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We were overwhelmed with the support we received after releasing the first issue of 
Racing Reflex. The original plan was to launch our monthly magazine at the  
beginning of next year but encouragingly we were convinced by readers to keep  
going over the winter.  This month we delve into the flat season over in Dubai with a full 
guide to the Meydan programme. We know many of our readers are fans of flat racing 
so these meetings could see you through the winter months.  We also take a look back 
at the successful year Godolphin have had with Group One wins across the globe. Don’t 
miss our feature on Japanese super filly Almond Eye to go along with a special release  
Japanese cover. The level of engagement has been a real boost in the mag’s early  
stages but we still need your support, please help us out by sharing our content and 
don’t hesitate to get in touch if you have any feedback or ideas.  
The Racing Reflex team

WE CAME BACK 
FOR MORE . . .
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GUIDE TO MEYDAN

BEASTS IN THE  
MIDDLE EAST

Where it all began
The Meydan racecourse is in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, 
where it officially opened in 2010 on the 27th of March, 
with the former racetrack being called Nad Al Sheba. At 
Meydan, the grandstand is well and truly over a mile in 
length, it can accommodate for 60,000 spectators.

Meydan is classed as a five-star racetrack with a hotel 
overlooking the racecourse, with 285 rooms to its name, on 
top of a hotel, Meydan has restaurants, a racing museum 
for all to see and more than 70 suites for entertainment 
throughout the year, something I have been lucky enough 
to go inside on more than one occasion.

Meydan is closely affiliated with Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum, the UAE Vice President and Prime Minister 
and Rule of Dubai, who has the famous colours of 
Godolphin run on both tracks at Meydan during the Dubai 
World Cup Carnival. The Dubai World Cup Carnival runs 
throughout January to the end of March, where the Dubai 
World Cup is run on the last Saturday of March.

Opened in 1986, Nad Al Sheba was the dominant 
racetrack in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, it had a left-
handed dirt track and a left-handed turf course of equal 
distance, around 2,200 metres to be exact. Just like 
Meydan, Nad Al Sheba would operate from November 
right through to the end of March, incorporating the 
famous Dubai World Cup Carnival.

Some of the most famous races in Dubai and the world 
now would have started at Nad Al Sheba, some of these 
include the Jebel Hatta, which was a Group 2 at the time, 
the Zabeel Mile, a Group 3 at the time and others ranging 
from the UAE 2,000 and 1,000 Guineas at the track.

From 1986 to 2009, Nad Al Sheba hosted a wide variety 
of guests, stars and some of the best horses of their time, 
including Nayef, the Group 1 Dubai Sheema Classic winner 
for HH Sheikh Hamdan, Harlan’s Holiday who was 2nd in 
the Dubai World Cup and would go onto be a relatively 
good stallion, but you can’t forget the likes of Invasor, 
Curlin, Street Cry, Dubai Millennium and Almutawakel, all of 
whom were exceptional winners of the Dubai World Cup 
at Nad Al Sheba.
       

AS WE TURN OUR EYE TO FLAT RACING IN DUBAI, ALEX BANKS HAS ALL 
THE INFORMATIONYOU NEED TO FOLLOW THE ACTION FROM MEYDAN 



GUIDE TO MEYDAN

Who to look out for
At Meydan, there are a 
plethora of different trainers, 
especially the local trainers 
who do ever so well, the 
most influential in the UAE at 
the moment has to be Doug 
Watson, below, he has been 
having sensational seasons, 
winning last season’s 
Trainers Championship, he 
has his main jockey set out 
every single season with 
Pat Dobbs, below right, a 
European jockey based in 

the United Kingdom who 
does ever so well at Meydan 
for Doug Watson.
   Ahmad bin Harmash is 
slowly but surely becoming 
a household name in Dubai 
and is getting there with 
every stride, he has a lot of 
new recruits from Phoenix 
Thoroughbreds and their 
lady syndicate coming to 
the fore, whilst he up Connor 
Beasley to win 2 on the 
opening night at Meydan – 
Connor Beasley is based in 

the North of England and 
rides regularly for the top 
trainers there, who include 
Keith Dalgleish and Richard 
Fahey, but in the UAE, he 
is booked down for bin 
Harmash and will look to 
make his mark this season.
   Other top trainers in the 
UAE include Ali Rashid Al 
Rayhi who is well known for 
getting his horses in fit and 
fighting shape, he will look 
to get some early winners 
on the board, he has Tadgh 

O’Shea who is a keen UAE 
regular and is always vying 
for the top jockeys spot 
against Pat Dobbs and 
Richard Mullen.
 Richard Mullen rides 
for Satish Seemar each 
and every single season, 
which becomes a better 
partnership as the years 
and seasons go on, the latter 
are probably the best 
two to watch together as 
they have some real nice 
ones.

As a matter of 
course
Meydan has two types of 
track at their disposal, the 
turf track and the dirt track, 
which are impeccably looked 
after and watched.

DIRT TRACK
•LEFT-HANDED
•OVAL DISTANCE 
AROUND 1750 METRES 
(8 AND THREE 
QUARTERS OF A 
FURLONG)
•CHUTE: 1400 METRES
•WIDTH: 25 METRES
•BANKING ON THE 
TURNS: 5.5%
•DISTANCE FROM THE 
FINAL TURN TO THE 
FINISH LINE: 400M OR 2 
FURLONGS

TURF TRACK
•LEFT-HANDED
•OVAL DISTANCE 
AROUND 2400 METRES 
(12 FURLONGS)
•CHUTE: 1200 METRES
•WIDTH: 30 METRES
•BANKING ON THE 
TURNS: 6%
•DISTANCE FROM THE 
FINAL TURN TO THE 
FINISH LINE: 450M OR 
2.25 FURLONGS
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The season at Meydan 
has well and truly begun, 
it started on the 1st of 
November, where we saw 
some good little winners 
come to the fore already, 
that of Walking Thunder 
who got given a mark of 
85 for winning a maiden 
by 5 and a quarter lengths 
for new syndicate Phoenix 
Ladies Thoroughbreds. The 
likes of Big Brown Bear was 
an emphatic winner of his 
maiden by 5 lengths and 
looks one to follow, but that 
said, there is much, much 
more to be said for the rest 
of the season.

A total of 22 more 
meetings at Meydan 
throughout the year and 
going into the beginning 
of next year, means there 
are an abundance of class 
and quality all around the 
world looking to go to Dubai 
and try to claim some of 
the most excellent prize 

money in the world. Bigger 
and better than ever this 
season, the robust Dubai 
season has seen a much 
more well-rounded prize 
pool for the racing in Dubai, 
where the ruler of Dubai, 
HH Sheikh Mohammed has 
increased the prize funds 
to attract more horses from 
America, Australia, Japan, 
South Africa and all around 
the world to compete in the 
Dubai Carnival.

We will look straight to 
the Dubai Carnival, where 
in January, there is a total 
of 7 meetings, every single 
Thursday in January is 
booked up for the Carnival, 
with 2 meetings on 
Saturday’s for the locals to 
try and have a crack at some 
prize money. When looking 
into February, the Thursday’s 
there are no different, 
stacked cards to come and a 
plethora of racing, with only 
1 Saturday for the locals to 

have a crack at.
March is where the top 
connections start to make 
their moves, with Super 
Saturday in March always 
being a cracking event, 
along with the massive 
Dubai World Cup night on 
the 30th, this year looks to 
be the best year and season 
yet of racing at Meydan, in 
Dubai. The season  
however, has been  
extended to April, where 
Meydan will have 2 meetings 
on Friday’s following Al Ain 
the night before, with the 
Dubai season not finishing 
up until the 12th of  
April.

The Dubai World Cup 
night is one of the most 
eagerly anticipated nights 
of the entire season for any 
thoroughbred owner, mainly 
down to the fact that there 
is $27.25 million on offer, 
including 6 Group 1’s and 
3 Group 2’s on one single 

night, it’s fascinating to 
watch throughout the entire 
night.

The night gets kicked off 
with the Purebred Arabians 
in the Dubai Kahayla Classic, 
a lot of the horses in that 
race have a good mind of 
their own to do what they 
like, last year was won by 
the Saudi’s and I have no 
doubt they’ll look to reclaim 
that this season. The second 
Group 1 and race on the card 
will be the Al Quoz Sprint, a 
race that was transferred in 
2011 to a 5 furlong sprin that 
has since been upgraded 
back in 2017 to a 6 furlong 
sprint, where we see the 
Europeans look to try and 
steal the show, something 
they have done 3 of the last 
4 years, with Godolphin and 
Charlie Appleby taking the 
spoils with Jungle Cat.

We then move onto the 
Godolphin Mile, the first of 3 
Group 2’s on the card, a mile 

THE RUNNING   ORDER
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JIM CROWLEY ON ERTIJAAL 
WHO SADLY PASSED AWAY 
EARLIER THIS MONTH
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dirt race in recent years has 
been incredibly muddling 
for everyone involved, the 
Americans like to target the 
race because of the million 
dollar purse on offer but 
haven’t got a lick on the 
locals who have won it the 
last 4 years running.

Then, we have the Dubai 
Gold Cup, a staying race 
dominated in recent years 
by HH the Aga Khan with 
the fantastic Vazirabad, who 
has swept aside all comers 
in the race, looking ever 
dominant each single year 
and it’ll be interesting to see 
if he pops back off to Dubai 
again. 

The UAE Derby is a much 
anticipated 2yo race, the 
last Group 2 on the card 
before we get to the mega 
bucks of the card, but we 
saw Mendelssohn win by 
a total of 19 lengths on his 
outing in Dubai, beating the 
previous time by a total of 2 

and a half seconds, which is 
unheard of for a 2yo.
The mega bucks come out 
now, we have the Dubai 
Golden Shaheen which was 
known as the Nad Al Sheba 
Sprint until being changed, 
this 2 million dollar purse is 
for 3yo’s and above, with 
the previous winner Mind 
Your Biscuits winning it in a 
mind boggling time of 1:10:17, 
nearly beating his time he 
posted the year before by a 
full second. 

After the Shaheen, we 
have the Dubai Turf, a 5 
million dollar purse in its 
own right, we see a lot of 
Europeans come over for 
this race, along with the 
Japanese who absolutely 
love the race, winning it in 
2016 and 2017 with Vivlos 
and Real Steel, both of 
whom have been fantastic 
servants in their own right. 
The reason the Japanese 
love this race, is because 

it is part of the Asian Mile 
Challenge, a series of four 
mile races created in 2005, 
ranging from Melbourne to 
Dubai, to Hong Kong and 
finally finishing off in  
Tokyo.

Moving onto the 
Sheema Classic, we have 
another race that has 
been dominated by the 
Europeans in recent times, 
with previous winners all 
coming from the United 
Kingdom in Hawkbill, Jack 
Hobbs and Postponed 
all running incredibly well, 
earning that 5 million dollar 
purse for their connections 
and rewarding them nicely 
for taking a leap of faith. Top 
jockey in this race is Frankie 
Dettori with wins in the 1998, 
2003 and 2011 runnings of 
these races.

The last race on the night 
and showpiece race of the 
night, the Dubai World 
Cup. A section on its own 

is definitely needed for this 
race – a purse of 12 million 
will be awarded in 2019, 
which will be split up among 
the horses throughout. Last 
season won by Thunder 
Snow under an enterprising 
ride by Soumillon, 

Godolphin became the 
leading owners with 7 
winners of the race, along 
with Saeed bin Suroor 
bringing up 8 winners in the 
race himself – the Americans 
have tried to dominate this 
race, with the likes of Animal 
Kingdom, California Chrome 
and Arrogate and winning 
the race in the last 5 seasons 
or so. The Dubai World Cup 
really is the flagship and 
everything people inside the 
racing world want to win, a 
10 furlong race on the dirt, 
the horse have to turn left 
handed with a pulsating 
finish in the race more or 
likely going to happen, as we 
saw with Arrogate in 2017.

THE RUNNING   ORDER
GUIDE TO MEYDAN

BIG RACE  
CHEAT SHEET

JUNGLE CAT

GUIDE TO MEYDAN
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New horses on the scene

Majestic Thunder – A three-year-old 
unraced gelding by Dubawi, he was 
purchased by Touch Gold Racing 
from Godolphin, where he looks a nice 
enough type on paper – the Dubawi’s 
do extremely well out at Meydan and 
it’ll be interesting to see where this one 
ends up, maybe a Jebel Ali maiden 
before Meydan.

George Villiers – Definitely one I am 
keen on, was one of the best in the 
Dubai Sale just gone, he was bought 

from the Gosden yard, he has 2 wins 
to his name over 7 furlongs and his 
new owners definitely have a nice one 
on their hands if he can do well and 
produce something different.

Casey Jones – Another one from the 
Dubai Sale I was really interested in, a 
gelding by Casamento who should do 
incredibly well on the dirt in Dubai you’d 
have to hope, 3 wins to his name, all of 
them at Newcastle and a decent third 
in a strong Class 3 event, he’s one to go 
well.

Illusional – A three-year-old gelding 

picked up by EIBloodstock, has had 
11 starts with Mark Johnston and has 
won over a mile at Southwell, which 
translates well to Dubai, should see 
him handle the dirt well and his mark 
of 74 is incredibly low considering his 
promise he has shown.

Pouvoir Magique – A four-year-old 
by Le Havre who was picked up by 
EIBloodstock as well, he could jump 
straight into the Carnival off his current 
mark, but a big, broad individual who 
may even handle the dirt in time. 8 
starts to his name and 3 wins, beating 
the likes of Rip Orf over a mile, he’s 

Horses going over from the UK 
Owners/Trainers

Horses going over to Dubai from the 
UK are always scrutinized but they 
should have a sound chance if the 
right ones go, for now, there hasn’t 
been anything made of the Godolphin 
team as to who they’re taking over, 
but Barney Roy has just come out of 
stallion duties and I have no doubt we 
will see him over in Dubai making his 
return there. 

Some people have speculated Enable 
could go over to Dubai for the Sheema 
Classic, which would be something 
incredibly special although it does 
to me at the moment, look just like 

speculation, she is most likely off to the 
breeding shed.

Godolphin have started taking a power 
packed team out there to try and mop 
up the lot on the turf, something I feel 
as though they could try to do this 
season, the likes of Blue Point could 
be going for the Al Quoz, Benbatl 
will be going for the Dubai Turf again, 
Emotionless I have no doubt will try 
a stint out there, whilst it is said Royal 
Marine is going out to Dubai, where 
he may try his hand on the dirt, being 
a son of Raven’s Pass I wouldn’t put it 
past him to run well in the UAE Derby.

Line Of Reason has been going over 

Paul Midgley and Taylor’s Bloodstock 
for quite a while now, they were well 
beaten in January in a handicap and 
flew back the next month to run at 
Wolverhampton and a mark of 94 
for Line Of Reason is too low for a 
Carnival handicap, so unfortunately 
don’t foresee them taking him, but the 
owners and trainer could take  
Final Venture and Orvar who have both 
been performing well this season in the 
United Kingdom. 

Richard Hannon went over to Dubai 
with the season just gone, taking the 
likes of Tangled and Tupi, so I think we 
could very well see him go back and 
look to make it a good time out there 
for the owners.

ILLUSIONAL POUVOIR MAGIQUE

GUIDE TO MEYDAN



Godolphin have struggled in recent 
years whilst their Irish counterparts, 
Ballydoyle have dominated European 
racing, but 2018 started with a strong 
performance on home soil for the 
boys in blue. Having won most of the 
valuable races leading up to the Dubai 
World Cup, the night promised to be 
full of blue, but no one could have 
imagined how blue Meydan would be 
that night. 

Godolphin had to wait until the Al 
Quoz sprint to get off the mark, Blue 
Point was withdrawn at the start and 
would later go on to win the King Stand 

at Royal Ascot. His absence paved the 
way for stable mate Jungle Cat to take 
the victory. Godolphin’s best chance of 
the night was Benbatl in the Dubai Turf, 
having been narrowly defeated in the 
Jebel Hatta three weeks before, Young 
jockey Oisin Murphy would retain the 
ride and make sure no one was beating 
him on the day, he would eventually win 
comfortable by 4 lengths. 

Former Coral Eclipse winner Hawkbill 
would win the Sheema Classic for 
William Buick before 2017 UAE Derby 
winner, Thunder Snow would cap off 
a memorable night for Godolphin by 

winning the Dubai World Cup. With 
the Dubai season culminating on 
World Cup night, all eyes turned to 
Newmarket for the first classic of the 
season where the blue army were 
looking for their first classic winner 
since Dawn Approach’s Guineas win 
in 2013. Masar headed into the race 
having destroyed the Craven field by 9 
lengths, but once again Aidan O’Brien 
and Coolmore would have one  
better on as Saxon Warrior spoiled the 
party.

Continued Pages 8 and 9

GUIDE TO MEYDAN

IT’S ALL 
ABOUT BLUE

AFTER AN UNDERWHELMING 2017, MANY FELT TEAM GODOLPHIN HAD 
SOMETHING TO PROVE.. UNDER A GROUP ONE CHARGE LED BY CHARLIE 
APPLEBY THE BOYS IN BLUE CAME BACK IN 2018, ASHLEY CLIFF WRITES
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However, Masar would repay his owner with the 
biggest prize of them all, the Epsom Derby, a race 
Godolphin had famously never won. An ecstatic 
William Buick & Charlie Appleby had provided 
Godolphin with a victory that Sheikh Mohammed 
could only have dreamed of. 

Masar unfortunately suffered an injury after the 
Investec Derby and wouldn’t be seen for the remainder 
of the 2018 season, however, Godolphin have 
confirmed that the colt would remain in training as a 
4-yearold. Masar’s main target in 2019 will be the Arc at 
Longchamp, although Masar will winter in Dubai, a run 
in the Sheema Classic is not planned. 

Godolphin would enjoy more success abroad as 
Benbatl went onto win Group ones in both Germany 
and Australia before finishing 2nd to Winx in the 2018 
Cox Plate. Best Solution would also add to Godolphin’s 
Group one tally down under. 

Prior to 2018, Godolphin had famously never won the 
Epsom Derby or the Melbourne Cup. Charlie Appleby 
would provide His Highness Sheikh Mohammed 
with both of these victories within six months. Cross 

Counter, who had already had a good season in the 
UK before which culminated in a close second behind 
stable mate Old Persian in the Great Voltigeur at York, 
with subsequent St Ledger winner, Kew Gardens in 
third. Cross Counter would also become the first horse 
trained in Britain to win the Melbourne Cup. 

The Future Looks Bright for Godolphin 

Quorto, the unbeaten son of Dubawi is the second 
highest rated two-year-old (behind Too Darn Hot) 
heading into the winter break where he is set to winter 
in Dubai and is currently 8/1 for the first classic of 2019, 
the QIPCO 2,000 Guineas. Having won all three of his 
starts, he looks set to be Godolphin’s best chance of 
2,000 Guineas success. 

An impressive winner of the National Stakes at the 
Curragh however the form is now questionable as 
Anthony Van Dyck (2nd) has subsequently finished 
well out of the placings in the Juvenile Turf at Churchill 
downs which was won by stable mate Line of Duty. 
Line of Duty, a Galileo colt Group 1 is not unheard  
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GODOLPHIN 
IN NUMBERS
630 WINS GLOBALLY 
IN 2018 

128 STAKES WINS 

30 GROUP 1 WINS 

GROUP 1 WINNERS: 
JUNGLE CAT BLAIR 
HOUSE BENBATL 
HAWKBILL 
THUNDER SNOW 
ALIZEE IMPENDING 
BLUE POINT BEST 
SOLUTION WILD 
ILLUSION FINE 
NEEDLE HARTNELL 
QUORTO KITESURF 
LA PELOSA ROYAL 
MEETING ROYAL 
MARINE LINE OF 
DUTY BEST OF DAYS 

of in the racing industry, but it’s quite rare that Godolphin 
are the owners. Although it took him 3 starts to break his 
maiden, his ability has never been questioned.  
After Group 3 success in France, he headed to Churchill 
downs for the Juvenile turf, and although he hung badly 
in the final furlongs, he stayed on very well and is one to 
keep an eye on. He’s definitely a colt to get excited about, 
currently 20/1 for the 2019 Investec Derby. 
Royal Meeting, this son of Invincible Spirit had only won a 
Yarmouth maiden before heading to France for the  

Criterium International, a small but competitive field was 
ahead with huge respect for Ballydoyle’s Hermosa as well 
as the Group 2 Mill Reef winner, Kessaar. He’s a big physical 
horse and 8 furlongs looks set to be his minimum trip, so a 
Derby style campaign is more likely. 
Royal Marine, this son of Ravens Pass has only had three 
starts this year and you wouldn’t say he would be a group 
one winner after his debut, but an impressive run from the 
colt saw him win the Prix Jean-Luc Lagardere at Longchamp 
on Arc day, He is around 20/1 for the 2,000 guineas. 

LINE OF DUTY

CROSS COUNTER

LINE OF DUTY IS A BIG, PHYSICAL HORSE  
AND A MILE LOOKS TO BE THE MINIMUM  
TRIP - LOOK OUT FOR HIM HEADING TO THE 
DERBY NEXT YEAR

“



INTERNATIONAL

AMERICAN JOY IN THE 
BLEAK MIDWINTER

The end of the Breeders’ Cup often 
signals an end to the American flat 
season, a small break in the winter 
commences, and few graded stakes 
races are left. Usually the season picks 
back up with Road to the Kentucky 
Derby races with the newly minted 
3YO’s and since the inception of
the Pegasus World Cup in 2017, a 
much needed big race for fans to look 
forward to that kicks off the Classic 
division a bit earlier than before. 

The 2019 edition will not only feature 
the Pegasus World Cup itself, but 
will also include the new $7 million 
Pegasus World Cup Turf, which is now 
bringing forth America’s richest turf 
and dirt races, where they will be ran 
on January 26 at Gulfstream Park. 

Here is an early look into some nice 
types: The inaugural Pegasus World 
Cup Turf will be contested at 1 3/16 
miles with a $3 million first prize, it will 
be limited to 12 starters, the same as its 
dirt counterpart. While the chances of
seeing the likes of Winx or Enable here 
may be slim and unlikely, this race will 
attract lots of International interest; the 
connections from Japan, Hong Kong, 
and Europe especially will take a

very hard look at this race. While none 
of these horses have the Pegasus 
World Cup Turf as a confirmed target.

Possible international interest could 
come from the likes of Laurens, One
Master, Happily, Mustashry, Crystal 
Ocean, Without Parole, I Can Fly, 
Rhododendron, Wild llusion, Magic 
Wand, Accidental Agent, Lord Glitters, 
Thundering Blue, Deirdre, Vivlos, 
Benbatl and Satono Crown just to 
name a few! 
This race could be a springboard 
for both international and American 
horses to the Dubai Turf or Dubai 
Sheema Classic in March, something 
Benbatl is already looking at himself 
and with the Japan Cup just past 
Thundering Blue is a horse that will not 
be making the trip over.

Two American horses have been 
confirmed to have the Pegasus World 
Cup Turf as a target, they include 
Breeders’ Cup participants Catapult 
and Arklow will attempt to be there in 
January. Other American horses that 
could show up are World Approval, 
Divisidero, Analyze It, Next Shares, 
Robert Bruce, Channel Maker and 
Glorious Empire. 

The prospective field for the Pegasus 
World Cup itself has taken far better 
shape in terms of could be going, with 
the breeding season not starting until 
February, several horses will close out 
their careers in this race. Breeders’ Cup 
Classic winner Accelerate headlines the 
probables and will return to training in 
the coming weeks.

City of Light and Mendelssohn are
also set to retire in 2019 and have the 
Pegasus World Cup on their calendars 
as a potential career closer. 

Horses that have been confirmed to 
have the Pegasus as a target  
include Classic runner-up Gunnevera, 
Battle of Midway, Yoshida, Audible, 
Seeking the Soul, and the beast 
McKinzie. 

A few of the horses targeting 
the race have a stakes win over the 
Gulfstream dirt and could make for 
a tough race for the $9 million purse, 
whilst some others to consider the 
Pegasus could be Thunder Snow, 
Wonder Gadot, Lone Sailor, Discreet 
Lover, Axelrod, Pavel, Catholic Boy, 
Mind Your Biscuits, Bravazo, Giant 
Expectations, Catalina Cruiser, and the 
wonderful Midnight Bisou.

THE FLAT RACING  
SEASON MAY BE  
TAKING A BACK SEAT 
BUT THE PEGASUS 
WORLD CUP ALLOWS 
FANS ACROSS THE 
GLOBE TO GET THEIR 
FIX, KAITLIN FREE 
WRITES
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THUNDER IN  
MY HEART

Thundering Blue is a horse who has 
gone from zero to hero, literally. It’s fairly 
well known by now on social media 
what he means to me but in case you’ve 
not heard or seen let me give you a 
quick briefing of how it all began.

Unfortunately, due to unforeseen 
circumstances, my Dad had a heart 
attack on the 3rd of May in 2017, then I 
finally got to see him on the 5th of May 
– he wanted to watch some sport of 
some kind, any kind. 

That’s where it all started. The 
16:10 at Lingfield was about to start, 
Thundering Blue was running, we 
picked him because we’re Chelsea fans 
and of course, his name was Blue! We 
genuinely couldn’t believe our eyes with 
the run, where he would go onto finish 
3rd to Berrahri, he was held up on the 
day and just powered home like a train; 
from that day on I knew he was  
special and I have followed him ever 
since. 

On the 2nd of September 2017, 
Thundering Blue was due to run in the 
BetBright Recall handicap at Sandown 
and I woke up that morning knowing he 
would win – I don’t know what it was, 
likesomething just went off inside of me. 

That day, I gathered my family around 
the TV and we all cheered him home to 
what would be one of the best races I 
had ever seen.
To be in that moment with my family, 
who I had been watching racing with 
since I was eight was something I will 
take to the grave with me, especially 
since everything happened with my 
Father. 
My Dad and I gave each other the same 
look we gave each other when he ran 
third at Lingfield on the 5th of May, we 
knew our boy would do it.

Because I so incredibly confident, 
I told my social media accounts that 
I thought he would win. My Twitter 
account was the main one and it went 
absolutely, absurdly and rightfully so, 
completely crazy and that was the start 
of ‘TEAM BLUE’ for me every single one 
of my followers on Twitter.

I could now write about what he 
has gone on to achieve but I feel like 
everyone already knows, a Group 3 
winner in Sweden, a Group 2 winner 
at York and a third in the Juddmonte 
behind Roaring Lion just to name a few 
of his incredible achievements, taking 
me on a whirlwind of a ride.

My boy, Thundering Blue went all the 
way over to the other side of the map 
to face a stellar line up in the Japan Cup 
and it was just a little too quick for him. 
The winner, Almond Eye, looks to be a 
complete and utter freak in every sense 
of the word, but Blue will be back. And 
hey, he beat a dual Classic winner  
home!

I am going to end with this: 
Thundering Blue has taught me a 
valuable lesson in life and that is that 
I can be passionate and I can achieve 
what I set my mind too, I may not start 
off at the top but with the right attitude 
and guidance, I can achieve and I can 
reach the top.

I’m not the only one he has had an 
effect on, I spoke with Kim Johnstone 
who has played a huge role in 
Thundering Blue’s success, as she is the 
wife to trainer David Menuisier, and she 
told me “He has taught me so much 
more than I could have ever taught him 
and I feel so lucky to be part of his life
and career. I’m so proud of him!” 
They say not all heroes wear capes, my 
hero isn’t even human. I hope one day 
all racing fans find their Thundering  
Blue!

“ NOT ALL HEROES WEAR CAPES - MINE ISN’T EVEN HUMAN

SOMETIMES A 
HORSE CAN 
CAPTURE YOUR 
AFFECTION 
FROM OUT OF 
THE BLUE... JAY 
HALES WRITES
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complete the Japanese Fillies’ Triple 
Crown when she destroyed the field 
in the Shuka Sho not too long ago 
now! It was a fantastic achievement, 
but she has since gone on and 
absolutely demolished a top class 
field in the Group 1 – Japan Cup. 

The daughter of Lord Kanaloa 
has gained 14kg during the summer, 
all of which has transformed into 
muscle. In the Shuka Sho, she 
settled well in the back and Lemaire 
just done an easiest job to let her 
chase in the straight – Almond 
Eye ran 33.6 second in last three 
furlongs to secure the victory. 
Beside Mejiro I’Amone in 1986, all 
three Triple Crown winners Still 
In Love (2003), Apapane (2010) 
and Gentildonna (2012) had a 
first up run before attempting the 
Shuka Sho. However, the team 
and connections of Almond Eye 
decided that she did not require a 
preparation race before the Shuka 
Sho, where she duly obliged. 

Let’s have a look at this freak filly 
Almond Eye. First of all, Almond 
Eye’s turn of foot is devastating, it 
just shouldn’t even be compared to 
anyone in the world; the way she 

gets to the front and has so many 
gears, she is superb. Let’s compare 
the great Gentildonna with Almond 
Eye for a little bit now - Gentildonna 
and Almond Eye are both usually 
held at the back of the field or in 
midfield, and this is the reason why 
their figures in last three furlongs 
must be the fastest as compared to 
the rest of the field.

Gentildonna ran 34.3 seconds 
and 34.2 seconds in the Oka Sho 
and Japanese Oaks respectively, 
however, when taking a deep 
dive into Almond Eye’s run, she 
managed to hit 33.2 seconds in 
the first two legs of fillies’ Triple 
Crown – proving that she is indeed 
a freak, beating Gentildonna by a 
full second. It is pretty ridiculous to 
see these fractions, because Tosen 
Bless, the second fast horse in the 
last three furlongs in the Oka Sho, 
ran 34.2 seconds, which was one 
second lower than Almond Eye. It 
means Almond Eye is better than 
all fillies by a mile or further when 
looking at pure sectional facts.

Furthermore, her connections 
have a bigger plan for her. Although 
Almond Eye was the favourite 
before the Japanese Oaks, punters 

questioned whether this filly has 
stamina to compete in a 2400m 
race – which she duly obliged and 
demolished the field. After her 
domination in the race, it proved 
Almond Eye is something special. 

Following on from that, in the 
Japan Cup, it proved she was the 
real deal. When going through the 
field, we see so many Group or 
Grade 1 winners in the field, with the 
likes of Dual Classic winner Capri 
in there along with Thundering 
Blue from Europe, who finished 
3rd in the Juddmonte. Other top 
Japanese horses demolished by 
Almond Eye were Cheval Blanche 
who won the race last season,  
along with Suave Richard and the 
like.

Almond Eye was rated at 115 for 
the Shuka Sho with Gentildonna 
rated at 112 in the same race, it 
means everything for Almond Eye 
to be held in such high  
esteem. After winning the Japan 
Cup, Almond Eye was subsequently 
rated 126, with the likes of Enable 
at 134 and Sea Of Class 129, so next 
year’s Arc looks like it could be one 
of the most intriguing races in the 
next millennium.

ALMOND IS 
APPLE OF  
JAPAN’S EYE
SHE EXHILARATED CROWDS ON HER HOME SOIL BY BLITZING THE 
FIELD IN THE JAPAN CUP - AND NOW THE ‘FREAK FILLY’ COULD BE 
SET FOR GLOBAL DOMINATION, NICKLAS YIP KING CHI AND ALEX 
BANKS REFLECT ON HER SEASON AND LOOK TO THE FUTURE
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“WHY IS SHE RATED SO HIGHLY?  
ALMOND EYE’S TURN OF FOOT IS  
ABSOLUTELY DEVASTATING

RACINGREFLEX 15



THE GAME 
OF RACING

Back in July and certainly something 
which wasn’t my idea I went to the 
Manchester Comic Con, in all honesty 
it’s not my thing but when you 
have a brother who likes all things 
Sci-Fi, Horror and trying to find rare 
collectables for his favourite television 
shows then you find yourself going 
along too. 

Now I could be all mickey taking 
here and make fun of the people 
I saw but as a racing fan and as 
someone who spent the following 
week watching some Roses cricket 
at Old Trafford, I won’t be doing that 
as let’s face it everyone is a nerd 
about something in life and there is 
nothing wrong with that. 

On my walk around the place whilst 
looking at the stalls I came across the 
games area and most notably the 
video games. 

As someone who loves watching 
sport and dabbling in the occasional 
game on the Xbox One it was 
walking around and noticing the 
video games that it hit me. 
If you like Football, F1, Rugby, Cricket, 
NFL, NHL and the NBA to name a 
few then you can buy every year the 
latest game of the equivalent sport 
and indulge in living a fantasy life 
of a top sports star albeit without 
the huge wages, tax free home in 
Monaco and the pick of the top 
models and sample what it’s like 
to be at Old Trafford, Twickenham, 

Lord’s and Madison Square Gardens 
at a big event but sadly of all the 
top sporting arenas in the world one 
sport is stupidly missing on a golden 
opportunity to showcase itself on a 
grand scale.  Yes you’ve guessed it, 
Horse Racing. 

Now gaming online has always 
been popular when you look at the 
Call Of Duty franchise which has 
people playing it 24/7.   
Horse racing in the video game 

world has been very limited, in 
my younger days I remember the 
Spectrum having a Grand National 
game where you could ride over the 
famous course and although it was 
a good game it wasn’t fully accurate 
about riding the race. 

The arcades came up with Final 
Furlong in the 90s and my claim 
to fame with it is riding a winner of 
it in the Hall Of Fame museum at 
Cheltenham so I can say without 
lying that I’ve ridden a winner at 
Cheltenham (sort of!) In recent years 
G1 Jockey has been the main racing 
game with courses from the Japan 
racing scene on and the last edition 
having variations of British courses 
but under different names due to 
license issues. 
Over the years technology has 

taken huge advances with Go-Pro 
cameras, Drone cameras and even 
the Jockey Cam used by the BBC, 
C4 and ITV in their coverage of 

racing has given a new aspect to the 
racing and how the public sees it. 
With the sporting section of video 
games being huge and the new 
advancements in technology it 
makes one wonder why a video 
game that allows you to be a 
jockey over flat or jumps isn’t on the 
market as its a great way of letting 
fans channel their inner jockey and 
showcase the sport to a whole new 
audience. 

Let’s face it, who wouldn’t want to 
experience riding in a Cheltenham 
Festival, Grand National, Derby or 
the hustle and bustle of the big field 
handicaps at the major events or the 

Neil Watson says a horse racing video 
game would press all the right buttons
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THE GAME 
OF RACING

all weather during the winter months. 
Not only that but imagine all of the 
British courses being available to ride 
from Newmarket to Ludlow and live 
like a jockey after a day at work. 

For online play it’s something that 
could open a whole new world, 
imagine a game that can have 40 
gamers on a winter midweek night 
lining up to ride in the Grand National 
and see if what Mick Fitzgerald 
said in 1995 after his win on Rough 
Quest is actually correct or challenge 
themselves to land the Blue Ribband 
of the Turf at Epsom. 

The past couple of years has had 
ITV doing a show called “The Virtual 

Grand National” and for the 2018 
renewal the sport had the Race Of 
Champions in which computerised 
versions of previous winners and 
participants took part, just imagine 
if the Grand Nationals, Champion 
Hurdles, Gold Cups, Derbies and 
stars of the many other divisions of 
flat and jump racing from yesteryear 
were available online for racing 
fans to race against each other 
in the same way that FIFA has 
games featuring famous club and 
international teams from previous 
eras that can face off on the pitch, 
the potential is huge and full of 
scope for this to happen. 

Hopefully someone who works in 
the gaming industry may by some 
luck read this and take a chance on 
something that could work and give 
the sport a massive showcase to the 
world, I don’t know about you but 
I’m already salivating at the thought 
of finally riding a winner around my 
beloved Haydock and Aintree from 
the comfort of my sofa!

TAP A TO MAKE FRANKEL OPEN HIS STRIDE

SELECT YOUR JOCKEY

TOM QUEALLYLOADING...

TAP B TO MAKE FRANKEL QUICKEN
TAP Z TO MAKE FRANKEL GO 15 LENGTHS CLEAR

NEIL IS A RACING  
ENTHUSIAST AND CAN BE 
FOUND ON TWITTER  
@WATTYRACING
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Q What is the stable like? We 
see on Twitter about cakes 
a lot, but could you give us 
some insight into certain 
pivotal people?

A In most ways the stable 
is exactly how you see it 
on social media, we have a 
fantastic team of hard working 
staff and a very friendly bunch 
of owners

Having my partner Sally 
as assistant trainer has been 
great and head lad Kevin 
Brown is the glue that holds 
the rest of the team together. 
We have stable staff who  
have been here for years and 
who we’d struggle without 
(Ally, Tori and Abbie) plus 
plenty of newer recruits to  
add a freshness to the  
team.

Owners (and prospective 
owners) are welcome here 

anytime but Saturday would 
be the busiest day. We 
frequently have people bring 
cakes along as part of the 
‘Great FOB Bake Off’ but that’s 
only a starter course before 
everyone heads down to the 
Black Horse in Naunton for a 
Full English 

Race days are few and far 
between in NH racing so we 
encourage owners to have fun 
throughout the year.

Q  Any big targets for the 
season for any of your horses?

A We hope that we’ll have a 
few for Cheltenham come 
March as we made it into 
winner’s enclosure a few times 
during Festival 2018 but never 
in the number one spot. That’s 
the dream.

In the shorter term, recent 
Prestbury Park winner 

Coolanly will hopefully line up 
in this year’s Challow Hurdle.

Q  What is it about National 
Hunt that has gripped you?

A It’s a sport that gripped me 
since coming over to England 
to work for Captain Tim 
Forster. The stars of NH racing 
return year after year. Even 
more than that, every single 
race over obstacles isn’t over 
till they’ve jumped the last!

Q  Any darkhorses to look out 
for this season?

 A Not sure we do have any 
dark horses as they regularly 
appear on our social media 
platforms. Imperial Alcazar 
and Golden Taipan would be a 
couple of nice bumper horses. 

Q What has been your 

MAKING A FAMOUS 
NAME MORE FAMOUS

Q
&

A

ALEX BANKS SPOKE 
TO FERGAL, THE 
MAN WHO CALLS 
HIMSELF THE  
OTHER O’BRIEN, 
ABOUT HIS 
OPERATION, HIS 
HORSES AND HIS 
LOVE FOR  
NATIONAL HUNT 
RACING
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favourite part about training 
so far?

A Our first Grade one winner 
in the 2018 Challow Hurdle. It 
was made even more special 
in that Poetic Rhythm was 
owned by Chris Coley’s Yes 
No Wait Sorries syndicate. 
Chris has been my main 
backer since setting up as a 
trainer and, along with Geoff 
and Donna Keeys and a few 
other owners, has made this 
whole journey possible. I 
could not do it without  
them.

Q  What are your thoughts 
on this whip situation we 
have going around?

A There probably is an 
issue with the whip but not 
just because The Gospel 
According To Bruce says 

so. It certainly isn’t a welfare 
issue and problems with 
the state of the ground 
and certain race conditions 
would be a much bigger 
concern to us

For what it’s worth we 
would suggest a change 
that may then lead on 
to others. In NH racing, 
bumpers are all about 
educating the horse and, 
as such, lend themselves to 
become ‘hands and heels’ 
races. It’s a possible starting 
point to changing whip use 
in the wider sense.

Q If you could train one 
horse past or present, who 
would it be and why?

A Because he’s everything I 
want a horse to be it would 
be Denman. A proper, old 
fashioned three miler chaser.
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My name is Sarah Davey and I am 
part of the Middleham Park Racing
management team. I found my 
passion for the sport from watching 
Saturday afternoon sport with 
my grandad (a few years back!) 
and just loved the excitement of 
watching the beautiful horses in full 
flow.

After a career in fashion retail and 
going racing on days off, I got to 
the stage where I wanted to be one 
of the lucky people in the paddock 
and winner’s enclosure! I contacted 
a few well-known syndicates and 
eventually chose Middleham Park 
Racing. 

That was in 2013 and I have now 
had 50 winners, including a Group 1, 
so think I made the right choice!
Two years ago, I joined the team 
to create a new website, look 
after social media and everything 
‘customer facing’. I also host 
our owners on race-days at the 
southern courses (I am based in 
London) and assist with the many 
stable visits throughout the year-
and yes, I still buy shares; because I 
am a FOMO!

Racing is a fabulous sport and I 
love nothing more than patting a 

horse after a race whether it has 
won or lost. They have given their 
all and deserve my thanks; maybe 
a special treat at the stables too if 
their trainer permits!

I have always been aware of the 
publicized demographic of racing’s 
audience, but am pleased that in 
recent years there has been an 
increase in the presence of
remarkable women working 
throughout racing; whether that be 
trainers, stable staff, in the media, 
racecourse photographers, or the 
great initiatives such as The
Silk Series for female jockeys

Compared to the days of old 
when it was headline news when 
a female sportswoman won 
something in racing (I remember 
the Jenny Pitman interviews after 
Corbiere won the Grand National), 
it is refreshing to note that this 
occurrence is no longer ‘a surprise’ 
or ‘worthy of special treatment.’ It is
THE NORM now!

I was the only one of my group 
of school friends to not go to 
University and instead got a job on 
a high street shop floor. I put the 
hours in, listened and learned from 
those with experience and became 

a company director of the very
same business some years later. If 
you work hard and have a positive 
attitude you can achieve your 
dreams. Be a nice person with 
manners too-that goes without 
saying.

If I have one bug bear, it’s hearing 
“well done lads/guys” when we win 
a race. It’s lovely to receive praise, 
but if that could become “well done 
team” that would stop me groaning, 
as 50% of our team are female! I’m 
sure the gents on our team would 
feel the same if they heard “well 
done lasses/girls”!
We have welcomed many new 
owners this year, buying into our 
yearlings and a demographic that is 
increasingly wide ranging, whether 
that be location (many from 
abroad), occupation, age or  
gender. No special treatment here 
for lady
owners - t’s refreshingly become 
‘the norm’ and long may that 
upward curve continue.

Get in touch with us at 
middlehamparkracing.net

A WOMAN’S  WORLD

THE MANAGER
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A WOMAN’S  WORLD
RACING REFLEX SPOKE TO 
SOME WOMEN MAKING A 
NAME FOR THEMSELVES  
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My name is Hollie Doyle and I’m 
a twenty-two-year-old jockey, 
sponsored by Peter and Ross
Doyle Bloodstock, where I have 
mainly been riding for Richard 
Hannon and Archie Watson this
season, bringing up a total of well 
over 500 rides, giving me my best 
ever season in terms of winners to 
runners.

I managed to get into Racing 
from a very young age as our family 
always had point-to-pointers
at home, meaning I have ridden 
from as young as I can remember 
and to this day still get the
same enjoyment from it I first felt 
growing up. 
I grew up around horses, I can’t 
remember when I first decided I 
wanted to be a jockey as I was so 

young – as soon as I left school 
I moved away from home and 
started my first full time job in 
Racing and it escalated from  
there!

So far in my career, being 
a woman jockey, I can’t really 
complain about any unfair 
treatment Ihave received, no trainers 
or fellow jockeys have treated me 
different. 

It’s hard for anyone in this
industry to succeed, so I have 
always taken that approach to 
things, rather than feeling hard done
by or at a disadvantage because of 
my gender I understand how hard it 
is for anyone to get on.

These days’ trainers and owners 
seem to be a lot more relaxed about 
female riders, and if you are

a jockey in form or riding well, most 
of the time they will use you. The 5lb 
allowance system
women jockeys in France have 
received has worked wonders over 
there and seems to be a good
system, but personally I think 
women riders in the U.K. are 
beginning to establish themselves
without that, with the likes of 
Josephine Gordon and the like 
coming through. 

Don’t get me wrong, if it was 
brought in over here, I wouldn’t 
complain, we would be at a huge 
advantage, but I prefer to compete 
equally with men and feel as though 
we are on an even playing field right
now.

THE MANAGER

THE JOCKEY

“TRAINERS AND  
OWNERS SEEM 
TO BE RELAXED 
ABOUT  
FEMALE  
RIDERS  
THESE DAYS
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WE CAUGHT UP WITH ISABELLA FARNESE, 
WHO SWAPPED HER JOB RIDING AT CHARLIE FELLOWES’ 
YARD  FOR A STINT IN THE BIG BROTHER HOUSE

Q. How did you get into 
riding and how did you 
end up working with 
racehorses?
A. An easy one to start 
with - it’s every girl’s 
dream to start off with 
their own pony then 
progress.  My challenge 
was always to ride 
something faster. I was 
lucky enough to get 
a spot at the fabulous 
British Racing School in 
Newmarket then my first 
job with the legendary 
Luca Cumani.

A. Did you tell anyone at 
the yard you were going 
into the Big Brother 
house?  
No! I was sworn to 
secrecy... it might have 
been one of the hardest 
things I ever had to do.

Q. What did you miss 
about your job when you 
were in the Big Brother 
house? And what did you 
not miss?
A. There is an amazing 
camaraderie in 
horse racing and the 
atmosphere of Charlie 
Fellowes’ yard. Charlie is 
kindest most professional 
boss going and each 
horse gets individual time! 
I don’t mind early-
morning starts but earlies 
in when it is pouring with 
rain combined with a 
hangover are not good.

Q. The horse you work 
regularly, Escalator, won a 
Class 2 at Leicester shortly 
after you left the house. 
Did you know he was 
entered? And how would 
you have felt if you’d still 

been in the house when 
he ran?
A. Escalator is a little star 
and hopefully now one 
for the future after that 
victory.  To be honest you 
lose track of everything 
going on in the outside 
world when you go into 
the BB house and life 
stays just as mad when 
you come out. I can’t wait 
to see Escalator again 
though.

Q. Did you miss hearing 
the racing results while 
you were in the house?
A. No because they are 
usually followed by a call 
from my dad telling me 
how much he lost!

Q. Did any of your 
housemates ask about 
your job and show  

interest in the racing 
world?  
A. There was a level of 
intrigue over what my job 
involved and they were 
probably not aware of all 
the mechanics that go on 
in horse racing before it 
can take place. From the 
riding staff, to the farriers, 
drivers and racecourse 
staff. It’s a huge industry. 
The racing world needs 
to get better at educating 
people about the various 
opportunities in the 
industry.

Q. Will you be inviting any 
of them to the yard for a 
tour?
A. I would love if certain 
housemates wanted to 
visit me and find out more 
about Newmarket and 
the industry!
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Luca Cumani has brought 
down the curtain on his 
training career after 43 
years training at Bedford 
House Stables. Cumani 
moved to England in 
the mid 1970’s and was 
initially assistant trainer to 
the late great, Sir Henry 
Cecil. After obtaining his 
license, Cumani didn’t wait 
long to be in the winner’s 
circle with his first victory 
coming at York at Group 
level when Three Legs 
won the Group 2 Duke of 
York stakes in 1976. 

Cumani has had a 
tremendous career, 
Kahyasi provided Cumani 
with his first of two 
Derby victories in 1988 
striding clear to win 
comfortably. High-Rise 

would provide the Italian 
with more success in the 
famous classic 10 years 
later. 

His most famous 
horse would probably 
be Falbrav who won five 
Group 1’s in the 2003 
season including the 
Eclipse, the Juddmonte 
International at York and 
the QE2 at Ascot before 
heading to America and 
Hong Kong where his 
fantastic career came 
to an end with victory 
in the Hong Kong Cup 
fittingly with Frankie 
Dettori on board, who’s 
dad provided Luca’s first 
victory 17 years earlier. 

More recently, Cumani 
has struggled to find the 
horses that were capable 

of putting him in the 
spotlight in England. His 
most recent superstar, 
Postponed was moved 
from Luca Cumani to 
Roger Varian by owner 
Sheikh Obaid having 
won the King George at 
Ascot earlier that season. 
Sheikh Obaid had moved 
35 horses from Cumani’s 
yard in what was a 
devasting blow, some 
would say Luca never 
really recovered from this. 

Having 35 horses 
removed from your stable 
for no reason will affect 
every trainer, especially 
when the owner is so 
prestigious. Postponed 
would end up being 
Cumani’s last Group 1 
winner in England. 

Postponed went 
on to a have a very 
successful 5-year-old 
season commencing in 
Dubai with victory in the 
Dubai Sheema Classic 
and culminating at France 
where he disappointed 
in the Arc. As a six-year-
old, the colt once again 
started his season in 
Dubai however he was 
retired shortly after the 
2017 Sheema Classic 
having under performed 
in both his starts. 

Cumani announced his 
retirement well in advance 
and God Given had read 
the script as she lined up 
for Group 1 success in 
Cumani’s home land of 
Italy in the Premio Lydia 
Tesio at Capannelle. 

Luca will now manage 
the affairs at Fittocks 
Stud. Racing Reflex wish 
Luca and all the family 
the best of luck and 
success with their future R
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ASHLEY CLIFF  
REFLECTS ON THE  
CAREER OF THE 
ITALIAN TRAINER  
WHO MADE IT BIG 
 IN ENGLAND

LUCA BOWS OUT AFTER 

SPARKLING 43 YEARS

“CUMANI DIDN’T WAIT LONG TO  
BE IN THE WINNER’S CIRCLE
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