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Horses and people are really all 

that matter! 

IF we don’t actively cultivate interest in racehorses and the people of horseracing among the “unconverted”, our 

sport is doomed to the periphery. (Photo: Sarah Andrew) 
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THAT the sport of horse racing is financially driven by the punter, no one doubts, but are we so 

wrapped up in the betting side that we forget what really makes our sport great? 

Les Carlyon, the Australian author and journalist who 

died last week, had few peers as a writer. And calling 

him just a writer is an injustice, he was a wordsmith. 

He had the enviable talent getting ‘non-believers’ to 

read what he had to say about racing, interested or 

not. 

 

Writing in the preface of his collected essays on Aus-

tralian racing in the 1980s and 1990 titled True Grit, 

Carlyon wrote:  Horses and people. These are the only 

things in racing worth writing about. The rest is dross. 

 

We are seemingly obsessed with getting people back 

to the race course but shouldn’t we rather be rekin-

dling interest in the sport first and hopefully the rest 

will follow? 

 

How we get people back to the races and hopefully to 

bet is the eternal conundrum facing local racing  

operators. 

 

They don’t go racing. 

 

Upgraded off-course facilities have made things more 

comfortable for the punter who enjoys mixing with 

friends with similar interest and they probably only 

need drive a few blocks to their local betting shop. 

                                                                         (to page 2) 
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RELENTLESS social media campaigns do have an effect. 

PEOPLE AND HORSES (fm p1) 

 

On-line betting has taken the hassle out of a trip to these  

facilities and channel hopping allows couch potatoes to switch 

from soccer, to rugby to cricket and to a horserace - should they 

remember - without straying far from the fridge.  

 

But they don’t go racing. 

 

The operators are continually exploring every means to increase 

betting turnovers, but have they been missing the point all 

along? 

 

As Carlyon points out, “…industry doesn’t make racing  

interesting. Packaging is a big industry but no one stands about 

to applaud one cardboard box that happens to be better than 

the other boxes. No one suggests that a cardboard box has  

character.  …I have never had anyone come up to me and say: 

‘God I enjoyed the industry today’. 

 

Newspapers face a similar dilemma with rapidly falling  

circulations. Management have been quick to blame on-line 

news, radio and television for their predicament and they are 

correct to a point. But if they dared look in the mirror, they  

would see who is really to blame. 

 

Their knee-jerk reaction to falling circulation has been to cut 

staff, especially senior reporting staff that add lumps to the wage 

bill, and replace them with junior staff at slave wages. Not savvy 

with the way of newspapers and blinded by the ‘bottom line’, 

newspaper management has failed to fathom that many of these 

editors and senior journalists had history and gravitas.  

 

People bought the newspaper to read what their favourite writers 

had to say. With them gone, readers no longer spend money on 

the opinion of pip-squeak, wet-behind-the ears journos who are 

straight out of school. 

 

The Independent Group, and especially those titles in KZN, rely 

heavily on The Racegoer for their circulation. This was driven 

home to their editors when The Mercury decided editorial  

needed more space and dropped the racing page for a day. 

There may not be enough people on a racecourse to start a riot 

but the editor’s phone rang hot – never again was the verdict. 

 

It is difficult to make interesting and prompt a bet on some lowly 

The operators are continually exploring every 

means to increase betting turn overs, but 

have they been missing the point all along? 

The operators are continually exploring every 

means to increase betting turn overs, but 

have they been missing the point all along? 

handicap that is the feature race of the day. 

You can only use so many clichés in one 

article. 

 

We have some excellent racing writers in 

this country but most are financed by the 

operators who demand their pound of flesh - 

bet or die. Thin on the ground, they are 

mostly limited to tipping, form guides and 

previews – no pith.  

 

Excellent prose is an artform which very few 

of us are capable but also blunted by the 

daily grind. Even the gifted like Carlyon don’t 

just sit in front of a keyboard and open a 

vein. It takes time and effort and even then 

it could turn out a clunker – a bit like this 

column. 

 

So, if newspapers are not going to do it for 

us, the ‘new’ trend of social media needs to 

be exploited. But again it takes precious re-

sources, money and people, that manage-

ment are hesitant to spend without any  

guaranteed results – i.e. betting turnover. 

They may as well take the plunge, because 

current initiatives may attract the occasional 

crowd but few converts. Dare they make the 

same mistake as newspaper management? 

 

Tellytrack is an obvious and vital channel of 

communication but in the main its focus is 

to drive turnover and magazine programmes 

are generally late-night viewing for the  

converted. 

 

Writing with my Gold Circle cap on, the  

company is trying hard to promote the  

behind the scenes going’s on, as opposed to 

betting, via a host of social media platforms. 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and other  

platforms that I have no idea about are be-

ing constantly updated with news and inter-

views and to date the response, if judged by 

views and shares, has been encouraging. 

Yes, there are interviews with trainers giving 

information on their runners but the aim is 

to try and engage a new audience by  

regularly taking them behind the scenes.  

 

Horses and people can make a lowly  

handicap interesting and could lead to a few 

converts who in turn will have a flutter and 

possibly be tempted into ownership. 

 

One will never be able to accurately measure 

the impact of social media on betting turno-

ver, but surely if more people become inter-

ested in the sport, the chances   (to page 4) 
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HORSES AND PEOPLE (fm p2) 
 

are that they will eventually be tempted into having a flutter.  

 

In the final analysis it boils down to turnover, not necessary on-course attendance, but if we don’t generate  

interest – horses and people – I’m afraid we must resign ourselves to the periphery.  - tt. 

 
-Senior racing editor Andrew Harrison is Publishing Manager of Gold Circle, based in Durban. 

Doing what can be done! 
 

ON Wednesday 13 March the  SPCA’s Cape Horse 

Care Unit was called to assist with a severely ill 

horse in nearby Rooikrans Ave, Grassy Park. Horse 

Care Unit Manager Lindsay Willis was faced with the 

upsetting sight of a horse suffering from a  

potentially life threatening case of colic. Inspector 

Carina Bodenstein and an Animal Welfare Assistant 

were called in to assist Lindsay with trying to allevi-

ate Airwolf’s discomfort and help bring him to his 

feet before his conditioned worsened. Airwolf 

(photo) was eventually assisted to standing position 

and then continuously walked for about 20 minutes 

to ease his condition. At around 9pm that evening, 

much to everyone’s delight, Airwolf had had a  

successful gas elimination. “As of this morning we 

were happy to share that he was feeling much  

better and behaving normally with no more cause 

for concern,” reported the SPCA.  - Facebook. 

You can’t beat Magner for value 
 

YOU’ll have to go some way to match the experience of 

Roy Magner, arguably Zimbabwe’s best export to South 

Africa alongside tobacco and certain precious metals.  

 

Here’s a modest individual who has trained a volume of 

winners that must put him in the Top 20, perhaps 30 in 

South African history, achieved with a generally average 

string of horses but also including the occasional star. 

 

Magner (photo) racked up a 480-1 treble on Saturday – 

there is always great value about his runners— including 

a MR923 handicap with his new acquisition Valbonne. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Randjesfontein trainer said he has kept going 

through five decades of training and recent hard times 

for everyone with his “love for the horse and the game”.  

He reckons Valbonne, with his “tons of pace” is a horse 

that can win a few more, and will be stepped up a notch 

after this handicap win.  

 

Valbonne, a R900,000 purchase for owner Robert Chung 

at the BSA National Two-Year-Old Sale of 2016, was des-

tined for Hong Kong and Magner told: “He was one of the 

best in a group we’d  allocated for racing in Hong Kong, 

but at the time of export he was just broken in and  

hadn’t learnt to gallop, so we kept him back, left him in 

Cape Town and sent him to Brett Crawford, for whom 

he’d won three of 13 starts.” 

 

Magner’s other Turffontein winners were Excellent Al for 

owner Steve Leahy and Pool Party for stalwart Gerald 

Sadlier.  - tt. 



5 

 

http://www.bsa.co.za/


6 

 

Riaan van Reenen. 

Van Reenen joins Glen  

Puller as assistant trainer 
 
TRAINER Piet Steyn’s dire predictions about the future 

– or rather lack of it – for the Western Cape’s small 

trainers had already come home to roost for Riaan van 

Reenen when Steyn issued his heartfelt plea for sup-

port of others like him. 

 

The Philippi trainer quietly handed in his licence eight 

days before Steyn’s Tellytrack interview sent shock 

waves through the South African racing industry,  

warning that there would only be a handful of trainers 

left in Cape Town in a couple of years. 

 

The general public knew nothing about Van Reenen’s 

surprise decision until he appeared alongside Glen 

Puller for Fee Ramsden’s interview and explained his 

position after the Robert Khathi-ridden Celestial Storm 

had defied top weight in the Interbet.co.za Handicap at 

Durbanville on Saturday. 

 

Shortly before the race he said: “I only had ten horses 

at the end and it just wasn’t financially viable to contin-

ue but the writing was on the wall a long time ago. The 

The market has gone to the big trainers. 

 

“I have joined Glen as his assistant so I am no longer in 

the Premier division but my clients moved over to him. 

Really, I don’t mind because my health was being  

affected by the strain. I felt it was either join Glen or get 

a heart attack and die.” 

 

Van Reenen had been training for almost 15 years and 

he met with immediate success, winning the Winter 

Classic, Winter Derby and Final Fling with Sweet  

Virginia. A Daughters Legacy won the Final Fling twice, 

the Victress and Ladies Mile and he trained Diana’s 

Choice to win a string of races including the Olympic 

Duel before she was sold to race in Dubai. At one stage 

he had over 35 horses but more recently he went into a 

training partnership with Carl Burger in an abortive  

effort to rebuild the numbers. 

 

He said: “I was doing well and I was competitive for a 

long time yet I couldn’t survive. I ask myself how are 

those who are not doing well going to manage? -

Michael Clower/Gold Circle. 

http://www.morrisvee.co.za/
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HERE is the grey Sarabande, the dam of  Mardi Gras 

(Oratorio), Saturday’s Gr2 Senor Santa Handicap winner at  

Turffontein. Pippa Mickleburgh of Avontuur Estate reported on 

Sunday: “Sarabande has that regal look and here she is this 

afternoon with her gorgeous VAR filly at foot. She is safely 

back in foal again to Oratorio. 

Sarabande has “the regal look” 

RENOWNED horse photographer Michele MacDonald calls 

herself an “Egyptologist” at heart and she described this piece 

of Amarna art that is on show at the National Museum of Scot-

land: “It depicts the horses beautifully -- apparently ready to 

pull the pharaoh's chariot -- it also captures the  

timelessness of mankind's love for them. Look at the gentle 

pats on their noses from this person who is clearly entranced 

and who cannot resist putting another hand on a powerful 

shoulder. We can almost feel the horses' breath and their  

nuzzling of his hand in the mutual connection we horse lovers 

know so well.” 

Mankind’s timeless love for horses 

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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