention of losing, gracefully or otherwise. The game, for Lester, was winning. Such an attitude was considered unsportsmanlike. It was fine to win races, so the thinking went, but one must not be seen to be trying too hard. No matter that such an expectation was unrealistic -an over-polite jockey who lost a race from an excess of good manners would be roundly cursed and replaced-it was all the same strongly held. Harold Larwood and Douglas Jardine, who had won back the Ashes with bodyline bowling, were still in semi-disgrace. 

 

In racing, Sir Gordon Richards was seen as the parfit gentil knight, winning presumably from grace and magic, not from all sorts of effort. Lester's modest demeanour in victory gained him no points at all. The powers-that-were correctly sensed that he had no respect for the myth of amateurism, and they resented his rejection of it. 

 

From all these causes, a full-blown allergy had developed. Every time Lester was in any way involved in a fracas, official irritation against him took a larger step forward than the occurrence itself warranted. By 1954, the merest rumour of his involvement was producing automatic hostility, with steam coming down nostrils and the urge to squash erupting like a rash. 

 

It took a very long time for this allergy to subside. In a later enquiry, for instance, Geoff Lewis was severely cautioned for giving evidence in Lester's favour and saying a collision had not been Lester's fault. 

 

So in 1954 the avalanche of buried, unrecognised and unconsidered feelings rolled down the hill in civilised tones and did its brutal work. The unjust sentence was delivered. 

 

Lester left home and went to Newmarket, stunned but again mostly silent, to work in the yard of Jack Jarvis. Jack Jarvis taught Lester none of the better ways he was supposedly there to learn, as the trainer was ill in bed most of the time and almost never left the house. Lester's cousin, Bill Rickaby, was Jack Jarvis's stable jockey, and Lester lived in Newmarket with his mother's sister and her husband, Mr. and Mrs. Fred Lane. This, the family thought, would most sympathetically and safely see Lester through his banishment from home. 

 



Lester's terse opinion of the sentence was quoted at the time to be "unfair and ridiculous", (which can't have pleased his judges) and he has not changed his opinion since. Time has rubbed out the bitterness, but it was then, he says, that he really saw the world as it was. 

 

What subsequently went on behind the scenes cannot be known, but suddenly towards the end of September the Stewards told Lester to reapply for his licence. The ban had lasted a week over three months. 

 

During that time, Sir Gordon Richards had had a heavy fall and decided to retire, leaving trainer Noel Murless without the jockey whose services he had rejoiced in for very many years. A successor had to be found, and found soon. When Gordon retired, there were two full months left of the season. Owners who had horses trained by Noel Murless at that time included the Queen, Prince Aly Khan and Sir Victor Sassoon. It is certain that Noel wouldn't have engaged any jockey who was not acceptable to those owners and, equally, he wanted the best he could get. 

Immediately Lester was told he could have back his licence, Noel invited him to be his stable jockey. 

 

The step from depression to exhilaration was dramatic. Lester's licence was restored on 28 September, and the very next day he was back with a winner; and such was the fervour of the public's disgust with his suspension that the prolonged cheering of uninhibited affection practically lifted the roof off Newmarket's stands. Other wins followed on 1 and 2 October, and on 6 October at York, he won his first race for Noel Murless, on Evening Trial, owned by Sir Victor Sassoon. 

 

Soon after, Lester rode and won for one of his Ascot judges. Bygones were all of a sudden definitely bygones. The allergy, well and truly scratched, had subsided. The road ahead again shone bright. 

 

The successful come-back all the same exacted its price. 

 

In the limbo of indefinite suspension at Jack Jarvis's, working as a stable-lad and not knowing at what point he should be fit for racing, Lester was unprepared for the suddenness of the reprieve. His weight through the months of banishment had edged upwards towards nine stone, and he was faced with the daunting task of losing one of these stones in a week. One stone represented one-ninth of his body: a body, moreover, with little flesh to spare. He achieved the loss on time through starvation, running and sweating, and still had enough strength to hold half a ton of horse on the wing. 



 

Noel Murless had engaged a jockey who would put himself through wringers to win races. Noel Murless would settle for the odd bumping and boring charge that would surely lie ahead, if he could reserve for his stable that will, that skill, that unwavering passion. 

 

 

8 Crepello, Carrozza and Petite Etoile 

 

CREPELLO came into Noel Murless's yard as a yearling towards the end of 1955, and right from the beginning looked a horse with a sparkling future. 

 

Inheriting Sir Gordon Richards' job at Warren Place, Noel Murless's great training establishment in Newmarket, Lester had a tremendous 1955 season, beating a century of winners for the first time and finishing third behind Doug Smith and Scobie Breasley on the jockeys' list. 

 

The Never Say Die suspension was firmly behind him. The Never Say Die triumph in the Derby was what people remembered of 1954: the flashing presence rather than the disputed absence. While there were no Classic Piggott wins in 1955, there were others of interest, the biggest single prize being the Eclipse Stakes at Sandown, where Lester brought home Darius, which had finished third in Never Say Die's Derby. 

 

On Nucleus, owned by Miss Dorothy Paget and trained by Helen Johnson Houghton at Blewbury in Berkshire (though the horses ran under the name of her friend, Charles Jerdein, as it was in the old-fashioned days before the jockey Club granted training licences to women) Lester won four races. The third of these wins was at Royal Ascot in the King Edward VII Stakes, a sweet victory, as it was in that race a year earlier that the Rashleigh/ Garter/Never Say Die collision occurred. The fourth Nucleus winner of the season was the prestigious jockey Club Stakes at Newmarket late in September. 

 

Besides these, the year's highlights were Little Cloud's winning of the Northumberland Plate for Sir Victor Sassoon, and the same owner's Elope ment taking the Hardwicke Stakes at Royal Ascot, both horses trained by Noel Murless: and also Lester's first winner for the Queen, Annie Oakley at York in October. 

 

Lester survived 1955 without a suspension or even a caution: perhaps everyone had learned something from the year before. 



 

With the advent of the 1956 season, the training of both Crepello and Carrozza began in earnest. Crepello had been bred by Sir Victor Sassoon as a stayer to go two miles, being by Donatello II, who had won the Ascot Gold Cup. The colt was not, on his breeding, regarded as a top prospect for the Derby even though he had been prudently entered at birth for the big race. 

 

A good-looking chestnut with a short neck on a big body, Crepello appeared as strong to the eye as he proved under the saddle. Always easy to ride, he would go without trouble wherever Lester wanted, and from very early on produced mouth-opening speeds on the gallops at home. 

 

Training him was, in most respects, easy, but in one respect difficult: there was always the suspicion that one of the tendons in his forelegs would give way, which would mean effectively the end of his racing career. Accordingly throughout his life, Crepello wore strong supportive bandages on his forelegs, the sort called Newmarket Boots, which were made of doeskin and sewn on tightly, semipermanent. They had to be turned round on the legs every day to dislodge any piece of grit which might have slipped inside. 

 

Noel Murless decided to run Crepello in June, which was fairly early for a juvenile of that breeding, and consequently sent him to Royal Ascot for the 5-furlong Windsor Castle Stakes. He told Lester to go carefully and not to push him too hard, and Lester, following instructions, was just beaten by the good Fulfer, trained by Geoffrey Brooke. 

 

Lester's words: "Noel told me to be easy with him. I could have won otherwise. But I didn't punish him at all. It wouldn't have done him good for the future." 

 

Noel was very pleased with the way Crepello ran, but instead of making haste to capitalise, he let down the colt for a while and brought him back to full training in September for the Middle Park Stakes at Newmarket. In that race, Crepello met some of the proven best of the season's two-yearolds, and was beaten into fourth place behind Pipe 

 

of Peace. The result was considered disappointing, even though the opposition had been stiff, the race fast and the distances at the end very short between the first four horses. 

 



Noel Murless gave Crepello another rest and then ran him over seven furlongs in the Dewhurst Stakes, also at Newmarket, on 1 November. Crepello ran well and won by three-quarters of a length from the Queen's Doutelle, but still appeared not tremendously impressive. 

 

"He was always a bit lazy," Lester says. "When he got to the front, he never did more than he had to." 

 

Noel Murless, nonetheless satisfied, put Crepello away for the winter after what had been a basically undemanding two-year-old programme, and concentrated on keeping the suspect legs strong for the heights ahead. 

 

It's no easy matter to train a horse into tip-top form for the Two Thousand Guineas, run at Newmarket at the beginning of May, without a preliminary race first. Noel Murless, however, planned to do exactly that with Crepello, and feeling no doubt that it was now-or-never with the legs, galloped him hard and often on the Heath. The companions in these gallops were two good Murless four-year-olds and also the three-year-old Arctic Explorer, which Lester later that year took to victory in both the King Edward VII Stakes (again) and the Eclipse. The gallops were almost races in themselves, and by 1 May, the day of the Two Thousand Guineas, Noel Murless was confident that the colt was ready. 

 

The Two Thousand Guineas turned out to be no easy race. For a start Crepello had the worst draw of all, number fifteen, on the outside. At Newmarket, the horses running the straight Rowley Mile come by preference down what is technically the outer rail of the track, that is to say, along the rail nearest to the stands. Crepello, drawn furthest away from the stands rail, was at a great disadvantage. Next, the opposition contained Pipe of Peace (the favourite) which had beaten Crepello on the same course the previous year, and also a good French horse, Tyrone, of which much was expected. Third, there were two delays to the start of the race, one horse bolting on the canter down, and three jockeys later being unseated by colliding with the starting tapes as the horses came under orders. Two of these horses were remounted, but Chevastrid decamped into the next parish and was eventually counted out. 

 

When the race finally started, Lester solved the bad draw by coming over towards the stands rail, even though it meant tucking in near the rear of the field. There he stayed until he was nearing the Bushes, those few hawthorns on the far side of the track two or three furlongs from the winning post, where the horses meet rising ground. 

 



At that point, Lester pulled Crepello out a little and shook him up; and he says, "I just went through them so easily, it was hard to believe". 

 

Crepello reached the front but "went a bit lazy again", leaving Lester the task of holding off Pipe of Peace and the faster finishing Quorum (who in the end took second place), both horses having been at Crepello's heels for longer than was comfortable. The three battlers flashed across the line with no daylight between them, the official distances being half a length and a short head. The French horse Tyrone finished fourth, a good way back. 

 

Crepello was immediately made favourite for the Derby, his reputation based not just on having won the Two Thousand Guineas, but on the persistence with which he'd fought off the challenge of Pipe of Peace over the last stages, and on the visible power and presence of his muscular body. Crepello, in fact, was exciting. 

 

There has hardly been another horse of which more was confidently expected at Epsom, despite a pessimistic "knocking" campaign by a section of the Press. 

"Finding one to beat Crepello" became the slightly mournful quest of would-be punters not liking the 6-4 available: and they would have been even less hopeful if they'd heard Lester's own opinion. 

 

"Crepello worked very well before the Derby, as well as any horse I've ever seen. His gallops were terrific. He was one of the very best of horses." 

 

Crepello went like a king to Epsom and with majesty took his crown. Lester let him go along easily in seventh or eighth place and as in the Guineas made no early move. 

Coming round Tattenham Corner, he was tucked indistinguishably behind a cluster including Brioche, Eudaemon and Chevastrid (back from the next parish). Not until two furlongs out, as in the Guineas, did Lester move, and then, as before, the incredible acceleration set the stands roaring. 

 

Crepello sliced through the Derby field and won by a length and a half in 2 minutes 352/5th seconds, only 13/5th seconds outside Mahmoud's longstanding 1936 record. 

A few carping critics nevertheless said it hadn't been a "good" Derby because Crepello had beaten "nothing". But he had. The horse which finished second was the then little known Ballymoss, whose starry future victories included the Irish Derby, the St. Leger, the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes and the Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe. Pipe of Peace again came third. 

 



Sir Victor Sassoon had already won the Derby with Pinza, but he had bred Crepello, which made the second winner sweet. Plans were immediately laid for the St. Leger, with the King George and Queen Elizabeth Stakes along the way. 

 

Crepello worked faultlessly again at home and went to Ascot for the King George as odds-on ante-post favourite. Then, while he stood waiting in the Ascot stables, the heavens opened and rain bucketed down on the racecourse. By the time of the first race, the going was "heavy". 

 

Noel Murless struggled with a dilemma. The ante-post market meant that if he withdrew the horse, those who had already backed him would lose their money. If he ran the horse, the tug of the sticky turf might be too much for the suspect tendons. 

The legs had so far stood up to everything asked of them, but always on good ground. 

 

For the sake of Crepello, for the sake perhaps of the St. Leger and the Triple Crown, Noel Murless withdrew him an hour before the big race. The decision was greeted with howls of rage by the disappointed crowd and with resignation by Lester. The horse went home sound to Newmarket and was given a short rest before preparing for the St. Leger. 

 

It was then, after a gallop at home, that the worst happened. Crepello went irretrievably lame, the tendon stretching ominously, ready to tear if stressed. The days of speed and glory were depressingly over. 

 

Crepello ran in only five races in his life. Lester puts him in the top five horses he ever rode, and thinks he would have been unbeaten after the Derby. At stud, perhaps because of his own longdistance breeding, Crepello was not immediately notable. 

His colt foals were in general moderate, the fillies better. The fillies went on to make good brood-mares, and themselves produced many winners. 

 

Noel Murless's stable in 1957 was solidly packed with outstanding equine talent, but all of his lesser horses ran into winning form also, as if inspired by the great. The mystery of being "in form" can never be scientifically explained, but when the heavens smile it's best not to waste time. 

 

Lester's sixth winner of the season was Carrozza for the Queen in the Princess Elizabeth Stakes at Epsom in April, an early announcement if ever there was one of the filly's intentions. Despite her small size-a shade under 15 hands-she proved game and determined throughout her career. 



 

By Dante, Carrozza was owned by the National Stud and leased by Her Majesty, an arrangement common for many years. Latterly, the National Stud (theoretically owned by the taxpayers) has kept only stallions and brood-mares, with no horses of tip-top racing age. The Queen for years sent the National Stud horses to Noel Murless to train, while those she herself owned were with Sir Cecil Boyd Rochfort. 

 

During 1956, Carrozza as a two-year-old had won early on for Noel Murless at Hurst Park, ridden by Lester, but in general there was more public interest in the Queen's very own filly of the same age, Mulberry Harbour. After her early twoyear-old win, besides, Carrozza was off the racecourse for weeks, having tangled with her rug in her box at home, injuring herself severely. 

 

In 1957, after her first three-year-old win, she ran with promise but without distinction to finish fourth in the One Thousand Guineas (ridden by Bill Rickaby) and it was Mulberry Harbour who went to the Oaks with more expected. Mulberry Harbour carried the Queen's first colours: Harry Carr wore the black velvet cap with the gold fringe, while Lester's cap was white with a gold tassel. Neither was favourite, that honour going to the Aga Khan's French-trained filly Rose Royale II at 11-10. Mulberry Harbour, next best, set off at 11-4. 

 

In the race itself, however, Mulberry Harbour faded unusually under pressure, having rounded Tattenham Corner in a good second position. Carrozza, going well, came down the hill against the rails with two or three others in front. One of those, Taittinger, well fancied, tired a little and came away from the rails, leaving a gap. 

Lester took Carrozza through it like a dart before the crowd could draw breath and they were suddenly out in front, sprinting for home. 

 

The favourite Rose Royale II took up the battle, but couldn't pass. An Irish horse, Silken Glider, ridden by Jimmy Eddery (father of Pat, Paul, Michael and David) next got into top gear and began overhauling Carrozza. The crowd held its breath. Lester kept little Carrozza going with every resource of his artistry, with Silken Glider gaining inexorably. So close were they as they passed the post that neither jockey was certain who had won, though in three strides more there would have been no problem as Silken Glider shot ahead before pulling up. 

 

The judge called for a photograph, and after a nail-biting pause Carrozza was named the winner by a short head. The Queen, to delighted applause, led in her first Classic winner and people began searching for new adjectives to apply to Lester. 

 



Lester and Noel Murless together won forty-five races in 1957, headed of course by the Two Thousand Guineas, the Derby and the Oaks. Seven of those races were won for the Queen, twenty for Sir Victor Sassoon. Of the 122 winners Lester rode that year, over half started favourite. Carrozza at 100-8 was the longest price of all. 

 

It was also the year of Lester's first Ascot Gold Cup, won on Zarathustra, trained not by Noel Murless but by Cecil Boyd Rochfort. Cecil Boyd Rochfort had two runners in the race, the other being Atlas, for the Queen. He gave his stable jockey, Harry Carr, the choice of mounts and, as every jockey has done too often for comfort, Harry Carr chose the wrong one. Zarathustra's longdistance record in earlier years had been excellent, but as a six-year-old he had not so far won. Against that, Atlas had won last time out. The wrong choice was easy to make. Lester rode Zarathustra that time only, taking the lead more than a furlong out and comfortably staying ahead to win by one and a half lengths. Zarathustra retired on his considerable laurels, and never raced thereafter. 

 

The very next time, 1958, Lester won the Ascot Gold Cup again, this time on Gladness, trained in Ireland by Vincent O'Brien. It was Lester's first ever ride for Vincent, and certainly neither of them foresaw the close partnership they would one day reach. 

 

Gladness took the lead two furlongs out, and won the Gold Cup by a length, unpressed. Vincent next ran her in the Goodwood Cup, Lester leading most of the way to win easily, and after that sent her to the Ebor at York, where she obliged at a canter. That Gold Cup, that Ebor Handicap, were Lester's top wins of the 1958 

season. 

 

Gladness was a great galloper, Lester says, though one wouldn't have expected it. 

She was a big rough-looking mare, bred like a jumper, who ran first at the end of her three-year-old season and blossomed marvellously only at four. At five, she won only one small race in Ireland, but went on later to be a great brood-mare, all of her progeny proving winners. 

 

During 1958, Noel Murless's stable reached none of the great heights of the year before, but contained instead a clutch of two-year-old fillies of great promise for the future, among them Prince Aly Khan's grey twinkler, Petite Etoile. Lester won two two-year-old races on Petite Etoile, none of them top events, and also lost twice against better horses. Consequently, he approached 1959 without overwhelming faith in the little grey star. 

 



First time out in 1959 she won the Free Handicap at Newmarket. Lester rode one for the Queen in that race, and could judge Petite Etoile's 

 

performance only from afar, but saw nothing to enthuse him. 

 

Noel Murless had entered his three best fillies in the One Thousand Guineas, and gave Lester as stable jockey his pick of them: Petite Etoile, Rose of Medina and Collyria. Lester had won races on all three and was undecided, but he eventually chose Sir Victor Sassoon's Collyria, who was galloping splendidly for him at home. 

 

All jockeys choose the wrong horse now and again, and as Harry Carr had done before him, Lester got it wrong. Doug Smith, engaged for Petite Etoile, won the One Thousand Guineas -rather to the astonishment of her owner, Prince Aly Khan, who had expected his other runner, the French-trained Paraguana, to take the honours. 

Collyria ran badly, and throughout her career afterwards proved unpredictable, sometimes brilliant, sometimes dull. 

 

Coming up to the Oaks five weeks later, Lester was given the identical choice: Collyria, Rose of Medina, Petite Etoile. 

 

This time, although the One Thousand Guineas success was still considered surprising and although there were doubts that Petite Etoile would stay a mile and a half, Lester took thought of the speed she could produce and concluded that he shouldn't turn her down. "I thought if she got the trip she would be able to beat them all. So I rode her, and she won very easily that day. She was a pretty good filly." 

 

The "pretty good filly" was followed home at a distance of three lengths by the favourite Cantelo (trained by Bill Elsey), who won the St. Leger later that year, and then by stable-mates Rose of Medina and Collyria: Noel Murless's trio had finished first, third and fourth. 

 

Lester rode Petite Etoile steadfastly from then on, and with her during the rest of the season collected three other substantial prizes, the Sussex Stakes, the Yorkshire Oaks and finally the Champion Stakes at Newmarket in October. 

 

(Interestingly, in an autumn race not involving Petite Etoile, Lester again had to choose between Rose of Medina and Collyria. He chose Rose of Medina, and Collyria won. Life's full of ironies.) 

 



There were only three runners in the dramatic Champion Stakes. Lester, at the point where he had to start his winning dash, made a move to go through a space between the Irish-trained Barclay on the outside and a French colt, Javelot, nearer the rails. 

Both horses were ahead of him, and when Barclay's jockey saw Lester coming, he pulled over to shut him off. Lester had the choice of steering round to the outside, or squirting through the small gap between Javelot and the rails. Being Lester, he chose the gap. Petite Etoile shot through like a grey javelin and took the race by half a length, leaving the French jockey Freddie Palmer furiously shaken to his roots and Noel Murless and Prince Aly Khan gasping with shock on the stands. There was a lot of general shouting but no 

 

enquiry. Petite Etoile had neither bumped nor hampered Javelot, and Freddie Palmer was erroneously credited with having let her through out of the goodness of his heart. 

Noel Murless had wanted "a nice quiet race" and got instead a last-second victory snatched with breath-stopping audacity. The quiet Mr. Piggott shrugged and turned his deaf ears to the fuss. He had taken his chance, got through his gap, won his race: end of story. 

 

Petite Etoile snoozed the winter away and came back in 1960 to take her limelight as a four-yearold. The brilliant "little star", who was not actually small like her name but on the contrary notably sturdy, ran first in 1960 at Kempton in May, bringing home odds of 7-1 on. 

 

In June, on the day after St. Paddy's Derby, Petite Etoile with her long white nose strode away at Epsom with the Coronation Cup: and it was the last time Prince Aly Khan rejoiced in a winner, as he was killed a fortnight later in a car crash. For a while the news shattered the spirits of the stable, although nothing could stop the flow of winners. Noel Murless decided to run Petite Etoile, who had been inherited by the new Aga Khan (Prince Aly's son) in the King George and Queen Elizabeth Stakes at Ascot in July. 

 

The race was not among Lester's happiest experiences. Everyone unrealistically expected the mare to be invincible, but she had recently been coughing, and in a large field on soft ground she 

 

couldn't make her way early enough to the front. Lester attracted a good deal of criticism from people who couldn't ride a donkey and as usual took it stoically. He had tried to win. Petite Etoile had tried to win. They hadn't managed it, for once. 

They had a lot of ground to make up in the straight, and they lost by half a length to Aggressor. 



 

Petite Etoile retired for a lengthy rest while her trainer pondered long-term tactics and possibilities for the following year. 

 

In April 1961, Petite Etoile, now five years old, had to struggle hard at Sandown to beat moderate opponents, but again took the Coronation Cup at Epsom in June, with more elan, and a fortnight later won at Royal Ascot, each time starting an odds-on favourite. 

 

Next time out, she ran at an evening meeting at Kempton Park, in the Aly Khan International Memorial Cup, with perhaps too much at stake. The race in memory of her former owner proved sadly to be the one she couldn't win, and she was unexpectedly beaten two full lengths by a horse belonging to Sir Winston Churchill, High Hat. This time no one could criticise Lester's riding. The great-hearted mare had been given every chance and hadn't been able to produce her flying last-minute speed. 

 

She had won nearly all of her races by one length or less, with Lester often thought to have left her winning run too late. She was a racer, however, who came always with late acceleration, and was 

 

not at her best if left too long in front. In Lester she had the perfect jockey, cool enough to wait, confident enough to set her flying just in time. 

 

She ran again in 1961 after the Aly Khan Memorial, and won, still at odds-on, at Doncaster in September. Later the same month, she ran in the Queen Elizabeth II Stakes at Ascot, but in spite of Lester's best efforts she was without her old withering speed at the end, and lost by half a length. The reign-and the career-of one of racing's greatest mares was over: the sparkling little star went out. 

 

Behind the headlines and the ballyhoo, the late nineteen-fifties were the worst years of Lester's constant battle against weight. Between the years of twenty and twenty-four he suffered unforgiving hunger pains day after day, denying his body the normal consolidation of young manhood, facing the stark choice between career and physical deprivation. 

 

It's easy to underestimate what many jockeys endure for the sake of their jobs. Most people wanting to lose weight go on a comparatively gentle reducing diet and expect to revert to more normal food fairly soon. They do not unremittingly starve and sweat and still turn in top athletic performances, knowing that it will last for as long ahead as their talents and their bodies can stand it. 

 

In his late teens and early twenties Lester used to let himself off the worst hunger pangs after the end of the Flat season, with the result that each winter his weight crept up ten or more pounds in four months. Each spring, he was then faced with the same task as in 1954, at the end of the Never Say Die suspension, the quick and agonising reduction of an already sparse body. 

 

Finally he decided the partial let-up of winter wasn't worth the increasing difficulty he found each spring, and from about 1959 onwards he maintained his full spartan regime year round. His method was simple: eat what you like, but very little of anything. Take small portions and leave half. Drink half a cup of sugared coffee, black. Half a cup of tea. A few sips of Coca-Cola. Half a glass of champagne. He used to drink half a gin-and-tonic, but less as time went on. 

 

Shellfish, lamb cutlets, chicken, smoked salmon, all in tiny amounts, he likes. 

Disliked are potatoes, cake and curry. Ice-cream is adored, but the trouble with that, he says disgustedly, is that four ounces of ice-cream produce in him a pound of body weight, which he holds neither logical nor fair. 

 

Around four large cigars a day take the place of further food, as also does sunshine, when he can get it. One needs to eat less in the sun. 

 

At about thirty years of age, Lester's weight finally stabilised on this regime at roughly 8 st. 5 lb., enabling him to ride at a little under that if essential. Back in 1957, however, he was still at the grindingly horrific stage of shaping his body to suit his will, and apart from eating too little, was also reducing his body fluids violently. 

 

Many jockeys sweat away their mornings in saunas. Lester hit on a less time-wasting solution and turned his own car into a sweat box, driving to meetings in mid-summer with the windows closed and the heater full on. In addition, he wore several layers of absorbent T-shirts under a rubber sweat suit, and on top of that, an ordinary shirt, jacket and trousers. On arrival in the changing room, he peeled the whole lot off and hoped to make the weight on the scales. 

 

Those sweltering journeys, his wife said later, were not the best way for her to arrive at Royal Ascot looking cool, fresh and uncreased. 

 

 



9 Susan, Maureen and Tracy 

 

SUSAN ARMSTRONG met Lester Piggott when he was fifteen and she was eleven. 

They each went to the Doncaster Sales with their parents in 1951 and stayed in the same hotel, the Mount Pleasant, on the road between Doncaster and Bawtry. 

 

Susan's mother and father knew Keith and Iris Piggott well: the four of them had been close friends in earlier years, but in successive housemoves had drifted apart. 

 

Susan's mother, born Maureen Greenwood, was living in Letcombe Regis with her mother when the newly-married Keith and Iris built their first home opposite her own. The three of them played tennis together often, a trio later turned into a foursome when Sam Armstrong, who trained horses at Middleham in Yorkshire, began visiting Maureen Greenwood in the mid nineteen-thirties. 

 

Maureen's mother remarried (to Bob Thorburn, a racehorse owner), Maureen later in her turn marrying Sam Armstrong and going off with him to the north, moving eventually to Newmarket when he transferred his stable there in 1945. Because of the distance from Berkshire, and because private travelling was discouraged during the Second World War, Maureen saw little of the Piggotts for many years. 

 

The two families had, however, known each other well enough and for long enough for the common ground to lie there between Susan and Lester, waiting. 

 

Neither remembers anything particular about their first meeting: they just know where and when it occurred. Neither, unsurprisingly, felt irresistibly drawn to the other. Lester went on racing. Susan went back to school, and that was that. 

 

Someone gave Susan a Horselover's Calendar with a picture of Lester sitting on a bucket looking up at a horse that was looking down at him. "By this time he was pretty well known," she says. The calendar must even so have been important to her, because she remembers it. 

 

She left school at fifteen and went to a finishing school in Switzerland for nine months. At sixteen she was home in Newmarket, working full-time for her father in almost every possible capacity: assistant trainer, teacher of apprentices and secretary. 

She rode out at exercise every morning. She shepherded the apprentices at race meetings, and she saddled her father's runners at the races. She did office work in the evenings. All this was before she was old enough to learn to drive. 

 



She says herself that she had almost no social life and no close personal friends, an exception being the four daughters of jockey Edgar Britt, who rode regularly for her father: but they still lived in the north, and she saw them seldom. She led a hardworking life, partly from force of circumstances but clearly also because she enjoyed it. She didn't want to go out to parties: she disliked parties then and does so still. 

 

She was therefore in many important ways already a perfect match for Lester Piggott. 

Like him, she came from a busy racing family who took hard work for granted. She liked a quiet private life. She was intelligent, and doing a job most people might have considered her too young for, with competence of a high order. The reputation her father enjoyed for training apprentices was largely Susan's work. She it was who day by day taught Wally Swinburn, Paul Tulk and "Kipper" Lynch, and gave further help to Josh Gifford, who had come from Cliff Beechener's stable, having won his first race at eleven. 

 

Susan knew a great deal about horses and rode excellently herself; and beyond all that she was (and is) extremely pretty. 

 

Lester, one day early in 1957, went round to the Armstrong house to collect a pair of shoes which Wally Swinburn had brought back for him from India, where the two of them had been riding during the winter. By then Lester knew Susan pretty well by sight because she was so often at the races. He said something to her about taking her out, sometime. She said she would go, but heard no more. 

 

Their first significant meeting came a little later in the same spring when the Britt girls came down from the north to go with Susan to the eighteenth birthday dance of Anne Carr, daughter of Harry Carr, then the Queen's jockey. 

 

Joe Mercer was there, who later married Anne Carr, and Jimmy Lindley, and a whole bunch of the young generation, including Lester. They all spent an euphoric evening and Lester again said something to the seventeen-year-old Susan about taking her out, but again did nothing about it. 

 

Although they talked to each other often on race days after that, it was more than a year later before the decisive move was made. Lester invited Susan to go to the musical "My Fair Lady" and then to dinner, the occasion to take place on the first evening of the Derby meeting in June. 

 



Susan accepted. Lester picked her up from where she was staying near the Epsom course with her parents, drove her to London and delivered her back to them afterwards. The event had been a success. 

 

"After that," Susan says, "the friendship developed. We saw each other all the time at the races, and he was often in Newmarket because of riding for Noel Murless." 

 

They went to the pictures, went out to dinner. "It just became an understood thing between us that we would get married. It wasn't a sudden thing. It was just understood." 

 

They took their time. Lester had had other girl friends: Susan much enjoyed what she was doing. Marriage, as for many a couple, meant for him responsibility and for her the prospect of abandoning a job where she was outstanding and, instead, running a house and cooking, which for all her abilities she knew nothing about and didn't relish. 

 

They decided eventually that February 1960 would be a suitable time. Susan would be twenty, Lester twenty-four. There would be time for a honeymoon before Lester prepared for the new Flat season in March. 

 

As neither of them much enjoyed parties, they decided against a big wedding in Newmarket when "all the world" would come, and also against Lester's home town, Lambourn, settling instead on neutral ground in London. Accordingly, with a minimum of ballyhoo and with eighty relatives and friends (and a press photographer) in attendance, Lester and Susan married on 22 February 1960 at St. 

Mark's church, North Audley Street. 

 

Susan wore a flowered silk dress with a hat made of petals, Lester wore a navy blue pin-striped suit: they looked apprehensively happy. The reception was held at Brown's Hotel, where Susan's parents had held theirs also, and the new couple went away to the south of France for two weeks afterwards. 

 

Returning, they moved into the house they had bought in The Avenue, Newmarket, and named it Florizel, after a horse trained by Keith Piggot that Susan had ridden a year or two earlier in the Newmarket Town Plate. In that event, she had been beaten by Julie Murless (Noel Murless's daughter, later wife of Henry Cecil) but had been fond enough of the horse to choose its name for her first married home. 

 



Domesticity sat oddly on the young Piggotts. Susan learned to cook chicken, which they ate most of the time. Lester mowed the lawn. Susan says that at least her ignorance in the kitchen had one excellent result: Lester never had quite so much trouble with his weight after he'd married her. 

 

Susan came from a family where everything was geared to the needs of her father. 

Sam's training operation was the most important element: Maureen organised the whole of life around it. Susan and her brother Robert, four years younger, were accustomed to giving their father's needs absolute priority without question. Lester came from a family which put his needs first, which organised life around his comings and goings, which fed him at times which suited him and provided a comprehensive support system with undemanding devotion. 

 

When they left these backgrounds and came together, the young pair simply continued in their accustomed life roles. Susan smoothed the way for Lester instead of for her father; Lester moved from his mother's solicitude to his wife's. 

 

It was a dove-tailing pattern and a foundation which weathered the strains and storms inevitable in every marriage, which carried them through in fundamental accord to a silver wedding day and beyond, and which shows no sign of cracking. This is not to say there is never nowadays a cross word. With a life lived at the pace and stress of the Piggott's, it would be unnatural if there weren't sometimes a frustrated edge to the voices. The constantly-ringing telephone, interrupting every conversation, is picked up often with gritted teeth. They each, however, come from long-lasting families, and one of the strengths of such families is that they pass on the expectation of stability to the next generation. 

 

Neither Lester nor Susan ever rebelled against their parents. Susan sought advice often from her mother and deeply admired her father. Lester in later years built a bungalow for Keith and Iris a few steps from his own house. With family affiliations so strong on each side, the habit of affection between Lester and Susan became the solid rock of the Piggott marriage, trustable by tradition under their feet. 

 

In the June after the wedding, Lester won the Derby for the third time and later in the year Susan became pregnant. Their first daughter, named Maureen after Susan's mother, was born in May 1961, during the week of Chester races. 

 

Lester was in Chester, of course. He returned to his newly extended family in a happy state of semi-intoxication, having celebrated the arrival not just with his fellow jockeys but also with most of the visiting Australian cricket team, notably Keith Miller, a favourite friend. 

 

Soon after the birth, Susan went back to riding her father's racehorses out at morning exercise, a part of her life she had missed, and later that year, and again in 1963, she won the Newmarket Town Plate. 

 

In 1965, Susan gave birth to their second daughter, Tracy, completing the family; and a few years later, her old habit of managerial hard work resurfacing after a long period of domesticity, she began to operate as a bloodstock agent. Slowly, cautiously at first, but over the years with increasing skill and confidence, she turned her deep knowledge of horses into a tangible asset, developing a sizeable and respected business. 

 

Both Lester and Susan believed always in keeping their children with them and in showing them the world, and consequently from a very young age the two girls travelled several times to the Bahamas, South America and the Caribbean, and towards the end of their schooldays to Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and throughout Europe. At every destination, Lester made excursions to nearby courses to ride winners, mildly continuing the tradition that work comes first with pleasure as its consequence. 

 

The whole family became expert travellers, not least because they all positively enjoy it. There is probably no one on earth faster through an airport than Lester, who seems to carry the floor plans of dozens of them in his head. 

 

On one occasion, his speed got him into trouble. He and Susan (without the girls) were travelling from Hong Kong to Singapore where he was due to ride in one of the island's most important races, the Lion City Cup. He had won the race the year before, and many were hoping that on Blue Star he would do it again. 

 

The Piggotts had to change planes en route at Bangkok, and there, instead of flying straight on, they were delayed for a whole night. Flying on the next morning, they touched down at Singapore at about the time Lester should have been changing into his colours out at the racecourse. 

 

"Get the bags," Lester said succinctly to Susan, sprinting first off the aeroplane and finding an escalator leading upwards through an apparent side door. Susan went through the health check desk and through the immigration with wide-eyed stunned officials saying, "Did you see that man? He didn't go through the health desk, he didn't go through immigration, he didn't go through customs!" 

 

"Dear me," Susan said. "How extraordinary," and didn't say she knew him. 

 

Lester ran right through the airport buildings and caught a taxi. Susan composedly collected the suitcases as instructed, was met as arranged by friends, booked in at the hotel and finally arrived on the racecourse. 

 

The Lion City Cup was over. Lester had won. The appreciative crowd was counting its winnings. 

 

Retribution appeared later in the afternoon in the shape of three forbidding young immigration officials who threatened deportation, but fortunately by the next morning a few words had been quietly dropped in high places, mainly to the effect that Lester had had an obligation to fulfil and it wasn't his fault he'd been delayed; and the champion overland traveller got off with a caution. 

 

Ask Maureen and Tracy if their father was strict with them as children, and they laugh, the idea is so alien. Lester undemandingly loves his daughters, is proud of them, anxious for them sometimes, hoping they'll be happy. They have grown up with the pleasant sort of beauty that any father would delight in, with sweet natures speaking volumes for their source of upbringing. 

 

To be the child of a household name has destroyed many, but Lester and Susan's down-toearth manner and simple tastes cooled the greenhouse of success like air conditioning. In their house, there was Lester the living Dad, not Lester the living legend. 

 

For Maureen it was never a problem to have a famous father: she accepted it from birth as part of life. For Tracy perhaps it wasn't quite as simple, and for a while during her teens she preferred, when among strangers, for them not to find out who she was. Both of the girls naturally learned to ride, but were never forced. Maureen in her teens took to eventing, and Tracy rides exercise on racehorses. Neither has shown any desire to be a professional jockey. Both are supportive, proud and protective of their father. 

 

After fifteen years, Lester and Susan left their first house and built a new one on the opposite side of Newmarket, where there was room also to build stables. Influenced by a house they had seen in Hollywood, and another in Australia, they designed a one-storey U-shaped house round a swimming pool, and with them from one home to the other they took both their telephone number and the name Florizel. 

 

From the road, shielded by bushes along a curving drive, the low house is easy to overlook. Inside, it is spacious without trying to be grand, comfortable without opulence, built purposefully for a busy life, with "his" and "hers" offices. 

 

Lester's workplace at home in summer consists mainly of a garden chair in an airy sunroom beside a telephone with office clothes consisting of swimming shorts and a cigar. 

 

A man's house, family, habits of life are always a reflection of his essence. There is no pretension in Lester's. 

 

 

10 St. Paddy 

 

THE colt developing as a two-year-old in 1959 in Noel Murless's stable sent a ripple of anticipation through an establishment that was already enjoying a brilliant year. 

There was not only Petite Etoile's unbroken run of six wins including the One Thousand Guineas and the Oaks, but also the multiple winners Primera and the Queen's Pindari, who took the Ebor and the Voltigeur in a magnificent double at York on the same afternoon. Noel Murless's prize-winnings soared ahead of Cecil Boyd Rochfort's, and Lester finished the 1959 season with 142 winners, a great improvement on 1958's 83 from much the same number of rides. 

 

Underlying all was the promise of St. Paddy. St. Paddy was by Aureole, a great sire of many winners who nevertheless frequently passed on his volatile and unreliable temperament. No one therefore was much surprised when St. Paddy proved to be highly strung and easily frightened: the problem was basically to release his speed while staying in control. 

 

Lester rode him often at exercise on the Heath. "He bolted a few times. A bird would fly up, and 

 

he'd be off and go two or three furlongs before I could stop him." 

 

Trusting to no birds flying up from the track itself, Noel Murless sent his hard-pulling twoyear-old to York in August for his first public outing on the day Petite Etoile won the Yorkshire Oaks, and such was St. Paddy's reputation for speed at home that he was backed down to favourite. 

 

The worst happened. St. Paddy came out of the paddock gate onto the course and straightaway bolted. He went three furlongs flat out before Lester could pull him up, throwing away all chance of winning the race. Lester took him to the start and set off, but there was no use pressing the colt hard, so he tucked him in behind to teach him how to settle, and they finished in the ruck, about ninth of eighteen. 

 

After that debacle, jockey and trainer decided to try a crossed noseband next time out-a sort of bridle which gives much stronger control of a horse's head. Noel Murless sent St. Paddy to Ascot for the 1-mile Royal Lodge Stakes in late September, and Lester took him down early to the start, trotting sedately. Let off, St. 

Paddy immediately ate up the ground with his fearsome speed, and won by five lengths. Derby-prospect watchers sat up and took notice, and Noel Murless sighed with relief. 

 

During the winter, the trainer mapped out his plan of campaign, deciding that St. 

Paddy should 

 

take his chance in the Two Thousand Guineas but that, unlike Crepello, he could not be trained to the minute to win. St. Paddy was a stuffily-breathing horse who needed a very great deal of work, and more preparation than the scant six weeks between the beginning of the Flat season and the first two classics allowed. 

 

Considering that he really needed a longer distance and hadn't been trained very hard, St. Paddy ran well in the 1-mile Two Thousand Guineas to finish sixth. Noel Murless, not expecting a win, knew contentedly that the colt would improve on this Newmarket performance, and two weeks later ran him in the Dante Stakes at York, which St Paddy obligingly won easily. 

 

Before both of those races, Lester had ridden the good-looking dark bay down to the start in a crossed noseband which he had taken off at the post: the crossed noseband was thought too severe for racing in because, once the tapes had gone up, the horse had to be free to stretch his head forward and develop his rocket speed unhindered. 

 

Approaching the Derby, Lester's chief fear was that when the horses turned to canter back past the stands at the end of the parade, St. Paddy would blast off at a hundred miles an hour, and to avoid that he used a dropped noseband with hooks at the side. 

"You can hold anything in that." 



 

St. Paddy went in subdued fashion to the start, and the restraints were there removed. 

Perhaps because of his easily frightened nature and his 

 

comparative unreadiness in the Two Thousand Guineas, he started at 7-1, by no means favourite. The opposition included two Irish colts, Kythnos and Alcaeus, and the French runner, Angers, the best backed. 

 

The race itself proved to be without complication for Lester. He took St. Paddy into the front bunch at the start and simply stayed there, always going easily in third or fourth place. With coolness and great timing, he urged St. Paddy to the front two furlongs out and let the colt stride away freely keeping him ahead without problem, riding him with hands and heels only. 

 

The two Irish colts came second and third, the faster finishing Alcaeus passing the more fancied Kythnos a short distance from the post. The French hope, Angers, cast gloom over the Epsom Downs by breaking a hind leg before reaching Tattenham Corner and having to be destroyed, a sad end to a great horse. 

 

It was a fast Derby, only a shade outside Crepello's time: the fourth victory for Sir Victor Sassoon, the second for Noel Murless, the third of course for Lester. After these giddy heights,, St. Paddy went back to Newmarket for a well-earned rest, his next rest not to be until Goodwood at the end of July. Again, as for the Guineas, he could not be trained back to his absolute peak in time for Goodwood, and was beaten there in the 1-mile 3-furlong Gordon Stakes by Kipling. 

 

Lester's opinion of St. Paddy as a whole is that 

 

the colt was a speed machine but unintelligent. Of riding him, he says, "He was a great horse when he was running away in a race, when he was pulling against his bit. 

If he wasn't pulling, he wouldn't race. If you had to let him off the bit, he'd get frightened and it was the end, he wouldn't win. It was better to hold the reins tight, to keep him pulling, even if you knew he wasn't going to go any faster. It gave him a bit of courage." 

 

Lester's victories on St. Paddy looked inevitable from the stands and his losses sometimes inexplicable: the key to both lay in the quirks of the nervous equine mind, and the complete understanding of them in the thoughtful mind of his jockey. 

 



After Goodwood, St. Paddy went to York fully prepared for the Great Voltigeur, and won easily. Ahead then lay the St. Leger, the one classic neither Lester nor Sir Victor had won so far. 

 

The field opposing St. Paddy at Doncaster lacked much glitter and, in the event, on perfect going, the colt ran the easiest race of his life. He won by three lengths, unstretched, pulling so hard against his bit that the Press dubbed it "runaway St. 

Leger", and "just too simple". Lester kept his council, and everyone in the Murless camp was naturally ecstatic, particularly the owner, who had bred the horse himself. 

 

Sir Victor Sassoon was not in good health and came to the St. Leger in a wheel-chair, frail but smiling broadly: with other winners such as Sunny 

 

Way, Tudor Love and Off Key, he finished the season overwhelmingly as the leading owner. Noel Murless similarly topped the trainers' list, and the great Aureole commandingly led the sires. St. Paddy the schizophrenic warily ate his hay and continued to be frightened by birds. 

 

Lester, his St. Paddy season augmented by the four-year-old successes of Petite Etoile and by a stream of further Murless winners, was also sup ported by a whole host of other trainers hungry for his talents. Disappointing few of them he rode with constant inspiration and mastery, his very presence on a horse abruptly shortening its odds; and despite not being able to ride half the horses running because of his weight, he won 170 races from 640 rides and became champion jockey for the first time. 

 

Marriage, the Derby, the championship, all in one year. The Gods were smiling. 

What could possibly go wrong? 

 

In the next season, 1961, Pinturischio went wrong. Pinturischio was the equivalent of Crepello and St. Paddy, a colt with everything it took to win the Derby. Owned like the others by Sir Victor Sassoon, and coming to hand early, he won a mile race at Newmarket in April 1961, starting at a justified 5-2 on. 

 

Secrets are impossible on Newmarket Heath. The work-watchers with their powerful binoculars, the bookmakers' runners, the inquisitive Press, all had seen for themselves the developing power of the potential world beater, and large bets were already being struck on his winning the Derby in June. 

 

Sired by Sir Victor Sassoon's Derby winner Pinza, Pinturischio started favourite in the Two Thousand Guineas, and although he didn't win, he did enough in finishing a good fourth to keep expectations high. Owner, trainer and jockey looked forward to another Derby success. The public confidently piled on the ante-post bets. 

 

Others were less pleased at the prospects. Three weeks before the Derby, someone broke into the Murless stable and gave Pinturischio a massive dose of a diarrhoea-producing drug. The colt, in a sorry state, nevertheless recovered in time for Noel Murless to resume his Derby preparation, and it was thought that the nobbling attempt had failed. Everyone underestimated the villains' determination. Despite increased security, the stables were again penetrated, another and stronger dose of physic being administered to Pinturischio. 

 

This time, the colt was desperately ill. Not only had he no chance of running in the Derby, he never properly recovered at all, and was unable ever to race again. This wicked destruction of a great animal cast a cloud over the whole racing year for those concerned. 

 

Lester himself watched the Derby on television in his sitting-room and saw Psidium, on whom he had once won, and could, if he had chosen, have ridden in the big race, beat a poor field at the outside price of 66-1. 

 

It was considered at the time likely that someone in the stable had helped Pinturischio's nobblers; had shown them a way in and pointed them to the right horse. Not until four or five years later was this theory proved correct, when the villains were finally detected. The inside man proved to Lester's and everyone's disgust to be one of the best lads in the stable. He had cared for one great horse and at the same time ruined another. He had taken owners' compliments and thanks and cynically robbed Sir Victor Sassoon behind his back not only of another possible Derby but of the colt's future at stud. 

 

St. Paddy, having wintered well and developed, proved one of the stable's top 1961 

earners, going from strength to strength. For openers he went to Sandown to run against only two opponents, one of which was his own pacemaker, Sunny Way. As St. Paddy was thought to be quietening down with age, Lester rode him to the start without the dropped noseband. A mistake. St. Paddy gave signs of his old trick of taking charge and, to stop him, Lester guided him towards one of the steeplechase fences. St. Paddy immediately began to measure his stride to jump, and Lester had to pull him out again. They did reach the start in fair control, however, and in the race St. Paddy cantered nonchalantly home to win, untaxed. 

 



Next time out (restrained down to the start), he went to Royal Ascot and dealt equally disdainfully with three contestants in the Hardwicke Stakes (one of them again Sunny Way), leaving Vincent O'Brien's Die Hard, on which Lester later that year won the Ebor, struggling helplessly in his wake. 

 

St. Paddy next went to the Eclipse Stakes at Sandown in July where he led from start to finish, Lester smoothly holding off the supporting cast of six. Press reports noted that all three wins were "easy", because St. Paddy was never off the bit. 

 

Considered unbeatable, St. Paddy set off in the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes in soft going on a windy day at Ascot later the same month, and there met his Waterloo in the shape of the French horse Right Royal V, who won by three clear lengths. 

 

"He murdered me," Lester says succinctly. St. Paddy, in desperation let off the bit, still couldn't quicken. A four-year-old, he was giving a stone in weight to his threeyear-old conqueror. 

 

On this downbeat note, one of the era's great racing _partnerships came to an end: in August the news came that Sir Victor Sassoon, at seventynine, had died of a heart attack at home in the Bahamas. 

 

Reeling from this second great blow, the Murless stable again rallied and went on with business. Aurelius, who had missed the Derby because of the hard ground and had won the King Edward VII Stakes instead (that race again!), went forth and doggedly clung on to a one and a half length lead in the St. Leger, bringing home at least one Classic as consolation. 

 

St. Paddy, now carrying the colours of Lady Sassoon, came out again in September, and (strongly held) won the jockey Club Stakes at Newmarket, conclusively beating High Hat who had earlier defeated Lester and Petite Etoile in the Aly Khan Memorial. St. Paddy finally ran in Newmarket's Champion Stakes in October, but again he was outrun by a French horse, this time the practically unknown Bobar II. 

St. Paddy couldn't quicken at the end and lost by three-quarters of a length. 

 

A line was drawn under a brilliant career, and St. Paddy went to stud. Because of his own insecurities, his progeny were seldom bold and the runaway star was not an outstanding sire. Connaught, second in the 1968 Derby, was the best of his "get". 

 

Lester rode St. Paddy in all of his races: two also-rans, three seconds and nine firsts. 



 

 

11 Injuries: Part 1 

 

RACEHORSES are not safe, and no one who rides them over a long period escapes injury of some sort. It's considered inevitable that jump jockeys should get hurt occasionally, but the level of risk accepted by Flat race jockeys is curiously underestimated. There they are, perched over the shoulders of half a ton of athletic muscle travelling at up to forty miles an hour, with nothing but their sense of balance between them and the crunching crash. Flat race jockeys look at the risk clearly: much of the public doesn't see it at all. 

 

For Lester, the first serious involuntary dismount at top speed occurred on 31 March 1951, when he was fifteen. 

 

On the day of the Lincolnshire Handicap in which he was due to ride Seconds Out, owned by Jack Solomons the boxing promoter, Lester rode in the afternoon's first event, the Castle Plate. His mount, a filly, Pandite, started favourite and ran reasonably well, with Lester in third place fifty yards from the winning post going flat out for the finish. Without warning, Pandite went down, hurling Lester to the ground. Pandite lay 

 

helplessly on her side, sorely injured with a broken leg. Lester lay beside her, cradled in the arms of two ambulancemen who went to his aid; and on them all, as so often in Britain, it poured with rain. 

 

Pandite was put out of her misery on the spot. Lester, clutching a badly broken collar-bone, was carried by the ambulance-men off the course, and driven from there to Lincoln County Hospital for X-rays, bone setting and strapping. Iris, of course, went with him and later that day drove her sore and shaken son home to Lambourn, whose only consolation was that he hadn't missed winning the Lincoln. Seconds Out lost on points, finishing well down the field. 

 

By the next morning, Lester was comfortable, smiling, planning to keep fit by walking, and determining on the earliest possible come-back. He made that in two weeks and two days, riding in five races at Birmingham on his first day's reappearance, and winning the last on Grey Magic, beating the odds-on favourite. 

 

At fifteen, a lifelong pattern was in this way set: the real agonising pain dealt with as quickly as possible, the recovery speedy, the courage intact. The list of Lester's subsequent injuries, long chiefly because of his long career, would have horrified and deterred many a strong man: Lester simply thinks it amazing that anyone should consider tumbling off horses any sort of reason for not getting back on immediately. 

 

For all self-employed jockeys, the inducement to return to the saddle is ostensibly two-fold. First, it's boring sitting around doing nothing. Second, sitting around doing nothing is expensive. Selfemployed people cannot claim unemployment benefits, and no work means no income. All the same, to say that the indecent scramble back to the saddle of almost every jockey, not just Lester, is fired by finance is to misunderstand the underlying psychology. The need to earn is often given as the public reason for the fastest possible return, because the need to earn is easily understood. The deeper need for speed, for competition, for exercising one's skill, for winning-all that lies in a shadowy compulsive area of self-fulfilment that can be destroyed by too much dissection. 

 

When the compulsion fades, when it's gone, the jockey stops riding in races. Money in itself is not motivation enough. Lester himself says jockeyship is "just a job", a statement his actions belied. For Lester, the post-injury urge to return to raceriding was instinctive and not to be analysed. Enough to say that in him it had been from the beginning consistently and overwhelmingly strong. 

 

Lester's 1951 season ended even worse than it began, with another and much more prolonged sojourn in hospital. 

 

In August, in the last race at Lingfield, the favourite, Persian Wood, fell without warning coming round the last bend into the straight, bringing down Lester on No Light who was tracking him closely. Eph Smith, riding Persian Wood, broke his collar-bone and some ribs, and Persian Wood, with a broken leg, had to be put down. 

 

Lester's severe injuries were caused not so much by the fall itself as by hitting at high speed one of the concrete posts supporting the rails. Those concrete uprights were over and over again the source of terrible damage to jockeys and horses, and it took thirty years from Lester's accident for them to be replaced on most courses by plastic posts which would snap in a collision, not mangle the bodies of man or beast. 

 

Lester broke his leg, his hip and his collar-bone, multiple injuries which put him in East Grinstead Hospital for three weeks and plaster for three months. Once the bone-setting operations were over he was cosseted like mad by the East Grinstead nurses and given no-frills devotion in Lambourn by his parents, but, legs being notoriously slow to mend, it was not until well after the Flat season ended in November that he was able to get back on a horse. 

 

After these dramatic goings on, it was thirteen years before anything more serious than cuts and bruises came Lester's way, but on 27 September 1964, in Paris, the run of good luck drastically ended. 

 

By then he was adult (twenty-eight), married, a father, and set fair to become champion jockey for the second time. The championship was very important to him at that point as, since winning it for the first time in 1960, he had seen it appropriated for the following three years by Scobie Breasley. On the day he rode in Paris, Lester's score stood at 135, with another Australian jockey, Ron Hutchinson, at his heels on 123, and Scobie third at 118. Lester was hungry to regain the crown, and he couldn't know that it would be his own for the next eight years. 

 

He rode Persian Garden for Noel Murless in the Prix Henry Delamarre at Longchamp, and at about half way, when lying about fifth, his mount crumpled and fell. Lester says he thinks he was squeezed for room and that his horse caught the heels of another. In any case, he was pitched straight off, and the two horses immediately behind fell on top of him. 

 

Lester, unconscious for half an hour, was carried off on a stretcher to go to hospital, lying white and silent under a fringed car rug. One of the other fallen jockeys, Marcel Depalmas, went with him. The third, Roger Poincelet, walked away unhurt and later the same day won the Prix de Sablonville on The Marshall. 

 

The Stewards, holding a subsequent enquiry, blamed Yves Saint-Martin, riding Acer, for the squeeze and handed out a month's suspension, saying at the same time that they didn't think he had caused the disaster intentionally. Either one is guilty,-or one is not! 

 

Lester and his French champion-elect counterpart were thus both in one incident prevented from riding in the 1964 Arc de Triomphe, run the following Sunday, but in the event neither Saint-Martin's mount, Jour et Nuit, nor Lester's, Royal Avenue, added to their intended jockeys' disappointments. 

 

Lester, still unconscious, and Depalmas, concussed and delirious, were taken to the Clinique Jouvenet at St. Cloud, always the care centre for racing mishaps. One enterprising journalist described Depalmas as on his feet and giving a lucid account of the triple fall after a "check-up" at the hospital, but in fact the lightweight Frenchman was talking disjointed nonsense in a southern French accent in a two-bed ward shared with the non-speaking and badly battered Lester. 

 

Julie Murless, Noel's daughter, telephoned to Susan back home in Newmarket, and in tears told her that Lester might have fractured his skull. Susan, four and a half months pregnant with their second child, was taken by a close friend, Charles St. 

George, in a private plane to Paris the following day, and went to the clinic knowing only that Lester was alive. She found him in the hallway outside the ward, not only alive but sleepily conscious and sitting in a wheel-chair. That was the good news. 

The bad, which she and Lester successfully hid from the Press, was that Lester's face was cut and severely bruised, and all the left shoulder, arm and side of his body the same, and 

 

that he had double vision and an intense persisting headache. 

 

"A spokesman" at the hospital helpfully and publicly announced that there was "no fracture". Both Lester and Susan say there was a hairline fracture at the base of the skull, and in view of the severity and persistence of that fall's effect on his brain, they are certainly right. 

 

The English newspapers were predicting Lester to be "Out for six weeks" or "Out for the rest of the season". The season would end on 31 October, less than five weeks ahead. Lester, his mind on his fragile lead in the championship, had other ideas. 

 

Susan moved into the clinic to be near to tend her husband, and the delirious Depalmas was moved to another ward, but because he didn't really know where he was, he kept wandering back in again, as in a farce; at least he kept the Piggotts' 

sense of humour alive through the anxious days. 

 

With his customary resilience, Lester was back on his feet by Friday and on the Saturday, six days after the crash and the day before the Arc, he and Susan flew back to Heathrow. They were worried about dodging the airport photographers, as Lester, with his groggily shaky legs and severely cut and bruised face, didn't want the world in general to see him. He was saved, as it happened, by the Beatles, who were flying in from America on the same day. All the photographers pointed their waiting lenses the Beatles' way, and Lester brought his frail state of health home unnoticed. 

 

He rested for almost a week, the double vision and the headaches persisting, and then rode a hack on Newmarket Heath, intending to race the next day. On his return from the exercise, however, he announced he was "not satisfied with his condition", which literally meant "can't see, head thumping, sore and stiff and too weak to win". He would be thoroughly fit to ride on the following Wednesday, he said firmly: and Ron Hutchinson meanwhile closed the championship gap to five. 

 

Wednesday came and went, but by the following Friday the fitness was more or less a fact, and in the Houghton Stakes at Newmarket Lester rode with paramount strength to get Alan Adare home by a head. 

 

Poor Ron Hutchinson got to within two of Lester's total during the last week of the season, but in the end Lester won by four, at 140 to Ron's 136. Scobie Breasley finished third with 123. 

 

Very probably under the strict rules later introduced to prevent jockeys from riding with insufficiently mended injuries, Lester would have been forced to sit around for longer than the nineteen days it took him to get back to winning. The modern rules might possibly have given Ron Hutchinson the championship. But there it is; Lester successfully suppressed the seriousness and extent of the damage, and he could make his own choices, and he did by will-power take his title. 

 

The double vision lasted a month. The headaches went on for fifteen years, recurring at 

 

periods of stress, and often during flights, and unpredictably at other times. Although a faintly anxious severity had for long been his accustomed public face, it is possible that for fifteen years the headaches accounted for the extra strain apparent in so many photographs. It has been noticeable in latter years that the Piggott smile is a more common occurrence, and that Lester is much more relaxed. It's possible it is the headaches which relaxed: they plough no more furrows in his forehead. 

 

 

12 Suspensions: Part 2 

 

BETWEEN the restoration of his licence in 1954 and the spring of 1962, Lester had been before the Stewards at scattered intervals for a bunch of various and repeated misdemeanors, such as "anticipating the start", "excessive use of the whip", "starting in the wrong place", "not keeping a straight course" and "not riding out for third place". The last infringement is common to all jockeys, who hate to be hard on a horse if it can't win. The betting public on the other hand rises to understandable peaks of fury when their place bets go visibly down the drain. The rules insist a horse must be ridden right out, regardless of whether or not a hard finish will exhaust or sicken the horse for the future. Maybe the rules are right, maybe they are not: the argument goes constantly on. 

 

Lester was also cautioned for a broken stirrup leather (should look after his equipment properly), for being two minutes late in weighing out (allowed to race), and for forgetting to weigh in when finishing fourth (fined 10 sovs.). 

 

Only in 1959, however, was he actually suspended, and again, strangely enough, because of 


 

an incident involving his cousin, Bill Rickaby. No one nowadays can check with Bill Rickaby about his impressions of this or any other race, as very sadly he was involved some years ago in a car crash in Hong Kong, which left his memory impaired. 

 

At an evening meeting at Nottingham in June, Lester, riding Astrador, swerved left suddenly against Bill Rickaby's Roi de Perse, but then straightened and went on to finish second, by a neck. Roi de Perse, hampered, couldn't recover to come in better than fifth in a close-packed field. There were barely two lengths between the first and fifth. 

 

Astrador (trained by Noel Murless) was disqualified and placed last, and Lester was suspended for the rest of the two-day meeting for rough riding. No one seems to have taken into account the fact that on its previous running, Astrador had similarly swerved left with no warning. Horses, as Lester says, are unpredictable, and do not run on rails. 

 

The suspension followed less than a week after he had brilliantly won the Oaks on Petite Etoile. The events of 1962 were grimmer and altogether different, and again left Lester white-faced and bitter. 

 

He had ridden many times over the years for a trainer called Bob Ward who had a stable at Hednesford in Staffordshire. Bob Ward was in general suspected by the Stewards of not running his horses fairly; of sending them out for "easy" races to do no good and be reduced in the handicap, and then running them to win carrying a lighter weight and all the stable's money. 

 

Bob Ward was by no means alone in this practice which went on, to some extent, in most stables in the land, and had done from time immemorial. In Bob Ward's case, however, the Stewards considered it blatant, and they were out to catch him. Nemesis was waiting around like a whole new thunderstorm looking for an excuse to happen, and it was Lester's bad luck that time that he got struck by its lightning. 

 

Bob Ward decided to run two of his horses, lone and Polly Macaw, in a selling race for three-yearolds at the Lincoln evening meeting on 30 May. It was the first race on the card, and the distance was five furlongs. Ward engaged Peter Robinson to ride Polly Macaw, and asked Lester to ride lone. 

 

Lester had won on lone a year earlier on her first appearance on a racecourse. She had started favourite at 5-4 on (certainly because Lester was on board) and just lasted out to beat a poor field by half a length. Between then and the fateful Lincoln meeting, she had run nine more times unsuccessfully, once coming second with Lester but otherwise finishing nowhere with a variety of other jockeys. 

 

Selling races, more common in those days than now, were designed for bad horses, to give them a chance of a win. Running a good horse in a seller meant that the owner or trainer could be fairly sure of winning, and could make a large profit from gambling. Lester knew that Bob Ward had a habit of running better-class horses in selling races, but he didn't mind riding them, precisely because of their good prospects of winning. 

 

After becoming champion jockey in 1960, Lester lost the 1961 title at the very last minute to Scobie Breasley, so in the spring of 1962 he set out deliberately to win all the races he could, in order to take it back. He rode anything that was offered to him, and he agreed without question to ride Ione. He says, "I never used to think of reasons why I shouldn't accept any particular ride, if it looked as though it might win. 

What jockey would?" 

 

On the day of the race, Ione, with her string of non-successes behind her, was quoted in the morning papers as favourite at 6-4 on. This was certainly only because Lester was riding, as odds automatically shortened for him always. Still, betting forecasts are anyway just that: forecasts. Often wrong. 

 

Polly Macaw, Bob Ward's other runner, was forecast at 3-1. She had won a modest three-yearold handicap at Ayr earlier in the season (at 11-8 on), and as a two-year-old had won four times, three times in addition being placed. She was, in fact, a better horse than Ione. 

 

Between the publication of the morning papers and the moment of the start of the race in the 



 

evening, Bob Ward and others heaped their money on the better horse, and the prices changed round. The starting price of Polly Macaw was returned at evens; that of Ione at 11-8. 

 

Lester knew none of this. In the parade ring just before the race, Bob Ward mentioned that he thought Polly Macaw would win. Lester felt no premonition, saw no reason to be wary. He went out to ride Ione as in any other race. He rode to win, to add to his score, which was the only reason he was on the horse at all. 

 

In the event, of course, he lost. Polly Macaw ran away with the race and won by two lengths, pulling up. Ione, second, came in three lengths ahead of the rest, having gone sluggishly throughout the five furlongs, which was in itself an odd distance and too short, as most selling plates for three-yearolds are longer. In the auction afterwards, Polly Macaw was sold to a Mr. R. Stevenson for 220 guineas, and the punters collected their winnings. 

 

At Ithat point the thunderstorm burst. Bob Ward, Lester and Peter Robinson were invited to explain the result before the Stewards in London. 

 

It looked bad, Lester admits. The total changeround in the betting appeared damning. 

So did the fact that Polly Macaw had been pulling up at the end: if Peter Robinson had gone flat out over the line instead of sitting up and looking back, it would have been much better. He would have shown that winning wasn't easy. As it was, the Stewards interpreted his relaxation as proof that he knew Ione wouldn't challenge and pass him. 

 

Lester, too, by the end, was standing up in his stirrups, pulling up. He never in all his racing fife drove a horse hard when it could do no good. "If I'd murdered her," he says, "I still couldn't have beaten Polly Macaw." 

 

The Stewards said Lester appeared not to be trying to win. They also suggested that Bob Ward had given him non-win instructions, and that Lester had followed them. 

Lester protested his innocence in vain. The Stewards, who over and over again had vigorously reproved and punished him for trying too hard to win, wouldn't believe, on this occasion, that he had tried at all. 

 

They suspended his licence for two months which meant he would miss both the Derby and Royal Ascot. As for Bob Ward, who was probably the prime target, the Stewards withdrew his training licence altogether, with no limit for a return. No action was taken against Peter Robinson, because he had ridden the winner. 

 

Bob Ward was away from racing for eight years before he got his licence back. And then, to Lester's consternation, the same thing happened again. Bob Ward asked him to ride a horse which therefore started as a short-priced favourite: Lester took the mount and got beaten by another wellbacked runner from the same stable. There was no enquiry that time, but Lester decided it might be prudent not to ride again for Bob Ward. 

 

When Polly Macaw eventually retired after a long successful career and went to stud, she proved a great brood-mare, one of her progeny, Right Tack, winning both the 1969 English and Irish Two Thousand Guineas. 

 

Back in 1962, shocked and angry, Lester took Susan to the south of France to while away his suspension in a holiday, and came back to race again on 30 July at Windsor. 

 

After the Never Say Die suspension, the crowd had cheered Lester to the echo when he won his first race back. In 1962, when he reappeared after what many considered an even more unjust exile, the crowd applauded and cheered him all the way from the weighing-room to the parade ring on his way out to race: a spontaneous, extraordinary, unique outpouring of affection and trust. 

 

The Bob Ward case was naturally not the last time L. Piggott came before the Stewards. Two or three times most years afterwards there were fines or cautions for minor infringements of the rules, but this is not unusual in jockeys riding upwards of six hundred races a year. 

 

As for actual suspensions, in the twenty-three years during which Lester rode after 1962, he was "off " six times in England each for a few days only, and always for 

"jostling", "rough riding", "bumping", "taking someone's ground", trying too hard to win. As Lester says, "All good jockeys get suspensions. It's the law of averages." He has no complaints. 

 

Suspensions nowadays are altogether more common than they were. Also they are longer: most are now for a week, not a day. Modern racing is quite severely regulated, and Lester doesn't think it a bad thing. It makes everyone careful, he says, and this is good. Even if one is careful, one runs into trouble. It is impossible to do everything right all the time. 

 



Some of Lester's brushes with authority happened when he thought the instructions he was given were unreasonable. He was cautioned, for instance, both for "not leaving the paddock when instructed" and another time for "leaving the paddock without permission". Lester always did what he considered best for the horse he was riding at that moment. Officialdom came second in importance in his estimation, and officialdom didn't like it. Athletes and sportsmen of all sorts kick against being over-coerced, and jockeys are no exception. On one occasion I myself heard and saw an official publicly give Lester a totally unnecessary order very rudely, and I sympathised entirely with Lester's deaf-eared non-compliance. Lester knew that obeying would be bad for his horse. The official reported him. Lester got a caution. 

 

Probably the most significant clash between Lester's professional judgment and the authoritarianism that equally wanted its own way occurred at Bath in 1968. 

 

Lester considered, as he cantered down to the starting gate, that his mount was going lame be hind, that it couldn't move properly and could easily break down. At the post, he asked permission to withdraw without coming under starter's orders, and was refused. Lester protested. A vet was called; he watched the horse being led at a trot up and down and pronounced it sound. Lester was instructed to line up and start. 

Lester said that if he were forced to line up and start, he would do so, but he would not urge his horse to race. 

 

He was sharply instructed to line up. He did so. The race began and Lester took no part, steadying his horse to a walk immediately, and later trotting back. 

 

All sorts of fury were heaped upon his head but Lester unwaveringly stuck to his guns: to race could have been disastrous to the horse, he said, and that was that. The Stewards at Bath referred the matter to the Stewards of the Jockey Club, who held their own enquiry. They concluded there should be no suspension, but they "severely cautioned" Lester and fined him F.100 for making no attempt to take part in the race. 

The horse, incidentally, was found to be not only lame but incapable of galloping properly even when sound. It was only its second appearance on a racecourse, and it never ran again. 

 

One has some sympathy for the officials: they were not accustomed to dealing with anyone so tough in mind. But on the other hand, if any official in any walk in life wants respect, he has to earn it. There were always individual officials and stewards whose commonsense Lester respected, and from them he would accept judgments without question. He has never been against authority itself, only against its imperfections and misuse. 



 

Lester's last lengthy suspension, years later, was pure French farce. 

 

By 1979, the increasingly frequent suspensions handed out to all busy jockeys were no longer instantly put into effect but were always for a period starting nine days ahead. "Seven days' suspension to be in operation from such and such a date." This was for the sake of trainers whose plans used to be much hampered by the abrupt disappearances of their jockeys. 

 

Lester was given a five-days suspension late in August 1979 for not keeping straight on Thatching in the William Hill Sprint Championship at York, and during the nine days before this suspension came into effect he went over to ride at the seaside holiday town of Deauville in France. It so happened that on the morning of the Grand Prix de Deauville, there was a meeting on the course of Stewards from all over the world, including some from England. French pride in this gathering ran strong. 

 

During the prestigious race, Lester on African Hope and Alain Lequeux alongside on Jeune Loup almost simultaneously picked up their whips to make a challenge on the one horse ahead of them, First Prayer. Alain Lequeux with his whip in his left hand gave his horse a smack and in doing so accidentally struck Lester's whip with his own. Lester, raising his whip in his right hand, hadn't yet tightened his grip on the handle: hit at that time, his whip flew straight out of his grasp and dropped to the ground. 

 

It looked as if Jeune Loup was beaten and that African Hope might win, so it occurred to Lester he might borrow the necessary encouragement from his neighbour. Accordingly, he reached over and put his hand enquiringly on Lequeux's whip, more or less asking for the loan, and Lequeux, after a second or two, let him take it. There was no "snatch", as widely reported in the Press. 

 

As it happened, Lester could make no impression on the leader and Jeune Loup finished strongly after all. Lester, second, gave Alain Lequeux, third, his whip back after the winning post, and both jockeys returned to the weighing-room grinning. It wasn't Alain Lequeux who complained at all, but the trainer of Jeune Loup. He alone was angry, and he made a fuss. 

 

The laughter hung lightheartedly over the holiday meeting for the whole afternoon, but didn't seep into the Stewards' room. Tut tut and dear dear, this was no joking matter. This had happened in front of the Stewards from all over. French pride demanded serious retribution. The placings of the second and third horses were swapped round, and Lester was sentenced to twenty days suspension, which meant missing the whole of the St. Leger meeting. 

 

The English Stewards told Lester they wouldn't have suspended him themselves and the French jockeys urged him to appeal against so harsh a sentence, but with little faith in appeals he skipped off to the sun with Susan and had a rest. 

 

The whip in question was auctioned four years later at a Charity Race Day at Ascot, making £8,400 for the Invalid Children's Aid Society. Someone, at least, had a sense of humour! 

 

Earlier in the same year, Lester had to pay a colossal fine in Hong Kong for pushing away with his hand the head of a horse crowding him. Foul riding, they called it. 

Commonsense, Lester thought. 

 

Funny life, a jockey's. 

 

 

13 Sir Ivor 

 

MANY and varied were the changes and upheavals of the years between Lester's third and fourth Derby winners, St. Paddy in 1960 and Sir Ivor in 1968, most momentous of all being the champion's parting from Noel Murless. 

 

That partnership had looked to be solid forever. The two protagonists had acted together in great accord, trusting each other, appreciative and companionable, oblivious to a great extent of the difference in age. As far as Noel was concerned, Lester had a place for life. Lester, growing from eighteen, when the Murless job had been an offer beyond dreams, arrived ten years later at a point where he felt confined and, despite all his triumphs, unfulfilled. 

 

Noel looked at the yardful of horses at Warren Place. Lester looked at the world. 

 

Noel's roots were in the gentlemanly tradition where success was its own reward, but Lester frankly wanted to make money. Noel's owners, charming and friendly, were nevertheless not financially the best to ride for. Jockeys' fees weren't stunningly large, nor were their percentages of winning prize money generous. After tax, in spite of Press reports to the contrary, even the champion was making no fortune. 

 



"The papers didn't bother to do their sums," Lester said of that time. "I read that I was a millionaire. But six hundred rides a year at CIO a ride, that was £6,000, and winning percentages at 71/2% came to £7,500, if I won £100,000 in prizes. Take tax off. How could I possibly be a millionaire? It was rubbish." 

 

He was missing also the financial advice he had occasionally received from banker Sir Victor Sassoon during his annual summer trips to England, and was unable to find anyone else to help him with money management. "You have to learn to do it yourself," he says: and he began to put his mind to it seriously. 

 

No athlete or sportsman, amateur or professional, can be sure how long his career will last. It's considered normal nowadays to make what one can while the peaks of youth allow, and in the nineteen sixties, particularly after his crash in Paris, Lester began to see consolidation as his number one target. Winning itself was fine, but he had Susan, Maureen and Tracy and his own future to provide for, and at thirty he couldn't have imagined that his supremacy would march on for another twenty years. 

 

He wanted freedom. He didn't actually want to leave Noel Murless, but he wanted liberty to choose other horses in preference if he thought they had more chance of winning any particular big race than the home-grown offerings. Noel wanted a jockey totally loyal to his stable. He expected Lester as a matter of course to ride whatever horses the stable ran, and only to ride for other trainers when not required at home. A retainer binds a jockey to do just that, and Noel had retained Lester's services for eleven years. 

 

In 1966, Lester, by his own choice, took no retainer from Noel. The old arrangement still appeared on the surface to be working, but there was no binding contract between them, only habit. As often happens in racing stables after several consecutive tremendous years, Noel's yard went through a comparatively quiet period after 1961. Winners came in plenty, of course, but there were no St. Paddys or Crepellos, no dizzy heights. In 1965, Lester had handsomely hung on to his title with 160 wins, of which twenty-eight had been Murless trained; but his own summits of the season had been the Ascot Gold Cup on Fighting Charlie, trained by Farnham (Freddy) Maxwell, and the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes, also at Ascot, on Paddy Prendergast's runner, Meadow Court. 

 

In 1966 Noel Murless decided to run Varinia in the Oaks, requesting Lester to ride. 

Varinia had won her previous race but not with Lester who had excused himself to go to Ayr instead, to ride and win on Aegean Blue for Fulke Johnson Houghton in the Usher-Vaux Gold Tankard. Lester said that in the Oaks he would prefer to ride Valoris, owned by Charles Clore and trained by Vincent O'Brien. Vincent had asked him, and Lester intended to accept. 

 

There were no raised voices. There was silence between them; hurt, on Noel Murless's part, determined on Lester's. The trainer told the Press that the partnership was at an immediate end, and the jockey regretted it but stuck to his decision. 

 

Valoris was the third of three O'Brien runners at Epsom, all with Lester aboard, all backed down to favourite. The first two, Right Noble in the Derby and Donato in the Coronation Cup, ran very listlessly, each being beaten not by a hard-driven half-length into second place, but finishing sixth or seventh by a distance. Lester went out to the Oaks uncomfortably aware that he might have thrown away his friendship with Noel Murless for the sake of a stable going through the general doldrums. 

 

For most of the race it may have seemed that way to the Epsom crowd. Varinia, the spurned filly, set off well, made a good but sensible pace and led for one mile and two furlongs. Only with two furlongs to go did Lester seriously move on Valoris, but from then on there was no doubt. The O'Brien filly went into the lead a furlong out and with Lester riding collectedly sped easily past the post first, with Berkeley Springs running on into second place. 

 

Varinia finished third. Lester had made his point, but no one was sure at what cost. 

 

During the weeks ahead, it became clear it had been at very little cost at all. Lester continued to win races almost daily, fuelled by the whole bunch of trainers he normally rode for when not wanted by Noel Murless. He rode three winners at Royal Ascot, and with a flourish brought home Pieces of Eight in the Eclipse for Vincent O'Brien, earning prize money not so very far behind the Oaks. 

 

Three days before the Eclipse, Lester rode again for Noel Murless. Neither had wanted the open split, and in quiet and in private they patched it up. Lester reserved his right to choose his mounts in big races and Noel offered him the stable hope, Aunt Edith, in the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes. 

 

Aunt Edith was one Lester was definitely not going to turn down. The sedate name did no justice to the zipalong four-year-old filly which Lester had ridden to easy victory in the Yorkshire Cup just before the Valoris/Varinia affair. Since then, she had flopped at Royal Ascot (with Scobie Breasley), but Lester harked back to her three-year-old days when she and he had skipped lightheartedly away with a big race at Goodwood and then the much bigger Prix Vermeille at Longchamp, prize money 

£30,485. 

 

Lester rode Aunt Edith in the King George in the simple and well-tried pattern: take her to the front fairly early and just stay there. Stay there he did, although Aunt Edith this time was sorely pressed by the favourite, Sodium, which in the last stages of the race was gaining with every stride. Lester, riding all out, saved the day by an exhausted half-length, and later in the afternoon won twice more, making a Murless treble. 

 

After that triumph, all seemed to go on as before in Warren Place, but to the trainer's repeated offer of a retainer and a binding contract for the following year, the jockey said no. Lester very much wanted to continue with the stable, but on his own terms. 

Noel not surprisingly felt that he had to have a jockey he could be sure of for big events. With nothing resolved they continued their normal winning progress, and in October, all hatchets buried, Lester won on Varinia at Ascot. 

 

During the latter half of the season two especially significant things happened. First, in the Champion Stakes (October, Newmarket), Lester chose to ride Vincent O'Brien's Eclipse winner, Pieces of Eight, in preference to Hill Rise on which he had won the Queen Elizabeth II Stakes by a neck last time out for Noel Murless. Again, Lester chose right. 

 

Second, Lester rode two winners on the Murless-trained two-year-old Royal Palace which was showing definite promise. Lester, however, didn't think the colt was anything really special because on the second occasion, in the Royal Lodge Stakes, the horse refused to start properly and was left by six lengths, and later wanted to run out instead of straightening after the bend: Lester was put off, and that time he was wrong. 

 

Royal Palace, the following year, won the Two Thousand Guineas and the Derby, without Lester on board. During the early part of the winter, Noel again asked Lester to commit himself to Warren Place. Lester still preferred freedom of choice. Noel finally decided he needed the certainty of a contracted jockey more than fife with an unpredictable wizard, and he invited George Moore to come from Australia to take the post. 

 

George Moore accepted, and the long scintillating Murless-Piggott era finally came to an end. "I left a year too soon," Lester said later. "But I never regretted leaving." 

 



During that last season, Lester won 191 races, more than in any other year, thirty-five of them, despite the hiatus in the middle, for Noel Murless. Many predicted that Lester had made a fool of himself, as it was considered that no jockey, however good, could successfully freelance. The last who had tried it, Steve Donoghue, had promptly and permanently lost his wellestablished champion status to Gordon Richards. Lester, it was said, had consigned himself to oblivion. 

 

Lester took no notice of the pessimists who presumably hadn't done any sums either. 

Of Lester's 191 winners, 156 had been for trainers other than Noel Murless, and the champion had every hope those trainers would still employ him. Naturally, they did. 

When the best jockey is to be had for the asking, one asks. Lester had always ridden for his father-in-law, Fred (Sam) Armstrong, when he could and in 1967 he could most of the time. There were other regulars like Fulke Johnson Houghton and Freddy Maxwell, and many occasionals such as Dick Hem, Ryan Price, Sam Hall and Pat Rohan. 

 

With mixed feelings and a stoical exterior, Lester back down the field watched Royal Palace win the Two Thousand Guineas, and the next day rode Noel Murless's second runner, Royal Saint, in the Old Thousand Guineas, coming ninth in a close-packed finish behind the stable's first string winner, Fleet. 

 

Ah, said the know-ails with malicious grins, serve him right. He could have won two classics, they said. 

 

Lester doggedly went on winning a good many smaller races, giving more than value for money, and by sheer force of appearing constantly in the frame began to silence the critics. The Derby, all the same, was a wry experience. George Moore won on Royal Palace: Lester rode Ribocco for Fulke Johnson Houghton and finished second by two and a half lengths. Every chance, not quite enough speed. The critics still smirked. 

 

Ribocco, by, Ribot, had been an outstanding two-year-old but in his first three-yearold outings had run below his promise. In the Derby itself, his old form had swept back encouragingly, and he and Lester were sent to the Irish Sweeps Derby at the Curragh three weeks later. 

 

There Ribocco beat a Murless horse, Sucaryl, into second place, and the critics were more or less silenced. A few grins broke out again when Noel's Busted won the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes with Lester on Ribocco third, but when Ribocco and Lester scorched ground to defeat Noel's excellent Hopeful Venture within the last furlong of the St. Leger, there was nothing more to be said. Lester had made the "impossible" transition, had won at least one of the classics, and had emerged still as champion. He had cemented important ties with Ribocco's owner, American Charles Engelhard, and had survived with a minimum of official troubles-to wit, two mild cautions for being late into the parade ring and one for "jostling" in a race. 

 

Besides all that, he had won both the Gimcrack and the Middle Park Stakes, top races for two-year-olds, on his father-in-law's best horse, Petingo. 

 

Petingo, owned by Captain Marcus Lemos, a good friend of Lester's, represented Sam Armstrong's strongest-ever hope of winning both the Two Thousand Guineas and the Derby, and everyone assumed that Lester would be out there putting his genius to familial use. They reckoned without Vincent O'Brien, fate ... and Sir Ivor. 

 

Lester had no contract of any sort with Vincent O'Brien, just an understanding that when the Irish trainer ran a good horse outside Ireland, Lester would be asked to ride. 

It was an agreement that suited them both well, and it had been in operation since Gladness's win in the Ascot Gold Cup back in 1958. 

 

Accordingly, when Vincent asked Lester to go to France to ride Sir Ivor in the Grand Criterium at Longchamp in October, Lester accepted; however, as it was only a week before the race, it meant getting himself off another horse, Timmy My Boy, that he had been engaged for. 

 

Lester had never seen Sir Ivor and knew nothing about him, but Vincent's opinion that he was "a hell of a horse" was enough. A glance at the form books showed reasonable wins in two races in Ireland after a modest first outing, all ridden by the O'Brien retained jockey, Liam Ward. 

 

So Lester went to France and met Sir Ivor, and they won the Grand Criterium easily from opposition that proved to be of the very highest class. Bella Paola, second, went on the following year to win all the French fillies' classics, and Timmy My Boy, third, finished second the next year in the French Derby. 

 

Lester returned thoughtfully to England and wrestled with his problem. Petingo was family, Petingo had won easily every time out, and Petingo wouldn't stay the Derby distance of a mile and a half. Sir Ivor was very good indeed and Sir Ivor would very possibly stay. Petingo might beat Sir Ivor in the Two Thousand Guineas, but Sir Ivor could win the Derby, and other races after. 



 

When he decided on Sir Ivor, Lester's popularity in the family suffered a temporary dent. Lester, all the same, had been consistent. Having gone through all the trauma of extricating himself from the constraints of obligation at Warren Place, he was not going to surrender his hard-won freedom of choice to fetters of blood. He told Sam Armstrong early in the winter, as soon as he had decided, so as to give his father-inlaw time to find another jockey with whom to plan Petingo's spring campaign. 

 

Vincent sent Sir Ivor to Pisa for the worst of the winter, thinking Italy might be warmer for the American-bred colt. Whether or not it made any difference, Sir Ivor came back into training and won the Two Thousand Guineas Trial at Ascot early in April 1968. 

 

No one was deeply impressed. Over a distance of seven furlongs, too short for him, Sir Ivor had had to struggle hard to get home by half a length, Lester slipping the field a furlong out by just enough to keep his nose ahead at the post. He had started at 15-8 on and hadn't looked worth the confidence. 

 

Eyebrows were raised even higher when, a week later, Petingo came out for his first race and with Joe Mercer won easily by four lengths at Newmarket. Speculation arose that L. Piggott had got himself off two classic champions in a row, and Lester himself, in the quiet of the night, could only sweat and hope. 

 

Sir Ivor had been taken back to Ireland to train for the Two Thousand Guineas, but Vincent O'Brien was dissatisfied with his colt's progress, chiefly because of his tendency to pull himself up before the end of a gallop. Vincent decided to send Sir Ivor over to Newmarket ten days before the Guineas so that Lester could gallop him on the Heath and test his fitness. 

 

With Sir Ivor came two other of Vincent's good horses, to make the work-out both strong and private, and the gallop was held unobtrusively at the southernmost end of the schooling grounds, heading away from the town, seven to eight furlongs alongside the Devil's Dike, ending down by the golf course beside the road to Cambridge. 

 

Jockey Brian Taylor, who had come to ride one of the pacemakers, was wearing exercise boots and couldn't get his feet into the stirrups of the racing saddle Vincent had supplied. Lester told him prosaically to take off his boots and ride in bare feet. 

Lester's solutions to many problems are breathtakingly direct. 

 



So with a bare-footed Brian Taylor in the racing saddle of one, the two pacemakers set off in front with Sir Ivor behind, Lester mindful of Vincent's instruction to follow the other two until about two furlongs from the end, and thus make Sir Ivor work hard. 

 

Two furlongs from the end, Lester urged Sir Ivor to accelerate, and he felt for the first time the stunning ability of that splendid colt to switch on extra speed as if with booster rockets. Sir Ivor passed the other two as if they'd been standing still and by the end of the gallop had opened up a lead of a hundred yards. It was, Lester says, the best training gallop he rode in his whole life. 

 

Much relieved, Vincent and Lester rested more peacefully, both of them in Lester's house, as Vincent wasn't returning to Ireland before the Two Thousand Guineas. 

 

Vincent and Sam Armstrong were very good friends, having in the past been partners in a bloodstock agency. After the Sir Ivor gallop it so happened that Susan, driving Vincent home, noticed that Petingo was about to be given his own work-out on a different training ground on the other side of the road. With interest she stopped the car, and she and Vincent watched Joe Mercer give Petingo as smooth and satisfactory a gallop as any trainer could wish. There was clearly going to be no easy task ahead for Sir Ivor. 

 

Lester by now had come to understand the horse's preferences. Sir Ivor, he says, was a lovely horse to ride, very easy and intelligent, willing to do whatever his rider asked. Racing excited him, and he would signal his approval with a kick and a buck in the paddock. He carried his head low and liked to be ridden on a long rein. 

Diametrically opposite to St. Paddy, he dropped his bit immediately a race started and went along on his own. 

 

He knew that when Lester stopped riding him hard, the race was over, and he would pull himself up in a few strides. He stopped indeed so fast that other horses behind sometimes ran into the back of him. With most Flat horses, it's the exact reverse: they don't understand about winning posts, and stopping them afterwards can be a problem. 

 

Lester pondered the likes, dislikes and intelligence of Sir Ivor and worked out how to ride him to best effect: an effect that left racing crowds gasping and believing every time that Sir Ivor would get beaten because Lester had left his winning run too late. 

 



The Two Thousand Guineas in 1968 was a hot race packed with good horses. So Blessed went off fast in front and led for six of the eight furlongs and, significantly from Lester's point of view, sped straight down the centre of the course, not swerving over to the stands' rails, as happens in most races. The other runners followed So Blessed, so that the stands' rails were left clear. 

 

At the Bushes, two to three furlongs out, Lester and Sir Ivor were almost last. 

Petingo took up the running from So Blessed, and the contest looked over. 

 

Lester shook up Sir Ivor and steered him into the untenanted lane alongside the rails; and Sir Ivor flew as he had in the gallop, leaving the others standing. He reached the front a very short distance from the winning post, streaking darkly past the hard-driven Petingo by one and a half lengths. 

 

He hadn't won, Lester thought privately, by as much as he had expected. The point, however, had been made. He had truly chosen his winner. 

 

Raymond Guest, Sir Ivor's owner, was the American ambassador to Ireland. He greeted his magnificent winner in the unsaddling enclosure with breathless excitement, and immediately with Vincent began making plans for the Derby. 

 

Lester's plans were already made: to ride Sir Ivor as before, to hold him up until the last minute, tucked in behind other runners, and to get him to switch on the after-burners not too soon and not too late. Lester was certain Sir Ivor would win, and uncharacteristically said so publicly several times. Asked before the Guineas what could defeat him, he had said "a fall". Approaching the Derby, even that possibility was discounted. 

 

No one knew for certain that Sir Ivor would actually get the mile and a half because he had never worked or galloped more than a mile and a quarter, and besides, on his breeding his best distance should have been a mile, as in the Guineas. 

 

At Epsom, Lester carried out his plan to perfection, taking up a handy position at sixth or seventh with Sir Ivor well tucked in and relaxed. Straightening up after Tattenham Corner, Connaught took the lead by two or three clear lengths, with Lester tracking Remand, which he thought a great danger. About a furlong and a half from the post, he could see Remand would have no chance of catching Connaught, now five lengths ahead, so he pulled out Sir Ivor to give him a free run, and told him to go. 

 



Nothing happened. For fifty precious yards, Sir Ivor seemed not to understand what was wanted. Lester thinks he'd got the horse so well settled that the change-gear message took a while to get through. When it did, though, the flying machine overhauled Connaught effortlessly in the last hundred yards and beat him by an easy one and a half lengths. 

 

The American ambassador to Ireland wasn't there to cheer. He was watching the race on a television set on a long lead on a lawn in Ireland while he awaited the arrival of the President of Eire to the opening of the John F. Kennedy Memorial Park in County Wexford. That day had been chosen because it had been John F. Kennedy's birthday. 

Too bad for Raymond Guest! The President of Eire's car drove in through the gates a few seconds after Sir Ivor had passed the post, a marked piece of tact and diplomacy between two friendly powers. 

 

The next time Sir Ivor ran, which was in the Irish Sweeps Derby, Lester didn't ride him, as Liam Ward was retained for all Vincent O'Brien's horses in Ireland. Lester rode Ribero, which he thought was a waste of time, but he agreed from regard for his owner Charles Engelhard, whom he liked and for whom he had won on Ribocco and many others. Ribero had had to be taken out of the Epsom Derby because of a foot injury, but Lester had ridden him at Royal Ascot later and finished eight lengths behind Connaught, who had been second to Sir Ivor at Epsom. On the face of it, Ribero had absolutely no chance against Sir Ivor at The Curragh. 

 

Lester all the same was as usual out to do his best. He took the Johnson Houghton-trained colt early into third place and halfway up the straight was in front and going for home. He glanced back to see Sir Ivor coming and about a furlong from home he urged every fraction of speed from Ribero to counter the inevitable as best he could. 

 

The inevitable didn't happen. Sir Ivor approached Ribero's quarters and stayed there, the two horses racing flat out to the winning post. Ribero won by two lengths, which was, Lester says, one of the mysteries of all time. 

 

Poor Liam Ward came in for a great deal of criticism, which Lester thinks was bad luck. A mile and a half was Sir Ivor's limit, and Liam Ward, Lester says, was probably doing what he thought was safest, taking the horse to the outside as they came into the straight to give him a clear run. But Sir Ivor, Lester knew, didn't like to see too much daylight too soon. "Those horses," he says, "that have that terrific speed at the end, you don't want to let them see anything until it's time to let them go, otherwise they won't produce it. Even the best horses can get beaten if there's a certain way they want riding, and you don't ride them that way." 



 

Riding any horse the way Lester did, it should be said, presupposes the jockey also had Lester's nerve and acute sense of timing besides being able to read a horse's mind. 

 

Next time out one week later, Lester and Sir Ivor were beaten in the one and a quarter mile Eclipse. Lester thinks it was probably a mistake to run there, even though it was the horse's best distance, as the ground was very hard. The colt wasn't a hundred per cent happy and wasn't moving very well. In addition, he was taking on Royal Palace and Taj Dewan, both four-year-olds. Royal Palace (Derby winner the previous year) won by a short head from Taj Dewan, with Lester, unable to catch them, three quarters of a length third. 

 

The Eclipse jarred Sir Ivor badly and it was touch and go whether he ever raced again. It took Vincent from July to October to get him right, barely in time for the Arc de Triomphe. Two weeks before the Arc, he ran in the Prix du Prince d'Orange, finishing an encouraging second and looking fit and ready for the bigger prize. In the mile-and-a-half Arc itself, Lester says Sir Ivor ran very well, but he couldn't make any impression at the end and came second by four lengths to Vaguely Noble who was, after all, bred to be a true mile-and-a-half horse. 

 

Back to himself in every way, Sir Ivor went next to Newmarket and won the Champion Stakes at a canter, incidentally beating Taj Dewan out of sight. 

 

After that, Vincent sent him to America to run in the Washington International at Laurel racecourse, which is situated halfway between Baltimore, Maryland, and Washington DC. The weather was terrible, the going like a bog. No one knew how Sir Ivor was going to run a mile and a half in such conditions as he barely made it in good. 

 

Lester rode him exactly as he had in the Two Thousand Guineas and the Derby, tucking him in tight in about fifth place and biding his time. It wasn't until the last hundred yards that he asked him to go, and then Sir Ivor gave it all, sweeping past the leaders and winning by three quarters of a length in the last few strides. Fifty yards past the post, he had stopped. He and Lester were covered with mud and the colt was exhausted. "I've never seen a horse so tired after a race," Lester says. "He'd given everything. He was the best horse I'd ever ridden." 

 

The American racing press were crushingly critical of tactics they didn't understand. 

American jockeys don't ride waiting races. Lester was accused of having almost thrown away the prize, and no one paid attention when he tried to explain that that was the only way the horse could win. Not until the following year when he went back and won in the same way on another horse, Karabas, did they begin to understand and respect him. 

 

Sir Ivor's great career was at an end, but his marvellous power is on record for posterity. A film was made that year, at first intended merely to publicise racing, but later focussing on and following the fortunes of the winner of the Guineas and the Derby. Lovingly photographed and called simply "The Year of Sir Ivor", it was shown to public acclaim by the BBC. 

 

The year of Sir Ivor was also, for Lester, the year of Petingo. Once his friend Marcus Lemos and his father-in-law Sam Armstrong had forgiven him for choosing to beat them in the Two Thousand Guineas, they put him back pretty rapidly on the stable's best. Ten days before Sir Ivor's Derby, Lester rode Petingo in the Prix Lupin at Longchamp, regrettably without results. Next time out, however, in the St James's Palace Stakes at Royal Ascot, he led for the whole mile to win comfortably, and six weeks later produced a repeat performance in the richly-endowed Sussex Stakes at Goodwood. In his final race for the year, he finished second, hard ridden, and was retired to go to stud. 

 

In the 1968 summing-up statistics, Petingo finished eighth on the table of leading winners. Sir Ivor came first, Royal Palace second, Ribero third. Lester again kept his championship, followed by Sandy Barclay, who had replaced George Moore as Noel Murless's stable jockey. Noel Murless was leading trainer, with Vincent O'Brien (British stake money only) runner-up, Fulke Johnson Houghton third and Sam Armstrong sixth. Raymond Guest headed the owners, H. J. Joel (owner of Royal Palace) came second, Charles Engelhard third, Marcus Lemos tenth. 

 

Lester had won the Two Thousand Guineas, the Derby and the St. Leger (on Ribero), the Irish Derby, the Cesarewitch, the Dewhurst, the Champion Stakes and the Washington International. 

 

It hadn't been a bad year, all in all, for a freelance. 

 

 

14 Nijinsky 

 

IN the year between Sir Ivor and Nijinsky there were no Classic wins for Lester, but 1969 had its compensations, one of which was the bay mare Park Top. 



 

Lester had begun riding for Bernard van Cutsem, who had moved his horses into Lord Derby's Stanley House stables and was training for his friends, among them the Duke of Devonshire and Lord Derby himself. Bernard van Cutsem was one of the old and now rare breed of trainers, those who were independently rich and who trained for the satisfaction of the occupation rather than from a need to make a living. 

 

Bernard van Cutsem had his eye on young Willie Carson who had recently finished his apprenticeship with Sam Armstrong and was riding first jockey for Lord Derby. 

Van Cutsem intended Willie to be his full stable jockey when he was more experienced, but meanwhile he gave some rides to Willie and engaged Lester for the rest. Lester thus rode for the stable for only two or three summers, one of which was Park Top's five-year-old season. 

 

Owned by the Duke of Devonshire, she hadn't run at two, and Lester hadn't ridden her either at three or four when she had won several times. His first acquaintance with her was in a small race in France in May 1969, which she won very easily. 

 

Lester was impressed. She looked like an old gelding, she was modestly bred and she had cost about £500 as a yearling, but she never fussed, she was a beautiful ride and she understood exactly what was required. Very much like Sir Ivor, she needed to be ridden from far back so as to come with a great burst of speed at the end. Like him, she would pull herself up when she'd reached the front. 

 

Lester rode her in the Coronation Cup at Epsom and won with a rush in the last few yards by three-quarters of a length, making it all look easy. It was Park Top's biggest win to date, and it was decided she should run next in the Eclipse. Lester had prior obligations for the Eclipse, in the shape of his Derby mount Ribofilio, owned by Charles Engelhard and trained by Fulke Johnson Houghton, so Geoff Lewis was engaged for Park Top. 

 

A week before the Eclipse, Ribofilio started coughing and had to be withdrawn, leaving Lester without a ride. Ruefully he agreed to partner the five-year-old Wolver Hollow which he had ridden once before but not to much effect. The horse had had a middling-successful career which was drawing to a close. 

 

Sir Cecil Boyd Rochfort had trained Wolver Hollow originally, and the horse's owner, Mrs. C. O. Iselin, American and very old, was leaving him to the trainer in her will. Henry Cecil, Cecil Boyd Rochfort's stepson, had taken over the licence by 1969, and although Wolver Hollow had been entered in the Eclipse he was also entered in a handicap on the same day, a race in which he had far more chance. It was Cecil Boyd Rochfort himself who chose the Eclipse against his stepson's preference for the handicap: and so Lester got his mount. 

 

The only chance he had, he thought, was to ride Wolver Hollow to stay the distance, which meant from the rear of the field, conserving energy. Accordingly he set off right at the back, behind even Park Top, who had also of course to be ridden from behind. The pair of them came round into the Sandown straight last and second last, and the horses in front all swung slightly wide, pulling out to challenge each other. 

Geoff Lewis went up fast on their inside, with Lester following: and Geoff, realising he was reaching the front too soon, eased back a shade and in doing so came off the rails. 

 

"I nipped through on the inside of him," Lester says. "Caught him unawares." Lester sympathised with Geoff's dilemma and thought he'd had bad luck. But Lester on Wolver Hollow was through and away, snatching the seemingly impossible victory by an easy looking two and a half lengths. Park Top, her effort spent too early, just couldn't quicken at the end. 

 

Mrs. Iselin, happy, died soon after. Cecil Boyd Rochfort retired Wolver Hollow and sent him to stud, where he proved to be worth a fortune. Bernard van Cutsem put Lester back on Park Top for the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes, run two weeks after the Eclipse. Lester set out of course to win at the last possible second, but slightly to his horror found himself in the same position as Geoff Lewis in the Eclipse. The field of twelve swung wide coming round the last bend, the gaps opened up, and Park Top went up the straight with a free run on the rails. 

 

Lester says, "I was up behind the leaders, running away. I was there too early but I had to go through with it, it was no good stopping. I was in front a whole furlong out. 

She did pull up a bit over the last hundred yards, but she was so much the best horse that she still won." 

 

Next time out she won a nice race at Longchamp and then went to the same track for the Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe. Lester rode to the winning formula, but on this occasion without success. Coming into the straight well back, he judged he had things set up right for beating them all. Then out of the pack sprinted Levmoss, slipping them unexpectedly and setting up a three- to four-length lead. Park Top had that much further to make up, and just failed to reach the front by half a length. 

 



"Levmoss!" Lester exclaims disgustedly. "A 50-1 shot. He won the Ascot Gold Cup which is for long distance stayers, and then he goes and wins the Arc." . 

 

Lester all the same had his compensations that day. He might have been second in the big one, but he won four of the other Longchamp races, cheered so hard by the French crowd one could have heard them on the far side of Paris. 

 

Park Top ran once more that year, in the Champion Stakes at Newmarket, but when Lester asked her to fly, she couldn't produce. "Nothing happened," Lester says: and she finished second to an unfamiliar three-year-old from France. 

 

The following year at six she won early in France but after coming second in the Coronation Cup at Epsom had some trouble with her fetlocks. She ran twice more towards the end of the season, but by then she had had enough. 

 

It was in 1969 that Karabas turned into a really good racehorse, Lester winning five useful events on him for Lord Iveagh and Bernard van Cutsem on his way to the critic-silencing display in the Washington International. One of the American writers, praising that win, capitulated totally to say, "In our opinion, Lester, because of his great strength, skill, intelligence and courage, is the world's greatest jockey." All a good deal different from before the race, when another writer had published his opinion that with Lester Piggott on his back, Karabas was running under a 10-lb. 

penalty. 

 

A disappointment of the year was Ribofilio, of which much had been expected in the way of classics. Owned by Charles Engelhard and trained by Fulke Johnson Houghton, he was sadly tailed off pulling up in the Two Thousand Guineas, fifth in the Epsom Derby and second in the Irish Sweeps Derby, each time starting favourite. 

Apart from his very first outing, when he won a threehorse Guineas trial with Joe Mercer, his only visit to the winner's enclosure was at Goodwood where he won a two-horse race with Lester at 7-1 on. 

 

In 1969, Lester rode again a few times for Noel Murless (Sandy Barclay having hurt his shoulder) their joint winner, Paddle Boat, being greeted by huge cheers from an approving crowd. Noel and Lester had never actually quarrelled and retained affection and respect for each other always. 

 

On the down side, the first day of Royal Ascot brought Lester a suspension that was described by the Press, owners and public alike as "staggering", "too severe", 

"unjustified" and "pointless". This was the time that Geoff Lewis was "severely cautioned for giving false evidence", to the effect that Lester had not materially interfered with his (Geoff's) winner. In the very last flat-out fifty yards of the St. 

James's Palace Stakes, Lester's horse had closed on and touched the rump of Geoff's, and the Stewards lodged an objection. 

 

Lester's supposed and contended "crime" was to swerve unexpectedly on Habitat and perhaps prevent Geoff on Right Tack (out of Polly Macaw!) from winning by as far as he might otherwise have 

 

done. "What Habitat did," Lester said, "was to try to bite Right Tack. He lunged at him in a split second. Horses aren't angels, and I had no possibility of pulling him off. It didn't affect the outcome of the race." 

 

Habitat's attempt at biting Right Tack got Lester suspended for seven days, Polly Macaw and her offspring thus completing a double (see page 145), and Geoff Lewis was furious at being officially called a liar. 

 

Lester's suspension was announced on the Wednesday morning as starting on Friday, the last day of the Royal meeting. Lester went straight out and won Wednesday's Royal Hunt Cup on Kamundu to thunderous applause, the crowd loudly expressing its disgust. Habitat, presumably without biting anybody, won four races for Lester during the season, ending on the four-in-a-day triumph at Longchamp. 

 

In the dying fall of the year, halfway through October, the shape of things to come in 1970 was unwrapped at Newmarket. Nijinsky, already an unbeaten star in Ireland, four times a two-yearold winner with Liam Ward, came over for the Dewhurst Stakes. 

 

Lester rode. Starting at 3-1 on, Nijinsky took the lead inside the final furlong, quickened from there and won smoothly by three lengths: and a whole brave new world could clearly be seen on the horizon. 

 

Nijinsky was bred in Canada by the famed E. P. Taylor, owner of Nijinsky's sire, Northern Dancer. The well-grown bay was sold as a yearling to Charlie Engelhard for $84,000. The new owner, a commodity tycoon dealing in platinum, decided he should be trained in Ireland by Vincent O'Brien; in England, of course, his horses were mostly trained by Fulke Johnson Houghton at Blewbury. Lester's companionship with Charlie Engelhard, already strong, was about to be deeply strengthened. 

 



The American had come into racing fairly late in life, Lester riding his first ever winner, and also, it turned out later, his last. "He was," says Lester, "a marvellous owner, one of the very best, a wonderful man. He started with only three or four horses and then bought several yearlings by Ribot and had great success." 

 

Nijinsky was a great big horse, which was surprising as the fabled Northern Dancer is small. Nijinsky was the first to bear witness to the extraordinarily prolific prize-winning blood lines carried by his Canadian sire. Even at twenty-two, Northern Dancer is still siring top-class winners; a sturdy, punchy, glossy character cantering nonchalantly to greet visitors in his white railed paddock on the Taylors' more southerly stud farm in Maryland. 

 

Unlike many big horses, Nijinsky was handy to ride and could move himself collectedly round a small track or a downhill turn like Tattenham Corner. He would fuss and sweat before races, being highly strung, but was fairly sensible and would do what his jockey asked. Lester thought him not very clever but very well trained: if he'd been with anyone but Vincent he might not have excelled. 

 

First time out in 1970 he won in Ireland, ridden by Liam Ward, and next came over for the Two Thousand Guineas. There, in majestic style, he fulfilled all the prophesies, making it look easy. With his great size and his smooth groundgobbling action he seemed a breed apart, and Lester, Vincent, Charlie Engelhard and a delighted E. P. Taylor began to look forward with confidence to the Derby. 

 

Two days after the Two Thousand Guineas, Lester completed the classic double by winning his first One Thousand Guineas on Humble Duty, owned by Jean, Lady Ashcombe and trained by Peter Walwyn. Lester was deputising for Duncan Keith, away ill from too much weight and water reduction, and not for the first or last time coaxed a chance ride to an easy-seeming major win. 

 

Four days before the Derby, Lester himself came near to fainting from dehydration, having wasted down to 8 st. 4 lb., his limit. After a tremendously strenuous week's travelling, riding in France and Ireland as well as in England in a heat wave, he forgot to drink his customary half-glass of water between races, a precaution of his when doing very light. 

 

Riding Gem Stone hard for two furlongs, he began to ease up in the last hundred yards of the fourth race at Newmarket, knowing anyway he couldn't win as he was eight lengths behind the leader. The Stewards called him in, as so often, for an explanation. Lester, drooping with fatigue, told them he'd stopped riding because he felt tired and unwell, which they thought a reasonable answer. They despatched him to the doctor who said Lester could go on riding but, after one more unsuccessful circuit, he gave it up and went home to rest. Such was the resilience of his iron body that next day he flew to Paris and lost by a nose at Longchamp on Karabas. By Sunday evening he was home, feeling fit, but saying he might just take it easy until Wednesday. 

 

As for Sir Ivor two years earlier, Derby day dawned sweet, fair and sunny, and again everything went well. In a small field of eleven, Nijinsky lay about sixth until two furlongs out. Then Lester took him without pressure into the lead and sped inexorably further and further away, with the good French horse Gyr puffing in his wake. The official distances between the first six horses were two and a half lengths, three lengths, half a length, two and a half lengths, ten lengths: a procession. 

 

Lester thought that except for Gyr, the opposition wasn't as good as most years, but as Nijinsky's time, untroubled, came within two seconds of Mahmoud's record, one must reckon the colt would have beaten anything that offered. 

 

Nijinsky went back to Ireland and with Liam Ward in the saddle won the Irish Sweeps Derby. Lester rode Meadowville which had come fifth behind Nijinsky at Epsom. This time, however, there was to be no dramatic upset. Meadowville finished second by three lengths, undisgraced. 

 

Lester's next outing on Nijinsky was the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes at Ascot. This was the colt's most tremendous performance of all, as he won the six-horse 11/2-mile star event literally at a canter. The previous year's Derby winner, Blakeney, hard ridden, came in two lengths back, with Lester's old friend Karabas fourth. 

 

With the Two Thousand Guineas and the Derby in the bag, Charlie Engelhard decided to go for the St. Leger, hoping Nijinsky would be the first to win the Triple Crown of classics since Bahram in 1935. Before the Doncaster race, however, Nijinsky contracted American ringworm, which had recently been infecting horses in Britain. It takes the form of small lumps under the skin which can spread all over a horse's body. In Nijinsky, who had it badly, it also broke out in spots and made him very irritable. He wouldn't have a saddle on for a while and after he'd recovered it was a rush to get him ready in time for the St. Leger. 

 



The extra distance of the fifth classic-1 mile 61/2 furlongs-was also a problem, and Vincent and Lester decided he should wait with Nijinsky as long as possible and ask him for speed only at the end. 

 

With perhaps all this in his mind, Lester fell off at the start of the race before the St. 

Leger, his horse Leander decamping into the middle distance and leaving him stranded. Immediately, as from nowhere, policemen were suddenly running towards him to find out if he was all right. Bewildered, he said yes. He hadn't known until then that an escaped lunatic had been making death threats against himself and Nijinsky. Doncaster executives, who didn't want his corpse on their turf, were taking it seriously. Impressed, Lester returned horseless to change into Nijinsky's colours. 

His saddle, still on Leander, still loose, couldn't be retrieved in time, so he rode with one he borrowed. 

 

After all these alarms, the race itself went much as planned. Lester waited and waited with Nijinsky and asked him for speed right at the end. It looked an easy win to the crowd, but Lester knew the colt couldn't have gone any further or any faster and had finished extremely tired. Meadowville, as in the Irish Derby, came in second, only a length behind. 

 

Nijinsky went exhausted back to Ireland where it was found that he had lost forty pounds in weight from the race and the journey, and he was a horse who rarely lost weight at all. 

 

Charlie Engelhard, all the same, had his splendid Triple Crown, and Nijinsky, with a run of eleven unbroken wins, looked invincible. 

 

He went to France for the Arc de Triomphe a month later, and because of the French President and his large entourage crowding into the parade ring at Longchamp, he became very fussed, sweating copiously. In Susan's words, "The world's Press and TV were allowed into the paddock and they devoured Nijinsky. A Japanese TV man even put a microphone to the horse's mouth. It was a disgrace, and has never been allowed to happen since. It ruined the horse's nerves and he was white with sweat by the time they reached the course." 

 

In the race itself, he showed none of his easy early speed and Lester didn't push him because he thought he would pick up later. Turning into the straight a good way back, Lester had to decide whether to go between other horses or switch to the outside. He chose the outside and took Nijinsky to the front with a hundred yards to go to the post. 



 

Nijinsky was tired, but Lester thought he would hang on long enough. Then Nijinsky started to drift to the left off a straight line, which he had never done before, and Sassafras, one of the horses he had already passed, caught him in the last stride and won by a head. 

 

It was, Lester says, a big disappointment, a tragedy, and he spent ages afterwards agonising about whether he should have gone through the field, not round the outside, and whether he should have left it even later, inside the last fifty yards, to hit the front. But Nijinsky was stone cold and drifting left, and Yves Saint-Martin, riding the 

 

French Derby winner, simply seized his chance. Thirteen days later Nijinsky, seeming none the worse, ran in the Champion Stakes at Newmarket. The public made him an odds-on favourite as usual, but to Lester this great colt had no life left. 

When he tried to take the lead a furlong out, there was no quickening response. He lost to Lorenzaccio, and had trouble even in finishing second. Nijinsky the spectacular dancer had had enough, and had given his last performance. Lester still believes that but for the draining ordeal of the St. Leger, he might have won both the Arc and the Champion Stakes. What is certain is that Nijinsky's progeny will go on winning for generations, as he has proved a mighty sire. 

 

It was at Newmarket in April 1971 that Lester rode Charlie Engelhard's last winner, Mansingh. The great sportsman, multi-millionaire head of a minerals empire, died suddenly in Florida aged only fifty-four. 

 

 

15 The Row Over Roberto 

 

"DERBY Storm over Piggott" roared the headlines in early June 1972. "Piggott sparks big race row". Critics wrote letters signed "Disgusted" to the newspapers and journalists jumped in severely with vitriolic condemnations. 

 

Bill Williamson, who had originally been engaged to ride Roberto, had been told two days before the race that he would be replaced by Lester. The darling of British racing was instantly re-cast as an unsportsmanlike villain, and as usual offered no explanation or defence. Sympathy for Bill Williamson was universal. Lester was booed at the races, which he didn't clearly hear. He had done nothing wrong. He felt none of the shame everyone was busy heaping upon him. 

 



Lester was often accused of stealing other jockeys' mounts but, in reality, this is impossible. It isn't the jockey who decides. A jockey can say he is available and willing: the decision as to whether or not to put him up rests perhaps with the trainer but ultimately with the owner of the horse. Many, if not most, champion jockeys cast their attention in the direction of horses they would like to ride, if they could. They know that where the stable has a secure top jockey retained, it's pointless going any further, but where the position is less clear, it isn't considered unreasonable to indicate interest. 

 

Sir Gordon Richards, for instance, did it all the time. His announcements of availability were greeted with unconfined joy, and Gordon rode on hundreds of backs where others had sat before. Everyone knew but no one openly complained, and if the jocked-off jockeys resented it, they suffered their hurt feelings in silence. There isn't a jockey present or past who hasn't been jocked off now and again. It's a fact of life. It's bitter when it happens, but it's the owner's prerogative. 

 

To take an unheated view of the uproar which surrounded Lester's engagement to ride Roberto in the 1972 Derby, one has first to understand Roberto's owner and then to look straightly at the facts. 

 

The owner-and breeder-was John W. Galbreath, a trim good-looking American, at that time seventy-three, the owner of the Pittsburg Pirates baseball team and a long-time racing enthusiast who had already owned two winners of the Kentucky Derby. 

He is a nice man, a great sportsman, powerful in opinion and decision. 

 

"Anyone who doesn't consider the Epsom Derby one of the greatest sports events in the world must be out of his mind," he was reported as saying. 

 

He had named Roberto after Roberto Clemente, one of the greatest of baseball hitters, and now in 1972 it was time to go for the greatest of all home runs. 

 

The standing of the Epsom Derby had prompted those other great Americans, Raymond Guest and Charles Engelhard, to send their horses over the ocean to Vincent O'Brien, and John Galbreath dearly wanted Roberto up on the record boards with Sir Ivor and Nijinsky. He would have done anything in his power to achieve it. 

 

The facts were that Lester could have been on Roberto from the beginning, like the others, as Vincent, after three wins in Ireland with his new retained jockey Johnny Roe, sent the two-year-old Roberto to the Grand Criterium at Longchamp in the autumn for Lester's assessment. 



 

Lester thinks Roberto could have won the French race, but he was beaten into fourth place for three good reasons, all understandable only in retrospect. First, Vincent told Lester the horse liked to be ridden from behind: Lester rode that way but found too late that it was getting him beaten. Second, Roberto was developing a strong preference for left-handed tracks, and Longchamp is right-handed. Third, at that time the French had a ruling that all foreign horses had to be put through the starting stalls before they raced. Roberto was accordingly put through the stalls either on the morning of the race or the day before. (Lester can't remember which; he wasn't on him.) An excitable horse and always on his toes, Roberto was put through the stalls twice. The first time was all right, but the second time he reared and went over backwards, taking skin off his rump as his back went under the gates. It didn't help him much, Lester says, when it came to the actual race. 

 

Lester all the same would have agreed at once to ride Roberto in the Two Thousand Guineas and the Derby had it not been for Crowned Prince, a fine colt trained by Bernard van Cutsem. Crowned Prince also was American-bred and owned and, with Lester at the helm, had in the 1971 season won both the Champagne Stakes and the Dewhurst Stakes, two of the very top juvenile contests. Lester, along with many others, considered Crowned Prince the better Classic prospect and, by the beginning of the 1972 season, he had committed himself to partnering him. The Australian Bill Williamson, who hadn't so far ridden Roberto in a race, was engaged in place of Lester for the Guineas and the Derby. 

 

First time out, two weeks before the Two Thousand Guineas, disaster struck Crowned Prince. Starting favourite in the Craven Stakes at Newmarket, he produced no response when asked by Lester, and was afterwards found to have developed the breathing troubles known as a soft palate. He had to be taken out of training and never ran again. 

 

However much they might both regret it, it was too late for Vincent to put Lester back on Roberto. Bill Williamson was not replaced. 

 

Lester eventually took a ride for Bill Marshall in the Two Thousand Guineas but finished, as he'd expected, in the ruck. Roberto was beaten half a length by Willie Carson on Hard Top, Bernard van Cutsem's stable-mate of Crowned Prince. 

 

Twelve days before the Derby, Bill Williamson fell heavily in a race at Kempton, chipping a bone in his shoulder and cutting his face. He was unable to ride the following week, and it was debatable whether or not he would be fit again in time for Epsom. If he weren't, Lester would be back on Roberto. 

 

Lester had been casting about philosophically for a mount in the Derby. He couldn't ride Roberto, and the other two he fancied, Lyphard and Yaroslav, were similarly taken by other jockeys. Lester talked to Vincent about Manitoulin, the O'Brien second string, and Vincent invited him to go to Ireland to ride a gallop on him. Lester went. Manitoulin, a decent previous winner, belonged to John Galbreath's wife: he worked well in the gallop but finished behind Roberto at less than the Derby distance. Lester liked the feel of him well enough, and reflecting also that if Bill Williamson did get fit he at least wouldn't be watching from the stands, he took the ride. 

 

Bill Williamson naturally did everything he could to get fit, and that was how things stood the weekend before the Derby when the owner John Galbreath came over from America to see his colt perform. He had been slightly out of touch and didn't know the extent of forty-nine-year-old Bill Williamson's injuries. Despite the jockey's protestation that he had mended and was fit, John Galbreath was alarmed. He wanted so very much to win that Derby, not just for the kudos but also for the stud value afterwards. He knew about athletes-his baseball team had recently won the World Series, equivalent of the World Cup in soccer-and he considered that no jockey could be totally fit after a twelve-day absence from the saddle recovering from a fall. 

 

Fairly, he asked Bill Williamson to ride a trial gallop on Epsom Downs, but Bill Williamson didn't turn up, saying he had overslept. John Galbreath also arranged for him to go for an assessment to the London clinic of Bill Tucker, the sports injury specialist to whom many jockeys took their cracks and sprains. Bill Tucker said after an examination that in his opinion Bill Williamson was fit, but the owner was unconvinced. He wouldn't have fielded a ball-player in a big game on those terms. 

He thought it over and told Bill Williamson and Vincent at a meeting in London's Claridges Hotel that he wanted to take Lester off his wife's horse Manitoulin and put him on Roberto; and he promised the sorely disappointed Australian an equal percentage with Lester of the Derby prize, if Lester should win. On Monday evening, after this meeting, Vincent told the Press of the change of plans. 

 

Lester knew nothing of this. Far from having with machiavellian cunning got Bill Williamson jocked off, he had been out of the country altogether for two days, riding in France and winning the French Derby. When he returned home on Monday evening, Susan told him Vincent had telephoned to say he would be on Roberto, not Manitoulin, and Lester with some contentment ate his dinner, unaware of the howls of accusation about to break over his head. On Manitoulin he'd had little chance, on Roberto he had more, but he wasn't himself convinced that he would win, not as on Sir Ivor and Nijinsky. To Lester, it was all on a lower key. 

 

The papers broke the news with scandalised fanfares on Tuesday morning and Bill Williamson, to prove his point, rode in a selling race at Salisbury that afternoon, finishing seventh of eight. This result was an inconclusive pointer to his state of fitness, but he was clearly back in the saddle; and on Wednesday Lester went to Epsom for his date with history, his name unjustly blackened as never before. 

 

All Bill Williamson said to Lester was, "I don't mind, I'm getting the money anyway," but some of the Press inflamed anti-Piggott feeling by inventing bitter tirades that Bill Williamson never uttered. Although of course he had wanted to ride in the Derby, he had not been over-enthusiastic about Roberto before the Two Thousand Guineas, and not much more after losing that race injudiciously by half a length. He knew also, naturally, that he wouldn't have been on Roberto at all except for Crowned Prince. He was not, in short, an established stable jockey being jocked off by an intruder, and he accepted the revised situation with more resignation than most people gave him credit for. 

 

As a result of the Press's views, however, one can say that no one except Bill Williamson, the Galbreaths, Vincent and Lester himself really wanted Lester to win that Derby. Certainly the bookmakers didn't, as however much the public might disapprove, they still piled their money on the maestro, and Roberto had been backed down to 3-1 favourite by the "off". 

 

Roberto, Lester remembers, was a rough, tough-looking horse, not very big, who never felt as if he was doing all he could. He rode him out at Epsom the day before the Derby to refresh their acquaintanceship, and Lester and Vincent agreed that this time Roberto should be up with the leaders from the beginning so as not to leave too much to make up in the closing stages. Roberto ran most of the race in fourth or fifth place behind Pentland Firth, and Meadow Mint, and made headway coming to the last two furlongs. Neither Lyphard nor Yaroslav figured as they had been expected to, and it was Pentland Firth and ultimately Rheingold with which Lester had to contend. 

 

Rheingold, ridden by Ernie Johnson, was racing on the outside of Roberto and hanging badly to the left, squeezing Lester towards Pentland Firth. A bump or two occurred before Rheingold and Roberto shed Pentland Firth in their wake. Rheingold then continued to hang heavily towards Roberto while remaining about a neck in the lead. As if locked together, though not in fact touching, they sprinted the last furlong side by side, Lester by superhuman strength seeming just at the end to lift the whole weight of Roberto, to drive and inspire and force him to one last-second effort. The straining pair flashed across the line in such close proximity that neither jockey knew which had won. 

 

Lester dismounted and unsaddled Roberto out on the course, in the placed horses' 

unsaddling area, and carried his saddle from there to the weighing room. "There's no point in riding into the winner's circle at Epsom unless you're certain you've won," he said. 

 

He walked through muted crowds who were silent partly from uncertainty about the result and very definitely from disapproval of the last-minute jockey switch. Lester had produced one of the most remarkable riding feats of his whole brilliant career, but at that moment no one applauded. Lester himself, walking in unmoved by the atmosphere, was thinking mainly that even if Rheingold had stayed on and won, he might still lose the race if there were an enquiry. The photograph, however, showed that Roberto had indeed come first - by a nostril, by a scant four inches-and the Stewards immediately announced their enquiry. The subject was Rheingold's failure to keep a straight line, and his hampering and bumping of Roberto. For twenty-two long minutes, the Stewards kept everyone agonising before announcing that the placings would remain unchanged. No action was to be taken against Rheingold which was confirmed as second. Roberto had safely won his Derby, and John Galbreath was the happiest man on the Turf. 

 

There were critics who said Lester had been too hard on Roberto and had thrashed him unmercifully to get his win. "Well," Lester says, "of course I was hard on him. I had to be, at the end. I felt he could go faster, if only he would. I suppose it looked worse just because I didn't have room to use my whip. Rheingold was too close." 

 

Vets examined Roberto afterwards, and there were no whip marks on him. Whatever persuasion Lester had used over those last gruelling fifty yards, it hadn't been a beating. 

 

By the following morning, the Press were conceding that the owner had been right, that no one but Lester could have won that race on Roberto, that the change of jockey had been devastatingly demonstrated to be wise, that Lester was supreme. The cheers on Derby day itself however were all for "Weary Willie" Williamson who displayed some I-told-you-so fitness by winning two races later in the afternoon, with Lester both times on the favourite in the pack behind him. No one in their hearts believed by then that Bill Williamson would have won on Roberto, but he did have his compensations in the shape of underdog-sympathy and Galbreath cash. 

 

How valuable is loyalty? How much should one expect? 

 

Loyalty comes low down on the list of priorities in professional team games: the fittest and best get to play. Loyalty may be admirable or it may be sentimental mush or a refusal to face facts. Loyalty may be courageous and it may be costly and it may be stupid. 

 

John Galbreath was realistic, not disloyal. He had no long-term ties with Bill Williamson, only the brief encounter of one lost race. In his own mind, his loyalty was primarily to the horse which he had bred on his own stud farm and had known much longer. In effect, he paid Bill Williamson not to ride, and never then or afterwards regretted an action seen unsympathetically by many as disgraceful. 

 

Other trainers and owners after him wanted and demanded Lester in place of their former jockeys, often with equally furious consequences. The rows thundered on with great storms of indignation but, as Lester says, "If someone asks you to ride a good horse, you don't say `No, no, let so-and-so ride it.' You say, `Yes, all right."' 

 

Lester's friendships with many powerful owners, besides, ran deep. They liked him and trusted him, and it was to him they wished to show loyalty, if they could. They understood he couldn't be on their horses everywhere, but if they could have him, they would. 

 

Modern racing is big business, like it or not. The stud fees beckon. If you are an owner with many thousands invested in bloodstock, the winning of big Flat races means more than the pride of leading in your darlings and beaming at prize-givings. 

Losing gracefully brings nothing but sighs. It may be sad or it may be good for a vigorous industry. The fact is that if you own expensive Flat racers and seriously want to win big races, you seek to engage the best jockey available. 

 

Lester, free-lancing, available, needed only to be asked. 

 

 

16 The Roberto, Rheingold and Hard to Beat Circus 

 

AMONG his fellow jockeys Lester was liked and very much respected. His constant courage, commonsense, calm temperament and astringent wit were appreciated and relied upon, and although he was never a jolly extrovert in the mould, say, of Willie Carson, his quiet camaraderie with his colleagues in the changing-room was a daily fact. 

 

Most trainers and almost all owners deferred to him, leaning forward to hear better what he said. His down-to-earth clear-sighted opinions were seldom ignored, his understanding of horses being second to none. Many owners, indeed, were and are slightly in awe of him, perhaps because of his often detached manner and his unconscious aura of power. 

 

Lester himself was unaware for a very long time of the effect his presence has on people, and probably even now scarcely understands it. His sort of power is hard to perceive from the inside. As far as he's concerned, he is merely doing a job. 

 

It was in the year of Roberto's Derby that he deliberately walked away from his champion's crown. He stopped chasing around the country day in and day out in the search for numbers. He rode a great deal abroad, even more than usual, and he remained cool when Willie Carson led the jockeys' list by a substantial margin halfway through the season. In the eight preceding years, if someone had headed him, he had flown and driven inexhaustibly to catch up and prevail. In 1972, it was as if he had grown past needing the number one slot, and without a pang let it go. 

 

"When you're Champion," he says, "and you're ten winners in front in June, you think that when you're thirty in front you can take a day off. It's not much fun. I decided that . whenever possible I wouldn't ride on Mondays or Tuesdays, to have some time to myself." 

 

In other ways, the 1972 season was a switchback affair, up with satisfying highs and down with good decisions gone wrong. There were some splendid successes such as Boucher winning the St. Leger for Vincent O'Brien and owner Ogden Phipps, and Noble Decree taking the richly-endowed Observer Gold Cup for Bernard van Cutsem and Nelson Bunker Hunt. Both of these horses, like Roberto, were American bred and American owned. Lester always did particularly well with American imports, drawing out their toughness and speed as if in response to his own. 

 

It was Roberto, however, who dominated Lester's year; Roberto, Rheingold and a French horse, Hard to Beat. These three met often that season and the next, their mixed results appearing incomprehensible and their jockeys playing musical chairs. 

 



Lester to begin with went four times to France to ride Hard to Beat who, in spite of his name, was French bred and was trained by a Frenchman, Richard Carver, at Chantilly near Paris. He was a great horse but had three powerful idiosyncracies: he would race well only on right-handed tracks, he hated to travel and he suffered from claustrophobia. 

 

He and Lester won their preliminary race easily enough and started hot favourites in the French equivalent of the Two Thousand Guineas. Hard to Beat always had to be put into the starting stalls last, because he so hated being locked into the small space that, once inside, he would continually plunge forwards and hit the front gates, which in their turn would knock him backwards. 

 

In the French Guineas, the gates opened while he was on the rebound, rocking backwards, which lost him what proved to be a crucial length over the turning Longchamp mile. Hard to Beat didn't run well and everybody was unhappy. 

 

Next time out, he won easily in the Prix Lupin and the Stewards wanted to know how he had improved so much. 

 

The fourth of the French races was the Prix du jockey Club (the French Derby) in early June. This was the one and only ideal race for Hard to Beat, held as it was at right-handed Chantilly, near where he was trained--no travel to get there in claustrophobic horse-boxes. He and Lester won the race easily; and Lester believes that if Hard to Beat could have run at Chantilly all his life, he would never have been beaten. 

 

Winning the French Derby on Hard to Beat was what Lester was doing on the Sunday John Galbreath arrived in London to enquire into Bill Williamson's fitness for Roberto. 

 

After his remarkable Epsom Derby the victorious Roberto ran abysmally in the Irish Sweeps Derby on 1 July (ridden by luckless Johnny Roe), finishing twelfth and nearly last, with stable mate Manitoulin sixth. Roberto wouldn't go at all and Vincent sought frustratedly for reasons. 

 

At Saint-Cloud, the day after the Irish Derby, Yves Saint-Martin on Rheingold showed his heels to Lester on Hard to Beat. Trainer Barry Hills had discovered that Rheingold ran better in France, for reasons known only to the colt, and now had his post-Derby sights set on the Arc de Triomphe. 

 



Lester reckoned it a mistake for Hard to Beat to have been sent to Saint-Cloud (a left-hand track) in preference to the Grand Prix de Paris at Longchamp (right-handed) where he would have won easily. The Grand Prix de Paris prize money was also larger, and the field wouldn't have included the big danger, Rheingold, but the new Japanese owner, who had bought Hard to Beat after his victory in the French Derby, insisted on the Grand Prix de Saint-Cloud because it was another of the French classics. 

 

When it came to the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup at York in August, Lester had been invited by Barry Hills to ride Rheingold, and had accepted, Yves Saint-Martin being claimed elsewhere. Roberto also had been entered in the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup, but after the Irish Derby flop Vincent didn't want to run him, especially as the event was dominated by the unbeaten Brigadier Gerard. 

 

John Galbreath, however, insisted a few days before the race that Roberto should take his chance. Lester couldn't ride him as he was already engaged for Rheingold, so the mount was offered to Bill Williamson, who turned it down. Very well, John Galbreath said, I'll send a jockey from America; and he sent a champion, the Panamanian Braulio Baeza. 

 

The York race was a sensation. Baeza on Roberto jumped out of the gate at a tremendous pace and kept right on going, breaking the course record. The scintillating Brigadier Gerard for the first and last time met his match and finished a tired second by three lengths. Rheingold ran like a dead horse and trailed in fourth of the five runners, 13 or so lengths behind Roberto. 

 

Everyone retired in slight embarrassment (except Baeza and John Galbreath) and considered the implications. 

 

Lester couldn't understand Rheingold's failure, as he had ridden him seven furlongs at half-speed on Newbury racecourse the Saturday before and had found him in terrific form. Barry Hills took Rheingold home to Lambourn and didn't run him again that year, as the horse-and the dreams of the Arc-had gone all to pieces. (Barry Hills, incidentally, had bought and expanded the Lambourn yard where Lester had been brought up.) Roberto went back to Ireland to be prepared for the Prix Niel at Longchamp a month later. Braulio Baeza was to return to ride. 

 

Lester was engaged in the race for Hard to Beat who was returning from the lay-off that had followed his defeat at Saint-Cloud. Baeza jumped off again smartly on Roberto, and Lester, pulling out all stops, beat him rousingly by a length. Baeza came in for criticism and Lester for glory, but, he says, "It was just one of those things." 

 

The two colts met for the last time that season in the Arc de Triomphe, Baeza again on Roberto, Lester on Hard to Beat. Roberto set off so fast that the whole field ran most of the race off the bit, pushing. Neither he nor Hard to Beat did much good in the end, finishing seventh and eighth behind San San, ridden by Freddie Head. 

Rheingold moped in Lambourn under his trainer's worried eye. 

 

Next year, the three colts, now four years old, resumed the circus. Lester, back on Roberto, won the Coronation Cup at Epsom in perhaps the horse's easiest race ever. 

With only five runners, none of the others of his class, Roberto made a good deal of the running and finished five lengths ahead at a canter. Epsom, Lester points out, is a left-hand track, as is York, and Roberto too was a different horse when going the way he liked. 

 

On the day before the Coronation Cup, Lester had come second in the Derby on Cavo Doro, beaten half a length by Morston. 

 

Rheingold, restored to tremendous health, won four straight races for Yves Saint-Martin in the first few months of the season, and Barry Hills with confidence sent him to Ascot in July for the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes. Yves Saint-Martin was to ride. 

 

Hard to Beat came over from France for the race, Jimmy Lindley engaged for the saddle. Roberto also lined up, ridden by Lester. 

 

It had all the makings of a hot contest, and so it proved, but none of them won. They were all beaten by the brilliant three-year-old filly Dahlia, ridden by Bill Pyers, owned by Nelson Bunker Hunt and trained by Maurice Zilber in France. The nearest to her skittish heels was Rheingold, six lengths second. Hard to Beat, too far from his home stable, came ninth, while Roberto, who had reached the front five furlongs out, weakened sadly to finish almost last. Ascot is right-handed, like Longchamp, and again it made all the difference. 

 

It was Roberto's last race. He had been withdrawn from the Eclipse earlier because of monsoon-type rains on the morning of the race, and although he was expected to repeat his Benson and Hedges win at York, Vincent again withdrew him at the last moment because of soft going. John Galbreath took him home to his US stud farm, where he proved to be among the top flight of sires. 



 

For Rheingold, the King George was by no means the end of the road. With Lester riding (as a run-up to the Arc de Triomphe, in which Yves Saint-Martin was already booked for Allez France), he ran a month later at York in the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup, but couldn't quicken at the end and finished third. As in the year before, he seemed to fall apart after that, and it looked miserably doubtful whether he could be got right for his again planned target of the Arc de Triomphe in October. 

 

Barry Hills rested him well before re-starting strong work, and then asked Lester to ride him at Lambourn and give his opinion. Lester said Rheingold was the same as at York: lifeless. Barry Hills in despair again set to work on his colt and Lester shortly went off to the south of France for a few days' rest in the sun. 

 

"Barry rang up about September 25th, ten days before the Arc," Lester says. "He said come and ride him again, so I went back in the middle of the night and rode him work in the morning, and he was a different horse." With that, Rheingold returned to France, where he had never been beaten, and took his place in the Arc de Triomphe. 

 

After all the ups and downs and tribulations, the event itself went smoothly. 

Rheingold was drawn well, and Lester set off promptly to ride from near the front, quickening into the lead with impressive ease two furlongs out and cruising home by two and a half lengths from Yves Saint-Martin on the French star filly Allez France. 

The big Rheingold, Lester said, was ideal for that sort of race. 

 

It was Lester's fifteenth ride in the race and his first win, his first triumphant Triomphe. There was relief as well as joy in his broad smile when Rheingold was led in by his owner, Henry Zeisel. The long dream of Barry Hills had at last come true. 

Hard to Beat, soldiering on, ran into third place, ridden this time by Gerard Thiboeuf. 

 

It was the final time out for both colts: the circus was over and time moved on. 

 

 

17 Empery 

 

THE years between the Derbys of Roberto (1972) and Empery (1976) reverberated in Lester terms with names like Apalachee, Cellini, Abergwaun and Thatch, all trained by Vincent O'Brien, with Steel Heart for Dermot Weld, Giacometti for Ryan Price, Sagaro for Frangois Boutin and Juliette Marny for Jeremy Tree. Above all, there was Dahlia who had made mincemeat of Roberto, Rheingold and Hard to Beat in the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth at Ascot. 



 

Abergwaun, owned by Lester's long-time friend Charles St. George, won rompingly at Royal Ascot in 1973 three days after owner John Mulcahy had taken the St. 

James's Palace Stakes with Thatch; and Thatch later won the Sussex Stakes at Goodwood in fine style. 

 

Less happy in a way were the careers of Apalachee and Cellini, though each won more in prize money. This pair seemed, as two-year-olds, to be the natural successors to Vincent's string of great Derby winners, both having at the end of 1973 shown brilliant promise. Lester won the Dewhurst Stakes on Cellini, followed by the Observer Gold Cup on Apalachee, and it seemed merely to be a toss-up which took the more classics come 1974. 

 

Then, first time out as a three-year-old, Apalachee set off at the Curragh at 6-1 on and Lester had a struggle to win by a neck. He went all the same to the Two Thousand Guineas at Newmarket; started favourite and finished third; and, to everyone's dismay, he showed no more development and had to be withdrawn before the Derby, never racing again. 

 

Cellini scraped home in two preliminary races and started favourite in the Irish Two Thousand Guineas, also finishing third. He had one more outing, unsuccessful, at Royal Ascot, and that was that. Brilliant two-year-olds do occasionally fizzle out for no discernible reason, and even the O'Brien touch couldn't conjure miracles from spent rockets. 

 

Steel Heart, owned by Ravi Tikkoo, had a great two-year-old season in 1974, culminating in a defeat by Grundy in the Dewhurst, no disgrace: but he too made less mark at three. 

 

Unbeaten as a two-year-old, Giacometti came second in the 1974 Two Thousand Guineas, third in the Derby (both with Tony Murray up) and second in the St. Leger (with Lester), a great horse knocking continually on the classic door. Owner Charles St. George finally led in his winner after the Champion Stakes in October, Giacometti and Lester scoring in fine style, unchallenged. 

 

Juliette Marny, sired by 1969 Derby winner Blakeney, bred and owned by James Morrison, and partnered by Lester, won Lingfield's Oaks Trial Stakes by a head in May 1975, followed by the Oaks itself in June. A bright bay filly who carried her head high, she wasn't Lester's original choice for the Oaks. He had the pick of her or her better regarded stablemate Brilliantine, Jeremy Tree having the faith to leave the choice entirely to his jockey. The racecard on the day actually had L. Piggott down to ride both horses, with asterisks explaining that he would ride either one. It wasn't until noon on the baking hot day of the Oaks, three and a quarter hours before the 

"off", and on the telephone to Jeremy, that Lester made his choice. James Morrison, on his way to the course, didn't find out until Susan Piggott told him. Lester had decided on that morning that the going was likely to be too firm for Brilliantine but would suit Juliette Marny, and he was right. Juliette Marny, running in blinkers for the first time to concentrate her mind, won breezily by a margin of four lengths. 

Brilliantine, hating the ground, came in eleventh. 

 

It was never his riding alone that made Lester unique as a jockey but his thought-out judgments and understanding of what horses liked. He chose wrong sometimes, inevitably, but only a fraction of the number of times that he chose right. 

 

Before the Irish Guinness Oaks, he had a choice of the three best fillies: Juliette Marny, the French filly Nobiliary, and Vincent O'Brien's Tuscarora. He chose Juliette Marny again, and in a desperate finish sent her shooting to the front in the last two or three strides to overhaul Tuscorora by a neck, with Nobiliary an undisgraced third. One could hardly be more right. 

 

In 1975, a year crowned for him by the award of the OBE, Lester took his sixth Ascot Gold Cup, and altogether won eight of the Royal meeting's twenty-four races. 

Vincent O'Brien trained six winners, four with Lester and the other two with lightweight Sardinian Gianfranco Dettori, an unusual choice of jockey made at Lester's suggestion. Dahlia it was, however, who became the overall star of those years, although Lester didn't ride her regularly until half way through her four-yearold season. He partnered her only once before that, in her very first outing when she won a good 5-furlong race at Deauville for her French trainer Maurice Zilber and American owner Nelson Bunker Hunt. She ran three more times without winning at two, but at three had much success, chiefly in the hands of stable jockey Bill Pyers, but sometimes in Yves Saint-Martin's. The only filly consistently to beat her was the flashing Allez France, owned by Daniel Wildenstein, trained by Albert Klimscha and also ridden by Yves Saint-Martin. 

 

Lester often rode Nelson Bunker Hunt's English-trained horses, especially those with Bernard van Cutsem, and it was at the owner's behest that Lester took the ride when Dahlia came over for the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes at Ascot in July 1974. Trainer Maurice Zilber, always keen on Lester, was totally in favour. As in the year before, when she had skipped away from Rheingold, Dahlia made her way through the field, hit the front a good way from home and stayed on to win with ease by two and a half lengths. 

 

Next time out, she won the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup by the same margin at York, and then crossed the Atlantic to run at Belmont Park in New York. Ron Turcotte, a Canadian jockey, rode and won on her there, but two weeks later Lester was back in the saddle for the Canadian International Championship at Toronto. 

 

Lester, arriving from England a few scant hours in advance, rode one of those races guaranteed to be bad for a watching owner's heart, appearing to be hopelessly shut in too near to home and then streaking through a late opening to win at high speed. 

Dahlia's time at Toronto was a record for the Woodbine course. 

 

A year earlier, Dahlia had unaccountably come nowhere in the Arc de Triomphe (behind Lester on Rheingold) but had then gone to Laurel and with Bill Pyers won the Washington International. After the Toronto win, she again ran at Laurel, Lester flying over for the second time in a fortnight, but this time she met her match. 

 

Lester's two journeys were a clear statement that he was no longer fighting to be champion. By late October, he and Pat Eddery were both within reach of the honour, the younger jockey very slightly in front. Lester went off to Canada and Washington in search of big prizes, Pat turning down a ride at Laurel to concentrate on numbers at home. In the next few years after he stopped chasing the crown, Lester's places on the jockeys' list were: in 1972, fourth; in 1973, second; in 1974, second; and in 1975, third. If one counted in his overseas wins, nothing much had changed. 

 

Dahlia and Lester again won the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup in 1975, her last success in Europe. In all, she amassed well over a million and a half dollars in prize money for Nelson Bunker Hunt, and had won in every country she visited -France, England, Canada and her original homeland, the United States. 

 

She ran best when she'd been travelling, Lester says, as, unlike many horses, she seemed to enjoy it. She was tough and game and keen to race, pulling quite hard. She liked and was much better in a fast-run race, and she was never ready to produce anything much until the weather was warm, from mid-June onwards. After her European career, her owner sent her for a year to be trained in California where she continued to win many big races; and Lester sums her up simply as "tremendous". 

 

Empery, like Dahlia, was sired by Vaguely Noble, owned by Nelson Bunker Hunt and trained in France by Maurice Zilber. 



 

Maurice Zilber was by birth Egyptian and had been twelve times leading trainer in his native country before leaving there with nothing during the Nasser upheavals. 

Arriving penniless in France, he immediately set about gathering together a new stable, and such was his skill, his forcefulness and his persuasive tongue that he was back high on the racing map in exceedingly short time. 

 

A trainer of the very highest class, he is somewhat volatile in temperament and sometimes on non-speaking terms with his owners because of differences of opinions as to how the horses should be run. Among them on occasion was Nelson Bunker Hunt. Nevertheless, the two strongminded men, both of a sturdy presence, scored a long string of successes together, glued in spite of irritations. 

 

Nelson Bunker Hunt at that time had countless horses in training and on stud farms in Europe and America and was at the height of the era of his success. Empery was not, in fact, reckoned to be his best colt in 1976: he had another charismatic threeyear-old in Youth. 

 

Empery ran three times as a two-year-old, winning one small race and making not much show in the Grand Criterium. First time out in his threeyear-old season Lester rode him in the Prix d'Essai des Poulains, the French equivalent of the Two Thousand Guineas, but although he ran well he finished fourth. Next time out, much the same result. On the third try, with Bill Pyers, he finished third in the Prix Lupin, the race being won by his stable-mate Youth. Youth, ridden as usual by Freddie Head, then went on to win the Prix du jockey Club (French Derby) on the Sunday after Empery ran at Epsom. 

 

Although useful and in Lester's words "a nice horse", Empery had up to that time made no particular mark, and it was only because Lester had accepted the ride on him that he was in the news much at all. As in Joe Lawson's days, it was the trainer alone whose faith was unshaken. 

 

Lester himself thought it likely he would be beaten by Wollow, which had fought indomitably to seize the Two Thousand Guineas for Henry Cecil, with Gianfranco Dettori in the saddle. Wollow, sired by Lester's old friend and winner, Wolver Hollow, was proving the prolific winner he was to be all his racing life. Lester said aloud that it would take a gunshot to stop Wollow winning the Derby. Maurice Zilber got to hear of Lester's published opinions and telephoned to tell him strongly in his French-Egyptian accent that Empery had much improved during the past week and was in peak form to win: and Lester again set off at Epsom with the trainer's confidence overriding his doubts. 

 

Lester did most particularly want to win, as if he did he would set an all-time record of seven victories in the big race. He already shared the record with Steve Donoghue and Jem Robinson, but being ahead on his own meant much more. Empery was, of course, unknown to British racegoers as all his runs had so far been in France, and because of this he started at a generous 10-1, with Wollow, the only one better backed, a hot favourite at 11-10. 

 

Lester rode the Derby to his well-tried pattern, Empery being easy to ride with no wayward quirks of temperament. He set off well, stayed in fourth or fifth place until the last two furlongs, then quickened in a flying straight line well away from the rails to win in the end with apparent ease by three lengths from Relkino, with Oats third. 

 

The supposedly unbeatable Wollow finished an undistinguished fifth, to post-mortem mutterings of "ground too soft"; and subsequently Wollow and his Italian jockey retrieved their dignity by winning the Eclipse (on a disqualification), the Sussex Stakes and the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup. 

 

Empery still isn't considered toy some to have been a truly great horse, but on his day he beat the greater Wollow out of sight. Nelson Bunker Hunt wasn't there to lead in his risen star, his daughter Betsy deputising. The owner himself listened to the race on the telephone back home in Dallas where his wife had arranged a silver wedding party, oblivious to the clash of dates. 

 

Empery had one more run, in the Irish Sweeps Derby three weeks after Epsom. This time he started favourite but couldn't quicken when challenged and was beaten two and a half lengths by another American-bred, French-trained horse, Malacate. 

Empery, his Derby reputation more or less intact, went back over the ocean to stud. 

 

In 1976, Lester rode a great deal for Sir Noel Murless, the old partnership reasserting itself for one last flourish as the great trainer was to retire at the end of the season. 

Together, they won twentythree more races, notably the Royal Hunt Cup at Royal Ascot with jumping Hill, and the Richmond Stakes and the Laurent-Perrier Champagne Stakes with a warmly promising two-year-old J. O . Tobin. 

 

Lester's last ever-win for Noel was Tinsley Green at Lingfield on 2 November, a small prize but a big milestone, charged with nostalgic mutual memories of great moments shared. 



 

In numbers of wins, 1976 wasn't notable for Lester: he scored only 87 from a small (for him) pool of 402 races in Great Britain. In prestige they were colossal, as apart from the Derby he won the Yorkshire Cup on Bruni, the Coronation Cup on Quiet Fling and the Ascot Gold Cup, as in the previous year, on Sagaro. Also the Nassau Stakes with Roussalka and the Cesarewitch with John Cherry. 

 

The decade of the seventies saw a great expansion of commercial sponsorship of races. New races arose, old races were adopted, the pattern of prize money changed. 

Historic old races, those left without sponsors, lost some of their standing, while others advanced in importance. The Cheveley Park Stakes and the Dewhurst Stakes, both for top two-year-olds, were adopted and endowed by bookmaker William Hill, and in 1976 Lester won them both. 

 

As the familiar Murless name faded away, a new name began to appear, heralding a whole new age. Lester won the Cheveley Park on Durtal, trained by Barry Hills, and the Dewhurst on Vincent's new white hope, The Minstrel. 

 

Both horses were owned by the newcomer: Robert Sangster. 

 

 

18 The Minstrel and Alleged 

 

THE ink on the Press huzzas for Lester's seventh victory in the Derby was hardly dry when he set out on the path to the eighth. Among Vincent O'Brien's large 1976 intake of two-year-old colts, the best looked like being not only The Minstrel but also Be My Guest, Valinsky, Artaius and Alleged. 

 

Be My Guest, like The Minstrel, was sired by Northern Dancer, and Valinsky was by Nijinsky, himself also by Northern Dancer. Artaius's sire was Round Table, Alleged's was Hoist the Flag: all five colts had thus crossed the Atlantic. 

 

During 1976, Lester won on all of the first three, all in Ireland. Alleged came to hand very late indeed and won his only two-year-old race on 1 November, ridden by Thomas Murphy. Artaius, too, ridden by the same jockey, ran once and late and was beaten by Orchestra. They, it was clear, were unlikely to be ready for the Derby. 

 

Opening the 1977 campaign, Vincent first of all sent his unbeaten three-time winner The Minstrel to Ascot for what the betting public expected to be an odds-on doddle; and to all appearances, things went well. The horse won. From Lester's view point, though, the race did The Minstrel no good. The ground was soft which drained a lot of the colt's stamina. He had to struggle a bit to win, and near the end he was drifting slightly to the left, often a sign of fatigue. 

 

When The Minstrel came over for the Two Thousand Guineas, Lester didn't think he looked in top condition, but hoped it was because of the cold wet spring which hadn't been helpful to horses in general. The Minstrel ran fairly well but could produce no finishing speed, and in a hard race was beaten into third place by two lengths. 

 

Vincent took him home to Ireland and decided to try for the Irish Two Thousand Guineas three weeks later. Lester says this was again a very hard race, which The Minstrel was unlucky to lose. Nebbiolo, who finished third, ran into the back of him a furlong and a half out, unbalancing him, and Pampapaul, a moderately good performer trained in Ireland by Noel Murless's brother Stuart, came with a strong run on the outside and beat him by a short head. As preparation for the Derby, the three hard races in a row, two of them lost, were all fairly discouraging. 

 

Be My Guest made a much more positive show first time out, coming over for the Epsom Spring Meeting and winning the Ladbroke Blue Riband Trial Stakes by a clear three lengths, untroubled. Next time out, though, he like Artaius lost by two lengths to Orchestra, a useful horse but not Derby class. 

 

Valinsky came out at The Curragh in May and in a trial race was soundly beaten by Alleged; definitely not what had been expected. Vincent by now was scratching his head and wondering which, if any, he could send to Epsom for the big race. It was unthinkable for him not to be represented at all, but if all his colts looked like flopping, maybe it would be better for everyone's reputation if he kept them at home. 

The owners disagreed. Sir Charles Clore wanted Valinsky to run and Mrs. A. 

Manning felt the same about Be My Guest, sink or swim. Vincent decided at that point to let only those two take their chances. However, after discussing with Lester the whys and wherefores of the Irish Two Thousand Guineas, it was decided The Minstrel should also take his place at Epsom and he, Lester, would ride. Vincent, with enormous respect for Lester's judgment, revised his plans and shipped all three, misgivings or not. 

 

The Minstrel was a bright chestnut with a white face and four white socks, markings often considered undesirable until the "handsome is as handsome does" rule takes over. He was jointly owned by Robert Sangster, Vincent and two or three others, but ran always in the increasingly familiar Sangster colours of blue, green and white. The Sangster silks and The Minstrel's hide made a shiningly vivid combination, impossible to miss. 

 

The Minstrel was in addition excitable by nature, and Vincent was afraid the noise of the Epsom crowds would upset him. As a solution, he stuffed cotton-wool into the colt's ears in the saddling boxes, with Lester removing the O'Brien-style tranquilliser once he'd arrived unfussed at the start. 

 

Many hearts sank when the ultra-visible pair set off slowly from the Derby gate. The Minstrel was never a quick starter, Lester says, but much else that day was in his favour. The ground was hard, which the little horse liked, and the track was left-handed, the way he went best. Blushing Groom, a very good unbeaten French horse, winner of the French Two Thousand Guineas, started hot favourite, but Lester, who had been beaten by him in the Grand Criterium the previous autumn, didn't think he would stay the longer distance at Epsom, which The Minstrel might. 

 

Starting willy-nilly at the rear of the large field, Lester reckons he had fifteen horses ahead to beat when they had gone a third of the way. By the downhill approach to Tattenham Corner, he had passed a few but still lay about tenth. 

 

Hot Grove, ridden by Willie Carson, came past Lester on the outside and began to make a run. Lester, thinking Hot Grove a danger because of having won the Chester Vase on him only four weeks earlier, decided it would be best to stay close, and went after him. Both horses, on the curve, shot up to be level with the leaders, passing ten horses inside a furlong. There was a bit of interference on the inside, Lester says, but on the outside he and Willie had a clear run. 

 

When the field straightened after Tattenham Corner, Hot Grove went into the lead, with Lester on his outside still following. All the way up the straight, The Minstrel chased Hot Grove, and for most of the way that's how it looked to Lester that they would finish. He could make no impression until inside the last furlong, when slowly the gap began to close. At one hundred yards from the post, The Minstrel was second by three-quarters of a length and the jockey was hopeful: at fifty yards, by half a length, and the jockey was sure; and in the last twenty-five yards they broke Willie Carson's heart. 

 

Lester says The Minstrel won (by a neck) because he outran Hot Grove over the distance. To Lester, it was always the horse that won, not himself. He says, "He won", not "I won". 

 



The Minstrel, he says, was a good tough horse who, at the time of the Derby, was developing fast and just coming to his full strength. Pampapaul, who had beaten him in Ireland only two weeks earlier, could finish no nearer than fifteen lengths back. 

Valinsky finished tenth with Be My Guest on his heels, eleventh. Blushing Groom came third by five lengths, not making the distance, as Lester had thought. 

 

The Minstrel's golden time of harvest lasted seven and a half dramatic weeks. After the Epsom fireworks, the next outing was the Irish Sweeps Derby in the second half of June where Lester and The Minstrel lined up at The Curragh in a field of fifteen. 

The race went sweetly enough until near the end, when The Minstrel, leading by a clear margin, swerved suddenly across the . path of Lucky Sovereign who was chasing him home. Naturally enough, Lucky Sovereign's jockey, Frankie Durr, lodged an objection, saying he had been hampered, his horse having had to shorten his stride. The Stewards debated for a tense half-hour before announcing, to Vincent's vast relief, that the result would stand. The Minstrel, it was reckoned, had been far enough in front for his crossing of Lucky Sovereign's path to have had no effect on the outcome. 

 

The Minstrel, one of those many horses with a left-hand preference, had swerved left on the righthand Curragh, an echo perhaps of his drift leftwards first time out at Ascot. 

 

It was to Ascot all the same that he went next, to the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes a month after the Irish Derby. On the very hot and humid day, The Minstrel's coat was shining with sweat, and as usual he was slow out of the stalls. As in the Derby, the Sangster colours bobbed along in the rear for about half a mile before making a move forward, but this time Lester came round the bend into the straight no nearer than sixth. He continued to make smooth progress and passed the long-time leader Orange Bay a furlong from the post. It looked all over bar the cheering. 

 

Orange Bay, however, ridden by Pat Eddery, behaved as if insulted and refused to give in. He was on the rails, to his advantage, with Lester on the outside; and he fought back all the way. It was the hardest of battles of balance, and endurance, two horses and two jockeys united in art, strength and inbred indomitable will to win. 

 

It could have gone either way. It went to Lester and The Minstrel by a short head; perhaps by an inch or two further than Roberto had won the Derby. Lester this time, however, was confident and rode into the winner's enclosure to ecstatic acclaim. 

 



The Queen, in her Silver jubilee year, presented the de Beers diamond prizes, and later in the afternoon Lester thanked her by riding her a winner on her own horse, Valuation. Pictures of the Queen with Lester always show them both smiling: no doubt they usually meet in moments of victory, but their shared understanding and devotion to racing comes over clearly as a positive warmth. 

 

The five owners of The Minstrel debated and argued for quite a while over the colt's future programme, but in the end he ran no more races. E. P. (Eddie) Taylor, who had bred him in Canada, bought a half-share back for four and a half million dollars, and The Ministrel departed in a hurry to his Maryland farm in September. The haste was owing to an equine genital disease which had temporarily closed (among others) the National Stud: no one wanted The Minstrel to be stranded if the Americans, like the Australians, put a ban on the import of stallions from Britain. The Minstrel ran nine races in all. Lester rode him every time except the first: lost two, won six. The whole of Jubilee year was for Lester a right royal procession, his quicksilver last-second finishes bringing off hats and coups from Goodwood to York. 

 

Vincent's other best colts all had their days, including the beaten Derby pair, Valinsky and Be My Guest. In August, Sir Charles Clore saw Valinsky do him proud in the Geoffrey Freer Stakes at Newbury, and at Goodwood two weeks later Mrs. 

Manning lived through one of Lester's heart-stoppers when Be My Guest brought her the Waterford Crystal Mile by a hard-ridden head. Be My Guest turned out later to be a prolific sire of first class winners, ironically topping The Minstrel. 

 

The late-developers, Artaius and Alleged, grew in prowess every month, Artaius coming to a glorious peak at Sandown in July, when he made all the running and broke the course record in winning the Joe Coral Eclipse Stakes for Mrs. George Getty II. Still on a high, he equally dominated the Sussex Stakes at Goodwood, Lester dictating the whole pace and shape of the race from start to finish. 

 

If Artaius was great, Alleged was greater-in the end. Although he won his first three races of the season, they were all pitched low to match his current abilities, and no one thought a great deal of him. Not until the middle of August, when it was as if he had metamorphosed into a different horse: and he never did well, it transpired, until late in the year. 

 

Vincent decided he was ready for the Great Voltigeur at York, the faithful public instantly making him second favourite with nothing much to go on. Best backed was Hot Grove, who had given The Minstrel so much trouble in the Derby. The new Alleged made mincemeat of Hot Grove and everything else. Lester took him straight into the lead at the beginning and he coolly stayed there, accelerating when asked three furlongs out and winning literally at a canter by seven lengths. Hot Grove finished fourth, and Orchestra, who had beaten Be My Guest, finished fifth. A good many eyes opened very wide indeed, and Alleged's_ forthcoming appearance in the St. Leger was all of a sudden taken to be a formality. 

 

Everyone reckoned without the Jubilee. The year was the Queen's own and her greatest in terms of classics. Her great battling filly Dunfermline had won the Epsom Oaks, but having shown no speed in the Yorkshire Oaks later, went to Doncaster as a query spent force. 

 

Willie Carson demonstrated that she was no such thing. Alleged took the lead easily entering the straight and looked a winner until two furlongs from home, when Lester found himself working to keep his position. Dunfermline passed him a furlong and a half out and won decisively by one and a half lengths. The cheers erupted for the Queen, and a thoughtful Vincent took Alleged back to Ireland and wondered about the Arc de Triomphe. The owner in whose colours the colt had run, Californian Bob Fluor, sold most of his one-fifth share in disappointment to Robert Sangster who already owned two-fifths. 

 

Alleged, Lester says, was one of the very easiest of horses to ride. He would always do as he was asked, always give whatever he was capable of at any particular moment. Lester liked to ride him in front because that way he could set the pace himself. Many jockeys don't like to lead and many trainers and owners don't like to see their horses in front early on, but with the right mount, it's the way to stage-manage the whole play. 

 

Because of Lester, the 1977 Arc de Triomphe was to begin with a comparatively slow-run race. After two furlongs, he took the lead which no one else wanted, then dictated the pace he felt right and shook up Alleged coming into the straight, surprising and slipping the field and sprinting to victory. 

 

To the crowd it looked all too easy. So does conducting a symphony to anyone but a musician. Alleged, the home camp felt, would go from strength to strength as a four-year-old, and in some ways they were right. He was faster at four, a late developer coming to his peak. 

 

First time out in 1978, he won a modest race at the Curragh in May against four opponents, starting at 7-1 on. This was planned as a step on the way in his preparation for Epsom's Coronation Cup, but the firm ground at the Curragh almost put an end to the horse's career, Alleged jarring himself to such an extent that Vincent was unable to do much with him until the approach of autumn. Then, as in the previous year, he seemed to change entirely, his vigour flooding in on a healthy tide. 

 

The Arc de Triomphe again was his target, one of the few major races left. 

Sharpening him to fitness a scant two weeks before, Vincent sent him to Longchamp for the Prix du Prince d'Orange, generally accepted as a suitable preliminary. Alleged and Lester not only won easily against good opponents but broke the course record. 

 

Sighing with relief, Vincent took his revitalised horse home and returned him to France for the Arc itself on 1 October. On the day, Lester was afraid the ground would be too soft for Alleged because the colt liked good ground to be at his best, but he had the highest regard for his speed. "He could have won a six-furlong sprint when he was a four-year-old, he was that good." 

 

For the second year running, the Arc was a slow-run race, playing right into Lester's hands. He didn't need to lead because another horse was prepared to, and he sat poised in second or third place until two furlongs out. When he set Alleged going, it was quickly all over. He swept to the front and could have gone further away. The winning margin was officially two lengths, and the effort involved was 

"comfortable". 

 

It was Alleged's last race. In spite of discussions about the Champion Stakes and the Washington International, it was felt that he had already done enough, and he was syndicated for stud. Thanks to Vincent's care in choosing suitably moderate races within his early powers, Alleged was beaten only once. He was, Lester considers, the easiest to ride of all the great horses he partnered. 

 

Back in jubilee year, with the double "Arc" still unthought of, Lester won the Ascot Gold Cup for the third time on Sagaro. It has become fashionable to decry Flat horses that can stay over distances of two and a half miles. Encouraged by generous sponsorship, the rage is all for nippy two-yearolds, for three-year-olds who can barely make the Derby distance, for fast turnovers and quick results. Stayers can be treated with condescension. 

 

Sagaro changed all that, at least for one day, producing at six years such juvenile speed as to leave a distinguished field of younger horses look ing foolish. Trained by Frangois Boutin in France, Sagaro made his third Ascot raid look easiest of all, although it was the first time ever since the race was inaugurated in 1807 that it had been won three times by one horse. 

 

"The pace was pretty well flat out all the way," Lester says, "and Sagaro could have gone round again. Most of the others could hardly walk at the finish." 

 

Between the heights of 1977 there were, as usual, depths. Into the "most gloomy" 

category came the loss of his driving licence for six months, the result of two speeding offences, far apart in time of occurrence, coming into court within three days of each other. He got off the first time but the second lot of magistrates thought enough was enough. He'd been clocked at 91 m.p.h. and the police had had a job to catch him. 

 

Into the "most dangerous" category came Durtal, the filly who could have lost him his life. 

 

 

19 Injuries: Part 2 

 

THE size, noise and nearness of the Epsom crowd in Silver Jubilee mood on Oaks day, 1977, stirred the excitable filly Durtal to a state near hysteria. (A pity she had no cotton-wool in her ears.) Trained by Barry Hills, owned by Robert Sangster, and having won the Cheveley Park Stakes most promisingly as a two-year-old, Durtal started her three-year-old season well with a win in the Fred Darling Stakes at Newbury in April and a third in the French One Thousand Guineas on 1 May. 

 

At Epsom, after the parade past the stands, Durtal set off back towards the start of the Oaks at a canter which quite soon quickened to a runaway gallop, impervious to all stop signals from her jockey. At a point up on the far side of the parade ring at Epsom, one has to steady to a walk and bear left to go along a lengthy railed stretch of Downs to reach the starting point of the Oaks and the Derby; it's a stretch which isn't wide as it's used for access only, not in races, and it can't be seen from the stands. 

 

Durtal showed no signs at all of understanding the situation and pulling herself up. 

Lester, faced with a head-on crash against the far end of the parade ring area, hauled her head towards the path to the start. Durtal turned, crashed against the rails, and didn't stop. All that happened was that her saddle slipped backwards, leaving Lester without any possible control over her panic. Her pace increased. Lester tried desperately to remain on her back, lurching first to the left and then to the right. The saddle slipped completely down Durtal's right side, taking Lester with it. His foot slid through the stirrup and the stirrup leather twisted. 

 

It happened at such speed that he could do nothing to avoid it. 

 

The bolting Durtal dragged him at a full flat-out gallop along the ground for almost a hundred yards, her sharp hooves slashing the air all around him. Lester, trapped in the most dangerous of all riding configurations, had time to think that he would quite likely be killed. 

 

His deliverance was as accidental as his predicament. Durtal, frenzied, crashed again against the rails and, by incredible luck, the stirrup iron around Lester's ankle hit a post and broke. Lester fell free to the ground and Durtal fell over the rails, staking herself in the leg and then bleeding. 

 

Lester wasn't bleeding. He went back to the weighing-room, had a cup of tea, rode again a couple of races later and won the last race, cool as cool. 

 

It was afterwards that the shock really hit him: when he turned white at the thought of what he'd survived, and spoke about it with fear tightening his vocal chords, sharpening the pitch of his voice. Now, years later, he refers to the brush with death calmly as "something that happened", but I talked with him soon after, while the experience was fresh, when his mind was still filled with remembered horror, and at that time he thought it the worst that could ever happen. 

 

He's changed his mind, since. 

 

The worst, in Lester's history, faced a good deal of stiff competition, even before 1977. 

 

After the 1964 crash in Paris, there were some relatively accident-free years, but in 1966, on the evening before he was due to ride Charles Engelhard's Right Noble in the Derby, he began to suffer excruciating pains in his side. A doctor, called in, said Lester had a kidney stone on the move, which he would pass or not pass; one would have to wait and see. 

 

Lester spent the night in recurring bouts of great pain as the stone moved down through the abdomen, and the next morning, in the same state, went to Epsom. This was the very year when he was making the stand to leave Noel Murless. This was the very week of the Oaks he had gambled his future on winning on Valoris. There was no way, that week, that he was going to be ill in bed. 

 

He won the first race of the day, but in the Derby itself, Right Noble, not the best of Vincent's stars, could finish no nearer than seventh behind Charlottown. The jockey seemed to feel nothing during the races, and sometime afterwardsbefore the Oaks-got rid of the kidney stone in the normal course of events. 

 

Several people thought him more taciturn than usual, that Derby day. 

 

In 1970, when Lester was cantering back after a race, a horse stumbled and threw him over its head. 

 

It was the last race at Newbury on a Wednesday in June, and Lester, picking himself up, thought nothing much had happened. By the time he'd changed, however, he couldn't put his foot to the ground without pain and could hardly walk. He went immediately to see the orthopaedic surgeon Bill Tucker in London, who gave Lester two sticks to support him, telling him to come back for investigation and treatment the next day. 

 

It transpired that Lester had broken the long bones in his foot, but in such a way that although he could hardly walk, he could-and did-ride horses. 

 

Bill Tucker, that invaluable patcher-up of countless injured jockeys, worked habitually on the principle that if someone believed they could ride, then they could, broken bones or not. Fitness, in his eyes, was as much a state of mind as of body, which was one of the reasons he passed Bill Williamson as fit to ride Roberto, and why, in my 

 

own case, he once made a removable plaster for a broken forearm, to take off for racing and to fasten back for support after. 

 

Bill Tucker strapped Lester's foot tightly in supportive adhesive bandage, not in plaster, and told him to keep it cold. 

 

Lester, in a larger-sized shoe and unable to walk without help, went over to Ireland to ride Meadowville in the Irish Derby. That was on Saturday, three days after his fall. 

David Robinson, owner of Meadowville, was horrified. Lester, he said, couldn't possibly ride with a broken foot. Certainly he could, Lester said. Riding was quite different from walking. His foot didn't hurt him, on a horse. 



 

David Robinson and trainer Michael Jarvis helplessly and in bewilderment agreed to let him ride. Lester sat in the changing-room at The Curragh with his foot in a bucket of ice until race time, then he put on one of his grandfather Ernie's racing boots-which were larger than his ownand, holding onto someone for support, hobbled and hopped out to the parade ring. 

 

It was as he'd said. He was all right on a horse. Meadowville didn't win only because he was beaten by three lengths into second place by Liam Ward on the all-conquering Nijinsky, not through any inability of his jockey. 

 

Lester was due to ride two more horses for David Robinson the following afternoon in Paris. Unable, in face of proof of the contrary, to say Lester was incapable of performing, the owner compromised by removing his jockey from one horse only, that running in a long-distance race. Lester, accordingly, accompanied everywhere by ice-packs and followed by Susan and friends carrying his saddles and other gear, limped at high speed by air to Orly and Longchamp. The race he was still to ride was the Grand Prix de Paris; the horse, Roll of Honour. Helped like a cripple out of the parade ring, Lester confounded all doubters by winning by a neck. 

 

From France, Lester and Susan went to Spain for him to ride in more races: and Spain was so hot that the ice-packs melted between hotel and racecourse. 

 

The foot took a while to get better, Lester says, but of course it did in the end. He walked out with scarcely a wince in July to win the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes on Nijinsky. 

 

Several of Lester's injuries were less public, although giving him equal trouble. In the year of The Minstrel, for instance, a few weeks before the frightening escapade on Durtal, he badly hurt his thumb at Lingfield, in the Derby Trial. His horse reared in the stalls, tangling Lester's hand in the barred metal walls and wrenching the thumb backwards so forcefully that a main tendon was stretched beyond being able to function. Lester couldn't afterwards bring his thumb across to touch any finger: it flapped uselessly, without strength. 

 

Very sore and swollen, the hand was seen at Newmarket by an orthopaedic surgeon who came privately from Cambridge. He didn't know much about racing, he said. 

Would Lester please explain when he next wanted to ride. 

 

Immediately, Lester said. Tomorrow. The Derby would occur in two weeks. 



 

The orthopaedic surgeon was of the opinion that the thumb needed three weeks' 

complete rest, and even then, he warned doubtfully, the tendon might never recover. 

He put on some strapping encouragingly, and went away. 

 

Lester continued to ride uninterruptedly and two weeks later won the Derby on The Minstrel. A week later, the orthopaedic surgeon called again at Newmarket to see how the thumb was doing. 

 

"By the way," he said, "I saw you won that race you were so worried about. What was it called?" Lester's thumb never did return to its former shape, though the tendon in the end recovered. His grandfather's hands, he says, were much worse. Ernie Piggott broke his fingers often. 

 

In January 1976, on one of his many winter excursions, Lester fell in the straight in a race in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. He was riding a horse called Uncle Ivor (trained in Singapore by his close friend Ivan Allan) which clipped the heels of the horse in front and came down when everyone was going at flat-out speed to the finish. 

 

Lester, tumbled along under the flying hooves, was taken to hospital for checks. 

From there, he telephoned to Susan who was in Singapore, saying he might have cracked a rib but was otherwise all right. In the morning, apparently recovered, he went back to the racecourse and rode in the first race. 

 

Finding it too painful to continue, however, he flew to Singapore to join Susan who says he looked "shaken" when he arrived. The next day, Lester consulted a doctor as he was due to fly to New Zealand to ride in the Air New Zealand Cup, and thought his ribs might need strapping. The doctor, after examining him, said dryly that Lester really shouldn't fly anywhere, let alone to New Zealand to race; he had indeed broken not one but two ribs, one of which had punctured his lung. Better, the doctor said, to rest in Singapore for two weeks. Essential, he said, if Lester intended to go on living. 

 

Geoff Lewis, who happened to be in Hong Kong, went to New Zealand in Lester's place, while Lester for once listened to good advice and peacefully mended. 

 

In September 1980, back in England, he fell on his shoulder in September at York. It looked nothing much. It happened just as he passed the winning post, finishing half way back, not engaged with the leaders. His stirrup leather broke just at the instant when he'd stopped riding hard and hadn't begun to pull up. Sooner, or later, he could have managed. 



 

At that moment, though, he was unbalanced and fell off. 

 

He picked himself up slightly embarrassed and seemingly unharmed, but he had damaged the socket of his shoulder and pinched a nerve which for the rest of the season troubled him with shooting pains down his arm. 

 

Bill Tucker had retired and gone to live in Bermuda and was not around to consult. 

In addition, strict rules had recently been introduced to prevent jockeys riding when unfit. Medical cards had to be carried and be produced every race day for the racecourse doctor to check. All but minor injuries incurred mandatory lay-offs. 

Riding with broken feet was out. Lester kept his shoulder troubles private and before the end of the season had won 156 races in England alone. 

 

The shooting pains continued until November when Lester, happening to be in California with Susan and Maureen, consulted a recommended doctor there. The doctor injected him several times, and the pains subsided. 

 

The affair of Lester's ear at Epsom's Spring Meeting in 1981 was public in the extreme. There had been no cameras at the point where Durtal had dragged him in 1977, but four years later they were steadily focussed on the starting stalls when Lester lined up there on a Thursday afternoon on Winsor Boy for a 5-furlong sprint. 

The horses were all in the stalls, excited and keen, the starter on the point of letting them go. Lester was gathering his reins but hadn't yet a firm hold. Winsor Boy, totally without warning, went back, bang, against the closed doors behind him, then dived down to the ground in front. Never before or since, Lester says, has he known a horse to go underneath the gates. Winsor Boy went down and underneath in a flash, taking Lester with him. 

 

In the horse's passage under the still closed gates, Lester's right ear was all but torn off: only a small flap of skin held it on. 

 

Winsor Boy scrambled to his feet, leaving his jockey on the ground, and galloped for two furlongs up the course. Then he swerved left, crashed through the rails and dropped dead of a heart attack, falling unfortunately on a spectator in a wheelchair, who survived. 

 

Lester was told this afterwards. At the time, he lay bleeding on the turf while most people fussed over his ear and he himself-and the racecourse doctor-worried that his back was broken. 



 

"There was so much blood from my ear, but I hardly felt it. My back was worst. 

Terrible ... Terrible." 

 

The bottom of the gate had scraped all down the knobs of his backbone and battered his muscles, leaving him in agony and unable to move. In the ambulance on the way to Epsom hospital, he felt more pain than from any other injury ever. 

 

When he arrived at the hospital, his back was immediately X-rayed, and he felt reassured, though not much better, when he was told there were no fractures. 

 

Susan had not been at the racecourse. She heard of the accident by telephone when Dr. Michael Allen, who had been appointed chief racecourse medical officer when the medical cards were introduced, reached her in London. He was kind, Susan says. 

He told her that Lester had been transferred to Roehampton Hospital and that they were trying to locate a particular plastic surgeon who worked there, Patrick Whitfield, who was good with almost-severed ears. 

 

By eight in the evening the ear was sewn back in place. Susan slept across two chairs that night by Lester's bedside and the Press began to camp in droves in the corridors downstairs. 

 

Journalists used every ruse they could think of to reach Lester, but he was well guarded by doctors and nurses who repeatedly asked the Press to leave, to no avail. 

There's no one as persistent as a journalist whose editor has told him not to come back without a story, particularly when all the editors in London have issued the same orders. 

 

Lester and Susan, wanting to go home quietly, uninterviewed, plotted with one of their friends to create a diversion. The friend arrived in her car at the hospital's front door, loudly announcing she had come to collect Lester. The gentlemen of the Press focussed their cameras and got out their notebooks, and Lester, shuffling, his head heavily bandaged, was smuggled by the nurses out of a back door to be whisked off unseen in a car driven by Susan. 

 

After Bill Tucker retired, Lester had begun being treated by an osteopath, Johnny Johnson, and it was to him that he turned now for repairs. But for Johnny Johnson's frequent assistance, Lester and Susan say, Lester's career might not have lasted so long. He worked that time on the sore backbone and deeply-bruised muscles intensively day after day in London until Lester could again move normally with returning strength. 

 

By the following Tuesday, home in Newmarket, Lester thought it time to get back on a horse: but in case he wasn't as much recovered as he believed, it was decided he should sit only on a pony. A pony was duly borrowed from a small girl (with her entire permission) and to everyone's satisfaction Lester rode it round in an indoor school with no ill effects. 

 

Susan had been to Lillywhites sports shop in London to find something for Lester to wear over his bandaged ear, returning with a red, white and blue woollen headband, originally designed for skiers. Resplendent in this, and equipped with a larger size in helmets, he reappeared on a racecourse six days after the accident, getting his medical card signed to endorse his fitness and riding two horses at Ascot, an also-ran and a second. 

 

On the seventh day, on Fairy Footsteps, he won the One Thousand Guineas. 

 

In August 1984, Lester went to Yarmouth to ride a not-too-brilliant gelding, Royal Octave, in a two-year-old selling race. He was trained by Ben Hanbury who had formerly rented Lester's newlybuilt yard in Newmarket and for whom Lester often rode when asked. 

 

Royal Octave led for a good deal of the way but he produced no finishing speed and was beaten into third place, earning his owner the princely sum of £88.60. Lester pulled him up in the normal way, turned and began to trot back, the reins loose in his hands and lying on the horse's neck. Something abruptly scared him at that point and he shied violently, whipping round in a 180-degree turn, flinging Lester out sideways. 

 

Lester's foot, as before with Durtal, went through the stirrup iron, and Royal Octave, already alarmed, set off at a renewed gallop with Lester hanging helplessly by his caught ankle. For a good fifty yards, he dragged him along the hard ground, his hind feet thudding into him repeatedly while he tried frantically to free his foot. Again ... 

again ... he thought he would be killed. 

 

He saved himself. He survived not by getting his foot back through the stirrup, but by pulling his foot out of his boot. He fell free, badly battered, while the gelding hurtled onwards until his panic died. There was no chance that time that, after a cup of tea, Lester would be riding in the next race as one of the horse's kicks had damaged his hip, knocking a chunk off the top of his femur. Jockeys' bones, as one can see, are close to the surface under the skin. 

 

Lester went home for a good deal of treatment from Johnny Johnson and also from two devoted physiotherapists in Newmarket, Fiona Morton and her partner Barbara. 

Lester particularly wants to thank those two and their assistants for all their help, acknowledging that he owed to them his comparatively fast return to the saddle. 

 

It was on 8 August that Royal Octave dragged him. On 1 September, he returned with a winner ... a 6-4 favourite two-year-old, Oh So Sharp. 

 

Within five weeks, but not until after he'd won the St. Leger on Commanche Run, Kanz, trained by Guy Harwood, clipped the heels of a runner in front and fell with him two furlongs from the start of the Sun Chariot Stakes at Newmarket. Lester rolled over in several somersaults owing to the fast speed, and was helped to his feet by a doctor following the field with an ambulance. The doctor put in a report that Lester had appeared dazed after his fall, and Dr. Allen had no choice but to act on this and require Lester not to race again for two days. 

 

Two days might not normally matter, but this fall occurred on a Saturday afternoon, and the Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe was on the next day, Sunday. 

 

When Dr. Allen insisted Lester miss the Arc, Lester thoroughly lost his temper. He asked Dr. Allen to examine his (Lester's) eyes, which he did: there was no sign of concussion. Dr. Allen all the same said he couldn't overthrow the judgment of his colleague. Lester, who had raced with double vision, with a broken foot, a punctured lung and a kidney stone, who had struggled back countless times with half-healed hurts, was totally furious at being stood down when he felt all right. 

 

Susan, alerted at home by telephone, drove along to the racecourse and went to the first-aid room, and there found her husband covered in mud, blazing with anger, arguing strongly and looking anything, she says, but dazed. 

 

There was nothing to be done. No possibility of appeal. Lester and Susan went home, she to telephone pleadingly to a neurologist who said that even if Lester was completely all right-and who wouldn't be dazed for a second or two after somersaulting from a horse at thirty-five miles an hour-even if, he too couldn't overthrow the opinion of a colleague. 

 



Lester had been going to ride Rainbow Quest for Jeremy Tree in the Arc but his disappointment could have been worse. Until a day earlier, his intended mount had been the great Teenoso on whom he won the 1983 Derby, but an old injury of Teenoso's had flared up, causing him to be withdrawn at the last minute. The offer of Rainbow Quest had been a bonus and a consolation. In the event, ridden instead by Tony Murray, the colt finished way back; and if Lester had been on his back, it might well have been said that Lester shouldn't have been allowed to ride after his fall. 

(Ironically, Rainbow Quest won the Arc-on an objection-in 1985, ridden this time by Pat Eddery.) 

 

The odd thing, Lester says now with a smile, was that in all the fuss at Newmarket over whether or not he was dazed, no one noticed the thing that was actually wrong. 

The thumb he had injured before was in the wars again, and his whole hand was numb. "I stood there arguing with Dr. Allen," Lester says, "and I couldn't feel my hand at all. But if he had let me ride ... I could have ridden like that." And after all else, one has to believe it. 

 

He worked on his numb hand all evening, until the feeling gradually came back, and concedes now that two days' rest didn't do him much harm. 

 

In spite of his fury on that occasion, he does think the modern medical rules are fairly sensible. It is mostly for head injuries that compulsory rest periods are imposed: two days for dizziness and a week for a simple knock-out are normal. A whole lot of punch-drunk jockeys, so the thinking goes, would do the industry no good. 

 

Dr. Michael Allen is in fact a thoroughly pleasant and humane man walking a difficult tightrope, with fiercely indignant jockeys on the one hand and the interests of owners, trainers, punters and the Injured Jockeys Fund on the other. 

 

Lester, who hid his worst injuries better than most, has no disabilities or lasting effects today. 

 

 

20 Trainers 

 

"GOOD trainers are good to ride for. Bad trainers make good horses bad. The best trainers make the easy things look easy," Lester said. 

 

"Don't you mean," I asked mildly, "that the best trainers make the difficult things look easy?" No, Lester didn't. Bad trainers, he said, make the easy things look difficult. "Some trainers make their horses stupid. They rush them and don't give them a chance to learn good manners, because they can't afford to pay people to teach them. A good trainer's horses are always better rides." 

 

He must have ridden for more trainers than any other jockey, and he sees the differences between them as mostly in the trainers' own personalities, not in the fitness of their charges. Most trainers can turn out a reasonably fit horse: if they couldn't, they'd be out of business. Success lies in unmeasurable things like commonsense, imagination, patience and flair. 

 

Of the trainers Lester rode for most significantly, the first (except for his father) were Frank and Ken Cundell. Frank and his cousin Ken were, as young men, joint assistants to their uncle, Leonard Cundell, who trained in the racing village (then Berkshire, now Oxfordshire) of Aston Tirrold. Returning from the Second World War, Frank took over Leonard's yard while Ken set up on his own, ten miles away at Compton in Berkshire. 

 

I myself (Dick Francis) rode jumpers for both cousins for many years, especially for Frank after Ken had turned more and more to the Flat. Frank, who trained Zina for the 1950 Cambridgeshire, later concentrated on jumpers, and I rode for him until I retired in 1957. He was a great friend, whose death in 1983 the whole racing world mourned. 

 

For four years from 1949, I rented from Ken a house which looked out into his yard. 

I rode his horses at morning exercise, raced them in the afternoons and acted for him in any capacity I could. One can say that I knew him well, and we have remained friends ever since. Retired now, he is kind and generous, with forthright views unhesitatingly expressed. 

 

When Lester was still a smallish bundle of raw fourteen-year-old talent, Ken was heard regularly saying, "That boy is going to be the greatest jockey who ever lived, mark my words," and, thirty-six years later, beaming with pleasure, he finishes the sentence, "and I was right." 

 

Back in 1950, he saw the talent clearly and, knowing Keith Piggott well, had no trouble in engaging his son. 

 

It was Ken, training Zucchero, who gave Lester at fifteen his first ride in the Derby. 

Zucchero represented Ken's first and best chance of winning the most prestigious race in the world, and for him to have chosen a semi-child as a jockey was a remarkable proof of his faith. 

 

The waywardly brilliant colt came into Ken's yard because his owner, Charles Stuart, grown sick of the two-year-old's infuriating habit of refusing to start, offered him to his bookmaker, George Rolls, to clear a debt of £800. George Rolls relayed this to Ken, who happened to be there in the Rolls office when the offer was made by telephone. "You take Zucchero," Ken said at once, "and I'll make him start"; and so the bargain was struck. 

 

Ken was usually successful in the matter of starting (seepage 40) but Zucchero was too moody for his own good. "He used to sulk," Ken says. "I could feel him sulking just before the Derby. They had to walk in towards the tapes twice before the starter let them go, and Zucchero didn't like it." 

 

One evening later in the year, when Ken was in the colt's box, Zucchero tried to bite him. Ken, infuriated, took hold of his head-collar and punched Zucchero hard in the ribs. "I punched him several times as hard as I could. I fought him ... and he behaved better to me after. A difficult horse, but he was never so much trouble after that." 

 

Of Lester's suspension on Never Say Die, Ken says, "It was extremely unfair. A most wicked decision. I was there. I was particularly watching Rashleigh because he was owned by Charles Stuart who had originally owned Zucchero, and I clearly saw Gordon pull across to close the gaps. He took the next horse (Garter) with him onto Lester while Lester was making his move forward, and it wasn't Lester's fault that the horses bumped." 

 

When Lester was reinstated, Ken put him up again straightaway, and was moved when Iris Piggott came across to him at the races and thanked him for his faith. There had been no question of anything else, in Ken's mind. 

 

"Not only did horses go well for him," Ken says, "but he would come back afterwards and give you a sensible opinion. His judgment and understanding were most useful, extraordinary in a boy so young. He rode all those good horses for me, Tancred, Cool Shamrock, Longstone, March Past .... The first time he rode March Past, he amused me by telling me he thought the horse might win a seller. He didn't know March Past wasn't fit and was just out for a run." 

 



March Past's wins included the Solario Stakes at Sandown, the Greenham at Newbury and the Wokingham at Royal Ascot, and eventually he became great at stud, siring, among others, Queen's Hussar, the sire of Brigadier Gerard. 

 

Ken was a trainer who liked to bet, relying on his winnings for income. It was a common practice in very many stables for horses to run unfit (a practice fined into virtual extinction nowadays) so that they 

 

could come bursting out highly-tuned later to win at long odds. 

 

Lester says, "Ken Cundell hated to talk to the Press. He'd never tell them anything. 

He thought they would spoil the market for him, which they did. He used to ask me to ride and say, `Don't tell the Press,' so there would be a blank against the jockey's name in the papers. You can't do that now, of course. 

 

"He was a good trainer, very clever. Zucchero was a great horse. He would have won the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes easily but for his stubbornness at the start, and any horse that can win that race has to be great." 

 

Noel Murless in his young days rode as a jump jockey, chiefly as an amateur but for one year as a professional. Too big and too heavy to continue, he turned to training in Hambleton near Thirsk, in Yorkshire. From there, he moved to Beckhampton in Wiltshire, taking over the stables of the legendary Fred Darling during the latter's failing health, and from there to Newmarket, improving in skill all the way. 

 

When Sir Gordon Richards retired, in 1954, Noel started negotiations for the services of another senior jockey, which pleased his owners well enough except for the Aga Khan. "The old Aga," Noel says, "wanted a good young jockey, either Lester or Manny Mercer. He wouldn't have an older one. Gordon (who was setting up as a trainer at Ogbourne in Wiltshire) wanted Lester also, but I'm glad to say he decided to come to me, fortunately. He was only eighteen at the time, but he was already an accomplished jockey." 

 

Noel and Lester were always on very friendly and relaxed terms although, Noel says, 

"He was always respectful. He still is, couldn't be more so. He's very modest, as you know." 

 

I asked Noel what he thought of Lester's suspensions, those that occurred after Never Say Die. He replied, "For many years, Lester had a rough deal from the Stewards. 



They were always after him for stupid little things. In those days they were more autocratic than they are now. 

 

"I remember him riding Primera here at Newmarket in the Princess of Wales Stakes. 

It was a very close thing, and as they were approaching the winning post, Lester hit him just once. Anyway, some time after the race, my travelling head-lad came to me and said the Stewards had ordered Primera to be taken out of the horse-box into which he'd been loaded for the journey home, because they wanted to examine him. I was blazing because, coming down the ramp, he could have hurt himself. It's always a risk. They had an enquiry with Lord Derby in the chair, and he went on about the whip mark on the horse, but I pointed out that at that time of the year (mid-summer), young horses' coats mark so easily you can mark them with your finger when they're hot and steaming like that. That's the sort of thing Lester had to put up with a lot in his early days. 

 

"I don't think it had any effect on his riding, but it affected him mentally for a time, and I think it's very much one of the reasons why he won't converse with people." 

 

A steady diet of injustice, one might say, inhibits the tongue. 

 

I asked Noel about Lester's riding, and any races he particularly remembered. He replied, "Like Gordon, Lester is an absolute genius, but very different. If you put Gordon on a highly-strung horse, it was like putting an electric battery on top, they'd get really worked up. But Lester's very relaxed himself, therefore his mounts relaxed too. 

 

"One race which stands out in my mind is Carrozza's Oaks. She came round Tattenham Corner tucked in behind. Then the opportunity presented itself and Lester grabbed it with both hands by picking the filly up and shooting her through all the opposition. He came through on the inside and rode a fantastic race on her. He always knew just when to make his effort and he knew exactly where the winning post was. 

 

"I don't recall him losing any race, certainly not one of any importance, which he should have won. A lot of people blamed him for losing the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Stakes on Petite Etoile, but I certainly didn't. She didn't get a mile and a half very well. As the race was run, if he had stuck to the inside, trailing Aggressor, he might perhaps have won, but in my way of thinking he did exactly the right thing in bringing his mount to the outside. 

 



"She was never the same mare after she'd had the cough the next year. We were forced to keep her on and run her at five because Prince Aly Khan had died and the family wanted to encourage the young Aga to be keen on racing. She was very difficult to train at five. She was a right monkey at the best of times, but of course Lester knew her to absolute perfection. 

 

"He was pretty good on any course, but he was marvellous round Epsom because he had the pattern absolutely fixed in his mind. He knew exactly where he'd got to be at any moment, and he was there. If the horse was good enough, well, he'd come on and win. He did that everywhere, but it was more apparent at Epsom." 

 

I asked Noel if he remembered anything amusing which happened between Lester and the owners. 

 

He laughed, and said, "I remember when Lester was riding a horse for old Colonel Giles Loder at Brighton one day, in Lester's first year with us. Old Loder was a steward there and he was having this conversation with Lester and neither could hear what the other was saying. I said, `Come on, Lester, get up,' and he said, `What was Colonel Loder saying to me?' I replied, Òh, never mind about that, just get up.' 

Anyway, the horse won the race and the old man was of course delighted, and said to me, `Lester did just what I told him to, exactly!' 

 

"Another time, Lester rode a horse for Prince Aly in France and he had a bit of trouble with one of those French jocks. They got to using their whips on each other, instead of on their horses. Lester gave him a couple of right cracks and there was a bit of a row about it at Chantilly. The next week at Ascot, he was riding one for the Queen which I was running. As the Queen was walking away after our pre-race chat in the parade ring, she turned to wish Lester a good ride in the race. Lester asked me, 

`What did the Queen say to me?' I said, `She said, you aren't to bugger the French jockeys about.' So with a perfectly straight face he just said, Àll right, I won't touch 

'em this week.' He has a great sense of humour, in a quiet way." 

 

Inevitably, finally, I asked Noel how he'd felt when Lester left, and how it had happened. 

 

Noel said, "Lester came up to the house one night at the end of 1965 and said he'd like to go freelance. I said I felt he owed it to everyone to carry on with the stable, and of course he did, mostly, until the 1966 Oaks. But, looking back, I think my attitude was wrong. He was quite entitled to go freelance, and I'm sure now he did the right thing. Strangely enough, we both had our best years immediately afterwards. 

 

"I felt that with the horses I had there, I had to have a stable jockey, so that's why we got George Moore over from Australia. But racing was never the same to me, quite, after Lester and I split up. It was very easy before. We knew each other so well. It was a great shame really, but there we are, it happened. I think if Lester had stayed with us through 1967, we could have won all five Classics." 

 

The tone of Noel's voice when he speaks of Lester is affectionate and humorous, tinged a little with regret but more with pride. They were easy together and a great team. "It was a fantastic thing for me as a trainer," he says, "to have first Gordon Richards and then Lester Piggott." 

 

Of the many other very good British trainers Lester rode for often during the Murless years and beyond, he would class among the most rewarding from his own point of view people like Helen Johnson Houghton, Jeremy Tree, Freddy Maxwell, Barry Hills, and Pat Rohan, people he could rely on for steady bread and butter and frequent jam. 

 

One must mention particularly Susan's father, Fred (Sam) Armstrong, an exceedingly nice man as well as a highly efficient trainer. At one point, both he and Noel Murless trained in Middleham in Yorkshire, travelling regularly together to race meetings as close friends. 

 

From Lester's angle, Sam's one drawback was his habit of not making up his mind until the last minute about where or whether he would be running his horses, leaving Lester unable to make riding plans with other trainers, a habit he shared incidentally with his great friend Vincent O'Brien. When Sam retired in favour of his son Robert, the Armstrong-Piggott success story continued unabated. 

 

There were the great French trainers, notably the volatile Maurice Zilber, who swaps his jockeys around as the whim takes him and who precipitated another row for Lester by announcing to the Press that Lester would ride his horse Mississipian in the English Derby, without first informing a) Lester, b) his stable jockey Bill Pyers, or c) the owner, Nelson Bunker Hunt. Bill Pyers not unreasonably kicked up a terrible fuss, the headlines thundered indignantly away and the owner finally decided not to run the horse at all. Great stuff! 

 



Among other foreign trainers, Lester's longest and most fruitful association and friendship has probably been with Ivan Allan of Singapore. Lester rates him as a trainer in the class of Noel Murless, Vincent O'Brien and Henry Cecil, and says he has an eye for bloodstock as good as any in the world. He bought Commanche Run, for instance, for £9,000. 

 

Born a mixture of English, Scottish, Indian and Malaysian, Ivan Allan is a shrewd, quiet, thoughtful perfectionist who brings off great coups for his gambling Eastern owners. "In England," Lester says, "winning big races is what matters. Out where Ivan trains, it's winning big bets; and I don't know which is more difficult." It was for Allan that Lester won the Lion City Cup by dodging the immigration desk at Singapore. 

 

Lester won sporadically over many years for Paddy Prendergast, the flamboyant and excitable Irishman who, if anything displeased him in a race, would go screaming off to the Press saying, "Lester will never ride for me again," only to ring up to re-engage Lester three or four weeks later as if nothing had happened. 

 

Towards the end, Lester returned to Warren Place to ride for Noel Murless's son-in-law, Henry Cecil (see next chapter) and also teamed up frequently with the young Italian Luca Cumani (see the chapter on Commanche Run). 

 

The years from 1966 to 1980 were Vincent O'Brien's. 

 

Vincent rode in amateur races as a young man, but Lester has never seen him on a horse. Lester would think it essential for a trainer to ride out with his string, if it weren't that Vincent doesn't do it. 

 

Quiet and retiring, Vincent lives comfortably at Ballydoyle, County Tipperary, a hundred miles south-west of Dublin. Early in his training career, he had only jumpers, scoring marvellous and seemingly never-ending successes, with four Cheltenham Gold Cups, three Champion Hurdles, and three Grand Nationals. It wasn't until 1957 that he began to turn seriously to the Flat. 

 

Lester's approval of his methods is unbounded. "Vincent is the best," he says. "He does everything right in a commonsense way, and he has great insight into his horses. 

He thinks of what will please them. He makes life interesting for them so that they'll enjoy what they're doing. Like Noel used to, he thinks about his horses all the time and nothing else matters. He doesn't like to make up his mind very long before a race whether to run or not. The ground has to be just right. He pays great attention to detail. He makes good horses: some of his best winners wouldn't have been great if they'd been trained by anyone else." 

 

Way back in 1958, when Vincent asked twentytwo-year-old Lester to partner Gladness in the Ascot Gold Cup, he had never met him or seen him race, as he hadn't been Flat racing in England much by then. 

 

Having picked his jockey on reputation alone, Vincent then had Lester come to a hotel in Ascot on the morning of the race, and for an hour in a private room showed him films of all Gladness's former outings. He told Lester about her character and her likes and dislikes, and how she might best be ridden. Lester watched and listened, went along to the course and won the Gold Cup. It was the opening day of the great partnership, which took further steps forward later in the year when Lester and Gladness won the Goodwood Cup and also the Ebor at York. 

 

Lester says, "Often afterwards Vincent showed me films if I was going to ride a horse for him that I hadn't seen. Once I'd ridden a horse, he never said any more. He knew I'd know what to do. He shows films to other jockeys, too. Attention to detail, all the time." 

 

Vincent's views on Lester are equally unequivocal and admiring. "There's no question he's an absolute genius," Vincent says. "I don't believe there's ever been a jockey who thinks more about what he's ridden and what he's going to ride. I very much appreciated his views on my horses. Sometimes he wouldn't give an opinion immediately, and it might be the next week, when I met him, that he'd say something that really cleared my mind on any doubts I had regarding a horse. He'd give me an explanation of why it had run the way it had. He was rarely wrong in his assessment. 

 

"And he was smart; he discovered how to ride the Ribot horses. So many of that stock were mean devils and ungenerous, and they wouldn't go any pace early on in races, and Lester would sit with them and let the field go ahead until he felt them beginning to pick up, and then he'd get them to go, and I saw him win races you couldn't believe he could possibly win from where he was. 

 

"For me, there was nobody else who could really ride the Ribots-Ribocco, Ribofilio, Ribero, all those." 

 

Of the Roberto affair, Vincent says, "After Bill Williamson had the fall, I was immediately afraid he wouldn't be fit to ride in the Derby, and up until the Monday before the Derby Bill Tucker in London wasn't at all happy with Bill Williamson's progress. John Galbreath set up the appointment to see Bill Williamson at Claridge's Hotel at five o'clock but Bill arrived early, and when I got there at five John Galbreath had already told him he didn't want him to ride. John Galbreath had said that, as an athlete, there was no way he was going to be fit, and so it was settled. I rang up the Press Association from Claridge's and told them Lester would be riding Roberto." 

 

Of the Derby itself, Vincent says, "Unless Roberto might by some miracle have done more for another jockey, no one but Lester could have won. Lester said to me that night, late on, at the celebration party, `He wasn't doing much for me, you know."' 

But, Vincent laughs, "Perhaps he'd have done less for anyone else." 

 

Of Sir Ivor and Nijinsky, Vincent says, "They were two great horses, and it would be hard for me to say which was the better. There was a real doubt about their getting a mile and a half because they were both American bred, and the Americans breed their horses for a mile and a quarter, the distance of their top classic races. Sir Ivor and Nijinsky were both best at a mile and a quarter." 

 

I mentioned that Lester still thinks Sir Ivor the best horse he ever rode, and Vincent said, "I can imagine him saying that because there were no problems with Sir Ivor. 

He must have been a grand horse to ride, he was as tough as could be, he didn't care, the crowd didn't bother him a bit, the other horses being on their toes didn't trouble him. 

 

During a race he didn't pull, he'd settle and go anywhere you wanted, and where you asked him, he'd go, just like that. Whereas Nijinsky got tensed up and sweated. Once he was out of the stalls, Lester said, he was fine. He'd drop his bit and be perfectly all right, but the waiting about beforehand always upset him. Of course, having a horse like that under you doesn't help, it's bound to get you tensed up. I'm sure Lester liked Sir Ivor better." 

 

He went on, "Lester revolutionised race-riding, you know. Before Lester, if there was no pace, if no one wanted to take up the running, no jockey would go on, and the horses would crawl. But Lester finished all that because if nothing went, he went, and you never see slow-run races any more. The others picked it up from him, but he was the one who started it. It's a good thing, because the public were very critical of a slow early pace. 

 



"Lester was a truly, truly great jockey and it was incredible that at fifty he was riding better than ever. His brain had matured, his thinking was so good. I think at the end, he was the best he'd ever been." 

 

Vincent and his wife Jacqueline were afraid, after I'd talked with them for a while, that they'd said so many nice things about Lester he might seem an insipid goody-goody, so they cast around for a few derogatory remarks, without any noticeable success. Their voices throughout were as affectionate as Sir Noel Murless's had been, the good memories crowding in. 

 

The worst they could find to say was that when Lester went over to Ireland to work Vincent's horses on the gallops, he would be trying to find out which of the Ballydoyle horses were best and which were fit, which Vincent wouldn't always want him to know in case Lester used the knowledge to get off his horses and onto those of other trainers. A duel of wits would ensue, with Lester usually and craftily finding out what he wanted to know. 

 

"I would tell him," Vincent says with a laugh, "to set off up the gallops with the others, but he would manage to get left, so he could come along from more than six lengths behind and find out how his horse compared. He'd do diabolical things and then say, `Sorry about that."' 

 

"Vincent would come into the house in a terrible temper sometimes, saying he'd never get Lester to ride work again," Jacqueline says, "and then five minutes later, they'd be bosom friends as usual. 

 

"Lester's sweet," Jacqueline says. "Something very dear about him. And so funny. 

Also he's considerate and thoughtful about people in ways you wouldn't expect. For instance, we were staying in Florida with him once and I had our youngest child there, who was only three. We were staying also with the Galbreaths, actually. Lester was concerned whenever our son was getting cold in the water or sunburnt, and would look after 

 

him-things you wouldn't expect him to worry about or be interested in. When my own hip was bad, he was always asking how I was, very kindly, and he's always so fond of his two girls." 

 

From Vincent's point of view, Lester's overall knowledge of racing has been invaluable. Vincent says, "He knows other horses from running against them. He's very intelligent. I'm a bit away from things here and I can ring up Lester and ask him what he thinks of any race coming up, and he can tell me. His judgment is superb. He knows how the other jockeys react and what they're likely to do. It's as if he's been playing poker every night with the same half-dozen fellows. he's got them all sized up." 

 

Neither Lester nor Vincent lost any regard for each other, but towards 1980 things began to change. There was no one dramatic circumstance which caused the ending of the great partnership, only several small factors of relatively minor importance which together led toward an amicable conclusion. 

 

For a start, Lester grew tired of the continual journeys to Ireland, beginning after all the years to find them irksome. Then, Vincent says, with himself growing slightly deaf and the telephone lines from Ireland quite often crackling, he was finding it harder to understand what Lester was saying. Communication grew more difficult; even frustrating. They occasionally misunderstood each other completely. 

 

Vincent also had, at the insistence of some of his owners, got Lester some time earlier to sign an agreement to ride the Ballydoyle horses when required and, again as in years past, Lester had begun to chafe. 

 

"He signed the agreement," Vincent says, "but I always knew that if a better horse came on the scene, Lester would be on the phone. He would come up with all sorts of unbelievable reasons why he shouldn't ride one of mine when he'd got a better prospect. He always made us laugh. But then one of my owners insisted on running a particular horse in one of the classics, and also insisted that Lester should ride it, and since it had no chance, none at all, he was a bit fed up. 

 

"Lester and I agreed that it was no good him going on being tied down. He had to be free. He was best that way. He had to be a freelance, it suited his nature. He was in a bracket on his own. He had been riding occasionally for Henry Cecil (and in 1979 

won the Ascot Gold Cup for him on Le Moss) and as Henry lived just along the road from him in Newmarket, he didn't have to cross the Irish Sea to ride work. 

 

"I, of course, wanted a jockey who could ride every horse I ran, so we talked it over and an amicable parting of the ways came about. Indeed, Lester concurred with my decision to approach Pat Eddery to take his place." 

 

Funnily enough, while I was in Vincent's house in 1985, Pat Eddery happened to telephone about future plans. There was a horse of Vincent's he couldn't ride because he was still nursing an injury, and he suggested Lester should this time take his place. 

Between the jockeys, there was accord. 

 

Lester's parting from Vincent brought the usual misleading and hurtful headlines: 

"Piggott sacked". "Piggott snubbed". "Piggott out, Eddery in". Presumably no one asked Vincent for the truth; and he's not easy to reach, to be fair. He's as reserved and private as Lester, and equally unwilling to bare his soul to the Press. 

 

Looking back and looking forward, Vincent says now with conclusive sincerity, "I have the greatest admiration for Lester, as a man and as a jockey, and as a friend." 

 

 

21 Teenoso 

 

BY the autumn of 1980, the complex pattern of Lester's life had melted and reformed yet again. 

 

Early in September most people were still happily drawing the wrong conclusions about his parting with Vincent only to be thrown into doubt and reverse by the announcement that he would ride first jockey the following year for Henry Cecil. 

Henry Cecil's former main jockey, Joe Mercer, who lived near Newbury, had negotiated to ride for the nearer stable of Peter Walwyn once Peter Walwyn's former jockey, Pat Eddery, had gone to Vincent. Lester proposed to Henry Cecil that he, Lester, should take Joe Mercer's place, and Henry immediately, and with awakening interest, agreed. The three jockeys thus moved round in a ring in a manner convenient to each, with none of them a loser. 

 

At about the same time, it became clear that Lester, without particularly trying, was again in contention to be champion jockey, his total creep ing nearer that of Willie Carson who was leading. Lester, thinking it might be a satisfaction to regain the crown he'd abdicated, tried hard from then on, but not to the point of sacrificing absolutely everything to the chase. He left the field to Willie in the last week of the season in November and went to ride again in the Washington International. 

 

His mount, three-year-old Argument, trained in France by Maurice Zilber, had been placed but hadn't won all season in good class races. Lester, booked only a few days before the International for a horse he'd never ridden, nevertheless came up with a game plan for Laurel that brought the American crowd to its feet. Tucked in tight on the rails for most of the way, Lester brought Argument wide on the last bend and with a flick passed with seeming effortlessness the three horses who had been battling each other for the lead: and it was after this resounding triumph that he finally sought treatment for his injured shoulder and painful arm (see page 240). 

 

Willie won the championship conclusively with a flurry of late winners from John Dunlop whose horses had all come roaring back into form after a bout with a virus, but the year overall had been good for Lester. No classics, but many big successes like the Coronation Cup, the Yorkshire Oaks, the Great Voltigeur, the Cheveley Park and the Middle Park Stakes and the Tote Cesarewitch. 

 

In addition, there had been Moorestyle, trained by Susan's brother Robert Armstrong, owned by Moores International Furnishings, which had started by winning the Tote Free Handicap at Newmarket in April and in splendidly untroubled fashion won four more top sprints in England and two in France-the Prix de 1'Abbaye on Arc day and another Group I race later in October-totting up prize money of roughly £ 160,000. 

Moorestyle had been picked out and bought by Susan, acting for the owners, and it was this success which above all consolidated her high rating as a bloodstock agent. 

 

It had been a great year altogether for the brother-in-law partnership: they won nineteen races together in England alone, with Robert finishing sixth on the trainers' 

list. 

 

There were frissons of the future, if only one could have felt them. In July, Lester won on Winsor Boy who left the starting stalls normally and showed no signs of diving out underneath, and in September, engaged as quite often by Newmarket trainer Michael Stoute, he rode and won a small race on a first-time-out two-year-old coltShergar. 

 

By the following season, Shergar was being ridden by nineteen-year-old Walter Swinburn who had risen from the apprenticeship ranks with tremendous panache to be Michael Stoute's stable jockey. Shergar and Walter Swinburn shot away with the Derby to win by a staggering ten lengths: and almost immediately afterwards, as if 1954 were happening all over again, the acclaimed teenage conqueror was handed a suspension for careless riding. The offence occurred, almost unbelievably, in exacdy the same race, the King Edward VII Stakes at Royal Ascot. 

 

Walter Swinburn, riding Centurius, bumped Bustomi. Centurius finished second to Bustomi subsequently and was disqualified. Walter Swinburn got six days off for the bump, which was better than Lester's six months but the designated six days included the upcoming Irish Sweep's Derby. 

 



Lester, who had ridden Shergar in both his two-year-old races, was the natural choice to take Walter Swinburn's place at The Curragh, which he did, winning at a saunter without getting out of breath. 

 

For Lester, 1981 began, proceeded and ended well, all except for the small matter of having his ear nearly torn off in April. 

 

His appetite whetted by his nearness to the jockeys' championship the year before, he set out deliberately in 1981 to get his title back. Just to prove he could. Just to state that, forty-five or not, he still had it in him. 

 

He returned to the gruelling treadmill of travelling, travelling, travelling. He rode everything that offered and quite a few that he asked for. It is true that he was helped to his goal by Willie Carson unfortunately falling out of the contest from injury in August, but he looked almost impishly happy throughout, and from riding an astonishing 703 races in England alone, he made it to the top again, for the tenth time,with 179 wins. In 113 other races he came second, and in 87, third. His winning percentage was 25.46, meaning that more than a quarter of his mounts came in first. 

 

He was helped on the way to these highly impressive results by the sheer size of Henry Cecil's stable and by the full maturing of the trainer's talents. Lester rates him on a par with Vincent and says he is tremendously good at picking the right races for his horses. Together they won 75 races in England as well as others in Ireland and France in what was by far the most prolific partnership of Lester's career. 

 

As Henry Cecil had moved into his father-inlaw's stable when Sir Noel Murless retired in 1976, Lester was in a sense returning home, back to the bricks and mortar of Warren Place. Back also to many of the same owners as in the Murless days, notably H. J. (Jim) Joel, who owned Fairy Footsteps. 

 

Ridden by Pat Eddery, the filly had won her final race as a two-year-old. Lester partnered her for the first time when she was three, in an April race at Newmarket. 

She won so obligingly that she was instantly made favourite for the One Thousand Guineas, and it was because he thought so much of her that Lester scrambled through his recovery from the ear and backbone damage. 

 

The fillies' classic was a desperately hard race with six of the fourteen runners almost line-abreast at the finish. Lester, believing Fairy Footsteps could outstay them all, had led from the beginning, but he found in the last stages that he couldn't get her away cleanly from the bunch of challengers, and it was only because of his sheer driving force and refusal to lose that he kept her in front. The very short distances between the first six horses were a neck, a neck, half a length, a short head, half a length. Fairy Footsteps had given her best performance and didn't train on for the Oaks. Lester won the Oaks nevertheless on Blue Wind, trained in Ireland by Dermot Weld. 

 

There was the usual sort of fuss because the able Irish trainer chose to put the prime Epsom specialist on the filly that represented his first and best real chance of an English classic, instead of staying with his regular jockey, young Walter Swinburn's father, Wally. 

 

Lester had often won for Dermot Weld in the past, and the fuss over Blue Wind, as one astute newspaperman pointed out, only occurred afterwards, and only because Lester won. The engagement in itself had raised no comment ten days earlier, and in fact Wally Swinburn had agreed to the switch, acknowledging that for such a chance one had to have the best. He himself had lost by a short head on Blue Wind the previous time out, and may have felt he didn't want to repeat that in the Epsom Oaks. 

 

Blue Wind in the event won comfortably, but it hadn't looked as if it would be that way on paper beforehand: Lester slipped the field with a fierce burst of acceleration two furlongs out, and after that no one could catch him. Wally Swinburn was back on Blue Wind when she won the Irish Oaks six weeks later, a decent consolation. 

 

Ardross, bought as a five-year-old by Lester's friend, Charles St. George, provided a whole row of successes for the Cecil stable, including Lester's tenth Ascot Gold Cup; also the Yorkshire Cup, the Goodwood Cup, the Geoffrey Freer Stakes at Newbury and the Prix Royal Oak at Longchamp in September. 

 

As a six-year-old, this incredible horse gave an almost complete repeat performance, preluding it this time by a sturdy half-length win in the jockey Club Stakes at Newmarket in April 1982. Then came in turn the Yorkshire Cup, the Henry II Stakes at Sandown, the Ascot Gold Cup and the Geoffrey Freer Stakes. Also the Doncaster Cup; and, finally, by only a head he lost the Arc de Triomphe. As a two-year concord between great horse, consistent trainer and super jockey, Ardross's record can seldom have been excelled. 

 

In 1982, Lester also gave his own personal encore, riding even more winners than in 1981 and hanging on undisputedly to his position at the top of the heap, with at 188 

his second-highest total ever. 

 



There were no classics and indeed, for the first time in twenty years, he didn't ride in the Derby. His intended mount, Simply Great, winner of the Mecca Dante for Henry Cecil and Daniel Wildenstein, hurt his heel on the Friday before the Derby and left the field to the co-favourite and eventual winner, Vincent O'Brien's Golden Fleece. 

Lester spent the Derby commentating on the runners with Brough Scott for ITV. 

 

Apart from riding more winners (again) than anyone else at Royal Ascot-six-he scored in a dozen or more big races, including the Yorkshire Oaks on Awaasif, owned by Sheikh Mohammed, trained by John Dunlop. The year ended on a great note of promise as two of the Cecil two-year-old colts, Diesis and Dunbeath, won William Hill's two highly-endowed races for juveniles, the Dewhurst and Futurity Stakes respectively. 

 

One can never really tell, though, in racing. Neither Diesis nor Dunbeath made it into the winner's enclosure again, Diesis and Lester being beaten into eighth place in the 1983 Two Thousand Guineas and coming second to Steve Cauthen on The Noble Player at Kempton in May. Dunbeath, similarly, never regained his two-year-old speed. 

 

As the very wet spring of 1983 progressed, it became clear that Henry Cecil wouldn't be putting forward a contender for the Derby, and other trainers with chances cast their eyes towards Lester. Chief among them was Lester's personal friend Geoffrey Wragg, who had recently taken over the licence from his father, Harry, and was training Teenoso. 

 

Lester had been Geoffrey Wragg's first choice for Teenoso's first wins but Lester, then, had been needed by Henry Cecil. Teenoso had therefore won twice when ridden by Steve Cauthen, but Steve was retained by owner Robert Sangster and trainer Barry Hills, and would be partnering their horse, The Noble Player, in the Derby. 

 

Lester had ridden winners for the Wraggs often (as he had for almost every top trainer by that time) and was definitely interested in Teenoso. He might never have been on the colt's back himself, but he had ridden against him four times, twice winning from him as a two-year-old, twice being beaten by him at three. It doesn't take as much as that for Lester to sum up any horse: he knew the bay long-legged Teenoso pretty well. 

 

On the other hand, he had also been asked to ride Tolomeo who had finished second in the Two Thousand Guineas for trainer Luca Cumani. To find out about Tolomeo's suitability for Epsom, Luca Cumani and Lester set up a gallop on the racecourse at Newmarket two weeks before the big race. The gallop was to begin where the 5-furlong races started from, but to go the wrong way round the course so that Tolomeo would experience a downhill left-hand turn similar to that which he would meet at Epsom. After the turn, the gallop would end at a distance of a mile and a quarter from the start. Three other horses took part, to give Tolomeo a lead. Lester was supposed to go on and beat them at the finish, but when he asked for the effort, Tolomeo produced nothing and was in effect tailed off. 

 

In retrospect, Lester realised it was probably because Tolomeo, usually a hard worker, was being asked to gallop going away from his home stable. "He wasn't stupid, you know!" It was lucky for him, Lester says, that Tolomeo worked badly, because otherwise he would have chosen him over Teenoso. 

 

Teenoso, sired by Empery's stable-mate Youth, was one of those racehorses who positively act well on soft ground, and the ground in Derby week was still sodden. 

He liked to take a good hold of his bit and pull, but he would do nothing quickly: it wasn't any use expecting a fierce burst of acceleration. In the Derby, Lester accordingly let him pull his way towards the lead fairly early on, hitting the front a good three furlongs from the winning post, from where he ran on strongly to beat Carlingford Castle by three lengths. 

 

As so often with Lester, it all looked tantalisingly easy but he had again chosen the right horse (Tolomeo finished ninth) and he had read his mount's capabilities and preferences correctly before they set out. Tolomeo was actually a very good horse. 

Later in the year, ridden by Pat Eddery, he won the Budweiser Million at Arlington Park, Chicago. 

 

Teenoso ran twice more in 1983; in the Irish Sweeps Derby and the Great Voltigeur later at York. The ground for the Irish Derby was firm, and Teenoso towards the end of the race (in which he finished third) hung badly to the right. It was put down to the hard ground, but after he had come third again at York he was found to have a hairline fracture in one of his joints. 

 

He raced no more that season, but recovered to run the following year, heaping upon himself all sorts of further glory. After a close third, with Lester, in a preliminary in April, he won at Chester for Pat Eddery (Lester injured) and then, with Lester back in the saddle, won the Grand Prix de Saint-Cloud on 1 July. The ground at the Paris track was firm, but Teenoso's joints survived. It was the jockey who suffered damage: he rode with blood running down his face, the result of Teenoso tossing his head at the end of the parade past the stands, and opening cuts above and below Lester's right eye. 

 

He ran last of all in the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes at Ascot four weeks later where, on firm ground, Lester repeated the tactics that had won them the sodden Derby. He let Teenoso pull his way to the front almost at once, then steadied him for a while behind another horse, then let him take the lead again when he wanted to, a good half-mile from home. He had to ride Teenoso hard during the last stages but they sped on together to win by two and a half lengths from Sadler's Wells: and Tolomeo, incidentally, finished third. 

 

Teenoso was retired by his owner, Eric Moller, to the Highclere Stud in Hampshire following his inability to run in the Arc (see p. 247), his first progeny due to be seen racing in 1987. 

 

Back in 1983, his ninth Derby sitting comfortably in the record books, Lester struck trouble at Glorious Goodwood, on Vacarme. Trained by Henry Cecil, owned by Daniel Wildenstein, the two-year-old chestnut Vacarme had won first time out at Ascot, but at Goodwood, Lester, having dropped him in behind other horses to steady him, found it difficult to get through. 

 

Lester saw enough room along the rails and made his move that way, at which point the bunch of horses racing on Lester's left drifted in towards the rails, narrowing the space. Vacarme and Pacific King bumped, then Vacarme went on through to lead easily and win at a canter. 

 

Behind him, Pacific King having dropped back, the other horses continued to drift to the right to the extent that Godstone, now on the rails, was severely squeezed and could finish only third instead of second. 

 

There were objections all round. The rider of the third, Godstone, objected to the second, and their placings were switched. Vacarme, for earlier colliding with Pacific King, was disqualified altogether and placed last, and Lester got a suspension of five days for careless riding. As he says, it was the three horses drifting towards the rails that caused both lots of trouble, but it was he, characteristically taking his chance, who got the chop. 

 

The owner and his son were furious with Lester about the disqualification, saying that Lester could have won just as easily on the wide outside, which is where he should have been. Lester said nothing but reflected that two-year-olds given a clear view on the outside sometimes get frightened and stop racing. 

 

Vacarme and Lester were back in the winner's enclosure after the Mill Reef Stakes at Newbury in September, Lester having again held up the colt until entering the last furlong. (And it is perhaps worth noting that, although ridden subsequently by other jockeys,Vacarme never won a big race for anyone else.) 

 

With the shape of the Arc de Triomphe on the horizon (the Trusthouse Forte Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe), Lester was asked about six weeks in advance by John Dunlop to partner Sheikh Mohammed's Awaasif. The filly hadn't won since Lester had ridden her to victory in the Yorkshire Oaks the previous August, but with Willie Carson she had finished third immediately behind Lester on Ardross in the 1981 Arc de Triomphe, demonstrating she could act at Longchamp on a good day. There was a slight question mark over her fitness in early autumn 1983, but Lester engaged himself to ride her if she should prove sound and ready in a final gallop on the Thursday before the race. 

 

On the Sunday (one week) before the Arc, before the Awaasif gallop could take place, trainer Patrick Biancone telephoned to Lester from France and offered him the ride on the filly All Along, owned by Daniel Wildenstein. Lester had never ridden All Along, but of course he regularly rode the horses Daniel Wildenstein had in training in England with Henry Cecil. (Vacarme was one.) 

 

Lester told Patrick Biancone about the gallop on Awaasif and said he could ride All Along only if Awaasif wasn't fit. Between Biancone's grasp of English and Lester's indistinct speech, the message was misunderstood. The French trainer told the French Press that Lester would definitely be riding All Along and it was printed in the papers the next morning. 

 

When Lester heard of it, he pointed out that Patrick Biancone had got it wrong. If Awaasif were fit, he was committed to ride her. Daniel Wildenstein, a Parisian art dealer, threw one of his well-known tantrums. "Lester Piggott will never ride for me again," he told the Press. 

 

Patrick Biancone next told the papers (or else they printed it without asking him) that the American jockey currently riding in France, Cash Asmussen, who had also ridden often for Daniel Wildenstein, would partner All Along in the Arc. When Cash Asmussen heard the news, he said no, he wouldn't, he was riding Welsh Term. 

 



"Cash Asmussen will never ride for me again," Daniel Wildenstein said. 

 

Neither Lester nor Cash Asmussen had, in any case, been first choice for the ride; Freddie Head had been asked first, but he was riding Lovely Dancer. Nor were Lester and Cash Asmussen the first jockeys to displease Daniel Wildenstein. Yves Saint-Martin and Pat Eddery had both in earlier years been discarded. ("Eddery will never ride for me again. ") 

 

"There wasn't much between the two fillies on paper," Lester says. "All Along had beaten me on Awaasif once as a three-year-old, but Awaasif had run well in the Yorkshire Oaks. I could have ridden either of them, but I stuck with Awaasif. You can't get it right every time." 

 

Ruefully he finished thirteenth on Awaasif while All Along scored her first win of the season in unbeatable style with young Walter Swinburn. 

 

With only his pride dented, Lester went to Milan a fortnight later and on Awaasif won the Gran Premio del jockey Club, one of Italy's best races. She was a good tough filly, Lester says, but the Arc just wasn't her day. 

 

All Along's career took wings. She crossed the Atlantic and won both Internationals-the Rothman's at Woodbine, Toronto, and the Washington DC, at Laurel, Maryland-as well as the Turf Classic at Aqueduct, New York; and in the following year proved equally brilliant. Walter Swinburn partnered her throughout until one day he lost, and was replaced. 

 

Choosing horses, Lester says philosophically, is like the three-card trick. Try as you may, you can miss the queen. 

 

 

22 Choosing the Horses, Riding the Courses 

 

"0BVIOUSLY a freelance can only ride two or three or perhaps four of the horses in a big race, because the others have retained jockeys on them." (Lester talking) "If there was a good horse who hadn't got a retained jockey on it, they'd ask me. It was a great advantage." 

 

Perhaps three to four hundred horses are entered each year in each of the classics, more particularly in those for colts. The bigger the number entered, the larger the prize, as these races are sweepstakes. The entries have to be made three to four months in advance of the races, which means that anyone who has a good two-yearold cannot afford not to enter it, in case it should have developed miraculously through the winter and be a world-beater at three. Everyone has learned from Brigadier Gerard who might have won the Derby if only he'd been entered: but on his breeding, he hadn't looked a possible. 

 

Even though the entries for all five classics have to be made before the opening of the Flat season (the rules change from time to time), the actual runners aren't known for sure until sometimes a week or a few days before the events. Running and riding plans may tentatively be made a long time in advance, but often, for all big races, not only the classics, there are last-minute decisions on all sides. The results of all the preliminary races-and trials have to be taken into account, as do lastminute health problems, and deluges or droughts. 

 

It would often be at a point close to a big race that Lester would be asked by two or three trainers for his services. Sometimes the free horse would be so good it would be accepted by Lester immediately. More often, a choice between two would have to be made, a process which began with his own knowledge and observation, not in reading the form book. He had almost always ridden the possibles himself or had ridden against them: he knew their likely capabilities at first hand. 

 

Taken into consideration was whether the distance of the race suited the horse, what the ground would be like, hard or soft, and whether the horse was likely to feel well in himself. It might not be sensible to choose a horse who'd had a very hard race recently, even if he had won; he might be half-dead next time out. 

 

If the choice came near the beginning of the year, Lester wouldn't be looking just at the one big race, but at what might happen later. He would favour a horse likely to go on to win big races after. 

 

In choosing between two in the Derby, say, he might be faced with a seasoned campaigner on the one hand and on the other a horse who'd only run twice. The experienced horse would know better what to do, but the beginner might go further and faster on the day. Assessing them could be tricky. 

 

If the choices appeared altogether level, Lester would pick the better trainer. It wouldn't matter so much who the trainer was for an ordinary race, but the better trainers seem to have a higher average in big races. There was also the owner to be considered, as, if there were no other deciding factors, Lester tended to choose any particular horse because of liking the owner. 



 

On the financial side, there might be an owner who would offer more than the 71h% 

share of the winning prize money, or more than the usual riding fee, or both. The offer would be decisive only if everything else were more or less equal: first and foremost, Lester's aim was to win. 

 

"You have to listen to what everyone says and take it all in, or you'd never do anything right, but you mustn't be swayed by people trying to persuade you. You can make some awful mistakes by being sentimental and not looking at things as they really are. That's so easy. No, you've got to be pretty tough about it, really." 

 

Juggling all the variables, he would arrive in a day or two at his decision, often unsure even after the die was cast. He never acted on intuition, which he found unreliable. Evidence and reason led him on, and most times they were right. 

 

Even when he had said "Yes" to one trainer, he'd sometimes keep the second dangling with "I'll ride yours if So-and-so doesn't run." And the second trainer might engage another jockey with the proviso that "Lester rides instead of you if So-and-so doesn't run." The owner of the second horse would be praying for So-and-so to go lame. There are only so many Derbys in anyone's life. 

 

Practically none of this agonising went into riding plans for smaller races. If an offered horse had a reasonable chance, Lester accepted it. If a much better offer came along, he would probably get off the first and onto the other: this was no heinous crime but a common practice among almost all jockeys when not needed by their home stable. All the great jockeys of the past built their winning totals on this method, including Sir Gordon Richards and the legendary Fred Archer, who averaged one winner in three rides throughout his career. 

 

Being a jockey is like any other business, and getting oneself onto winners is the point of the trade. Many a trainer had the jitters until L. Piggott's name was actually up there safely on the number boards. 

 

Lester did occasionally get himself off what turned out to be the winner. Horses can make fools of the brightest. 

 

Lester knows horses like other people know people. He recognises their faces, learns their heads. They all look different to him. Once he's met them and got to know them, he's familiar with them and can identify them anywhere instantly. 

 



Horses know him in return. "They can't say hello," he says, "but you know they know you because of the way they look at you." 

 

"Sir Ivor always knew Lester," Vincent O'Brien assured me. "Whenever he heard his voice, he'd look round. He'd always look at him if he was near. All horses know Lester if he's ridden them." 

 

Every stable-lad who looks after a racehorse for a long time knows it infallibly and is known, but in the much shorter contact of horse and jockey it's less usual, even in a champion, and Lester's quick affinity with horses is at the root of his success. He takes it for granted. Part of life. There's no mush. He talks of horses as individuals, but in a very down to earth fashion. 

 

"A lot of them are stupid. A lot are intelligent. They vary in the same way that people do. There's no point in getting irritated with the stupid ones. They can't help it. Some horses like to do something wrong all the time. Even when they've run very often, they'll jump all over the place, pull too hard, try not to go into the stalls ... they make life hard for themselves, but they keep on with it. Some people are like that, too. 

 

"Not every horse can run fast, the same way that people can't. It's unreasonable to expect it. Intelligence has nothing to do with speed. Some very slow horses are intelligent, some good ones aren't. If a horse has an ache or a pain he can't go fast, but as he can't tell you, it's probably never found out. "At least sixty per cent of horses don't really 

 

want to do their best. Winning doesn't mean all that much to them. You have to try to humour them to get them to do what they can. I've ridden some very good horses who were so good it didn't matter that they wouldn't do their best, they could win anyway. Like Roberto. He was a terrific horse going left-handed, but he was half-hearted in his Derby; he should have won by a couple of lengths. 

 

"There's a vast difference between a really good horse and a bad horse. People don't realise. It's not a matter of twenty lengths difference, it's a furlong. If you get a horse who's very fast, very intelligent and wants to race, it's a revelation. On one of those you can beat the world." 

 

Top flat race jockeys ride five, six, sometimes seven hundred races a year. The turnover of flat race horses is so rapid-they race at two, at three, less often at four, rarely at five-that more than half of the time the jockey will be going out to the parade-ring to ride a horse he hasn't ridden before. 



 

"Some of them are boats," Lester says. "Big slow boats." 

 

The type of horse and race Lester rode most was to some extent governed by his weight. He could do 8 st. 41bs. if he had to, but was more comfortable at 8 st.7 lbs. 

This cut out half the horses in most handicap races, limiting his options to-the top weights and explaining why he seldom won the big handicaps like the Lincoln and Cambridgeshire. When engaged to ride a horse he hadn't ridden before and hadn't ridden against, Lester would read the form book carefully. "If the horse had won once, no matter how long ago, I'd look to see what happened that day, when things went right. The going, the pace, where he was during the greater part of the race and when he made a move. Because the horse liked it, that time. So you try to make everything the same for him again, and it often works. 

 

"I've seen useless horses win races. Horses you wouldn't believe, win races. One day the horse is going to feel all right, and if he runs enough times, every week perhaps, he'll win. There's a race for nearly every horse. A horse won a good race at Sandown not long ago who'd run thirty times without winning. Some owners just keep on running them, hoping. If the horse has ever shown any sort of promise, there's always a chance." 

 

Trainers like Richard Hannon are good for horses like that: he thinks nothing of running the same horse four times in three weeks. That's at the far end of the scale from Sir Noel Murless who with a horse that had its limitations would patiently wait, running it lightly or not at all until everything was right. Then if the horse won that one race, that would be enough, the programme would have been a success, the horse would retire. Not many trainers now have owners as patient as Noel had trained his to be. Quite often his owners didn't even know their horses were running until they looked in the morning papers, as he would forget to tell them. Noel's favourite sort of owner (and one suspects Lester's henceforth also) was one who brought him good horses, paid the bills regularly and expected little conversation. 

 

Lester says he will let his owners know when their horses are running. 

 

Only fair, he thinks. 

 

Lester's style of riding has been to a great extent dictated by his height, and as he has said when comments have been made about the famous behind sticking up in the air, 

"Well, I've got to put it somewhere." 

 



The shortness of his stirrup leathers, now universally copied, was not much to do with serious theories of race-riding but mostly the result of the introduction of starting stalls. 

 

The English variety of stalls are narrow, and inside have a small ledge along each side which a jockey can step onto if he needs to. With longer stirrup leathers, too much of the leg lies below the ledge: Lester got tired of bumping his knees on it as his mounts plunged out of the stalls, and shortened his leathers to bring them up higher. His knees escaped battery and a new style was born. 

 

He rode with longer leathers out at exercise and for trial gallops, but found the very short leathers beneficial to the horse for racing: the jockey's weight is poised above the horse's shoulder, where it causes least interference to the horse's action. 

 

When Lester was first a jockey there were only about eight big races each year; now there are at least twenty-five. 

 

He says he always got tense before the Derby, especially if he had any sort of chance, and reckoned that it probably helped because when he's tense he thinks faster, but it became impossible to live in twenty-five states of tension each year, and he tended to be less and less affected by big occasions. His great asset, anyway, had always been his capacity to keep cool in any form of stress and to go out to the most demanding examination with his brain functioning clearly. Stage-fright wasn't a problem. 

Anxiety to succeed ... always, yes. 

 

The anxiety, as every jockey knows, wasn't for his own sake alone, but for the owner's, the trainer's, the lad's and that of everyone else whose thought and work had gone into producing a horse ready to run for its everlasting reputation. 

 

The training path to the Derby is fairly well marked. A colt that has shown speed and willingness as a two-year-old gets himself entered for the big race, and entered also for the Two Thousand Guineas. 

 

The first two classics occur early in the season -too early, Lester thinks-leaving a scant five weeks for preparatory three-year-old races. There is only time really for one outing, and only four races in the calendar at present are of sufficient class to be considered true trials. If a colt does well, or at least isn't disgraced, in one of these, he'll take his place in the Two Thousand Guineas at the beginning of May at Newmarket. 

 



Newmarket, where Lester has lived since his marriage in 1960, is a Suffolk country town set on a bleak, almost treeless heath scoured by winds off the North Sea. An unforgiving place for thoroughbreds, cold in the spring, hard and testing. If the weather's bad, the thousands of horses trained there face extra difficulties in developing. 

 

(Blame King Charles II. All his fault. He loved the town and held court there, making hapless foreign ambassadors travel uncomfortably northwards by coach to present their credentials; probably, who knows, on the racecourse itself. In the 1660s, he made Newmarket the headquarters of the new sport of horse racing, and so it has remained ever since.) 

 

The Two Thousand Guineas is run on the Rowley Mile (after King Charles II's nickname, "Old Rowley") which is straight, wide, undulat ing, bare and searching. 

Only a very fit horse can win. The distance, one mile, is only two-thirds of the Derby, but the Two Thousand Guineas winner is almost automatically made favourite for Epsom. 

 

The programme for fillies is a replica of the colts'. A preliminary test, then the 1-mile One Thousand Guineas at Newmarket, then at Epsom the llh-mile Oaks. Lester thinks fillies are harder to train, and in spite of his understandings with Petite Etoile, Carrozza, Park Top, Dahlia and the others, he preferred to ride colts. 

 

He also preferred riding on the other course at Newmarket, the July Course, used chiefly in midsummer. "It's warmer," is the succinct reason. Like everyone with only a paper-thin insulating layer of subcutaneous fat, Lester feels the cold. 

 

When he was young and struggling painfully against his own weight, he used to get extremely tired by the end of a hard race. He would ride all out to win, and maybe lose, and think exhaustedly that he'd got to go straight out and do it again ... and again. By the end of a busy afternoon, if he'd been concerned in several close finishes, he hardly had the strength to walk to his car. 

 

This went on throughout his twenties, and it wasn't until he reached thirty that he reckons he arrived at his full physical stamina. At roughly the same time, his body weight stabilised at 8 st. 61bs., a balanced compromise at last between what was normal and what he wanted. At one time he had touched 10 st.2 lbs., but from thirty onwards he never put on more than a pound or two during periods of comparative inactivity, and says he could have ridden twenty hard races in a row and then sprinted to his car. 



 

He weighed himself every day at home but didn't go to the extreme of carting scales along with him abroad. He can tell his weight, he says smiling, by the waistband of his trousers. 

 

After the rigours of the Guineas meeting, but before the Derby, there is Chester week. 

 

Chester is a circular track almost completely on the turn, with a very short 1-furlong straight. The form book gets all upset at Chester because of the turns. Some horses like it there but don't do well afterwards; others can't act there at all. 

 

"You often get three-year-olds going to Chester," Lester says, "who have never galloped round a turn in their life. Two-year-old races elsewhere are mostly straight, and if they're trained at Newmarket, the training gallops are all straight, too. When they get to Chester, half of them don't know what to do." 

 

Horses can either gallop round turns or they can't, he says. A horse can't be taught how to turn; either it comes naturally, or he's awkward. Sometimes a horse can turn easily one way but not the other-like Never Say Die. Smaller horses can turn more easily, very big ones seldom can. But if a big horse can, like Rheingold, he'll do well. 

 

At Chester, although one wouldn't think so, it's possible to come from a long way back and get up to win. It's possible, Lester says, because horses tend to run races at a faster pace there because it's a small track, and if you know this and you're riding a horse that can turn, you can increase the speed even more at the right point and win. 

 

It's best to be drawn with a low number in every race there, which puts one on the inside of the left-handed track. There are seldom more than fourteen runners in most races because of the lack of room, but more are allowed in the Chester Cup. Chester is a meeting Lester always enjoyed. 

 

From Chester to Epsom. "Whoever thought of putting that racecourse where it is must have been an idiot," Lester says. "If it wasn't for the Derby, no one would run a good horse there. A lot of it is downhill. Horses aren't supposed to gallop downhill. 

It's not so bad if the going is good or soft, but if it's hard, Epsom can break a horse down." That said, he adds, "There's nothing wrong with Tattenham Corner. It looks sharp, but it isn't. Horses turn well there; they hardly notice it. 

 



"The ideal way to win the Derby is first of all to be drawn in the middle, or middle to outside. The horses on the inside have to go faster after the start to keep their position, and those on the outside have a job to close in. The large size of the field most years is in itself the first problem. The middle horses have the better chance to be where they need to be, which is towards the right-hand side of the track for a couple of furlongs, so gaining the advantage of the early right-hand bend. The runners then gradually come back to the left, and it is at this point that it's necessary to be in a good position. On a horse with a bit of speed one can reach and keep a good place here, in the first ten. 

 

"The order then usually doesn't change much until Tattenham Corner. On the run down towards the corner there may be one or two bad horses dropping back from in front, which one has to miss, and round the turn there will be one or two more dropping back. Coming into the straight, the winner will be in the first six. 

 

"From there, it depends on what the horse likes and what he can do. If he can run flat out for the last three furlongs, that's the place to start accelerating from. If he can only go for a furlong and a half, it's useless to start too soon. If he doesn't like to be in front very long, one has to wait until the final two hundred yards. If the horse can't quicken all that much, he has to be brought to the front early on." 

 

The Derby was one of the few races Lester preferred not to win along the rails. Even with a horse like Sir Ivor, who had to be covered up until the last minute, he preferred to win away from the rails, not only to avoid being shut in but because the ground slopes in towards the rails quite sharply and can upset a horse's balance crucially at the worst moment. 

 

"The Derby nearly always goes to an experienced horse (though Morston had run-and won -only once before his big day), because it is a rough, tough race. There are a lot of runners, there's fierce competition and no one gives an inch. If a horse has run only twice beforehand, he may react nervously, and only a horse that can get in there and have a go will win." 

 

Oddly enough, excitable horses do well at Epsom. Empery, The Minstrel, Nijinsky, all sweated there before they turned their temperaments to explosive speed. 

 

After Epsom, Royal Ascot. A good track, Lester says; the straight perhaps a shade too short. He had the shape, distance and desirable speeds of all the races there so clearly in his mind that he was top (or joint-top) `rider at the Royal meeting eighteen times. On each occasion since 1979 he was presented with a handsome lidded crystal vase. Nine of them stand in glittering rows on his bookshelves, and one on the coffee table contains books of matches for lighting cigars. 

 

Ascot, Lester says, has the best jockeys' changing-rooms in the country. Ascot also, at the July meeting, holds the country's best race. 

 

This, he reckons, is the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes, which is roughly England's equivalent to the Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe. By the time the "Diamond" Stakes is run, the horses have sorted themselves out and one knows the really good ones. Then, too, top three-year-olds run against top four-year-olds and upwards, which makes it very fast and a great test of the best horse overall. It may not have the absolute prestige of the Derby, but these days it offers more in prize-money. 

 

Lester won it seven times. 

 

Of the other big tracks, he thinks Newbury the fairest and best: a really superb racecourse. It can accommodate large fields, and the ground is always good. 

 

Kempton is great to ride on, though not as popular with the public as it should be. 

The evening meetings there (Lester didn't like evening racing much) offer races that are probably easier to win than anywhere else, chiefly because a lot of trainers don't like evening meetings either. 

 

Sandown, where the Eclipse is run in July, has a stiff uphill finish. One can easily get into trouble with that, Lester says, and also one has to remember and allow for the fact that the winning line seems to be at an angle, and the horses nearest the stands will be favoured if there's a close finish on the more-used round course. The straight 5-furlong track up the middle of the course is stiff too, but the result is easier to judge with the naked eye. 

 

In late July there is Glorious Goodwood, with everyone in a holiday mood and many jockeys and their families staying the week in seaside hotels. 

 

Lester says the dilemma of whether or not to water the Goodwood course in the summer heat sometimes results in the field on the round course crossing right over away from the watered and then rained-on part of the track and racing on drier ground against the stands' rails, which makes the distance covered longer and cuts up the ground used for the straight races. Watering is always a problem on the hilltop of the Sussex South Downs. 



 

In between the big race meetings, there are of course dozens at other scattered tracks, many of which Lester went to often, and where he liked to ride, places like Lingfield, Haydock and Nottingham. Salisbury, with its springy downland turf, was built by one of his ancestors, a Cannon of Stockbridge. 

 

In August, there's York, one of Lester's favourites. There too in later years, there was an award for the top jockey of the August meeting, which Lester won several times. 

 

You can't fault the place, he says. It is one of the great tracks. The Benson and Hedges Gold Cup has been a pinnacle race of the season, but since Benson and Hedges have withdrawn their support, the race will have a different sponsor and title in future. 

 

And so to September and the St. Leger meeting at Doncaster. On the straight course there, Lester says, a good draw is essential, the higher numbers on the stands' rails having the better chance, but in the St. Leger, on the round course, it doesn't matter. 

 

Most of the racecourses nowadays have saunas to help with jockeys' weight problems: the one installed at Doncaster didn't work for several years because the electric wiring in the weighingroom couldn't deliver enough current. Satirical letters of protest flew in a barrage from the Jockeys' Association to the hapless Clerk of the Course who could make no decision as it's a council-run track, and the sauna stood there, mute and cold for some years. It is all right now though. 

 

All through the year, the pattern changes. Horses come and go, some emerging, some fading, some returning. It's impossible for a horse to stay at the very top of his form for the whole seven and a half months. 

 

"Quite often you think a horse is going to be a big challenge," Lester says. "Then when you get to the races, you have a look at him and you can see he's not going to trouble you. 

 

"I think jockeys see this more than the people who look after the horses at home, because those people don't see the change as much as someone seeing the horse maybe once a week, or every two weeks. You see a horse at his peak, and you know what that looks like, you know how he should be. Then at other times you can see he's lost weight or he's too fat, and you know he won't win. Towards the end of the season especially, you see horses that have lost their condition. It's very hard to describe it to someone who doesn't really know what you're talking about, because to most ordinary people every horse looks the same." 

 

 

23 Travels 

 

LESTER saw the whole world as his racetrack, and with the ability to match the vision he donned his silks in a total of thirty-three countries outside Great Britain. 

 

The results in winners of this truly astonishing globe-trotting are as follows: Argentina 3 

Australia 19 

Austria 0 

Bahrein 2 

Belgium 4 

Brazil 1 

Canada 1 

Denmark 3 

France 352 

Germany  

27 

Greece 11 

Holland  

0 

Hong Kong  

29 

India 8 

Ireland 176 

Italy 36 

Jamaica 11 

Japan 0 

Jersey 2 

Kenya 1 

Malaysia  

30 

New Zealand  

7 

Norway 7 

Puerto Rico  

0 

Rhodesia  

3 

Singapore  

45 

South Africa  

19 

Spain 5 

Sweden 7 



Switzerland  

0 

Trinidad 1 

USA 12 

Venezuela 0 


 

 

The minimum total of overseas races won is 821. For principal races won in each country, see the 

 

Appendix on page 712. The real significance of this long tribute to stamina and versatility is that for every six winners scored in Britain, Lester rode another overseas. 

 

His easy embrace of other countries stemmed perhaps from the example of his grandfather, Ernie, who lived and raced for many years in France. Lester has always felt particularly at home there, and except for England preferred riding there to anywhere else. 

 

After the First World War, a good many English racing jockeys and trainers settled in France, their names-Carver, Head, Cunnington, Bartholomew, Palmer-persisting to this day. Many of these families still speak English fluently, and Lester has had no language problems in France. He reads French himself better than he speaks it, but sign language makes up for what he can't say. Many racing terms, anyway, are the same in both languages, and enquiries (those unavoidable hurdles) are conducted for the English in English. 

 

Lester says that when he first went to ride in France there were some very excitable jockeys who were the roughest riders in the world. It was to deal with the wilder excesses of this tribe that the French Jockey Club, during the 1970s, brought in severe new interpretations of the rules. There was to be no more selfish criss-crossing during races: everyone was to race in a dead straight line; and if keeping straight meant losing the race, too bad. 

 

For some time, the suspension rate rose to the point where trainers found it difficult to find a good jockey in possession of his licence. "Eight days, eight days, all the time," is how Lester describes it. In the end, and as a result, the French Jockey Club made racing literally straight. 

 

Of the modern French jockeys, Lester thinks Yves Saint-Martin far and away the best. If he had freelanced, Lester says, he could have ridden any horse anywhere in the world: "Everyone would have been happy to put him up." The two jockeys rode against each other for many years, both in England and France, and respected and liked each other throughout. 

 

Lester much appreciated the conditions in French changing-rooms: far more comfortable than in Britain. The valets there are employed by the racecourses, not by a pool of jockeys, and he never, as on bank holidays and other multiple race-days in England, found his breeches and sets of colours hung on a nail with all dressing, changing and packing of weight cloths to be done in a hurry by himself. One valet to two or three jockeys is normal in France, with someone else to see to the weighing out. With six or more races to be changed for in an afternoon, jockeys value such help. 

 

On account of trainers in general vying for the best for the best, Lester's tally worldwide of classic-equivalents is phenomenal. In France alone he won seven; and it might be helpful to explain 

 

what the French classics are called on their home Turf. 

 

The one Thousand Guineas equivalent is the Poule d'Essai des Pouliches (fillies): the Two Thousand Guineas is the Poule d'Essai des Poulains (colts). Both are held at Longchamp. 

 

The Derby equivalent is the Prix du jockey Club: the Oaks is the Prix de Diane. Both are run at Chantilly. 

 

The St. Leger equivalent is the Prix Royal Oak, held at Longchamp. 

 

The shape of the French racing year is as familiar to Lester as the British, culminating of course in the Prix de 1'Arc de Triomphe in October, which he won three times (Rheingold once, Alleged twice). 

 

Alleged, who was never beaten in France, gave Lester his most intense satisfactions in that country, but he remembers also with pleasure the wonderfully prolific Moorestyle, who won the prestigious Prix de la Foret twice, the Prix Maurice de Gheest at Deauville and carried off the big 5-furlong event (Prix de 1'Abbaye) on Arc day, besides finishing second in the Poule d'Essai des Poulains. 

 

The real impetus to Lester's wider travels was the spread of the concept of international jockey team races. These were originally started by Australia in the nineteen fifties, where three of the states invited teams from the rest of the world to ride against teams of Australians. Harry Carr was one of the first of the British jockeys to go, and soon the contests were popular. 

 

Lester much enjoyed team racing, which took him to places he might not have seen. 

He learned a great deal about people he would never have met and saw the similarities everywhere in the widespread and ancient pastime of racing horses. His increasing familiarity with the globe prompted him finally to say, "When you've been so often to so many places, it's all much like going to Brighton." 

 

Lester first went abroad in a team in December 1957, travelling to Australia as the English representative in an international team of one jockey from each of England, Italy, Germany, Hungary, South Africa, India and France. He won down under to great acclaim, being extravagantly described as "the Glamour Boy of,Racing", "the Prince of the Pigskin". 

 

Curiously his saddles were seized and fumigated by customs officials when he arrived in case the leather was carrying foot and mouth disease! Lester later came across a man in Australia who made perfect lightweight racing saddles. He bought twenty of them and used them for years, but could get no more when the last had worn out as the maker had meanwhile won the state lottery and stopped work. 

 

On his way home from that first visit to Australia, Lester rode and won his first race in India, at Calcutta, but in between he made a brief detour to Malaysia. "I like it here," he was reported as saying after riding at Penang. "I hope to come back." 

 

Come back he did, eventually, and in the end almost every year afterwards. 

 

Like other British jockeys, he developed a great fondness for racing in Hong Kong and Singapore ("Nice places"), and would always fly from Singapore to the Malaysian tracks-Penang, Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh-with alacrity. One weekend at Kuala Lumpur he won eight races, four each day. 

 

He often rode work for Ivan Allan in the mornings round Singapore's great Bukit Timah racecourse; the course where they test every horse's urine in the morning before it runs in the afternoon, and where nicotine turned up once in a sample because a stable-lad who smoked had got tired of waiting for his charge to perform! 

 

Lester won six Singapore classics, five of them for Ivan Allan. In between such triumphs, he sunbathed round the pool of the Goodwood Park Hotel, entertained friends, had suits made for him practically overnight. Staying with him there for a week once, I could see why he liked it. 

 

As a member of a team, he went several times to South Africa, riding in Durban, Pietermaritzburg, Cape Town and Johannesburg. The tours there used to last for a good two weeks, and once in Cape Town his horse broke a blood vessel in the very first race, falling and injuring Lester's knee. To his great disgust, he had to spend the whole of the rest of the visit hobbling around on crutches, watching his colleagues have all the fun. 

 

Teams from other countries have given good value also in England, huge crowds for instance flocking to places like Sandown Park to see America's great Willie Shoemaker matched with Lester, to see Angel Cordero and Lafitt Pincay take on Pat Eddery and Willie Carson. 

 

In races like these, the jockeys usually draw for the available mounts, which means that they're always on horses they've never seen before. There's a good mixture of luck, therefore, in the results, although the theory is that it's here that the jockeyship counts. Serious gamblers, not surprisingly, keep their money in their pockets. 

 

The problem with team racing, of course, is that none of the races themselves are of huge stature with prize money to match. Owners are considered gallant for lending their horses, though what they have to fear from the top ranks of any country's jockeys has always seemed to me to be nothing. The success of any series of invitation races depends very largely on the mounts on offer being reasonably good. 

 

Although Lester went once or twice to the United States as part of a team, it was as an individual he made most mark. He would have ridden more there were it not that the weights are lower than in Britain. The top weight in very many races is 8 st. 4 lb., Lester's absolute lower limit; and in consequence there are now very few American-born jockeys, most coming from the shorter and lighter peoples of places like Panama and Puerto Rico. 

 

It was often in turf races (as opposed to dirt) that Lester triumphed, including his three Washington DC Internationals at Laurel on Sir Ivor (1968), Karabas (1969) and Argument (1980). 

 

Of racing there in general he says, "Nobody bothers much about being on the inside in America. The horses always swing wide coming into the straight and it's easy to get a run through wherever you like. Usually the best horse wins, as they go so fast right from the beginning. Often the first three-quarters of a race are faster than the finish. Lots of races are framed to attract the best horses, because those are the ones who bring in the customers. A very good horse won't be handicapped out of running: there's never more than 20 lb. between top and bottom weight. Entries in most races have to be made only two days before, except for big races like the Kentucky Derby." 

 

It's all faster, more fluid than in England, congenial to someone who could choose his Oaks mount four hours before racetime on the basis of the baking morning sunshine on the course. 

 

At one of Lester's last meetings in America, the Breeder's Cup day at Aqueduct, New York, in November 1985, I went down to the jockeys' changing area to find him. He wasn't there, and he should have been, as in the US jockeys are not allowed to wander around freely between races, as in England. The official in charge there was most annoyed that he was missing. 

 

Lester, as it happened, was at that moment being feted, honoured and thanked for the pleasure he'd given everyone for so long by the President of the racecourse and the assembled executives and Stewards. I was still waiting when he returned from this back-slapping interlude and when he explained where he'd been, the aggrieved official gave him a right ticking off all the same! 

 

Sublime to ridiculous, I thought: and a summary of the way Lester had been treated a great deal too often. 

 

Apart from an official or two, there is worldwide regret that the long fellow won't be back to take away breaths in a tight finish. Apart perhaps also from jockeys worldwide, who won't have to beat him any more and can sleep more easily in their beds. 

 

Lester has been the most international of all jockeys, a forerunner in demolishing barriers, unequivocally welcomed, trusted, and everywhere cheered. There hasn't been much of the backbiting abroad that he's had to put up with at home: as the Bible says, a prophet is not without honour, save in his own country. 

 

Lester's standing overseas is high. He was an exceptional voyager; an ambassador, in his own way, for what's best in sport. 

 

 



24 Commanche Run and After 

 

LESTER made a slowish start in 1984, accelerating from zero to full operating speed only in the second half of April and not winning any big races until late in May: but then, in a space of two weeks, he won four. The first two were a double on Khaled Abdulla's Adonijah, first in the Brigadier Gerard Stakes at Sandown and next in Derby week, in the Pacemaker Diomed Stakes, the opening event of the Epsom meeting. Two days later on the same course Sheikh Mohammed's Prince of Peace obliged in the Northern Dancer handicap, both of the Arab-owned horses being trained by Henry Cecil. 

 

The fourth big race, momentously for Lester, was the Oaks. 

 

He'd had no success in the year's Classics until then, neither of his Guineas mounts producing much and his Derby Hope, Alphabatim, coming in fifth. In the run up to the Oaks, John Dunlop asked Lester to partner Circus Plume whom he had taken to victory, first time out, in the Sir Charles Clore Stakes at Newbury three weeks earlier. With no Henry Cecil runner to cloud the issue, Lester accepted. 

 

On paper, it looked an open race with no foregone conclusions, and so it proved in the event. Optimistic Lass, ridden by Walter Swinburn, started favourite at 7-2, with Circus Plume, owned by Sir Robin McAlpine, second favourite at 4-1. Poquito Queen, with Steve Cauthen, came next. 

 

These three fillies all moved forward three furlongs out, as did a fourth, the 66-1 

outsider Media Luna, ridden by Paul Cook. Circus Plume took the lead about 2 

furlongs from the winning post and looked certain to stay there. Then Media Luna, the unexpected, sharpened her pace and put her nose decisively in front, and it took all Lester's force and resolution to regain his advantage. He won with not many yards to spare, by a neck. 

 

There was more to that win for Lester than just another Classic. It was his twenty-seventh, the all-important figure which drew him level with a record that had stood for a hundred and fifty-seven years. Frank Buckle, between 1792 and 1827, won the Two Thousand Guineas five times, the One Thousand Guineas six times, the Derby five times, the Oaks nine times and the St. Leger twice. A jockey of incredibly durable talent, he went on riding until he was sixty-five, and until Lester came along it looked as if his record would be safe for ever. There are far more runners now than the small fields of four, five and six that Buckle had to beat, also more trainers, more jockeys, more money poured into bloodstock. In a different 



 

world, equalling the ancient record was a triumph indeed. The Epsom crowd, which knew the score, made the welkin ring. 

 

Not that, for Lester, twenty-seven were enough. A dead-heat wasn't the same as a clear lead. With time running out as he came into the homestretch of his career, he began thinking of twenty-eight. 

 

With the St. Leger runners still a misty line of possibles, however, he filled in time with a continuing flurry of big prizes such as the Queen Anne Stakes at Royal Ascot, the Lancashire Oaks and the Princess of Wales Stakes at Newmarket. Next came the blazing highlight of Teenoso's King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes and, after that, three days later, he won the Gordon Stakes at Goodwood on Commanche Run. 

 

Commanche Run, owned by Lester's Singapore friend Ivan Allan and trained by Luca Cumani, had earlier in the season been ridden to victory by Darrel McHargue, the American jockey newly working as Cumani's stable jockey, but when Lester rode the colt at Goodwood, Darrel McHargue was sitting out a suspension. 

 

Lester had won for Luca Cumani several times over the eight years the young Italian had been training in Newmarket, and he had won much oftener for trainer Ivan Allan, principally in Malaysia and Singapore. His tally of Singapore classics for Ivan Allan stood at five: the Queen Elizabeth II Cup in 1972, the Lion City Cup twice, in 1976 

and 1977, the Tunku Gold Cup, 1979, and the Singapore Derby, also 1979. 

 

The professional association and personal friendship between Ivan Allan and Lester was of long standing and great depth. Lester had often ridden the horses the Singapore trainer owned in England. It wasn't unreasonable, in the face of all these facts, that Ivan Allan should want Lester to ride Commanche Run in the St. Leger. 

 

Luca Cumani, notwithstanding Lester's 5length win on the horse at Goodwood, wanted his stable jockey Darrel McHargue to be back on Commanche Run for the Doncaster classic. There was a severe and public clash of loyalties, with Lester as usual being allotted the blame. Ivan Allan's loyalty was to Lester, Luca Cumani's to Darrel McHargue; but the owner who pays the training fees has the right to decide. 

 

Three days before the St. Leger, with the fuss over riding plans raging away, Commanche Run fell on the road while out at morning exercise and cut and grazed his knees. Luca Cumani had to work night and day to get him to the post, skilfully keeping infection and swelling at bay with icepacks, and he delivered Commanche Run fit and well-but untypically sweating-to the test. 

 

The opposition he faced was formidable, including Alphabatim, Lester's Derby mount, and Baynoun, on which Lester had won early in the season. As usual, he knew almost a third of a field of eleven at first hand, and had raced against several of the others. He thought the question marks over his chances were, first, the grazed knees and, second, whether the distance of 13/4 miles would be too far for his mount. 

 

In the race, riding with inspiration, he rubbed out the question marks in no uncertain fashion. He designed the first of the sort of races later so familiar to Commanche Run watchers, taking the lead after entering the straight and challenging all else to pass. 

Baynoun ahead of Alphabatim struggled to do just that all the way up the long straight, Steve Cauthen riding at full stretch, but with strength and willpower Lester got Commanche Run home by a neck. 

 

Alphabatim, Crazy and Shernazar (Shergar's half-brother) followed in a bunch, less than two lengths covering the first five horses. It had been a hard, remarkable race, and with no disrespect to Darrel McHargue everyone at Doncaster could see clearly that Lester and only Lester could have kept Commanche Run's nose in front. 

 

He was cheered over and over as he was led in, as he dismounted, as he unsaddled. 

He was smiling non-stop. He had beaten history and Frank Buckle. He'd amassed the magic twenty-eight. It was, for everyone there, a tremendous day. 

 

Lester's own words, discussing the event with me in retrospect, were simply, "He ran a very game race and he was able to win." 

 

Never one for histrionics, Mr. Piggott. 

 

Luca Cumani, greatly pleased, made no complaint about Lester riding Commanche Run ever after. He is, Lester says, a very good trainer with a great sense of humour. 

They first met in Italy, when Lester won the Italian Derby on Luca's father's horse, Cerreto. Luca, six feet tall, was at that time riding a lot of winners himself; a first rate amateur jockey, Lester says. 

 

In Lester's final season, 1985, Commanche Run developed splendidly in scope and power. First time out, at Sandown Park, he won very easily by 12 lengths. After that he went to Royal Ascot for the Princess of Wales Stakes, but he didn't seem to be himself that day. He got worked up before the race and didn't run well, finishing third to Bob Back and Pebbles, beaten 11/Z lengths and a short head. When a horse doesn't feel well, it's often impossible to know the reason. 

 

Next time out, Commanche Run went down to the start for the Coral Eclipse Stakes at Sandown, but Lester dismounted when he reached the stalls, feeling that his mount was lame. Lester thought the problem might be in the horse's stifle (a joint high on the groin) and the starter didn't demur. The horse was trotted round, and it was clear all wasn't well. 

 

Lester, and the starter also, looked at the horse's feet, but could see no trouble there. 

There was nothing to be done, however, but to withdraw without coming under starter's orders, disappointing though it was for Ivan Allan who had come from Singapore for the event. 

 

Commanche Run went home to Newmarket where it was found that one of the nails securing his racing plates had penetrated a foot: and it took a long while to heal as the horse didn't have very good feet in the first place. He had to miss the King George VI and Queen Elizabeth Diamond Stakes because it was still bothering him, and he couldn't run again until the Benson and Hedges Gold Cup at the York meeting in the middle of August. 

 

"He wasn't a hundred per cent that day," Lester says. "I was trying to save the horse a bit, knowing that he wasn't really wound up. I didn't want to go too fast on him. The other jockeys let me set my own pace, though, which suited me, and when I quickened up in the straight he just had enough at the end to last. But if someone had taken me along faster all the way, he'd never have got the trip." 

 

The win looked easy. "It wasn't, really," Lester says. 

 

From York to Ireland for the Phoenix Champion Stakes. Commanche Run was feeling all right that day and won easily without problems. Lester was most impressed with him, as the going was soft. As a three-year-old, the bay colt won twice on very hard ground which it was supposed he liked best. "To be able to gallop as well as he did in the soft ground, he had to be an exceptional horse. So few good horses can act on both." 

 

There was a good deal of excitement after that race as the three respective racecourses had jointly offered a ;E1,000,000 bonus to any horse winning all three of the Benson and Hedges, the Phoenix Park and the Newmarket Dubai Champion Stakes. With two down and one to go, Commanche Run really looked as if the treble were possible. The million possibility had been covered by insurers whose cheque in good faith was on show at the three race meetings. After Ireland, they were definitely anxious! 

 

Alas for the Midas hopes. By the time the Dubai Champion Stakes came around at Newmarket in October, Commanche Run, who liked warm weather, had gone over the top, and never troubled the first and second, the One Thousand Guineas winner Pebbles, and the Derby winner Slip Anchor. 

 

It was Commanche Run's last race: there was to be no great Indian Summer. He stands now at stud at John Magnier's Coolmore Stud in Co. Tipperary. 

 

At the end of 1984, Lester and Henry Cecil had regretfully come to the end of their partnership. They had both wanted and intended it to last until Lester's retirement, but the dissolution was brought about a year early because of Daniel Wildenstein's continuing refusal to have Lester ride his horses. (The owner who pays the bills has the right to decide.) 

 

When Daniel Wildenstein had said, "Eddery shall never ride for me again," his then trainer Peter Walwyn had replied that in that case he wouldn't be able to train the Wildenstein horses, and asked for them to leave. Henry Cecil didn't feel he could do that to an owner who had entrusted to him more than twenty good horses. He was, however, finding it very irksome always having to seek out and engage other jockeys whenever the Wildenstein horses ran. "A nightmare," he said. 

 

He had intended anyway to ask Steve Cauthen to take Lester's place after he retired and, for the sake of Daniel Wildenstein, brought this plan forward a year. Lester went back to freelancing, and Steve Cauthen moved from Barry Hills to Henry Cecil, from Lambourn to Newmarket. 

 

Daniel Wildenstein rewarded Henry Cecil for his loyalty by announcing, in Derby week 1985, that he was taking all his horses away anyway, as he thought he'd like to have them trained in France. An odd business, loyalty. 

 

Lester announced in the spring of 1985 that that would be his last season, and Edward Gillespie, manager of Cheltenham racecourse, came up with the brilliant idea of arranging a match race between the two retiring jockey superstars, Lester and jump racing's long-time champion, John Francome. 

 



The race was to be on the Flat, and to be called the Walton Hall Duel of the Champions. The place, Warwick racecourse; the date, Saturday 18 May, the time 7.45 p.m.-during the normal evening jump-racing programme. 

 

Warwick racecourse had never seen anything like it. The capacious car parks filled and overspilled and shut their gates. When I arrived just after the first race, the nearest kerbside spot I could find in the crowded surrounding streets was over half a mile from the action. 

 

The stands were packed, people seeming to be hanging out of the balconies from the press of those behind. More people, on the ground, lined the paddock rails three deep. And all this on a dreadful day of dark clouds, heavy showers, rough wind and diving temperatures. November weather; no fine light warm May evening. 

 

John Francome, six weeks after hanging up the seven-league boots in which he had jumped his way into folklore, John Francome with his curls, his huge grin, his unmistakable voice and his megawatt personality was already there, spreading light. 

 

Lester was to come by helicopter from Coventry airport, having flown there after riding in Ireland that afternoon. The buzz went round that he had been delayed and hadn't arrived, and instinctively everyone looked at the sky, a tempest-tossed jumble of clouds black enough to deter the most resolute pilot. Loudspeakers announced the race would be put back half an hour, to give him more time. 

 

It poured. Everyone huddled in inadequate shelters, shivering, pulling padded jackets close. The evening's regular races damply proceeded, and eventually the drenching shower passed. 

 

A scant hour before the postponed match time, the brave helicopter swept in below the clouds and landed in the centre of the course, and there Lester was, to everyone's great relief, walking composedly across the track, light, neat, a comet with a tail of running children. 

 

Spirits rose. More rain fell. By 8.15 p.m., the light was so bad they would have drawn stumps at Lords ten times over. 

 

Lester rode The Liquidator, John, Shangoseer. Lester's mount at 10 st. 2 lb. had been set to carry 10 lb. less than John's. They had been handicapped by computer. 

 



The rain stopped again, just in time. The wet crowd emerged from under the overhangs of roofs, and the jockeys, Lester in silk, John in wool, paraded their mounts past the enthusiastic stands. The bookmakers had made The Liquidator favourite; no disrespect to John. The race started in front of the paddock, so that everyone could see. The distance ahead, 13/4 miles, 180 yards. John Francome set off fast, knowing it was probably his only chance, but Lester within the first quarter mile caught and passed him. 

 

All round the track they went in the same order, with never much more than a length between them. Round the final bend, John, driving Shangoseer hard, closed the gap to half a length, his horse's nose at Lester's saddle. The crowd roared. John used his whip. Lester sat dead still. It looked for a moment as if John might prevail, but The Liquidator kept right on going. His winning margin, three-quarters of a length, had been unchanged all along the straight. 

 

To many, Lester's win as usual looked easy, but it hadn't been. He told me afterwards that he'd had to lead almost from the beginning because The Liquidator, once headed, tended to lose interest and stop. "I knew if John caught up with me again it would be all over. I had to sit there and just keep my horse going. I couldn't ride him any harder, he wouldn't have liked it. If I'd used my whip, he would have stopped. He couldn't go any faster. It was a close thing, really." 

 

The 10-lb. advantage in weight had very likely proved the decisive factor, and it was the computer, one might say, who took the prize. 

 

With wet hair, wet clothes and smiles to shame the sun, the great satisfied crowd drifted home. Rain or not, it had been, like Agincourt, a battle not to be missed. 

 

Two weeks before the Warwick race, Lester had ridden in his last Two Thousand Guineas. He had been going to ride Luca Cumani's Bairn, on whom he had decisively won the preliminary Greenham Stakes at Newbury, but at the last minute these plans were changed. 

 

Bairn was owned by Sheikh Mohammed. His elder brother, Sheikh Maktoum al Maktoum, also had a runner in the race; Shadeed, trained by Michael Stoute. Eleven days before the Two Thousand Guineas, Shadeed's usual jockey, Walter Swinburn, was involved in an incident in the Blue Riband Stakes at Epsom, in which it was judged that in finishing second he had interfered with the horse which finished fourth. 

 



To the consternation of the stable, Walter Swinburn wasn't just disqualified from second place but was given a three-week suspension. Against this harsh sentence (uncomfortably reminiscent again of the slap-down-the-young-star syndrome), trainer and jockey appealed. (They appealed also against a different suspension later in the year and got the sentence then increased.) 

 

The Blue Riband appeal was turned down, and Shadeed was without a jockey. Lester was engaged to ride Bairn, but there's a tradition amongst Arabs that the older brother has preference. The younger must give the elder whatever he wants. 

Maktoum al Maktoum exercised this right and chose to have Lester on his horse, the younger brother yielding him up as a matter of course. Luca Cumani, resigned, engaged Willie Carson for Bairn. Lester took the switch philosophically as he didn't mind which of the horses he rode. He had seen Shadeed win the Craven Stakes and thought him brilliant. 

 

The Two Thousand Guineas is always a hard race, and Shadeed, Lester says, was never going as well as he had in the Craven. Lester feared he would be beaten, and beaten moreover by Bairn, who had been slowly away from the gate but was uncomfortably close with Willie Carson scenting victory. In another of those rocketting finishes, entirely in tune with his horse, Lester won on Shadeed by a head. 

 

"It was lucky for me," he says, grinning. Lucky too for Michael Stoute and the elder Maktoum. Lester won't have it that he would have won on Bairn anyway if he hadn't been switched to Shadeed, but he's fairly alone in that opinion. Winning the Two Thousand Guineas put his classic record up another notch to twenty-nine, and that's where it will stand now for perhaps another 157 years, or indeed for ever. 

 

The final tally of English classic wins is: 

 

Two Thousand Guineas 

 

Crepello, 1957 

Sir Ivor, 1968 

Nijinsky, 1970 

Shadeed,1985 

 

One Thousand Guineas Humble Duty, 1970 

 

Fairy Footsteps, 1981 

Oaks Carrozza, 1957 



Petite Etoile, 1959 

Valoris, 1966 

Juliette Marny, 1975 

Blue Wind, 1981 

Circus Plume, 1984 

 

Derby 

 

Never Say Die, 1954 

Crepello, 1957 

St. Paddy, 1960 

Sir Ivor, 1968 

Nijinsky, 1970 

Roberto, 1972 

Empery, 1976 

The Minstrel, 1977 

Teenoso, 1983 

 

St. Leger 

 

St. Paddy,1960 

Aurelius, 1961 

Ribocco,1967 

Ribero,1968 

Nijinsky, 1970 

Athens Wood, 1971 

Boucher, 1972 

Commanche Run, 1984 

 

 

Lester won one more classic in his last season, the French Oaks on Lypharita. 

Throughout the whole of the summer, he rode as much in France as in England, actually winning more races there than at home. 

 

Everywhere he went, there were the "last" races to be ridden. The last Derby, the last time at The Curragh, the final chance at the Arc. Everywhere too there were presentations and speeches, and not only in England but in Ireland, Sweden, Italy and France. 

 



There were cheers and champagne and damp eyes: photographs of Lester and Vincent with their arms round each other's shoulders; a procession of thanksgiving for joys present and past. No one wanted him to finish, and everyone knew that he must. 

 

Nottingham racecourse invited him to go there on 29 October for his last day's racing in England, and put on a special programme to do him honour. A hundred or more telegrams arrived for him there on the day, one notably from the Queen Mother wishing him good fortune and saying how much he would be missed. 

 

Lester came by helicopter with Maureen and Tracy: Susan had to be on business at a bloodstock sale. 

 

The huge crowd, positively willing him to ride a winner, had to wait only until the second race. Then Full Choke, which just about described the state of half the onlookers' throats, triumphantly took him past the post, and for the last time in England the hats came off and the cheers rang out. He rode three more races, second, eighth and again second; and quite suddenly it was all over. Nothing in English racing would be the same, ever again. 

 

Nottingham racecourse designed a special racecard for the event, with a portrait of Lester on the front. People beseiged him all afternoon for autographs, waiting patiently in hundreds for the famous scrawl. One of the cards that he and a number of his fellow jockeys signed was for exjump-jockey turned expert commentator, Richard Pitman. A month later, Richard generously gave his racecard to be auctioned to raise money for Children in Need. Those few sheets of paper were sold for £ 1100, an eloquent tribute to Lester's stature in history. 

 

Nottingham wasn't entirely the end of the road. The foreign travels continued, with races ridden and won in America later in the autumn, and spring in the Far East still beckoning with promise. It seemed as if Lester wanted no sudden cut-off, as if he would go on riding sporadically with no ending in mind, until one day, looking back, he could see that that race, there, had been the last. As if he didn't want to know it was finally over until after it was. 

 

By December 1985, his spacious stables in Hamilton Road, Newmarket-Eve Lodge-were alive and bustling with yearlings, the dying fall of one career revitalising like the phoenix into a new incarnation. Lester the jockey was going, Lester the trainer arriving: he looked forward to the new life with zest. 

 



It would take two years, he said, to wind up to full pitch. In his first season, all the yearlings would be running as two-year-olds, in the next season at three, and thereafter the crops would rotate smoothly. He has room for a hundred horses in the substantial main stable blocks which are built on the barn system under huge sheltering roofs. Accommodation for another forty is available next door, when needed. 

 

Successions of tenants disclosed the need for slight modifications to the original design, and during the summer of 1985 building work pro gressed to prepare the yard as a modern, efficient, thoroughly high-standard establishment ready to take on the world. 

 

Great jockeys don't automatically make great trainers, but Lester has two prime advantages: first, that as the son of a trainer he's known the job from birth, and second, that he's married to someone who knows what's needed at least as well as he does. Susan, assistant trainer at sixteen: Susan, bloodstock agent. She knows the necessary organisation like the alphabet. 

 

Lester continues to ride work in the mornings, assessing his charges' readiness from the saddle. The insights he gave to other trainers about their horses he applies now to his own. 

 

He expects jockeys who ride for him to report fully, as he used to himself. He never could understand trainers who wouldn't listen to details of how their horses had run. 

"Didn't want to hear the worst, I suppose!" 

 

I have read speculations that Lester won't succeed as a trainer because he can't 

"blarney" the owners. 

 

Quite right. Lester believes his owners deserve better than blarney. 

 

They'll get the truth. 

 

 

25 The Man Inside The Myth 

 

THE public's perception of Lester Piggott as a jockey was always unerringly accurate. They saw the dash, the balance, the courage, the judgment and the searing finishes. They understood the compulsion to win and the troubles it led to. They expected honesty, a run for their money, a hard man in the saddle. They laid out their cash on those qualities from the time he was twelve. 

 

He gave them fair return. Except at the very beginning when, as he says, "If you wanted rides, you did as you were told", he was impervious to instructions or inducements not to win. It was axiomatic among trainers that if you wanted a race lost by the jockey, you didn't engage L. Piggott. If you wanted it won-totally different matter. 

 

The public are not fools. They approved of Lester. They ignored damaging criticism. 

They saw their man clearly, and extended to him a durable affection of such power that the vocal expression of it at race meetings towards the end of his last season brought him very close to tears. 

 

The public's perception of Lester's off-track personality has always been dependent on the Press, and the Press's perception has too often been wrong. This isn't necessarily the journalists' fault. They have been trying for decades to extract from an introvert all sorts of personal revelations which he is unwilling and probably unable to give. 

 

Reading through press cuttings in bulk for this book, I have been struck by the amount of awe expressed by the sports-writers, by the admiration, the informed praise and the generous celebration of genius. 

 

But also there's an undercurrent from some of them sometimes of semi-stifled malice, of pique that Lester wouldn't dance to their tune, of sly pleasure taken in his discomfitures. They were getting back at him, one supposes, for his refusal to talk to them when they wanted him to. Lester at the races was working, had his mind on what he was doing, and didn't care for interruptions. 

 

The effort involved in Lester's listening to questions out in the noisy open air has always been underestimated. Often he didn't answer pressmen's questions because he didn't know what they were asking. If they spoke to the side or back of his head, he didn't know they were there. The pause between asking Lester something and receiving a reply is often taken up by his sorting out unfamiliar lip movements into words. Some cynics think he can always hear if he wants to, but he can't: he couldn't, for instance, hear the Queen wish him a good race in the paddock at Ascot. 

 

To Lester, what was written about him as a jockey was simply part of the job. He took it for granted that newspapers would print what they liked. He neither thanked them for their compliments nor complained of their criticism. He shrugged when they got facts wrong, and he didn't put them right. Few sportsmen have had to stand up to such ruthless and relentless dissection, but Lester takes it in his stride. 

 

Sensationalism, he knows, sells papers. An illnatured headline rivets attention as pats on the back do not. "You can't blame the Press," he says. "They have to think up a story on days when nothing's happened. They have to fill up that space every day. It must be hard." All the same, he says, many of the pressmen have invented a lot of things he never said or did. "Some of them should be writing `True Confessions'." 

For instance, one of them wrote a story about a robbery at Lester's home in which 

£3000 was stolen from under the floorboards. This story, often repeated since, was pure fiction. No robbery of any kind took place. 

 

Among the journalists he approved of were Peter O'Sullevan, John Oaksey and Peter Scott, and for those he would make an effort. Also at one time, he collaborated with Brough Scott in a "Lester Piggott" column in London's Evening Standard. 

 

During his many appearances in London before the Stewards, what he mostly thought of was how to escape from the Jockey Club premises without being intercepted by the Press. On the day of the 1962 Bob Ward suspension, he found himself hemmed in on the pavement by determined scribblers, at which point Peter O'Sullevan drove up (timing it to the second), opened his car door and invited Lester within. 

 

Lester left the rest of the Fourth Estate swallowing impotent fury while Peter O'Sullevan, driving away with the prize, offered a hundred pounds from the Daily Express for an exclusive interview. Lester took the money, Peter got his story, and each, from the perspective of years, looks back to the incident with amusement. 

 

Only once did Lester actually sue anybody for libel, and that was a French magazine which accused him of having links with the Mafia. He won his case and was paid damages, along with Charles Engelhard and Charles St. George who had also been mentioned. 

 

"The Press could say what they liked about my riding," he says, "but that was different." 

 

The French Press are regulated far less strictly than the British, French newspapers make up scurrilous stories as a matter of course, and only provably outrageous damaging lies get taken to court. 



 

In England, because Lester has so seldom refuted anything written, the misconceptions abound, and constant repetition of the same mistakes has turned them into widely held beliefs. Most of the population of Great Britain, for instance, believes that Lester seldom smiles. The legend of "old stone-face" has been reinforced by every scowling photograph any editor could dig up. 

 

The fact actually is that Lester often smiles and often laughs, and there are hundreds of smiling photographs on record. He smiles, however, from pleasure, and never to placate. He has felt no need, ever, to placate the Press, which is perhaps why they don't often print him smiling. 

 

He pointed one day, while we were taping for this book, to a Press photograph of himself being led in on one of his Derby winners. 

 

"I was smiling there," he said, positively. 

 

I looked at the grave pictured face. "That isn't exactly a beam, Lester," I said. 

 

"Well ... I was smiling before that, and I was smiling after that. There, I was smiling inside." There's a general misconception, partly because of the straight-faced photographs, that for Lester being a jockey was a grim humorless business. All wrong. He passionately loved it. "I couldn't have done it if I hadn't. You've got to have fun if you want to win." 

 

Fun is a constant word in his vocabulary. "It wasn't much fun" has always been a reason for his not repeating any experience. It wasn't much fun, in the end, making endlessly repeated journeys to Ireland, his chief reason for leaving Vincent O'Brien. 

"It's very important to want to go where you're going," Lester says. "If you don't, it's time to find a reason for not going." 

 

Fun, for Lester, means enjoyment, not giggles. 

 

His desire and capacity for enjoyment has seldom been mentioned, undoubtedly because so much of it goes on inside his head, unexpressed. He thought it would have been ridiculous, after he'd won races, to jig about and laugh a lot. "Everyone would have thought I was an idiot." Perhaps more importantly, he would have seemed an idiot to himself. 

 



There's an uneasy misconception that Lester doesn't care for anyone except himself, which is perhaps of all the misconceptions the most hurtful. His quiet kindnesses to all sorts of people get little publicity, but the recipients do sometimes talk. 

 

Martin Blackshaw, for instance, the jump jockey, was once hurt and in hospital in France after a fall. Lester found the number and telephoned, asking if he were all right, asking if he needed any money or any other help. Martin Blackshaw was surprised and grateful enough to tell the Press. 

 

A fan of Lester's, an elderly lady called Florrie Ramsey, once sent him a box of chocolates when he himself was injured long ago. Lester called in to see her when he was racing at York, near her home, and continued to do so sporadically for many years. 

 

Every fan letter gets answered, a considerable time-consumer. Many of the fans have been writing for years and are to Lester old friends. His handwriting is small, neat, legible, and slopes forward. He never minds signing autographs at race meetings, his only complaint being about 

 

children. "They come up to you and push their books under your nose, and I wouldn't mind that except that they will stand on your toes." (His toes, in paper-thin racing boots, were unprotected and highly vulnerable!) "I like children, and I like to see them at the races. It's good for racing that they come." 

 

Lester has paid bills for people in trouble and often visited injured colleagues in hospital, and every time, if a journalist has got to hear of it, such an act has been greeted with vast surprise, whereas the truth is that Lester isn't and never has been the chunk of flint he's repeatedly been reported to be. 

 

Certainly, mindful of his mother's teaching, he's not a soft touch, but where he likes, and where he loves, he is constantly generous. He built a comfortable one-storey house for Keith and Iris about two hundred yards from his own in Newmarket, and when he's at home sees them at least once daily, taking good care of them in their eighties. 

 

He and Susan provide their elder daughter Maureen with horses for eventing, and he overtly delights in her company. To Tracy, their younger, he gives with an open hand and can't suppress a smile when he looks at her. One of the things that most exasperates his daughters is hearing their father called mean. 

 



I understand when people complain that Lester is inconsistent in his behaviour towards them, because he is; but it should be  borne  in  mind  that  a)  if  he  doesn't answer, he hasn't heard the question; b) if the answer is a grunt, he is concentrating on something else and doesn't want to be distracted; and c) he never talks for the sake of talking. Silence is natural to him, not a sign of boredom. 

 

He occasionally gets depressed. ("Everyone gets depressed, don't they?") His depressions have nothing to do with actual events, nothing to do with reverses, disappointments or injury. Low periods come for no identifiable reason, but usually when he has too little to do. They may last for two or three days, during which he may be quieter than ever. 

 

At scattered times he may relax, be great company, expansive, full of jokes. There's no point in wondering if it's the silent or the talkative fellow that's the true Lester. 

They both are. His outer mood may swing from one to the other, but it doesn't follow that his inner feelings change at all. He doesn't see why anyone should be disconcerted, and it doesn't bother him if they are. 

 

When he's grown tired of anything he's doing, he still tends to walk away from it, just as he did from the children his mother asked to tea. When he's interested, his energy and stamina are endless. When he wants something, he is tenacious in pursuit. 

 

He is not self-analytical. He turns his perceptions outward, and is acutely, unselfconsciously observant. He still sees what goes on around him with the sharp uncluttered objective freshness of childhood, and he doesn't interpret or bend what he sees to match some preconceived theory. 

 

He is obliging and easy-going most of the time (which some pressmen will find amazing), and the things which irritate him are what irritate most people, like having to wait about. 

 

Central to his character is his pleasure in speed. He often says that if he hadn't been a jockey he would have been a racing driver, and for years he drove as if British roads were race-tracks. Two six-month suspensions for speeding and one for three months were the result. A miracle in those days, his friends said, for him to hold his driving and riding licences simultaneously. 

 

Lester's views of other people are remarkably tolerant. "Too tolerant," Susan says, emphatically. 

 



In all the years we worked on this book, Lester never said anything nasty about anybody. His most stringent criticism took the form of "He's mad, you know", and once only he (justifiably) described someone in four anatomical letters. The only alterations he asked me to make to what I'd written, apart from errors of fact, were deletions to two separate paragraphs in which I described how people had done him positive harm when he had in no way harmed them. 

 

Of the first, he said, "It's a bit strong. Couldn't you cut that a bit?" 

 

"But Lester," I protested, "it's true." 

 

"Yes, I know," he said, "but he's still around. 

 

That won't do him any good. He's got a living to make you know." 

 

On the second occasion, the man in question was dead. "Yes," Lester said, "but his son isn't. I don't want to hurt him." 

 

I watered down the paragraphs. 

 

Vincent O'Brien says, "Lester could afford to say nasty things about people, and probably with good reason. Such a good trait, that he doesn't." 

 

Even-tempered and normally in a good humour, Lester never lets his brief furies against reverses and injustices linger on as grudges and resentments. "I never stay angry long. I soon forget it. You can't do anything about what's happened. Being angry does no good." He likes peace in his mind, in fact, so that he can think of something constructive, like how to win tomorrow. 

 

It's all part of his preference for damped-down emotion that he likes cats and dislikes dogs. Cats come and go in his house, tolerated, gently ignored. He says the first of them was acquired long ago to please the children, but they are like him, walking quietly and independently about their business, self-sufficiently arranging their own lives. Dogs, which demand much, are alien. 

 

Lester's views on the human race are simple. "I don't care whether they're black, white or yellow, everybody's the same. I've travelled so much, and colour doesn't matter. I don't dislike people. They don't bother me. I get along with people pretty well. It's stupid not to. 

 



"I got on well with nearly all the other jockeys, especially Gordon, but most of all with Scobie Breasley. I like him. We rode together every day for probably twenty years. I was closer to him than to anyone else. He was a good jockey, very tough. I think he was the best of all the Australian jockeys I've seen, including George Moore, who I think was next best." 

 

Pressed to say who he didn't like, Lester came up with not a name but a category. "I don't like people who can't stop talking. I go the other way when I see them coming." 

 

His closest friends have tended to be older than himself, among them several of the owners he rode for, people of power and substance, enjoying racing as a pastime but basically of serious mind. Some of these friendships, like that with Charles St. 

George, have lasted thirty years. Others, like that with Charles Engelhard, the great gusty tycoon addicted to Coca-Cola, ended only in death. 

 

Early among these friendships came that with Sir Victor Sassoon. Although usually in a wheelchair as a result of injuring his back in a flying accident, Sir Victor would come to Britain each summer from his home in the Bahamas and often walk into the winner's enclosure with the help of sticks. He was a knowledgeable breeder who owned four Derby winners, Hard Ridden, Pinza, Crepello and St. Paddy. 

 

In the year of Lester and Susan's marriage, he invited them to stay with him in Nassau, and he was, they affirm, the kindest and most generous of men. His death in 1961 was to them, as to the Murless family and racing in general, a dreadful blow. 

 

When he had owned horses in China (before the revolution) and Hong Kong and India, Sir Victor had raced them under the pseudonym of "Mr. Eves". He called both his stud farm and his house in Nassau "Eves". When Lester and Susan built their yard in Newmarket, they called it "Eve Lodge" as a tribute to his memory. 

 

Lady Sassoon is Maureen's godmother: Maureen's full name is Maureen Iris Eve. 

When Lester was hurt in Paris, Lady Sassoon was there to drive Susan to the hospital and generally look after her. The affections have run strong and deep. Mrs. Hue Williams, then Mrs. Vera Lilley, owner of Lester's 1961 St. Leger winner, Aurelius, is another good friend, as was Prince Aly Khan. 

 

Newmarket is a town where people spin separately in their own little orbits, not mixing a great deal socially. Everyone knows everyone, everyone meets at the races, and that's where it rests. Among Lester's closest contemporary local friends are probably Henry and Julie (Murless) Cecil and Trish and Geoffrey Wragg, the trainer of Teenoso. Julie Cecil, who was a child when Lester first went to ride for her father, says she always knew when he was trying to get out of riding one of the stable's horses. "He used to sit on the window seat in the sitting-room of Warren Place and start swinging his legs." 

 

Geoffrey Wragg, Lester says, was at one time more interested in putting radio sets together than in training horses. Trish Wragg clips news stories about Lester and makes up his cuttings books. Trish and Susan are close friends. 

 

Lester himself doesn't spend much time thinking about people. He thinks most about horses but also a fair amount about world affairs. He reads the local newspapers when he's in Australia, Singapore, America ... wherever they're printed in English. 

He's thoughtful and well-informed. In England, he reads the Sporting Life and The Daily Telegraph. 

 

I have known Lester on and off for a very long time. I am fifteen years and five days older than he is, so that from age and also from geographyNewmarket is a hundred miles from where I live in Oxfordshire-we have never been contemporary neighbourly companions. Our fives, on the other hand, have touched at many and varied points, and we have grown to know each other well. 

 

It was when we rode against each other as jump jockeys that I first became aware that the brash aggressive character of the newspapers didn't square with the polite unassuming reality in the changing-room. He wasn't surly, he wasn't uncooperative; he was thoroughly sensible in outlook and manner. He would race against anyone without quarter, but that was fine, so did we all. For several years when Lester and I rode regularly for the same trainers, Frank and Ken Cundell (he on their Flat horses, I on their jumpers), we rode out together occasionally at morning exercise, and I gave him legs-up onto Zucchero in parade rings while Ken Cundell was waiting at the starting gates. 

 

I wrote a bit about Lester during the sixteen years I worked for the Sunday Express, but not a great deal as my column was chiefly about jumping. 

 

When my wife Mary and I owned (and she managed) an air charter business ferrying owners, trainers and jockeys to race meetings, Lester was one of our most frequent passengers. Others included Jimmy Lindley, Joe Mercer and Pat Eddery, but it was Lester, eventually, who with Susan became directors of the company, and remained so until we sold the business in late 1975. 

 



The charter flights were always made by professional commercial pilots, but my wife once flew Lester herself-just the two of them-on a private flight from Oxford airport to Shoreham in Sussex. When our insurance advisors got to hear of it, they flung up their hands in horror. "Don't do it!" they cried, "Lester Piggott is the second hottest property to the Queen". 

 

The second hottest property thought it a great joke. 

 

It was early in 1973, while he was a director of the air business, and while I was still writing for the Sunday Express but had already published eleven novels, that Lester first asked me to write this book. A contract was drawn up to last for ten years, which seemed ages at the time, but we were well into the second ten-year contract before he retired. 

 

During that time, we worked a good deal together, taping conversations in various places, in his home and mine, and in London, America and Penang. 

 

In Penang because, in 1980, Mary and I with Lester and Susan and Maureen and Tracy spent three weeks' holiday together in Penang and Singapore. Also in Penang were Susan's brother Robert Armstrong and his wife Mary Ann; and the whole lot of us passed a warm and agreeable time going on beach picnics by speedboat, fishing, swimming, dining and lazing about eating (gorgeous) ice cream. The tapes Lester and I made there under the palm trees are loud with birdsong. 

 

He wanted in this book to have someone say for him what he has been unable to say for himself; to write the truth, even if some who read it prefer still to cling to the misconceptions. He wanted someone to write it who understood his way of life, who'd suffered some of the same disappointments, who'd felt the same urge to pursue winners at whatever physical cost, who'd had the same sort of moments of total fulfilment. 

 

I don't pretend to know Lester absolutely: he's a complex human being and there are impenetrable parts of the forest. I write of him as I know him at first hand. I write of the level-headed man who has emerged from the transcripts of dozens of hours of recordings. I listen to the truths in his recorded voice. I've written what he has said, and what I've seen. 

 

Back in 1950, as a fourteen-year-old child competing on adult terms, aware of his skill but still groping for social sureness, his rounded face mirrored his anxieties. To see Lester as he is now, look at the dust jacket of this book: a mature, secure, calm man of good sense, with humour and humanity in his eyes. 

 

That's the true Lester; the product of the journey. 

 

He told me in January 1984 that he thought he would ride for only two more seasons. 

He had been saying "two or three more" for about ten years, but this sounded more positive. 

 

I asked why he should stop when he was riding as well as ever. 

 

After a while he said, "I think I win now chiefly from experience. From knowing where to be, and what to do. I may think I'm as strong as I was ten years ago ... I may feel that I am ... but I'm probably not. I'll have to stop sometime. I think I'll stop when I'm fifty." 

 

He didn't sound sad, but I felt it. 

 

How long, I asked him, would he have gone on being a jockey if it hadn't been for growing older, if he could have stopped time and stayed young. 

 

A wry smile. No hesitation. "A thousand years," he said. 

 

 

26 Lester Piggott-British Wins 

 

Whilst we have striven to present these statistics as accurately as possible, one or two errors are bound to have been overlooked during the production of such a mammoth list, and for these we apologise. 

 

THIS CHAPTER CONTAINS A LIST OF WINS THAT FILLS 350 PAGES.  IT IS 

NOT INCLUDED IN THIS EDITION. 
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