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RACING’s former Stewards had a rare passion and brought new owners into the game. (Pic: TRC). 

What can we do about our declining 
base of racehorse owners? 

OUR base of racehorse owners in South Africa has markedly declined, and I’d like to establish why, 
writes JOHN FREEMAN. 

When I became an owner over 45 years ago every-
one wore their Owners badges willingly and with 
immense pride. Twenty years ago SA had nearly 
10,000 horses in training owned by just under 3846 
individual owners and 700 partnerships.  
 
In 2013 the number of horses in training had shrunk 
to 5,644 owned by 2,673 individual owners and 427 
partnerships. According to NHRA stats published for 
the 2018/2019 season there were 4,779 horses in 
training owned by 1983 owners and 329 partner-
ships.  
 
Getting a seat in the “Owners and Trainers" on a 
race day was very desirable twenty years ago. Be-
ing invited to the Stewards for lunch was a real hon-
our. Stewards did a sterling job in promoting the 

industry and especially ownership of horses. They 
were all captains of commerce and industry and 
they were the biggest owners in the country. They 
were legends and served the industry voluntarily 
and paid-in rather than get paid. 
 
If someone important wanted to become an owner, 
having them invited to lunch with the stewards was 
a clincher. We took pick sixes and bets and actively 
participated in every aspect of the days racing – 
showing them how much fun it was – and actually 
no more expensive than playing golf. Going into the 
parade ring was a big treat. They made it feel so 
special.  
 
So what has changed? Why the decline? Who  
actively promotes ownership nowadays  (to page 2) 
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RAPPER MC Hammer (middle) had a runner in the 2016 Kentucky Derby. We need high-profile black  
celebrities to own horses in South Africa. Why are they missing?  (kyphotoarchive.com) 

DECLINE OF OWNERSHIP (fm p1) 
 
and how? 
 
I can’t be specific about owners’ facilities in  
Gauteng or KZN because it has been some time 
since I raced there on a normal race day but the 
“Paddock Room” for owners in the Cape is not in-
spirational. Being on the owners “floor” isn’t a rac-
ing experience in my opinion: knowledgeable on-
course presenters chat on TV about the horses 
while they are in the parade ring and discuss their 
form etc while they are en-route to the start – but 
this can’t be heard in the Owners' dining room! 
 
During the winner’s presentation nothing that is said 
on that podium is broadcast to the Owners' dining 
room on race days. Indeed even if you are standing 
right on the podium or right at the winners  
enclosure to celebrate the win what is said on the 
podium in the interviews with the owner, trainer and 
jockey is not broadcast so people don’t go there to 
share the experience and make it fun. Basic stuff! 
Easy to fix! 
 
Racing administrators and those that should be in 
charge of promoting growth in the ownership of our 
industry need to take heed. People aren’t going to 
be lured into ownership with the type of fare being 
dished up in tent villages on big race days as they 
are today; Ferris Wheels, disco music blaring dur-
ing race meetings and kids kicking balls all over the 

place will spook your horse.  
 
So what if 50,000 revellers attend the Durban July 
merely to sit in one of the rows of tents, to eat and 
drink without ever looking at a horse or a race? 
They won’t come back on an ordinary race day for 
the sake of racing and most certainly wouldn’t go 
home feeling that they had a day at the races  
because if they thought that was what racing is 
about, we have killed the game. That’s a fact!  
 
Those revellers probably didn’t even have a bet 
throughout the day and couldn’t give a hoot about 
the beautiful champions competing. The millions 
spent on that form of entertainment does nothing to 
promote ‘ownership’.  
 
Sure, the sponsor contributes to the stakes, but why 
can't we find a balance and make sure that racing is 
the focus of attention? 
 
We see polo enjoying participation of the new elite 
lately and they don’t hide in tents, they are right on 
the front line, occasionally taking notice of the polo. 
Maybe we need to look at their model. Racing has 
done very little to encourage black ownership. I 
don’t see any adverts in the popular journals  
directed at black businessmen. If we bring them to 
the course, will they be entertained? I doubt it!  
 
I miss the old stewards' days. They knew how to 
share the passion. We spend too much  (to page 5) 
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SUSAN Rowett, New NHA Chair. (Troy Finch) 

Susan Rowett is first Lady 
Chair of NHA in 138 years 

SUSAN Rowett is the first Lady Chairperson to be 
appointed in the 138 years history of The National 
Horseracing Authority of Southern Africa (NHA,  
previously known as The Jockey Club of Southern 
Africa). 
 
Rowett holds a Master of Jurisprudence degree and a 
Master of Management degree and is a Director of a 
multinational packaging company. 
 

Rowett is a Life Member of The National Horserac-
ing Authority and, as a Thoroughbred Racehorse 
Breeder and Owner, she has been actively in-
volved in the Horseracing Industry in South Africa 
for forty years, also as Chairperson of the  
Thoroughbred Breeders’ Association (TBA), from 
2012-2016. 
 
She previously served as a National Board Director from 
November 2012 until April 2016 when the Constitution 
of the NHA was amended, at a Special General  
Meeting, in order to restructure the National Board. 
 
Ken Truter, the previous Chairman, will continue to 
serve as a National Board Director. 
 
Rowett told Turf Talk: “I am honoured to take up the  
position of Chair and I look forward to working with the 
board, management and staff of the NHA.  The integrity 
of racing and stud book is of paramount importance to 
our industry and it is vital that standards are not  
compromised as a consequence of the crisis the whole 
industry is in. 

“Without exception, every aspect of racing and 
breeding is suffering and under pressure.  We 
need to work together to try to achieve a secure 
future for our industry.  I hope that the NHA, as 
the national body of racing, can play a role in 
making this happen for a united industry.” - tt. 

Sands explains his call 
on Ryan Moore 

ERIC Sands, explaining his replacing Gavin 
Lerena on  Rainbow Bridge in the Sun Met, said  
yesterday that he had not been entirely happy 
with the way his horse had been ridden in two 
races this season, writes MICHAEL CLOWER. 

The decision to get a new jockey was a hard 
one to take, particularly as he has known Gavin 
and his father for decades – “But at the end of 
the day it was about making the right decision 
for the horse and so I told Gavin that I had  
decided to make a change. He was more under-
standing than I expected.” 

 
 
With the doubt about Do It Again’s participation 
Sands spoke to Justin Snaith and Richard 
Fourie who rode Rainbow Bridge to win the 
horse’s first three races as well as last season’s 
Champions Cup. But the dual July winner’s re-
covery put paid to that. When Sands spoke to 
Rattray the owner suggested Frankie Dettori – 
“But we couldn’t get hold of him. However I 
knew Jehan Malherbe had a link to Ryan Moore 
who is, if not the best jockey in the world, cer-
tainly one of the top four. So I spoke to Jehan 
about getting him.”  

Lerena commented: “The Met was Rainbow 
Bridge’s mission. To be jocked off when the 
horse is going over his right trip is a bitter pill to 
swallow. I believe he goes very well for me. He 
doesn’t over-race, he runs as straight as an ar-
row whereas he hangs with some of the other 
jockeys who have ridden him. All the best to 
Ryan – he is one of the greatest – but he 
doesn’t know Rainbow Bridge.”  - Gold Circle. 

RYAN Moore. 



5 

 

DECLINE OF OWNERSHIP (fm p2) 
 
on admin and invest too little in promotion.  
Perhaps we should have an entertainment  
program where we can invite potential new  
owners to enjoy a day with lunch at the races, 
hosted by the many talented young trainers and 
others that are prepared to give input.  - from 
John Freeman’s Newsletter, used with  
permission from the author. - tt. 

BTW (19 January) featuring Cape Premier  
Yearling Sales highlights, Ken Truter, Adam Mar-
cus. View here. 

OUR READERS’ LETTERS 

KATHRYN’s SIMPLY A RAVE! 
 
Kathryn Ralphs’ new column (Turf Talk, 20 January) 
has definitely put a smile on my face. Thoroughly enjoy 
her charismatic approach towards some normally re-
served individuals. Thanks Kat, I salute you for taking 
the time to brighten up our Monday with some light 
hearted humour. Nice to know I'm not the only funny 
person in racing. -Chase Liebenberg, Cape Town 
 
Really enjoyed reading all the Turf Talk articles this 
Monday. Kathryn’s column was exactly what the racing 
experts do and say! Well done! - Vivian Mansour,  
Johannesburg. 
 
Can’t deal with Kathryn Ralphs’ column in Turf Talk 
this evening. Going to bed with a laughing heart! - 
Roxy Joubert, Cape Town. 
 
Keep it fresh, keep it young, TT, your new columnist 
Kathryn will be a hit, enjoyed it! - Glen C Oberholzer, 
Melbourne, Australia. 

https://youtu.be/4w5sFPzPHeg
https://youtu.be/4w5sFPzPHeg
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Will we ever see a crowd like this again? Sure! 
 
WHEN  we looked at this photo of the 1973 Kentucky Derby we considered the headline, “We won’t see a 
crowd like this at the races again!” It comes from the 99th running of the race at Churchill 
Downs in Louisville, Kentucky. Secretariat won that contest in a record time of 1:59 2⁄5, 2 1⁄2 lengths ahead 
of Sham, while Our Native finished in third position. The event was viewed in person by a then-record 
crowd of 134,476, while also being broadcast both on television and over the radio.  When we checked the 
facts, we discovered that this attendance was way surpassed, however. In 2015, the attendance at the 
141st Kentucky Derby set a record for the event with a crowd of 170,513 on hand Saturday seeing  
American Pharoah win a race that included our own Mike de Kock and his runner, Mubtaahij. The previous 
record of 165,307 was set in 2012. That race was won by I'll Have Another.—tt. 

RALPH Beckett, no friend of bookmakers. 

Beckett says bookies should 
not be sponsoring trainers 

UK trainer Ralph Beckett has called for an end to 
bookmaker sponsorship of racing professionals 
fearing it only undermines confidence in the  
integrity of the sport and is at odds with the mes-
sages horsemen are given surrounding the use of  
sensitive information. 

Beckett’s plea comes after the controversy sur-
rounding Altior, who drifted heavily in the betting 
for the recent Grade 2 Unibet Silviniaco Conti 
Chase, with trainer Nicky Henderson informing 
his stable sponsor Unibet the horse would not 
run shortly before the news was made public via 
his Twitter account. The next day, Altior re-
mained engaged in the race. 
 
Unibet insisted it acted entirely appropriately 
and had no knowledge of Altior’s condition prior 
to Henderson calling, but fellow bookmaker Bet-
fair believe the time has come for firms with rac-
ing ambassadors to come together and agree a 
robust code of conduct for how market-sensitive 
information is disseminated to the public. 
 
Beckett is adamant that bookmakers controlling 
information from trainers ultimately has a  
negative impact in terms of encouraging people 
to bet on the sport. He said: “In my opinion this 
sends the wrong message to punters. No trainer 
or jockey should be sponsored by a bookmaker, 
full stop. I think it undermines confidence on 
every level.” — Racing Post. 
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THE reason you may not recognise the Irish Cob is  
because to most of the world, they are known as the  
Gypsy, Gypsy Cob, or Gypsy Vanner. This breed, which 
has several registries including the Gypsy Horse Registry 
of America, Gypsy Horse Association and Gypsy Vanner 
Horse Society, are from imported Irish Cobs. They’re called 
‘Gypsies’ in America– “Gypsy horses”– because the breed 
was developed by the Romani people in the United  
Kingdom and Ireland to pull their Vardoes – a beautifully  
designed wagon that they lived and worked in.  

Recognising The Breed # 2 

Dutch  
Santa,  

or  
Kimberley 

Mayor? 

MOMS, if this 
was the Afrikaans 
version of Santa 

Claus, you’d  
better be hiding 
your young! It’s 
not, thankfully! 
It’s none other 

than WGC 
“Cliffie”  

Miller, multiple 
champion trainer 

of Kimberley, 
where all the  

barbers seem to 
have fallen in a 

Big Hole.  

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
http://www.sugarhotel.co.za
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