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CHAPTER 1

HANGING BY A THREAD

L’Ami felt good underneath me as we broke into a canter. April 5, 2008, Grand National day. You know when a horse is well and when he is not, and this fellow was very well, ears pricked, taking everything in.

I always loved the build-up to the Grand National. I suppose the fact that I won it before made me feel like I was a part of it all, a tiny part of its history. That day in 1996, 12 years before, that was a special day. Rough Quest was brilliant. It was one of those races in which everything just went right. Unfortunately, a lot of it passed me by. I was so young, dazzled by the attention, high on the moment, that I forgot to take it all in, to appreciate everything that was happening around me. I was a mere passenger on a wave of adrenaline. So I was desperate to win the great race again. Next time, I would make sure that I savoured every delicious instant.

I was riding L’Ami because AP McCoy had rejected him, but I was delighted that he had, and I had told AP as much. All week, AP had deliberated: Butler’s Cabin, L’Ami or King Johns Castle, all three owned by his boss JP McManus, all three with a real chance of winning. All week I had told him that I thought L’Ami was the most likely of the three. AP is one of my best mates and I wanted to steer him right, even though I was in line for the ride on L’Ami if he rejected him. He did. Actually, as it turned out, L’Ami would have been his third choice. He chose to ride Butler’s Cabin, and I thought, big mistake.

I looked back up at the stands as we made our way to the start and thought, take all this in. It’s a fantastic feeling, the people, the occasion, the hum, the history, the greatest horserace in the world under the gaze of millions, and you are a part of it. Appreciate it, lap it all up, take the time to savour it.

I wasn’t really nervous as we circled at the start. You know that there are 30 massive fences in front of you, and that more than half the field will not complete the course, but even so I rarely got nervous before the National. I had a game plan, and I was happy with that. Be handy enough, steer a middle to outside course where the fences are slightly smaller and therefore easier to jump, and don’t track any suicide bombers. There are lads who love to go down the inside, the brave man’s route, because they are brave, because they are men. I never went in for any of that shite. Why would you go down the inside, why would you jump Becher’s Brook tight to the inside rail and increase your chances of ending up on the deck? Because it looks good on television? That stuff was never for me.

I found my mates from the weigh room as we circled and wished them luck, AP, Ruby Walsh, Dominic Elsworth, David Casey, and I meant it. You want everyone to come back in one piece. It’s a strange thing that, as a jockey, your colleagues are also your rivals. The people you hang out with, the people you go to work with, you get out on to the racecourse and you just want to beat them. You go down to the last with someone else, you’re both flat out, and all you’re hoping is that you’ll wing the fence and he’ll end up on the floor. Afterwards you want them to get up and walk away, but at the time you’re just drilling down to the last and you’re thinking, fall you bastard.

The Grand National is different, though. You want everyone to be safe; you want everyone to do well. The sense of camaraderie overrides the feeling of competition. I saw the starter heading for his rostrum and I turned L’Ami around to face him. I was sure that, with all the talk about the delayed start the previous year, he would let us go first time, and he did.

I got a nice start. L’Ami jumped off well and we travelled nicely down to the Melling Road. He was taking a bit of a tug, but no more than you would expect and I was happy. Once we crossed the Melling Road, I wanted to get him back underneath me before we got to the first fence. The last thing you want is to have your horse overtaking himself going down to the first fence in the National. If that happens, there is usually no way back.

We met the first on a good stride. I noticed Timmy Murphy on Comply Or Die jink a little bit in front of me, but my fellow retained his concentration. He ran a little bit at it, but he was fine, hup, he jumped over it nicely and landed running.

It’s always a little bit of a relief when you get over the first fence in the National. These fences are different to anything that L’Ami would have seen since his run in the race the previous year, and the first fence could have taken him by surprise, but it didn’t, he jumped it well, and I was happy.

He was perfect in my hands going down to the second, just settling into a nice rhythm, not too keen, just travelling away nicely in mid-division, a little towards the outside, exactly where I wanted to be. I wouldn’t have changed a thing at that point. We approached the second fence, meeting on a perfect stride, one, two, up. Only he didn’t come up. He did nothing actually. It was almost as if he didn’t see the fence until it was too late. It was the last thing that I expected from him; he hadn’t fallen since 2004. He took an extra stride that took us in far too close to the fence, and suddenly, from being as happy as I could have been, travelling well, we were at the point of no return, too tight in to the fence for him to be able to pick his legs up and jump out over it. Nadia Comaneci wouldn’t have got over the fence from there.

I remember hearing the crack of the timber, the horse’s front legs hitting the bottom of the fence, and thinking, this is going to hurt. You try to brace yourself, like in an airplane that is going to crash land, adopt the brace position. This plane is going to crash and there’s nothing you can do about it. You almost try to curl yourself into a ball while you are still in the air, because you know that you’re not coming back, you know you’re going to hit the ground hard and you know that you’re going to feel pain. You don’t hope that you won’t fall, because you know that you will, so all you can hope is that it won’t hurt too much.

I’m not sure which part of my body hit the ground first, but it must have been my head, because I just blanked out after that. I don’t remember being speared into the ground. It all happened so quickly that I didn’t have time to brace myself properly. I was just catapulted downwards, head first.

The next thing I remember is that I’m lying on the flat of my back on the grass, and all I can see is sky. I don’t know how long I’m out for, it can’t be for more than a couple of seconds, but the whole scene has changed. The thunder of hooves, the shouts of jockeys, the crash of timber has been traded for a hush that is broken only by the commentator’s voice over the PA system. I look down and I can see a body, but it’s not my body. It’s wearing the same green and gold silks that I put on half an hour earlier, and it’s wearing my breeches and my boots, but it’s not mine. It can’t be mine. I can’t feel it. It’s as if my head has become separated from the rest of me. There’s my head, and then there’s green grass between my neck and the rest of the body that’s lying on the ground.

I tried to move my fingers, but nothing happened. I tried to move my legs, again no. My brain was sending the signals, I knew what I had to do, but nothing was moving. Then I panicked. The only thing I could think of was my family, my girlfriend at the time, now my wife, Chloe, my two little boys, Zac and Oscar. I was looking in disbelief at this lump, this green and gold thing that wouldn’t do what I was telling it to do and thinking no, please no, this can’t be happening to me, I want to be able to play with my boys as they are growing up, I want to be around for them, I want to be a dad for them.

All the while I was desperately trying to get something to move, desperately trying to establish some contact between my brain and my limbs. I could see that my body was jumping up and down involuntarily, jolting off the ground sporadically, but I had no control over it. Panic had almost turned to despair when I thought I felt my finger, then my arm, and an unbelievable sense of relief rushed through my head. My right arm was now my arm, belonging to me, attached to my brain, not some other arm that was lying on the ground attached to some body that had nothing to do with me. Then I could feel my left arm. I didn’t do anything with my arms, I didn’t move them, I could just feel them, and that was enough.

Then the paramedics arrived. I just heard the footsteps on the ground coming over to me, and one of them asked me if I was ok. They always ask you if you are ok.

‘No I’m not,’ I told him. ‘It’s spinal and it’s serious.’

‘How do you know?’ he asked.

‘Trust me, I know,’ I said. ‘I’ve broken my neck before and I’ve done something very similar this time. Just get the spinal board.’

The spinal board was crucial. If they had tried to move me without the spinal board, given the way the discs were embedded in my spinal cord, then that would have been it for me. Not could have, would have. I would have been paralysed. Lying on a spinal board is like being strapped to a marble floor with somebody standing on your head. You can’t move a thing. It was essential for me.

All the while I was moving my fingers and my toes. I had established contact with them, and I wasn’t going to give it up easily. I just thought that if I kept moving them, I wouldn’t lose contact with them again. Of course it doesn’t make any difference if you move them or not, but I was desperate that the feeling would remain.

As they were strapping me to the spinal board, the field was coming around again on the second circuit. Paddy Brennan, who had fallen off Fundamentalist at the third fence, was going mad saying that they couldn’t jump the second fence, that I was still on the ground on the landing side. The marshals began putting up markers at the part of the fence where I was, and were set to divert the field towards the other part of the fence. But you never know where loose horses are going to go, and there were plenty of those around. It was fortunate then that they managed to get me on to the spinal board and off the course just before the horses came back around.

It’s strange the way your mind works. Even as they were looking after me at the side of the track, and even as I was concerned that they were doing everything right, my mobility literally hanging by a thread, the rest of my life in their hands, I still had one ear cocked to the racecourse commentary to hear who would win the race. Comply Or Die and Timmy Murphy.

I didn’t think any more about it as they put me into the ambulance. I didn’t think about the contrast in our respective situations, Timmy on top of the world, as I had been 12 years previously, me on the flat of my back, unsure if I would ever walk again. I was just thankful for now that I had the feeling back in my body. Then they closed the doors, and the ambulance took off.





CHAPTER 2

BULLY FOR ME

If there is an affinity for horses in your genes, they say that it will come through. Horses are not apparent in my immediate family, but if you were to look at my page in a bloodstock sales catalogue, you would see the horses there all right.

My father, Frank, is from a place called The Harrow in Boolavogue in County Wexford, the place forever remembered in Patrick McCall’s ballad, ‘Boolavogue’, which commemorates the Irish Rebellion of 1798 and Father Murphy’s brave but ultimately failed stance on Vinegar Hill.

Frank’s father, my grandfather, worked in the county council, and my dad went to school locally in Boolavogue, then went to the vocational school in Enniscorthy, about five miles away, before joining the army apprentice school in Naas and training to be a mechanic.

My mother, Alice, grew up in Killorglin in County Kerry, the place that is famous for its Puck Fair, where they used to capture a wild goat from the mountains, the Macgillycuddy Reeks. They’d keep it in a cage during the festivities, crown it King Puck, deny it food and water, and then slaughter it at the end. I suppose that was a bit barbaric, so they don’t do that any more. They still capture a wild mountain goat, and he still presides over proceedings from on high, but they take him down every night to give him food and water, and they release him back to the wild when the festival is over. We never missed a Puck Fair when we were kids.

My mother was waitressing in a restaurant in Naas when she met my father, who was in the army apprentice school. Dad was then transferred to Cork, and they got married in October 1968. My brother John was born the following year, and I was born on May 10, 1970, Michael Anthony Fitzgerald. Shortly after my birth, dad was posted to Cyprus with the United Nations for six months. When he came home he bought himself out of the army and we moved to Killarney. My sister, Elizabeth, was born in 1972.

I went to school in the convent in Killarney for three years before I was moved to the monastery. I don’t remember too much about the convent except that the nuns made me sit on my left hand and use my right hand. Left-handers were demonic or something like that, apparently, so the nuns made everybody use their right hand. The Irish for a left-hander is citeog, which also means awkward, so maybe there is something in that.

When I was nine we moved to Camolin, Wexford, for my dad. My grandfather was on his own, and my father decided that he should move back to look after him. I wasn’t too impressed. It’s tough for a kid having to leave his friends and the surroundings with which he is familiar and start again. A couple of days after moving, I suggested to my mother that it might be a good idea if we moved back to Killarney, but we didn’t. Four months later, my grandfather died, but my parents decided that we would stay in Camolin.

Just before our first Christmas in Camolin, a tinker was going down the road trying to sell a pony, I suppose trying to get a few quid together for Christmas. My father’s family had always been involved in horses in some way. His father used to train workponies and workhorses, and his uncle was a blacksmith, and dad had always had an idea in the back of his head that he would like to have horses around. So after a bit of haggling, he bought the pony from the tinker and he put him out on the small bit of land, no more than a large garden really, that we had behind the house.

That was how it all began for me. I was ecstatic: our own pony, my own pony. Nobody really taught me how to ride, I didn’t get lessons or anything, I just hopped up and did what came naturally with some help from dad. John, Elizabeth and I used to ride the pony until we got another, and then another, so we had a pony each. There was a lot of work with them, but we didn’t mind. We loved riding them, Elizabeth and I probably more than John.

It’s hard to believe now, looking at the Ireland of today, but back then Ireland was like a Third World country. In rural Ireland, rural Wexford in the 1980s, nobody had any money. My father didn’t have a pot to piss in. He used to sell cars out of the back of the house and the most expensive car he would have would be worth about £1,000, the same amount as you get for scrapping your car these days. If you could buy one of them, you were minted.

The ponies that he bought were absolute dirt, really useless things that he used to buy from the tinkers because they were all he could afford. Then we would ride them and get them going, and if any of them showed any ability at all, we used to have to sell them because we just couldn’t afford not to.

My parents used to drive us to shows every weekend, to Arklow, the far side of Wexford, Carlow, Waterford, wherever there was a gymkhana, we would go. We would just head off early in the morning in a truck that they had bought for a pittance from my aunt, mam, dad, John, Elizabeth and me, the five of us and our ponies, and we wouldn’t be home until late in the evening. Every time you went to a show, you got points if you jumped a clear, more points if you jumped a double clear, and all the points that a pony accumulated added to his value. I loved that, I loved the competitiveness of it, and I learned a lot, not only about jumping, about seeing a stride, about the behaviour of horses, but also about competition, about people watching and the pressures that brings.

We hunted a little with the local hunt, the Island Foxhounds. I was never a big fan of hunting. There was too much standing around, waiting around on other people for me. I just wanted to get on and do it, so I didn’t go hunting that often. We never went pony racing. My father didn’t think that we would learn anything about horses by going pony racing, believing that it was just a case of sit and point, go as fast as you can for as long as you can. With gymkhanas and shows, you were all the while learning about horses, about looking for a stride, about balance, figuring out what made horses tick, whereas with pony racing, it was only about speed.

I had a really good pony, Ballybanogue Bracken, that my father had bought from the tinkers for £150. He was a difficult pony, who used to refuse a lot when we first got him, until one day, my old man got a piece of electric wire and tied it to the end of a stick. When the pony refused at a fence, he got the wire on the back of his legs, just above his hocks, and skinned him. After that, he never refused again. My father used to wave the stick with the wire on it above his head, it would make a swooshing noise, and it was as if the pony knew.

He was a great pony after that. I won a lot of prizes on him in open competition, and my sister Elizabeth rode him after I had left home. She was more of a nervous rider, but there was no issue with Bracken. You just had to sit on him and point him in the right direction, then switch on autopilot and he would do the rest. He would jump anything, and he was quick when it came to a jump-off against the clock.

We had another really good one, a purebred Connemara pony that my father bought as a two-year-old, but we got him the year that I left to join a racing stable, and dad couldn’t afford to keep him. He couldn’t have had other kids coming in to ride him or look after him. The risks would have been too great and the cost of insurance too high, so we sold him. At the time, both dad and I thought that he could have been the best that we ever had and, regrettably, we were right. He turned out to be a top-class pony, and was sold at the age of 11 for £25,000, a huge price for a pony at the time.

School was tough for me in the beginning after we moved back to Wexford. The lessons were fine and I never had a problem keeping up in class. I always found that side of it fairly easy, but it’s hard for a new kid to fit into new surroundings, in with new kids, and it was harder for me than it should have been because I was bullied. When you are older, you want to stand out from the crowd, you want to be different, but when you are a kid, all you want is to fit in, to be the same as everybody else.

I don’t know why this fellow picked on me. Maybe it was just because I was new, maybe because I was small, and because he could. It was really terrible. Nobody can fully appreciate the effect that a bully can have unless they are on the receiving end. It dominated my life. I would wake up in the morning and it would be the first thing I would think of. I didn’t want to go to school; I didn’t want to be out in the playground; I dreaded the journey home from school.

People knew that it was going on. I know my dad knew, but I think he thought that it was something that I needed to sort out myself. He’s old school. Stand on your own two feet. Nobody is going to be there to fight your battles for you when you are older, so stand up and fight them yourself. It’s a tough one for parents anyway. If you get involved you risk making the situation worse. My brother John knew, but didn’t do anything about it either. At the time I hated that he didn’t, but it was tough for him too. He was a year older than me, but he was new as well and trying to fit in himself, so it was hard for him as well.

Although it was only one guy, the worst of it was that other kids stood around and watched, didn’t do anything about it, so I guess I figured that they were on his side as well. You can’t stand back from it and see that they probably just didn’t want to get involved for fear of being bullied themselves. You just think they’re on the bully’s side because they don’t do anything to stop it. All I wanted was to fit in, be inconspicuous, but with this bullying I was the most conspicuous of all, I felt like an outcast. The beatings were probably easier to take than the mental bullying. At least a hiding is over and you go home and that’s it, you’re sore all right but at least it doesn’t linger. The mental abuse is different, it stays with you, it lingers, and there’s nothing you can do.

I dealt with it as well as I could. I loved sports; I played hurling. They hardly know what hurling is in Kerry, all the kids play Gaelic football, so I didn’t see a hurl until we moved to Wexford, but I loved the game. I wasn’t outstanding but I was always on the team. I was small for hurling, but when you have a hurl in your hand everyone is the same height. I also immersed myself in the horses. When I was with my pony the bullying didn’t matter, nothing else really mattered. When I was competing, it didn’t matter if I was liked or disliked by others, or if I fitted in or not, all that mattered was the next turn, the next fence.

The bullying went on for more than a year. Then one day we were playing football out in the field. I was in goal, as I often was, and this guy, the bully, came towards me with the ball. Something just snapped in me. I felt a surge of rage, like a year’s worth of torment boiling up inside me and exploding out through every pore in my body. Sense or reason didn’t come into it. I hadn’t thought it through, it wasn’t a plan that had been hatching for days or weeks, or a decision that I had made the night before or even a couple of minutes before. I just snapped. I didn’t even see the ball. I just saw this guy coming towards me, and I let him have it. I gave it everything I had and I flattened him, absolutely poleaxed him.

He could have got up and boxed me, but he didn’t. I’m not sure whether he was more sore than shocked or vice versa, but I didn’t care. I had no idea what the consequences or repercussions of what I had done would be. Like I say, I hadn’t thought it through. It just seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Turns out, it was.

The bullying stopped. Things just moved on to normal for me. There are things that happen to you in your life that shape your future, that contribute to the person that you are, and this was a major one for me. It could easily have gone the wrong way, and I was lucky that it didn’t. I’m not saying that I’m a great fellow, and that I took matters into my own hands and dealt with them, because I was desperate for somebody like my dad or my brother to intervene. I was just lucky that it stopped the way it did, because it was a nightmare while it was going on.

I don’t know what the fellow is doing now, I couldn’t really care and I’m sure I wouldn’t recognise him if he walked past me in the street, but it’s remarkable the impact that the actions of one individual can have on you. I think that the whole episode made me stronger as a person, but it’s one of the things that gets me now. I’m a pretty even-tempered fellow, I think, but when my temper goes, it really does go, and there is nothing else that makes me as angry now as a kid being bullied. Even when I think about it I get irate. I’m not sure what I would do if my boys Zac or Oscar were ever bullied, but even thinking about the prospect makes my blood boil. Hopefully the situation won’t ever arise.





CHAPTER 3

PUB CRAWL

It’s difficult to remove the rest of my childhood from the bullying, because it was there all the time, always on my mind, but my home life was happy. School was grand after the bullying stopped, I didn’t mind school at all, and I was well able to keep up with the minimum of effort. I got a job in a petrol station in the evenings, just so that I could earn some pocket money. That was the way in our house, if you wanted something, you went and worked for it. That was my father’s way, it’s how I was brought up, and it was good. It made you appreciate things.

I wasn’t that good a manual worker. I definitely wasn’t as hard as my brother John, who was probably more like my father than I was. I definitely wouldn’t have cut it in the army like my dad or John did, that’s for sure. I didn’t really like manual work. One of the families that my mam used to babysit for when we first moved to Camolin had a farm, and the father of the family asked if John and I would go up one Saturday to pick stones in the field, that he’d give us a few quid for ourselves, so we did. The following evening, when mam went up to babysit, she asked the farmer how we had got on. The message came back that John was a great worker, but that I had spent most of the time in the kitchen with Mary, the mother, putting the cups in the dishwasher and chatting.

‘He wasn’t a bit interested in picking the stones.’

If I didn’t want to do something, I mainly just didn’t do it, and said so. I figured even as a kid that there was no point in pretending that you didn’t mind doing something and just putting up with it if your heart wasn’t in it. John would have been more inclined to just get on with it, even under duress. John had a job down in the local supermarket in Camolin. One morning he was sick, and he suggested that it would be a good idea if I went down and did his job for the day, earn a few quid for myself, so I said I would. I was sweeping the yard in the morning when the manager came out to me and said, look, that’s not the right way to hold the brush. So I just handed him the brush and told him that the best thing would be if he held the brush and I headed off home again.

My dad was tough, I’d say he was fairly hard in his day, and he was hard on us kids. It was simple, if you screwed up you got a hiding. It was black and white so at least you knew where you stood. But he was fair. He’s a good lad, my dad, and I’m very close to him now. We are good mates now more than father and son, and I speak to my mother and father three or four times a week these days.

Dad was an alcoholic. He wasn’t a messy alcoholic or a brutal alcoholic, and at the time we didn’t know that he was, I’m sure he didn’t realise it himself, but he would go down the pub every night without fail, have his couple of pints, come home and go to bed. It was like you would brush your teeth before going to bed, he would have his couple of pints.

He’s just a typical Paddy. He’s five foot one and a half, bald head, big red smiley face, and he loved his pints. He wasn’t a binge drinker. He’d never go down the pub and come home at four or five in the morning, or he wouldn’t disappear on Thursday night and come home on Sunday, he’d never do that, and we never saw drink as a bad thing for him when we were kids. I don’t think I ever saw him drunk as a child. He just loved his pints.

My parents always wanted to have their own pub. It was a dream of theirs that they would own and run a pub in a small village or town, so when John, Elizabeth and I were all raised and had left home, they figured that they would give it a go. They travelled the length and breadth of the country looking for the pub; they reckon they went to see pubs in nearly every county in Ireland. Every Friday evening my mother would come home from work – she worked as a cleaner at the time – with the evening paper to check out the racing for the weekend, and one Friday there was an ad for a pub for sale in Kilfinnane, just outside Kilmallock in County Limerick.

My parents had hardly even heard of Kilfinnane, but my dad went to see it the following day, and they both went back the following evening. It was dark that evening, and it was lashing rain, so they didn’t really check out their surroundings. It was only after they had bought the pub that they realised there were three pubs almost next door to each other, with the one they had bought in the middle, and that there were 12 or 13 pubs in or around Kilfinnane. But the price was good, it was a premises, and it was a home as they could live above the pub, so they figured they’d give it a go.

It wasn’t easy. My father got a job in a garage in Charleville, so he would work his normal nine-to-five job there, then come home in the evening and look after the pub with my mam. He was effectively working two jobs, and for what? The pub would be dead during the week, one or two stragglers sitting over a couple of pints all evening, it would hardly pay for the heat and the light. It was a little more lively during the weekends, but my dad would sit up drinking with whoever was left until the small hours of the morning. He would often be up till four or five, and then up again at half seven the following morning to start the day again. It just wasn’t sustainable.

In 2002 I went home for his 50th birthday party, which they held in the pub. It was a great night. I suppose it was a bit of a novelty for the locals that I was there, in behind the bar pulling pints. Mam was laughing afterwards. My idea of working behind the bar, apparently, was pulling a pint for someone and spending 20 minutes chatting to them. Meanwhile they’d be packed deep waiting to be served. I suppose it wasn’t a very efficient way to be going on.

Three weeks later, mam rang to say that dad had been taken into hospital. I asked her what was wrong, she said she didn’t know, she just wanted to let me know that he had been taken in. I had three rides at Stratford that day and I asked her if she thought I should give them up and come home, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She told me not to be worrying, that he had just been taken in, and that she would talk to me again that evening.

I called my sister Elizabeth to ask her what she thought, and she said that she thought I should come home, so I phoned my agent Dave Roberts, told him I couldn’t go to Stratford, and drove straight to Birmingham airport, but I couldn’t get a flight from there, so I turned around and went to Heathrow. I got to Limerick Hospital that evening and went straight up to the ward where dad was. I walked down through the ward looking for him, and walked straight past his bed. I didn’t recognise him, this greyish, yellowing skeleton of a thing, it couldn’t have been my father, but it was. I got an awful shock when I realised it was him. In three weeks he had faded away from this hearty and hale man, apparently in the prime of his health, laughing and joking with everyone, the life and soul of his own 50th birthday party, to this waif, this skeletal wreck, barely alive.

Sclerosis of the liver, it was, perhaps unsurprisingly. The drink had caught up with him. A couple of weeks later and it would have overtaken him and buried him, but the doctors got to him just in time. Nobody would tell him what was wrong with him. I suppose they were protecting him, but he knew that he was bad, and he was frustrated not knowing what was wrong, so he asked me to ask the doctors and to tell him. I figured he should know.

I wasn’t surprised that he asked me to find out. My brother John and my sister Elizabeth were there before me, but they both have more of a father/son/daughter relationship with my dad than I have. As I said, my dad and I are more like good pals than father and son, so we could talk straight with each other. John is a mechanic, like dad, and he would ring my dad looking for advice about a car or something, just as my dad would ring John to ask him for his opinion on something. Elizabeth is the only girl, so of course she is the daughter. She’s a good bird, my sister.

So I asked the doctor what the story was.

‘Look, it’s like this,’ he said. ‘His liver is in a bad way, he’s got sclerosis, it’s nearly gone. If he doesn’t completely give up drinking, I’d give him two years, maximum three. And I’m not talking about cutting back, about having just a couple of pints at the weekend, I’m talking about total abstinence. His liver isn’t able to handle any more. If he touches another drop, he won’t live to be 55.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘So what happens if he doesn’t drink at all?’

‘If he doesn’t drink another drop,’ the doctor said, ‘his liver will replenish itself. Within two to three years it should be ok and he can go on to live a normal healthy life. But I have to tell you, four out of five people who come in here in the state that he’s in don’t make it. I tell them the story, just as I have told you, I tell them the certainty of it, they know the implications, but they just can’t help themselves, they go back and drink and they are dead within five years.’

It was all very sobering. I told my dad. He had two choices, carry on drinking as he had been and he’d be dead within a year or two; give it up, not a drop, and he’d live a healthy life. It seems like a no-brainer, but the statistics don’t lie, four out of five people can’t do it. You can understand how hard it is, and how difficult it was on my dad to hear the ultimatum, maybe all the more difficult because it was coming from me, his son. It would be like if you were to tell somebody that if they ate breakfast again they would die, or that they couldn’t drive a car again. Something that was ingrained into your life, something that you did every single day, almost without fail, you couldn’t do it again or you wouldn’t live to see your next birthday.

Dad broke down. I had never seen my old man come even close to showing emotion before, and here he was, sobbing away in his hospital bed. I’m not sure if it was the fact that he couldn’t drink again that got him, or the realisation of how close he had come, or of what had gone before and of all he had drunk. It may have been a combination of everything, and it was too much for him. I just put my arms around him. Take as long as you like dad.

Of course they had to sell the pub. That was a bit tricky, but they managed to get rid of it in the end, one of the neighbouring pub owners bought it. They were sad leaving it. They missed the activity and the people coming in, but they were happy to walk away when they did. Besides my father’s health, they just couldn’t make it pay. There were good nights, and I always enjoyed going back and doing my stint behind the bar, there was always a bit of craic there, but there were just too many pubs and not enough people around the area, and it was always a struggle.

My parents moved down the road to Kilmallock, my dad got a job in the NCT in Charleville and my mam began looking after kids. They’re very happy now. Elizabeth and her three kids live nearby. Dad is almost six years on the dry now, and I couldn’t be more proud of him. It’s exactly as the doctor said, he’s living a normal healthy life, working away, and he’s back to his normal self, back smiling again, fair play to him. I’m not sure if I could do what he has done.





CHAPTER 4

SHOVELLING SHIT

If you look back on anyone’s life, you can invariably spot several pivotal points, several things that happened that have had a profound influence on that person’s life. There are things that occur that send a life down a particular path. Without the occurrence, that path may never have been trodden.

My life is full of such turning points, or at least events that had a profound influence. One such event happened one afternoon, not long after my 13th birthday, when I was out exercising a new pony that my father had just bought from the tinkers. This was a terrible pony. He wouldn’t do anything, he wouldn’t trot, he wouldn’t canter, he wouldn’t jump, it was all I could do to get him to walk in a straight line – a really horrible character.

At the same time there was a fellow in with my dad getting his car serviced, Sean Doyle, who worked at Richard Lister’s racing yard over in Coolgreaney. Call it fate if you want, or happenstance, call it what you will, but I suppose he saw me on the pony and, whatever I was doing to it or however I was handling it, Sean was obviously impressed. He asked dad if I would be interested in going up to Richard’s on Saturdays or on school holidays.

At the time, I hadn’t even considered racing. I didn’t really know much about it, and I certainly hadn’t entertained the idea of becoming a jockey, but the idea of going and riding a real horse in a real yard excited the hell out of me. So the following Saturday my dad drove me the 13 miles up to Richard’s. They put me up on this filly and whoosh! I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t realise how fast a horse could run. I’ll never forget it, it was such a buzz, such an adrenaline rush, and that was it, that was me sorted. All I wanted to do was ride thoroughbreds, ride racehorses. I suppose not many 13-year-olds know what they want to do with their lives, and I definitely didn’t have a clue until that morning, but I was certain after that. Money, fame, notoriety, recognition – nothing else came into it. I just wanted to ride racehorses, and that was what I was going to do.

Richard was a really nice fellow, just a really good genuine guy. His mother was a lovely woman and his father, Basil Lister, was Master of the Wicklow Foxhounds for a time, a real gentleman. I loved going up there. Even though I was only a young fellow, I got on well with the lads. There were good lads there, Martin O’Reilly and Paul McMahon. David Parnell was Richard’s stable jockey at the time. I started going up just on Saturdays and at weekends and during the holidays, but then I started going up just about every spare moment I had. My dad used to drive me there in the beginning. I’d say that’s part of the reason why we are so close even today. He used to drive me up in the morning, 13 miles, leave me off, then come home, do his own day’s work and go to collect me again in the evening. After a while, he used to drive me to Sean Doyle’s house in Gorey and then I’d go in with him. Sean was a really good lad as well. He taught me a lot.

Richard had a great year in 1984. His flag-bearer was Anita’s Prince, whom Sean used to ride out all the time, and who finished second in the King’s Stand Stakes at Royal Ascot. That was fantastic and heartbreaking at the same time. I watched the race with all the lads in the yard, and we were sure that he had won. He took it up under Lester Piggott inside the final furlong, and Willie Carson came late on the odds-on favourite Habibti and just did him. He was called out first in the photo-finish as well. Mick Meade was leading the horse up on the day and, when they were coming back in, Mick was afraid to go into the winner’s enclosure in case they hadn’t won it, but Piggott wasn’t so reticent.

‘Michael,’ said Lester, in his own inimitable way, ‘go into the number one, we’ve won.’

I couldn’t believe it when the result was announced. I don’t think many people could, not even Carson. It was a real heart-sink job. All the lads had backed him, I had even had a few quid on myself, but I was more gutted for Richard and for the yard than I was for my money.

I was getting more and more into racing and more into jockeys. Where most lads my age would have had posters of footballers on their bedroom walls, Johnny Giles or Liam Brady or Steve Heighway or Johan Cruyff, I had pictures of jockeys. John Francome, Lester Piggott and Steve Cauthen were my heroes. I didn’t discriminate between Flat and National Hunt. Francome was just great to watch over a fence, and I thought Piggott was all brawn, he never admitted defeat on anything. I remember watching him winning the Guineas on Shadeed in 1985, Willie Carson came at him on Bairn and looked like he was going to go by, but Piggott just sat down and drove Shadeed on, rat-tat-tat, he just wasn’t going to allow the horse to get beaten.

Cauthen brought a whole new dimension to race-riding when he came over from America. He was Kid Cauthen, the Kentucky Kid, who had won the American Triple Crown – the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness Stakes and the Belmont Stakes – on Affirmed in 1977. Amazingly, Affirmed remains the last horse to have completed the Triple Crown. Cauthen was a real artist in the saddle. I remember him riding for Barry Hills and Robert Sangster, and riding all those good Henry Cecil horses, Reference Point and Oh So Sharp and Old Vic and Indian Skimmer, and winning the Derby on Slip Anchor, leading the whole way. He was so far clear around Tattenham Corner that the race was over before he levelled up for home. They said that he had a clock in his head, that he knew exactly how fast he was travelling at any stage of a race. He was sheer class.

Fortunately I was never really one for betting. I was probably turned off betting for life when another horse of Richard’s, Miami Count, got beaten in a 2,000 Guineas trial at Salisbury. He had won the Birdcatcher at Naas the previous year, and Richard fancied him strongly going to Salisbury. It was probably because he was from an unfashionable yard in the arse end of Ireland, but they put him in as an unconsidered 33-1 shot for the race, and we all lumped on. I remember I had just got paid that Saturday morning, so I had my wages on as well as all the spare cash that I could muster. I had £55 on the horse, that was a massive amount of money in those days for anybody, and he got beaten half a length by a horse called Lidhame, a Hamdan Al Maktoum horse who was no good afterwards. I think that did it for me. I could never have been a punter after that.

Miami Count was second in the Jersey Stakes that year as well, and Richard’s star was in the ascendancy. His string suddenly jumped from 25 to 50, and he was flying. I was dying to leave school and go full time riding, to take out an apprenticeship with Richard. I got on ok in my Inter Cert – it’s now called the Junior Cert, the exam that you do after your third or fourth year in secondary school – but during that summer I knew that I wasn’t going back to school. Richard was happy to take me on as an apprentice. I told my parents, and they were fine about it.

Mam and dad went up to the school that September to tell the headmaster, Mr McCormack, that I wasn’t coming back. He wasn’t as chilled about it as my parents were. I suppose he was looking at it from an academic’s point of view. He thought that it would be a huge waste if I were to be allowed to leave school and go to work in a racing yard; he thought that I could be an accountant or an engineer or a doctor or a lawyer or anything I wanted to be. The trouble was that I wanted to be a jockey, nothing else. He couldn’t see it.

I suppose he had a point. The number of people who make it as a jockey compared to the number who leave school and go into a racing yard at the age of 14 or 15 is very small. The percentages probably weren’t that encouraging. I didn’t care. I didn’t even think about it. All I wanted to do was ride horses. Mr McCormack had a bit of a go at my parents.

‘If you want him to be shovelling shit for the rest of his life,’ he said to them, ‘then let him go. If you want him to make something of himself, then make him go back to school and do his Leaving Cert.’

Mam was quite upset by this. It wasn’t as if they were uncaring parents who were just letting me do whatever I wanted to do. They knew how much I wanted this, how much I wanted to ride horses, how nothing else mattered. Who knew that I wouldn’t make it as a jockey? And even if I didn’t, I still wanted to work with horses. They figured that I wanted it so badly, they weren’t going to stand in my way.

The day I won the Grand National on Rough Quest in 1996, one of the many phone calls that mam received at home in the pub was from Mr McCormack to congratulate her and us. In fairness to him, he admitted that he was out of order saying what he had said to her all those years ago. She appreciated the call, but she never forgot the comment. Hindsight is a wonderful thing.

I’ll never forget my first ride on the racecourse. April 16, 1986 at Gowran Park on a horse called Being Bold, in the Thomastown Colts and Geldings Maiden. I still remember the name of the race. I don’t know why Richard decided to put me up, maybe he just thought that he’d better give me a ride in order to keep me happy. I couldn’t believe it when he told me the day before the race. Dreamland. I hardly slept that night. I remember going into the weighing room at Gowran Park and being completely overwhelmed. I saw Mick Kinane’s peg there, and all his gear on it, Stephen Craine was there, Squibs Curran, all the lads I idolised, and here I was, in the same room as them, sharing a changing room. Kevin Manning and Charlie Swan were the two up-and-coming young apprentices at the time. I couldn’t imagine that I would ever be as much in demand as they were. The jumps boys were there as well. Conor O’Dwyer was there. He was just getting going then. This was rabbit in the headlights stuff.

I tried to look like I wasn’t star-struck, but I’m sure I failed miserably. I tried to make it look like I knew what I was doing, but the little things gave me away. First day at school, first day in a new job. I wasn’t sure if I was sitting in the right place, I wasn’t sure about weighing out, about when Richard would come to get the saddle and what I had to do then, about attaching my cap to my helmet, and then there were the tights. I took them out and tried to put them on, but I had never put on a pair of tights before – it’s not something you feel that you need to practice in your bedroom – and I made a complete mess of it. Schoolboy error. Then we were called and I went out to the parade ring. I saw Richard there and I just went over to him and stood there in my silks and my breeches and my boots, a real jockey.

It all happened so quickly after that. Leg up, canter down to the start, behind the stalls, into the stalls, gates crash open and suddenly we’re off, I’m off, me, Mick Fitzgerald, not yet 16 years old, apprentice jockey riding in a real horserace. I wasn’t really sure if I was doing everything right, or even if I was doing anything right, or if I was in the right place, or if I was allowing my horse to do too much, or if we were too close to the front, or not close enough. Suddenly we were into the final furlong and I rode him out as best I could. We finished fifth. He ran a cracker, and I was probably a passenger for most if not all of the race, but I was buzzing, exhilarated. Riding out at home was one thing, it was great, but it was only riding out. This was a race. This was a different planet.

I didn’t know it at the time, but my parents had come to watch me. That was a big deal for me. I didn’t see them until after the race, and I was delighted to see them there. I think they were proud of me. I hope they were.

I had a good few more rides for Richard, about 20 in total, but I never even came close to a winner. The fickleness of this business never ceases to amaze me. Richard had a quiet year the following year, the two-year-olds who we thought might be all right just never came through, and his team dwindled. I didn’t know it at the time, but Richard was a semi-professional poker player as well as a racehorse trainer, and he used to go to Dublin to play cards in order to win money so that he could pay the staff wages. It was a strange scenario. I can imagine him behind a card table, though, he looked a bit like John Denver, holding pocket aces and maintaining a poker face.

Richard’s string fell sharply from 50 to about 15 in a year, and the opportunities for a young apprentice who had very little experience were limited to non-existent. I realised very quickly that I would have to leave if I was going to progress, if I didn’t want to end up shovelling shit for the rest of my life. I used to go through the Irish Field every week looking for job vacancies. John Hayden had an ad in there looking for staff one week, which I answered, and he took me on. The only difficulty was that John Hayden was on The Curragh in Kildare, about 60 miles from Camolin. I didn’t care. If that was where I needed to be in order to get on as a rider, or increase my chances of making it as a jockey, that was where I would be.

I was 16 when I left home. It didn’t faze me, not even a little bit. I didn’t really think about the fact that I was leaving home, and that I wouldn’t live there with my mam and dad ever again. If I had thought about it, I might have been a little sad, but I didn’t, I was just going to be a jockey. You could say that I was focused, but I wouldn’t be that scientific about it. When you focus on something, it implies that you have to concentrate, you have to willingly and knowingly block out other things that might distract you. For me, there was no effort, there was nothing else, I just wanted to be a jockey, there was nothing to think about. I needed to go to John Hayden’s to take the next step on that path, so that was where I was going.

I had a motorbike at the time, a Yamaha 100, which was just about one step up from a bicycle, and I drove that up to The Curragh. My parents followed on in the car with my stuff. John had no permanent accommodation for me, but he did have a caravan, which was mine if I wanted it, which I did. It was a roof and that was all I needed.

You might not think it, but there is a big difference climatically between Wexford and Kildare. I didn’t appreciate the sunny south-east until I had to trade it for the vast expanses of The Curragh, but in that 60 miles, the climate changed from warm to not so warm. I had a gas heater in the caravan, so I’d be all nice and cosy in the evening, it would be lovely and warm going to bed, but then you’d wake up in the morning, freezing. I’m not joking, the curtains on the inside of the caravan would be frozen to the window in the morning. So I’d get up and get on my bike and drive to John’s to ride out.

After a little while I moved into John’s house. We had great craic there, the Haydens were such lovely people. John’s wife Bernadette was great, there was a physically handicapped kid there, Simon, and John and Bernadette’s own son, Stephen, who had Down’s syndrome, and John John, who was my age. We all lived in the house together. The Haydens’ daughter, Alice Mary, was away at college.

There was another guy there, Elliot Siquibi, a black kid from Zambia who had been kicked out of Newbridge College, so the Haydens took him in and set him to work. I think his father was some big cheese in Zambia, a fellow called Bronco Siquibi, who owned a bus company, Bronco Roadways. Anyway, I had never seen a black person before in real life, so Elliot was a novelty to me, and he was great craic. He called himself Angel Cordero – he thought the Puerto Rican jockey Angel Cordero was black, or at least he claimed that he did.

Elliot was my age, but he was a big guy. We taught him how to ride, but he wasn’t really a jockey. It was so funny to see him on a horse. He was so big, he almost looked too big for the horses he was riding. He was a sprinter, a really fast runner, and he was built like one. He was lazy as well. We used to send him down the yard to sweep up or muck out, and we’d go down later and find him combing his hair.

One day, we were out exercising the horses, out in one of the big fields. Elliot was riding College Boy, a small horse who he probably shouldn’t have been on. The boss asked him to do a canter, left-handed first, then right-handed, just a nice swinging canter so that he could stretch his legs, nothing too strenuous, and then come up the middle the last time, just come up by us and stop. So Elliot says right, he sets off, left-handed canter, no problem, stops, right-handed canter, no problem. But when he turned to come up the middle past us, he gets his whip out and he starts flaking into this horse. It was one of the funniest things I have ever seen. This big dude who wouldn’t look out of place in the 100 metres final trying to ride out this little horse, not much bigger than some of the bigger ponies that we used to have at home, trying to be a jockey on him, and the boss beside us going berserk.

‘Stop, stop, fuck, stop!’

I think he just did it for the craic. He knew that he shouldn’t have been doing it, and I don’t think he ever fancied himself as a jockey. I think he just did it to piss the boss off and to give us lads a bit of a laugh. He fully succeeded on both counts.

Johnny Murtagh started on The Curragh around the same time as me, and I got to know him well. Johnny’s a good lad. He had been with John Oxx while he was at RACE, the apprentice riders’ school on The Curragh, and he joined Oxx then as an apprentice after he finished at RACE. He was riding in all the apprentice races for Oxx, and riding plenty of winners for an apprentice, with the result that he started getting plenty of outside rides, and all of a sudden Johnny was the man.

I was thin and small and light at the time, able to ride at 7st 2lb. Even when I was 17 I was still able to do 7st 11lb or 7st 12lb. Mam says that I didn’t grow an inch from my confirmation until I was 17. But that summer, my weight just shot up. On the first day of the Flat season 1988, I was 17, almost 18, I was booked to ride a horse who was set to carry 8st 5lb. As an apprentice who had never ridden a winner, I was able to claim off him. However, while I was able to do the 8st 5lb all right, I wasn’t able to claim, I’d got that heavy. You might not think that 8st-odd is heavy for an 18-year-old lad, of course it isn’t, but it is for an 18-year-old lad who is trying to make it as a Flat jockey. I lost the ride. That was a real eye-opener.

It wasn’t as if I was eating or drinking too much. Quite the contrary. I was starving myself and doing everything that I could to keep my weight down, but it wasn’t working. Nature was beating me. I went to see a food guru about helping me lose more weight, and he told me that if I tried to lose any more weight I would kill myself. Do yourself a favour, so I did. I took his advice. I stopped trying to kill myself. Jump jockeys can be a lot heavier than Flat jockeys. The minimum weight that a horse could carry at the time in a National Hunt race in Ireland was 9st 7lb, compared to just over 7st 10lb for Flat horses, so if you weighed less than 9st 7lb, you were not precluded from riding anything over jumps because of your weight. That seemed to me to be the way to go.

I started drinking that summer. I hadn’t touched a drop until I was 18, I was so intent on keeping my weight down and making it as a Flat jockey that I wasn’t going to do anything that was going to jeopardise that, but once I had decided that my future lay over jumps, and that it was okay if I put on a little weight, I figured that it would be ok if I had a drink. I got a bit of a taste for it that summer, and I had a blast.

I went away that summer, the summer of 1988, with a few of my mates to the Canaries, myself, Peg Cullen and Brian Lynch. It was my first time on a holiday with my mates, and I had just started drinking, so it was a fairly lethal cocktail. I was very quickly realising that there was another world out there outside of horses and racing. I had only just begun to go to nightclubs, I hadn’t really bothered before, I wasn’t really that into it, I was so worried about keeping my weight down. I was getting the hang of it now though and enjoying it lots.

Our first night in the Canaries, I overdid it a bit, I treated it like it was our last. I was absolutely upside down before the evening had really started, puked everywhere, so the boys had to bring me home and put me to bed before heading out again themselves. Our apartment was a two-bed affair with a pull-out bed, so we were all going to take it in turns sleeping in the pull-out bed. Peg was in it the first night. I got up in the morning, feeling great, I had got everything out of my system, went into the sitting room and saw Peg, a pool of sick beside his bed and his false teeth in it. So that was it, poor Peg was stuck in the pull-out bed for the entire holiday. We had great craic, though, eating and drinking plenty and going a little bit mad, trying to get up on women, everything. We didn’t have a care in the world.

During the period when I’d been trying to keep my weight down, I’d been going regularly to the sauna in Newbridge that a lot of the jockeys used at the time, and one day I got chatting to Stanley Moore. Stanley was working for Toby Balding in the UK, and he told me that there were lots more opportunities in England than in Ireland. There wasn’t nearly as much racing in Ireland as there was in England, and England wasn’t as much of a closed shop as Ireland, where all the top jockeys had the top yards and the top horses sewn up.

Stanley got me a job at John Jenkins’ yard in Royston, in Hertfordshire in the south of England, and I decided that I would go. It was a no-brainer really. There were very few opportunities for a claiming National Hunt jockey in Ireland. The only place where you would really get an opportunity was at Francis Flood’s in Grangecon, but you really had to be able to ride at 9st in order to get the opportunities there, as you had to be able to claim off 9st 7lb. I couldn’t do 9st, I would have struggled to do 9st 7lb at that stage.

I’m not sure that my parents were too happy about the prospect of me moving to England. It was one thing moving to The Curragh, up to Kildare to be in the heart of racing country, it was quite another going to England on my own. They thought I was too young, and they were probably right, but I was going, I had my mind made up. It made all the sense in the world to me.

Ryanair had just started at the time, and I got one of the first Ryanair flights from Dublin to Luton. My dad brought me to the airport. It was a bit sad heading off, but I knew that it was the right thing. I think he did too, but he was a bit nervous for me. That’s only natural. I just said good luck and I was off.





CHAPTER 5

HOOF OIL AND MARMALADE

The first thing that struck me about England was the accent. I wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but we all look alike, we all speak the same language, so I wasn’t expecting the accent to be so strange.

‘Y’all right mate?’

After a little while, though, I realised that half of Ireland was in England. You’d go to Newmarket for a night out and you’d meet most of the lads that you were with on The Curragh a couple of months previously.

Royston was all right, but we were Paddies and the English didn’t really like us a lot of the time. Bassingbourn Barracks was just three miles from Royston, and the army lads used to come in to the town at night-time and at weekends. They weren’t too friendly to us, and I’m sure we weren’t very friendly to them. This was in the late 1980s, the Troubles were still going on in Northern Ireland, and I suppose they had colleagues or friends posted over there. Whenever they heard the Irish accents, they would prick their ears, and there were a few nights when we had to do a runner fairly sharpish or even fight our way out of pubs.

Maurice Ahern, a good friend of mine, was at Jenkins’s yard as well, he was doing fairly well for himself there, getting on well, and we used to go out for a few pints together. Maurice would be fairly fiery when he would get a few pints in him, and I wasn’t exactly a shrinking violet myself. We wouldn’t go looking for trouble, but we wouldn’t allow ourselves to be walked on either, so I suppose if the army lads were looking for a scrap, they could press our buttons fairly easily.

‘Fucking Paddies,’ they’d say when they’d hear our accents.

‘Ah go fuck yourself.’ Maurice wouldn’t be able to let it go.

‘What did you say Paddy?’

‘I said go fuck yourself.’

And that would be it, all in, a proper fight, a proper boxing match. We weren’t big, but we could handle ourselves fairly well, and we never came off too badly, although it wasn’t pretty.

Later on, when I was working with Jackie Retter in Exeter, I used to come up to Lambourn a little and go out there with another friend, Christy O’Connor. Christy and I had been together on The Curragh, he was with Michael Grassick when I was with John Hayden, so we got to know each other well then. He was with David Murray Smith in Lambourn. This night, out on the beer in Lambourn, with plenty of drink on board, we were at a party in the Catholic Club, quite a big party spot in Lambourn, when lo and behold a row broke out between Christy and his girlfriend. It was just a little tiff at first, then it grew to more than that, and a guy came over and told Christy to back off. Christy saw red, another guy telling him to back off his own girlfriend. He went to hit him, and the next thing there were three of them on top of him. I had no option, I had to get involved to protect Christy, so I did, and all hell broke loose. I have to admit I was a bit of a scrapper when I was younger.

Anyway, we got it sorted, we got out of there, and everything was all right. We heard later on that a couple of the lads who were involved in the fight were looking for us, but I didn’t really care that much, I was back off down to Exeter and I wasn’t likely to be in Lambourn for a while.

Turns out, I was wrong. Six months later I was back, when I came up to Nicky Henderson’s place to talk about taking on the role as his stable jockey. I went in to see Nicky in the office, all fine, had a good chat, sorted out the details, grand, then as we were walking out Nicky introduces me to his head lad, Albert Browne, Corky. I just shook his hand and said how’re’ye, thought nothing of it, look forward to working with you. When Nicky’s phone rang, though, Corky looked me in the eye.

‘You owe me a new shirt,’ he said.

‘You what?’

‘You owe me a new shirt.’

I looked at him, and suddenly the realisation dawned as he continued to speak.

‘Catholic Club, about six months ago, I’m the fellow you pinned to the wall. You’re a lucky boy.’

That was my first encounter with Corky. He’s a good lad, we’re the best of mates now, but he didn’t forget that night, he never forgets.

It was all a bit of a culture shock for me, but the craic was good and the Irish lads looked out for each other. The English girls were great as well, very different to Irish girls, a lot more forward, and we were all fairly successful on that front, which was grand, but it wasn’t helping my career.

I liked John, even though he hardly gave me any chances. I had one ride in a bumper for him on a horse called Blue Finch at Huntingdon in October 1988, and he was useless. Absolutely useless. We finished seventh in a desperate race. He didn’t even come close to winning a race afterwards.

I have ridden winners for John since, but he wasn’t inclined to put me up then, when I was trying to get going. John wasn’t as big when I joined him as he had been through the early 1980s, but he still had some good horses, Grey Salute, who won the Lanzarote Hurdle and the Tote Gold Trophy, and he had a horse called Another Rhythm, a sprinter whom I used to ride all the time at home who was owned by Patsy Byrne, one half of the Byrne Brothers Plc from Duagh in County Kerry who sponsor the Cleeve Hurdle and a host of other races, and who has owned some really good horses in the past including Maelkar, Tolpuddle and Cristoforo.

If you were in the yard on a Saturday afternoon and you heard John coming down, you knew that you were in trouble, that you were going to get roped into something that wouldn’t be in your interest. I remember one Saturday, by the time I heard him coming it was too late to disappear. Ah no, what’s he going to get me to do now?

‘C’mere,’ he said to me. ‘Give me a hand with something here will you?’

‘No I can’t,’ I said. ‘It’s Saturday evening, I’m going out in a minute.’

‘Just come on,’ he said. ‘It won’t take a minute. Just give me a help out, will you?’

So I said right, I would. It was hard to say no to John. He brought me into the school where he had this horse tacked up and ready to go.

‘I need you to ride this thing out for a bit,’ he said. ‘I’ve got the owner coming down to see him tomorrow and he hasn’t been out for a while. I just want to knock the freshness out of him, I don’t want him being too free tomorrow when the owner comes to see him.’

‘Ah, you’re joking me.’

So I got up on this thing anyway. Well it wasn’t that he was a bit fresh – he was an absolute lunatic. He buried me three times that evening, got rid of me and left me on the flat of my back on the ground, and each time I got back up on him like an eejit. John didn’t say that much, but he was a lot happier than I was.

The next morning I got up on this thing again and he was as quiet as a lamb. A different horse. Turns out that the owner coming to see him that morning was Patsy Byrne. When Patsy asked me what he was like, I just mumbled something like, not too bad. I didn’t tell him that he nearly killed me the previous evening.

That was John all over, he was a bit of a character, but likeable with it. There was a horse in the yard, Ricmar, who Maurice and I thought had more ability than his handicap mark suggested. We backed him at Windsor when he got beaten, and then we backed him again at Southwell in a really awful handicap hurdle, but he got beaten again. Next time he was running at Taunton with Simon Sherwood booked to ride. We figured, ah look, forget him, he’s probably no good, so we went hunting and didn’t back him. He won at 13-2. I met John that evening.

‘That Ricmar,’ I said. ‘I’ve backed it on its last two runs and then it goes and wins today.’

‘I knew you backed it the last two times,’ he said with a smirk. ‘They weren’t his days. Today was his day. That’ll teach you.’

I realised fairly quickly that I wasn’t going to make the breakthrough at John’s. Johnny Francome and Steve Smith Eccles and Richard Dunwoody and Simon Sherwood used to come in to ride the good horses, and there were other younger fellows around John’s, like Maurice, who were always going to be ahead of me in the pecking order. I was constantly checking The Sporting Life for job opportunities. I saw this job advertised with a small trainer down in Devon, Richard Tucker. I didn’t even know where Devon was, but I didn’t care. I’d have gone to Outer Mongolia if I was going to get to ride in races. I was completely mobile, suitcase packed, gone. I got the train down to Devon to meet Richard and have a look. He was basically a farmer who had a couple of horses. I didn’t mind at all, in fact I quite liked the idea of being with a small trainer. A young jockey can get a bit lost in some of the more fashionable yards, as I found out at Jenkins’. It’s often better to be a big fish, or the only fish, in a small pond than a tiny fish in an ocean.

I liked Devon as well. It was very like Ireland, rural and quiet, totally different to Royston, and the people were really nice, real salt of the earth. I got digs with this lovely older lady, Freda Samson, a real motherly-type figure who looked after me well.

My first ride over hurdles for Richard was on a horse called Lover’s Secret in a conditional jockeys’ selling hurdle at Ludlow, just before Christmas 1988. The standard of races doesn’t get much lower than a conditional jockeys’ selling hurdle at Ludlow just before Christmas, but I didn’t care, it was a ride and I wasn’t used to getting many of them. Lover’s Secret wasn’t much good, but he had run ok at Exeter on his only previous outing that season, and he liked good ground which, unusually for December, it was at Ludlow that day.

Richard didn’t give me many instructions, he just told me to have him handy and finish as close as I could, so I kicked him on and tracked the leader, the favourite Sharp Order. Going to the second-last, I moved up on the outside and had just about taken it up jumping the flight when the favourite came down. I would be lying if I said that I was disappointed to see him go down, but I think I was travelling better anyway. I just put my head down then and rode down to the last, scrambled over it as best we could and rode for all I was worth up the run-in.

It was a strange feeling winning, riding my first winner. Every time before that when I had finished a race – and I had had about 80 rides up to that point without getting close to a winner – there were other horses in front of me. You’d finish third or fourth and think, not so bad, but there were always other horses in front of you, you were always behind something else. That day at Ludlow, there were no other horses in front of me, nothing there except green grass, just me and wide-open space. I was first, I had won. It was a bit surreal, but it was a great feeling.

My next ride was two days later at Hereford, three days before Christmas Day, on a filly called Lurex Girl in another conditional jockeys’ selling hurdle. She ran a cracker for me. We took it up at the third-last and I kicked for home but, no sooner had I done that than another horse, Below Zero, came up on my outside, and went past. Even so, my filly kept on well to finish second.

My third ride over jumps for Richard was four days after Christmas in a conditional jockeys’ handicap hurdle on a horse called Corston Springs. There was a little bit of controversy surrounding Corston Springs’s previous run on Boxing Day at Newton Abbot, when he was pulled up under Peter Scudamore. It was unusual, perhaps, for Scu to be at Newton Abbot on that day, one of the busiest racing days on the calendar, when the showcase events, including the King George, were at Kempton. But Scu’s trainer Martin Pipe didn’t have anything in the King George, and he was sending a strong team to Newton Abbot on the day, including an exciting novice chaser Sabin Du Loir, who duly obliged at 1-2. Richard took the opportunity to book Scu for Corston Springs in the handicap hurdle but he was pulled up. Richard wasn’t happy with the ride that Scu had given him. He was a funny old horse though, who had his own way of doing things. I rode him five days later at Hereford and he won.

I was delighted with the ride that I gave Corston Springs that day. I dropped him in nearly last, went right around the inside, just kept him interested, crept and crept, and didn’t produce him until we had jumped the last. When we did, I asked him to quicken, which he did, impressively, and we won going away.

I was flying. I had had three rides in eight days, two winners and a second, and I thought, I’ve got this sorted now. This jumping game is the way to go. I had got the taste for riding winners and I just wanted to continue doing so. Life felt great.

If you had told me then that it would be 18 months before I would ride my next winner, I would have told you that you were mad, but it was. The same thing happened to Richard Tucker as had happened to Richard Lister. Horses dwindled, a couple went wrong or started regressing and they just weren’t being replaced. I was on the phone a lot to a couple of the smaller trainers and permit-holders around. Any time I saw a conditional jockeys’ race in the paper, I was straight on the phone to the trainers with entries asking if I could ride their horses. I got quite a few outside rides like this, but none of them was any good, none of them won.

I was getting disillusioned. You get a bit of a break, you ride a couple of winners, you’re on the crest of a wave, buzzing, it’s happening for you now, you’re the next big thing, or you hope you are anyway, you’re just waiting for the next winner, but it doesn’t come, you wait longer, it’ll come, just be patient, you work harder, ring more trainers, burst your balls, but still no winner, not even close. Gradually the wind goes out of your sails, the momentum slows until you feel that you are stopped or even going backwards. Time is moving on and you’re not progressing.

There just weren’t the opportunities for me any more at Richard’s, he just didn’t have the horses, so I moved to Ron Hodges. It didn’t bother me that I was moving around a bit, there was always a reason for a move, each move, I felt, was increasing the prospect of me getting going, getting a couple of winners, getting a little momentum behind me, a bit of recognition.

I liked it at Ron’s, we got on well together. I lived in the house with Ron and his wife Mandy. Chris Maude lived there as well, he was just getting going himself. I thought that it was a good move for me. Ron had given his conditional riders good opportunities in the past. Simon Earle had made it there, Wally Irvine was doing well there, Maudey was in the process of getting on well there, so I figured that it would be a good move for me. He had a couple of nice horses as well, Smartie Express, Highway Express, who won at Cheltenham’s January meeting, and Hard To Figure, owned by James Mursell, who won the Ayr Gold Cup a few years later.

But it didn’t happen for me at Ron’s either. I don’t know what it was, I got on really well with him, and we’d all have great craic together in the house in the evenings, but he didn’t give me many rides, in fact he rarely gave me a decent opportunity. Maybe we were just too close, maybe I was so friendly with him that he just regarded me as part of the furniture and figured I’d stick around anyway even if I didn’t get any rides. Maybe he thought that I wasn’t good enough, and maybe I wasn’t. Who knows? And it wasn’t as if you could go up and ask him why you weren’t getting on any, it just wasn’t the done thing. It would be like a football player asking the manager why he was sitting on the bench all the time and wasn’t getting a chance in the team.

My disillusionment grew deeper. It’s like anything, if you put the effort in and you get rewarded, you will continue to put the effort in because you can see that your efforts are worthwhile. But if you put the effort in and you don’t get rewarded, in any walk of life, you might continue to make the effort for a while, but you can’t continue indefinitely. You can’t continually bang your head against the wall if you can’t see any progress being made. I was in danger of getting into a rut. I was comfortable at Ron’s, I had a grand comfortable lifestyle, nice family to live with, a few pints at night-time or at the weekends, working with horses, and just about enough money to live on, but I wasn’t getting to race-ride, I wasn’t getting on in my career, and I’m sure I never would have if I had stayed there.

Like I say, the craic was good. The local hunt used to meet at Ron’s once a year, just before Christmas, before heading off for their day’s sport. We used to have to get up early, start early in the morning and be done with the horses before the people would start arriving at about 11 o’clock in the morning. Maudey and Wally and I were the ones who were given the responsibility of serving the drinks as the people arrived, port and brandy and the like, to keep them warm for the day I guess. So we went around with a tray of drinks each, we walked around the yard, from one end to the other with this tray, how’re’ye, how’s it goin, and the hunting people were taking a glass of port or brandy from the tray. When we met back up at the top of the yard, we still had a couple of full glasses each left on our trays. I looked at Maudey and figured, why not, so we drank whatever we had left, then re-loaded and headed off around the yard again.

The three of us met back up at the top of the yard a second time and we had even more full glasses left over, so we lowered them as well. These were glasses of port and brandy, and Ron didn’t skimp on the measures, so we were getting nicely warm and jolly. We did the round once more, maybe twice more, until the hunt pulled out and everyone was gone from the yard. At this stage we were nicely pissed and happy. We had to be back in the yard for three o’clock to ride out final lot, so we figured we’d go to the pub for a couple of hours. So the three of us piled into an old Nissan that I had just bought from Maudey and we headed off down the track at the back of the yard, across the field to the pub. After a couple of pints there we could hardly stand up. We came out of the pub fully intent on riding out at three o’clock, but we couldn’t walk in a straight line never mind get up on a horse.

I drove back across the field and crashed into the fence at the back of the yard. Wally was scared shitless that we’d be caught, so he tried to get out of the car before it had stopped. Sure, when I saw him trying to escape I just drove off. I can still see Wally hanging off the door, trying to get out of the car as the car accelerates across the field.

We met the head girl, Jane Parker, on our way back in. We were crawling up the old path to the yard. We couldn’t walk, we were laughing so much. She wasn’t a bit impressed. Of course we couldn’t ride out, so she just sent us to the house to go to bed. In my wisdom, I went into the tack room and fell asleep. When I woke up later that evening, my shoes were gone and there was hoof oil and marmalade in my hair. The other lads weren’t impressed with us either, they had to do our horses while we were incapacitated, so they had obviously decided to have a little bit of fun with me while I slept. I suppose it could have been a lot worse.

I walked up to the house through the rain, no shoes, feet soaking wet, and got into the kitchen to see Maudey sitting there, looking terrible. However he looked, I’m sure I must have looked much worse. I didn’t know until later about the foreign substances in my hair.

Ron heard about the incident later. He didn’t say anything, but it definitely didn’t do me any good in terms of getting rides for him. I was well into my time with Ron then anyway, and had already figured that I wasn’t going to get on there. I don’t think I would have done something like that or allowed something like that to happen if I was getting on. I think I would have made sure that I kept my bib clean.

I wasn’t sure where my next winner, my next ride, was going to come from. Things looked a little bleak.
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