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LES Carlyon, a doyen among racing writers, worldwide. 

Les Carlyon was the doyen of racing scribes 
LES Carlyon, the famous Australian writer and journalist, died on Tuesday, aged 76. Known for his love 

of people, and especially horses and horseracing, Carlyon gifted the turf with colour and style that 

ranked him with the best in most categories worldwide. 

Carlyon was editor of The Age at the tender age of 33, 

assuming the position in 1975, and later was editor-in-

chief of The Herald and Weekly Times.  

 

He won the Walkley Award for magazine feature writing 

in 1971 and was named the Graham Perkin  

Journalist of the Year in 1993. In 2004, he won the 

Walkley for a lifetime of journalistic leadership. 

 

He is the author of Gallipoli, and followed it up with The 

Great War, for which he won the Prime  

Minister's Prize for History in 2007 

 

Carlyon had always loved the turf, the hooves that 

thunder on it and the characters who inhabit its envi-

rons. He once flew to New Zealand to sit by the grave 

of a stallion, Sir Tristram, that had been buried  

standing up. He wanted to feel its spirit to assist him in  

writing about the stallion's son, the great Zabeel, a 

a prodigious sire. 

 

“Horses and the people around them – these are what 

we remember, not the corporate stuff,” wrote Carlyon 

in True Grit. “Racing is an affair of the heart, not the 

head. It defies good sense. Racing is a way of living, a 

way of thinking. It has its own language and its own 

humour. It is loaded with danger, physical and  

financial, and comes with the hint of conspiracy. It 

doesn’t necessarily build character but it throws up 

some great characters, and they are good to write 

about.” 

 

Carlyon lent his pen more to the heroes, identifying 

and describing greatness so well. In The Master, for 

example, he wrote about the legendary trainer Bart 

Cummings: “Cummings seemed so casual and care-

free at times, almost disengaged from the world of 

other people, never in a hurry, never fluttery.  (to p3) 

http://www.turftalk.co.za
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LES CARLYON (fm p1) 

 

“On the outside he was nothing like his gifted rival 

Tommy Smith, who was on the training tracks at 

dawn getting on with it as fast as possible… 

 

“What people didn’t see was that Cummings’  

competitive spirit was as ruthless as Tommy 

Smith’s… they couldn’t see the steel behind the  

facade that made him different to most.” 

 

The enthusiasm for horses, young and old, oozed 

from Carlyon’s fingers. 

 

“We could see So You Think’s eye: big, black and 

blazing with intent and so close you felt you could 

reach out and touch it and be energized by it. An 

American novelist once described a stallion’s eye as 

being like a hot globe where the world burned… 

 

"Inside [So You Think] there was something hard, 

brutal even, which was right enough… winners or at 

least the people and horses who keep winning seem 

to own something hard inside.” 

 

Carlyon could take racing away from the glitz of the 

track, the helter skelter of the course proper, the  

betting ring buzz, and the champagne bars. 

 

 

“Under the mud the old horse’s coat is like velvet and 

he has a crest in his neck like a stallion. He likes to 

talk to fillies in the next paddock and still wind sucks 

on the fence rail… 

 

Fellow journalist Gerard Whately wrote about Carlyon: 

“We stood together on the day of Black Caviar’s  

retirement parade. He leaned against the mounting 

yard fence, took it all in and smiled. They never do 

this in sport, he pondered; they never retire on top. 

 

“It was a trick you learned when the privilege of 

speaking in any sort of racing forum arose. If you 

wanted to say something profound or romantic or 

vaguely interesting about the turf you just had to 

search for the right Les Carlyon quote. 

 

“No one ever wearied of his prose. Even if a few 

might’ve missed his message along the way.” 

 

Remember Carlyon at the hand of one his most fa-

mous descriptions of racing: “If racing were just an 

industry it would be on the financial pages. It would 

have the warmth of merchant banking and the liter-

ary traditions of insurance. All that can make racing 

beautiful, all that ever elevates it above dull com-

merce, is the horse. Take away the horse and you 

have no hero, no theatre. You are left with a zombie 

inserting a gambling dollar into a machine.” -Extracts 

from Herald Sun, Sydney Morning Herald, sen.com. 

 

All that can make racing beautiful, all that ever 

elevates it above dull commerce, is the horse.  

READERS’ LETTERS 
 

Old wino knows his oats! 
 

Thanks as always for a great read! 

  

Apropos yesterday’s column from Dave Mollett (Tyrone 

Zackey, Monday 4 March 2019), I was pleased with his 

comments about the De Grendel Rubaiyat, as it was the 

wine my company – 99c – arranged for guests at the 

Cape Premier Yearling Sale. 

  

I agree wholeheartedly with his assessment – it’s a  

fabulous wine. 

  

I’ve forwarded the article to De Grendel. 

  

Many thanks 

  

- Andrew Brand 

MD 99c 

Cape Town 

 

Brown horses in the ring…tra, lala, lala! 
 

Dear Charl, 

 

Below is a letter with news that I am sure all the breed-

ers, well those who care about maintaining racing’s  

centuries old traditions, would be relieved to hear.  

  

I have had a running battle for few years to get the 

NHRA to restore the colour “brown” as a recognised  

colour for the identification and registration of our foals. 

Thanks to Vee Moodley and Hazel Kayiya, they have 

been quick to remedy this. 

  

The TBA, as far as I know, have not notified the  

breeders of this change. Hopefully the 2018 crop of 

foals can be registered correctly. 

 

Can you please put a notice to this effect in Turf Talk. 

 

Thanks, best regards, 

 

John Slade 

 

Ps: Hopefully someone in racing will work on the JC to 

rename the Natal Oaks. (“the Natal Jokes”). It is now a 

handicap and not a classic for 3-y-o fillies.   - tt. 

@turftalk1 

http://www.twitter.com/turftalk1
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INFORMATION from Paul Lafferty’s yard for today’s Greyville meeting: “Three runners at Greyville  

today. Mokoko, who was so unlucky last time should be hard to beat with his stable mate, Sauvage a 

definite quartet chance. Allez Les Bleus is in with a good chance and has an each way chance. 

Hawwaam is rated MR121 after his SA Classic victory 

HAWWAAM’s emphatic win in the Grade 1 SA Classic over 1800m on Saturday was exhilarating to 

watch and he was raised nine points to a 121 merit rating. 

However, his stable companion Soqrat remains the 

highest rated three-year-old in the country at 124,  

despite having been outshone by Hawwaam on the day.  

 

Handicapper Matthew Lips said a case could have been 

made to raise Hawwaam even higher, but it was  

decided third-placed 117 merit rated National Park had 

not stayed the trip, and second-placed 108 merit rated 

Barahin had been used as the line horse instead. 

 

National Park and Barahin’s merit ratings remained 

unchanged and fourth-placed Zillzaal also remained on 

his 106 merit rating. Hawwaam beat them by 5,75, 

7,25 and 11,25 lengths respectively. 

 

Soqrat was beaten narrowly into third in the Grade 2 

Hawaii Stakes over 1400m earlier in the meeting, 

where he carried a Grade 1 penalty. 

 
The Australian-bred had moved up well from the box 

seat to hit the front but could not repel the strong fin-

ishes of Zouaves and Cascapedia respectively. He like-

ly needed the run, his first since returning to the  

Highveld from Cape Town. 

 

Lips, explaining the decision not to lower Soqrat’s 124 

merit rating, said, “His run in the Queen’s Plate was 

too good to drop him on the basis of just one  

disappointing race.” 

 

The Grade 1 SA Fillies Classic winner Return Flight was 

raised three points to 105. 

 

There are two consequences of yesterday’s SA Classic 

which are cast in stone. Firstly, Halfway To Heaven, the 

dam of both Hawwaam and Sun Met winner Rainbow 

Bridge, will be this season’s Equus Broodmare Of The 

Year. Secondly, Hawwaam, unlike Rainbow Bridge, will 

never be gelded now that family’s value  is known.—

David Thiselton/Gold Circle. 
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Like Ripley’s, believe it or not! 
 

ON 4 March 1980 Prince Charles made his  

racecourse debut, finishing second on the 13/8 

favourite Long Wharf (black-and-gold) in the 

Madhatters Sweepstakes at Plumpton. They  

finished second to Classified (pink silks), ridden by 

nine other than Derek Thompson (“Tommo”), the 

popular race caller. 

http://www.morrisvee.co.za/
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Dubai… in the limelight 

BERNARD Fayd’Herbe and girlfriend Roxy Joubert enjoying 

some time off at a Dubai beach hotel on Wednesday ahead of 

“Super Saturday” in Dubai, at which Bernard will ride  

Marinaresco in the Gr2 Dubai City Of Gold and  Majestic  

Mambo in the Gr1 Jebel Hatta. 

… and how to get there one day 

THE South African Jockey Academy ’s Apprentice Jockey  

Recruitment Assessments for the 2020 intake will be held at 

the NHRA Offices at Turffontein on Saturday, 16 March.  

Interested youngsters can email marketing@theacademy.co.za 

to obtain an Application Form. 

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.racingassoction.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.kuda.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
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