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www.turftalk.co.za  *  editor@turftalk.co.za                                                                  Tuesday, 21 April 2020 

MARTIN Pipe taught himself how to get horses fit, and trained 4,180 winners. (Timeform). 

“Training horses is common sense, really!” 
MARTIN Pipe retired almost exactly 14 years ago, in May 2006, after a career that saw him win 4,180 
races. A former jockey, he was Champion Jumps trainer in the UK 15 times and trained more than 
200 winners in a season eight times. His winners included 256 on the flat. 

Pipe is regarded as the man who overthrew the old 
order of racing, not by force but by cunning, and  
installed the new model that sustains today. There 
have been velvet revolutions, quiet revolutions,  
glorious revolutions, bloody revolutions.  
 
And this one? "It was just common sense, really," he 
told the Racing Post’s STEVE DENNIS in an  
interview. "Doing the simple things well, and learning 
from the mistakes. That's what we did." 
 
Pipe's careful thought processes turned  
conventional thinking on its head. In the 1970s, 
trainers had a leisurely attitude to preparing their 
horses, fitness being something that was arrived at 
only after a protracted journey involving miles and 
miles of roadwork, miles and miles of cantering and 
galloping, and a race or three. 
 
Pipe's way of training was different. Moreover, he 
never wanted to be a trainer, and it's tempting to 

conclude that Pipe was not so much a racehorse 
trainer as a consummate problem-solver, the  
problem being 'how to get this animal to run faster 
than similar animals'. 
 
"I never, ever, wanted to be a trainer," says one of 
the greatest trainers ever. "It just evolved. I didn't 
know anything about training when I started, I didn't 
have a clue. I worked for my father David in his  
betting shops and I wanted to be a jockey, I wanted 
to ride. I thought it would be easy but it was harder 
than it looked." 
 
Down on the farm, at the now-legendary Pond 
House in the hamlet of Nicholashayne, on the  
border between Devon and Somerset, he already 
had a few point-to-pointers that he wouldn't be  
riding following his early retirement as a jockey. One  
problem solved the other. 
 
"I thought we'd train them. We didn't have   (to p3) 
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MARTIN PIPE (fm p1) 
 
any gallops, just fields, so we built a fantastic  
mile-and-a-quarter gallop on top of a hill, but it didn't 
give us any winners. 
 
"I did the things that everyone else did but it didn't 
seem to work. Then we bought a set of scales,  
started weighing the horses, started taking blood 
tests because that had been mentioned in a lot of 
books I'd read. 
 
"A local vet did the blood test and said 'this horse 
won't win', and I reckoned that he didn't know  
anything, and this from a man who knew nothing 
himself. I ran the horse – and he was exactly right, it 
got tired and dropped away." 
 
Pipe's background outside training proved a  
blessing rather than a curse. Unburdened by the 
dead weight of received wisdom, Pipe's insatiable 
curiosity propelled him to seek answers from less 
obvious sources. 
 
"I have an inquiring mind, and I picked the 
brains of everyone I could," he says, and when 
everyone was asleep he sat up poring over a 
pile of books. He has a yellowing pile of pages,  
his handwritten notes of long ago. 'Water must 
not be given half an hour before fast work as all 
the space possible is required for the lungs to 
work. Water the horse after hard work.' 
 
Pipe, a meticulous record-keeper, wrote them down, 
constructing a complete record of his horses' health, 
including blood results. "That gave us loads of  
answers. It's so simple – facts and figures give you 
results, they take the guesswork away. Everything 
was written down – that habit started when I was 
working in Dad's betting shops. I could get the  
notebooks out now and tell you what [1981 Triumph 
Hurdle winner] Baron Blakeney did every day of his 
life." 
 
His zeal for knowledge took him into the operating 
theatre – "I helped to dissect horses, I sat in on  
operations, saw the internal workings so I could see 
how it all fits together, see how the engine works. It 
helped me understand more, and it was fascinating" 
– and into other yards, which he rarely left empty-
handed. 
 
"I used to pinch their food," he grins. "We grew our 
own hay and oats, but I used to pop into feedstores 
and grab a handful of whatever they had, take it 
home and analyse it to see what the difference was. 
 
Pipe the puzzle-solver was in his element. It's 
tempting to wonder what he might have done had 
he not chosen racehorses as his line, whether we 
might now be holidaying on the moon if he'd turned 
the tractor beam of that inquiring mind towards the 
space race; others have wondered too. 
 
"All I did was put my heart and soul into it – my fa-
ther told me that I had to be good at what I did, had 

MARTIN Pipe in his heyday. (BBC). 

to make mine the tidiest betting shop, whatever. If I 
had a spare ten minutes I didn't sit about, I found a 
job to do. Never waste time." 
 
The final piece of the puzzle remained to be 
pressed into place. How do you get them fit? And 
here was the kernel of the Common Sense Revolu-
tion. Other trainers did blood tests, compared feed, 
knew a bit about the pastern connecting to the can-
non bone, the cannon bone connecting to the knee 
bone. But Pipe knew that if he could get his horses 
fitter than anyone else's, 100 per cent fit, they would 
win races. It was a problem; Pipe set out to solve it. 
 
"We did lots of things, we thought we were giving 
Them loads of work but it wasn't having any effect. 
We didn't have anywhere around the farm to make 
a gallop, so eventually we knocked out some  
hedges and galloped around a field and sprinted up 
the hill, that's how the first winner came along." 
 
It is worth dwelling on Pipe's first winner, Hit Parade 
at Taunton in May 1975, which owed very little to 
the inquiring mind and a great deal to sweet  
chicanery – jockey Len Lungo went around the track 
before the first race and loosened the second  
section of hurdle at each flight, so that front-running 
Hit Parade could blithely gallop through the obsta-
cles without needing to pick his feet up.  
 
Back at home, though, Pipe was developing his  
secret weapon. "We used upside down turfs and 
made the gallop longer and longer, had a dirt gallop 
during the summer. I wanted the gallop to be in a 
straight line so the horses wouldn't have to change 
leads. It was five furlongs long, the horses cantered 
and galloped up and down – that turned out to be 
interval training. 
 
"Getting there was all trial and error. The horses 
seemed to enjoy what they were asked to do, 
they were very relaxed. They love routine, love 
repetition. They had a break at the top of the 
strip and cantered back down – if you canter up 
something you have to canter back down be-
cause it makes you use the other set of mus-
cles. Seems obvious, really. Just common 
sense." 
 
Indeed. That gallop, still supplying Martin's son  
David with winners, should really be a listed  (to p5) 
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AS with any other form of gambling, you can win big bucks if you become an EXPERT. Educate 
yourself on Swedish Harness Racing, and come and take some of the loot on offer from 18:20  
onwards at AXEVALLA  and  JAGERSRO his evening. For betting guide and tips, click on the  
banner right below this. 

Van Niekerk on Instagram 

POPULAR jockey Grant van Niekerk, who  
recently lost his Hong Kong licence after a  
widely publicised domestic dispute involving 
his girlfriend, has messaged his fans on  
Instagram, writing: 

“Hi all. We found ourselves in a dispute on the 
2nd of April 2020, where a very unfortunate  
accident occurred. It resulted in my girlfriend  
having a foot injury. 

“I dearly regret the accident that resulted in the 
injury. People have taken it upon themselves to 
speculate what could have occurred. 

“False accusations and allegations have been 
made by the public. We have since made the 
decision to move forward as a couple. 

“This private and personal matter resulted in my 
[licence] being revoked by the [Hong Kong  
Jockey Club]. It has been an [honour] racing in 
Hong Kong. I will forever be thankful for the op-
portunity the HKJC gave me. Hopefully I get the  
opportunity to be back soon. We are excited to 
see what the future holds for us both.”  - tt. 

Sham family never stops giving 
 
TRAINER Dorrie and husband Mark Sham are known 
for their kindness, also New Turf Carriers, the family 
business managed by their son Matthew Sham and 
brothers Marcus and Michael. Dorrie writes: “A lot of 
generous support from friends, family, clients and train-
ers made this donation of food and chicken parcels 
possible for all the Vaal grooms. Pick n Pay Vanderbijl 
SE8 came to the party by putting these parcels together 
at a discounted price . Thanks Lyndsey and staff!  Our 
grooms are in complete lockdown voluntarily at the 
Vaal but it's been hard for them too, being away from 
families. A small way of showing our appreciation.’  - tt. 

http://www.bettingworld.bet/Sport/Default.aspx
http://news.tabonline.co.za/Fields-Tips/Sweden-Betting-Tips-and-Previews
mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/International/AXEVALLA(SWE)@2020.04.21.pdf
mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/International/JAGERSRO(SWE)@2020.04.21.pdf
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MARTIN PIPE (fm p3) 
 
monument given the effect it had on Pipe's career 
and on racing as a whole.  
 
There are apocryphal, earlier reports of other train-
ers utilising the interval format, but Pipe refined the 
process into a system that eventually brought him 15 
trainers' championships. 
 
The ability to get his horses fitter than any other 
trainer meant he could buy cheaply at the sales, se-
cure in the knowledge that he could improve any 
horse well beyond what it had hitherto shown. The 
trademark Pipe horse was a slight, wiry hurdler with 
barely an ounce of surplus fat, a prominent ribcage 
and a zest for front-running that rendered pursuit 
hopeless. Catch them if you can; no-one could. In 
every betting shop, every day, the revolution was 
televised. 
 
"You don't see fat athletes, do you? You can 
make a good horse a slow horse if you run him 
20kg overweight – that makes up to about 45 
lengths. Do you want to give horses that much 
start? A racehorse is an athlete and it has to be 
properly fit. It's only common sense. 
 
"Others were very good trainers in the approach they 
took, but we had a different approach, trying to make 
life easier for the horse, because there's more risk in 
running an unfit horse." 
 
He added: "Every horse is different, like human  
beings. You study them, see what they do, how they 
work, and learn from it. Chatam ended up a very 
good horse but I simply couldn't get him fit. Why? It 
took a long time to work out that the same girl rode it 
up the gallops every day and she weighed 6st noth-
ing, and other horses were going up under 12st. He 
was a big horse and he was doing half the work of 
the others! After that he carried a weight-cloth –  
obvious, isn't it?" 
 
With success, inevitably, came suspicion. Who was 
this hick from the sticks winning all these races? ITV 
made a programme in its Cook Report strand that 
basically accused Pipe of every dodgy practice short 
of witchcraft, and although there was no foundation 
to the insinuations they wounded Pipe deeply. 
 
"It really did hurt. I was doing nothing wrong, just 
training my horses to the best of my ability. I wanted 
to commit suicide I was so upset. But some good 
trainers stood behind me and Percy Brown, a  
steward at Exeter races, saved my life, he really did.  
 
“I went to Exeter a couple of days after the pro-
gramme, I wanted to kill everybody, I was so angry 
and upset, despondent. 

"Almost as soon as I walked into the course this 
steward said to me 'Mr Pipe?'. I thought 'what d'you 
want?', knew there was going to be an argument. 
And he said 'I want to send you a horse'. That really 
brought me back to life, something like that just 
when I needed it. I was at my lowest ebb and he 
threw me a lifebelt." 
 
Now there's barely a trainer in the world who doesn't 
use Pipe's interval method to varying degrees. This 
is an imitation he describes, suitably, as very flatter-
ing. The revolution is global, born of an open,  
inquiring mind and an all-encompassing  
attention to detail. And, of course, one essential 
quality. 
 
"It's all down to common sense. I think I had a lot of 
common sense." The old revolutionary nods his 
head, a twinkle in his eye.  - Extracted from RP. 

TRAINER Gary Alexander (above) has messaged 
his patrons, followers and racing fans, saying: 
“Setbacks, failures and tragedies, however painful 
they may be, are a part of life. Whether we manage 
to find joy and success, in the daily struggle of life is 
largely dependent on our ability to persevere 
through even the toughest adversities without  
giving up. Those seemingly endless stretches of 
fear, disappointment and heartache are just brief, 
insignificant moments of time that will soon pass. 
Strength does not come from winning, it is your 
struggles that develop your strength. We’ve got 
this, we will get through this together. Unity is 
strength, and South Africans have a great fighting 
spirit. Together, with the grace of God, we will  
overcome this pandemic. We look forward to racing 
again in the near future. In the interim, stay safe 
and stay at home!  - tt. 

Gary says... 

http://www.capethoroughbredsales.com/
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WHAT’s a lockdown without friends to share it with? Or even — lockdowns are great when you have 
friends to share them with! Here’s well known horse fanatic Sarah Clarke,  assistant to her trainer-partner 
Paul Matchett at Randjesfontein, and otherwise also generally animal-mad. Sarah stables three jumping 
ponies on their Kyalami smallholding, also a further 20-odd unraced or recovering thoroughbreds who re-
quire her love and attention every day. Aside from the horses, Sarah also owns a parrot, seven dogs and 
four pigs. Among the dogs—four Daschund, a Husky, a Jack Russel and a German Shepherd, her uncon-
firmed favourite is blue-eyed Humphrey, a Sausage Dog bred by Ashley and Andrew Fortune. She tells: “I 
was breeding Daxies a few years ago and gave a few puppies to Andrew, who started breeding himself and 
Humphrey came along in one of their litters. They offered this blue-eyed baby back to me and initially I de-
clined. But here he is now, after all, and he’s now a stable and home dog. He loves Paul, and he loves 
horses. Paul and I get close to fighting because Humphrey sometimes chooses to be with him at stables 
and also to sleep in his arms at night. That is not cool, because he should be in mine! 

Lockdown, with friends, not too shabby at all! 



8 

 

Enquiries: Jo Knowles on 083 399 6353 

joknowles.ems@gmail.com 

SEE 

www.sugarhotel.co.za 

TURF Talk was once surprisingly and vindictively accused 
of sexism, and we find unfair bitchiness hard to live down. 
Today, we’re hanging out this dude for our many female 
readers. What you think of this slab of A-grade rump, girls? 
Assegay Feeds of Shongweni used this photo in a promo-
tion for their products and they announced on social media: 
“Look at that yummy, juicy, good quality HAY! Call us to 
order your Hay/Veldt Grass/Eragrostis/ Lucerne! We deliv-
er!” Cunning young Tasmyn Jain, who helps Assegay 
Feeds with planning their promotions, was understandably 
taken with her own work and added: “I don’t need any hay 
right now but I really WANT to place an order.” Wonder if 
she did, and we hope Assegay’s sales have doubled!. 

Here ladies, feed on this... 

A Gymkana Victor Lodorum at 14, and aged 62 today is 
Cape trainer Piet Steyn.  We wish him a wonderful day and 
new patrons with top horses when racing resumes! 

Mrs Steyn’s hunk, champ at 14 

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
mailto:joknowles.ems@gmail.com
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