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INTRODUCTION

The pioneers of horseracing were as likely to stage their contests over flat, oval circuits as they were to set up flat, oval circuits for hunting foxes. Horsemanship was a country pursuit, and horsemen raced their horses over the countryside. The land, even parkland, tended to rise and fall. The contours dictated irregularly shaped layouts. The result, once there were a few poles in the ground to mark the routes, was the glorious individuality, in some cases you could call it eccentricity, of British and Irish racecourses.

They come in many forms, and in distances range from one mile round to over two miles round. They may be left-handed (the horses run anti-clockwise) or right-handed. Some are not round, but U-shaped or L-shaped; in certain races at two downland courses, the horses race away from the spectators up the straights, descend into loops, turn a circle, re-enter the straights, and race back up them. Two courses describe figures of eight; one of them is on an island. There is a course with no grandstands. The venues for the most important race in the British jumps calendar (the Gold Cup) and the most important race in the flat racing calendar (the Derby) have pronounced upwards and downwards slopes; at the Derby venue, there’s also a sideways slope. The views from the stands may take in miles of South Downs, the English Channel, the Wicklow Mountains, Roman walls, housing estates, railway lines, or the A1. There are posh courses and modest courses; there’s a course – Fakenham – that is both.

There are fifty-nine of them in Britain, and twenty-six in Ireland. I would have been happy to visit them all, and I have a few regrets: Cartmel sounds fun, I gather Limerick is beautiful, and Haydock and Kempton stage important races. But this is not a completist’s memoir or a guidebook.

It’s about, as well as the venues, racing people, who are similarly various. There’s the well-fed owner and the lightweight jockey. There’s royalty, and all classes down. There are insiders – no longer ‘horsemen’, in the era of outstanding figures such as jockeys Rachael Blackmore and Hollie Doyle, and trainers Venetia Williams and Jessica Harrington – and there are enthusiasts like me. A racecourse is a complex world, with numerous interacting cogs: grooms, trainers, jockeys, vets, farriers, doctors, racecourse executives, ground staff, administrators, caterers, bar staff, camera operators and other technicians, stewards, commentators, broadcasters, journalists, bookmakers, punters. A number of these people have kindly given me insights into their roles as I’ve travelled – with a fourteen-month interruption while the Covid pandemic shut down all sports and then compelled them to take place behind closed doors – to courses both prestigious and unassuming, picturesque and nondescript, smart and functional.

It’s been a lovely job. Entering the racecourse gates, you arrive in another world, with its own procedures obscuring, for an afternoon or evening, your everyday concerns. You’re on holiday. Some like to spend their holiday in the bar, a one-stop shop for betting and watching the racing (on monitors) as well as drinking. I like to stroll between parade ring, pre-parade ring, grandstand and rails, close to the horses as they thunder past. Each race, whether you bet or not, is an intriguing puzzle, with clues that give you some chance of solving it; getting it right is exhilarating, and your love goes out to the magnificent animal who was on your side. The respect that horses engender, and the sense of privilege one has from getting close to them as they parade and race, never go stale.


WETHERBY

Jumps (also stages flat racing)

27 December 2019

Crackerfull of sprouts

I seem to be the only person travelling to Wetherby racecourse by bus from Leeds, an hour-long journey costing less than a fiver. You must ask to be dropped specially at the Spring Lane entrance. It’s a half-mile walk up the narrow road to the course; every time a car wants to pass there is no choice but to jump sharply out of the way into ankle-deep mud. In preparation, I am stuffing my trouser bottoms into my socks when a driver takes pity, and offers me a lift. He is a racing journalist, and when we get to the course he finds for me, perhaps because I tell him that I’m writing a racing book, a spare member’s badge and a racecard – please don’t mention my name as your benefactor, he says, because the management may not approve. I happen to be looking for the Wetherby CEO, Jonjo Sanderson, I say. ‘That’s him, who just walked past,’ the journalist replies. So that’s nearly twenty quid saved, and I’m able to grab twenty minutes with a man who, later, would probably be too busy to see me. Things are going well so far.

I sort of knew that my luck would last only as long as it took to complete the first race – leg one of the Tote Placepot, a bet that I fail to resist, despite experience, every time I visit a course. According to the Tote, lots of other mugs – sorry, racegoers – fall for it – sorry, play it – too: it is ‘Racing’s most popular bet’, a claim that, subjected to proper scrutiny, would probably collapse.

The Jackpot invites you to pick the winners of six races. You’ve got to get them all: there are no consolation prizes. For the Placepot, you pick horses to be placed, which usually means finishing in the first three. From the runners at Wetherby, I mark on the Placepot card two horses in each of the six legs (races). That’s two to the power of six: sixty-four lines, or potential combinations. Plenty, one should think. And the horses do not even have to win! Just let them make the frame – is that too much to ask?

In my case, mostly yes. The last time my Placepot came up was at Newbury in summer 2018. My outlay was £6.40 (yes, I hazard only 10p a line, I’m not suicidal); after I had seen selections get placed in six races, the cashier gave me back £9.20. A £2.80 profit! ‘Buy yourself a cup of tea,’ she suggested. My last win before that was … I cannot remember. Derby Day 2000, that was one: I made about £30, I think. Oh yes: there was that occasion at Wetherby about twelve years ago, when I bought a trilby to celebrate.

The racing journalist David Ashforth once defined a Placepot as – I’m quoting roughly – an accumulator in which five of your six selections come up before the sixth misses out by a short head. I should be so lucky. Race one at Wetherby today is the 888Sport Novices’ Hurdle (Class 4), over two miles. I go for College Oak, forecast to be favourite and some way clear of his rivals according to the Racing Post’s ratings; and for Neville’s Cross, who is, in the view of both the Racing Post and the racecard, ‘open to improvement’. Vying for favouritism is Black Pirate, who has not raced for twenty months but is expected to run well. Black Pirate wins. College Oak is fourth of the seven runners and Neville’s Cross is fifth (‘challenged when [made] mistake two [hurdles] out and lost momentum, weakened [slowed almost to a standstill] last’, the Racing Post reports). Oh well. That’s the end of the afternoon, betting-wise. I wonder whether I can go through the entire research period for this book without winning a single Placepot? Precedent indicates that I have a shot at it.

Before the race, I ask a bookmaker – whose pitch is some way down from the prime position – what business was like yesterday, the first of the two days of the meeting. Not brilliant, she confides. As we chat, a woman approaches nervously, says she’s never done this before, and asks for £2 on Black Pirate. Then a man has £2.50 each way on Clondaw Pretender, who is to finish sixth. These bets would be too puny for many bookmakers at the grander courses to accept, and you wonder how someone could prosper on such takings. Nevertheless, the bookmaker tells me later that business has picked up. These racegoers, though outnumbered by the Boxing Day crowd, are more enthusiastic punters.

There are about 5000 people here today, and yesterday there were about 8500: committed racegoers, families escaping from overheated sitting rooms with permanently active TVs, men escaping from overheated families. The numbers are not what they once were; but then the market town of Wetherby and the racecourse itself used to boast railway stations, until the savage mid-twentieth-century cuts to the network put paid to them. Now, it’s the Leeds bus from one direction, and, from the other, a free shuttle bus from Wetherby town centre.

The course has occupied the site since 1891, having moved from a place known as Wetherby Ings on the banks of the River Wharfe, home more recently to Wetherby Golf Club. Steeplechase racing first took place at the Ings in the 1840s, while there are claims that the history of racing here dates back to Viking and even to Roman times, with the prolific (Yorkshire-born) writer John Fairfax-Blakeborough asserting that the Wharfe banks hosted the first organised horse races to have taken place in the British Isles. Why steeplechase? Because the sport has developed from matches held over hunting land, fences and ditches included, between prominent points in the landscape, usually church steeples. At Wetherby, before racing started at the Ings, the landmarks were Kirk Deighton Church and Walton Church, the latter still visible from the course. The origins of the sport in hunting also explain the term National Hunt.

Lord Montagu of nearby Ingmanthorpe Hall owned the land of the new site. Ingmanthorpe Hall is now apartments, and the racecourse is owned by a private, independent company, the Wetherby Steeplechase Company. Jonjo Sanderson’s family business, International Racecourse Management, runs Wetherby as well as fellow Yorkshire courses Catterick, Thirsk and Redcar.

Sanderson and his immediate predecessors have done a great deal to improve Wetherby’s facilities, which, when I began visiting the course in the nineties, were somewhat dingy. The standard paddock enclosure consisted of a series of shed-like structures, none of them inviting – though the canteen served an excellent steak and kidney pie, the best hot food I’ve ever enjoyed on a racecourse. I am afraid that I cannot give you a review of Wetherby’s current hot food offerings, as I find that after Christmas Day and Boxing Day I have no appetite for another round of meat and two veg. But I can say that the bar of the Bramham Hall (opened in 2007) is a much pleasanter place – indeed, more congenial than the packed and noisy Marston Moor bar of the Millennium Stand (1999), entrance to which requires a more expensive, day member’s badge. A third recent structure – if you count 1999 as ‘recent’ – is the Millennium West Stand, opened in 2017. Recognising these improvements, the Racecourse Owners’ Association has given Wetherby its Gold Standard award.

Then there are the additional attractions. Today, Wetherby is offering, as well as the trad jazz band that seems to be an obligatory feature of race meetings, various entertainments. There is a ‘Christmas Cracker’ draw, one of the lucky winners of which gets to take home a bag of sprouts; by way of compensation, he is appointed to assess the horses in the paddock for the ‘best turned-out’ prize before one of the races. In the marquee, there are circus performers, and a circus workshop. I catch a few minutes of Dr Phantasma’s Sideshow (‘You won’t believe your eyes!’), where Ramona the gypsy queen suspends my disbelief with her ascent of a ladder of razor-sharp swords. Next door, children are rushing around on tricycles and unicycles, and ignoring a burly man in a striped red coat who is trying to interest them in a tightrope lesson. His jolly persona is slipping. ‘That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, don’t bother closing the door!’ he booms, as the icy wind blows in from outside. He, and possibly some parents and unlucky punters, might benefit from a quiet talk with one of the chaplains who are, the racecard advertises, patrolling the stands, ready to offer ‘a listening ear’ to those ‘of all faiths and none’.

Six or seven races and the wherewithal to get drunk do not seem to be enough by way of incentives to come racing these days. Racecourses, in common with other venues, must provide ‘experiences’. On Wetherby’s January fixture list is ‘Christmas jumper Saturday’, with prizes for the best/worst examples of these gifts. ‘William Hill Medieval Day, featuring the Towton Novices’ Chase’ promises to evoke for racegoers the bloodiest battle to have been fought on British soil. There is ‘Wear a Hat Race Day’, and a spring favourite is ‘Family Raceday, featuring the Mascot Gold Cup’ – yes, a race for mascots. In the summer, ‘Ladies’ Evening’ is a riot of, according to the unwoke blurb, ‘Fillies, fashion and fizz’. And so on.

All this requires a good deal of work. Wetherby, which stages racing on nineteen days a year, has a staff of twelve. Today, a further 150 or so are employed: commentators, caterers, bar staff, stewards and other officials, a medical team (for horses and people), a farrier, a judge (to confirm results), the aforementioned chaplains, and others. Then of course there are all the busy outsiders: jockeys, trainers, stable staff, journalists, camera crews, bookmakers and betting shop staff, perhaps even the odd person who tries to make a living from backing horses. Horseracing is a significant employer nationally: the British Horseracing Authority, which runs the sport, reckons that there are more than 17,000 racing people in full-time employment, with the number going up to 85,500 if you count workers in associated businesses such as bookmaking catering and and journalism.

Wetherby employs six full-time ground staff. Looking after the ground at a racecourse involves a great deal more than throwing down some seed and replacing divots, as Jonjo Sanderson is particularly well placed to attest. In 2006, two years before he took up his job here, the adjoining A1 was widened, and encroached on the far turn of the course. The ground staff relaid a third of the turf, calling on, the Pitchcare website informs me, a Blec Aerovator and Agrovator, verti-draining, the Gwazae compressed air system, topdressing with 1000 tonnes of Mansfield Sand/organic matter 50/50 mix, calcium carbonate to encourage flocculation, and other treatments including pig and poultry manure to increase organic matter. To summarise in layperson’s terms: it was a job for people who knew what they were doing. Nevertheless, some nine years were to elapse before certain trainers, who had been alarmed by the new racing surface, were prepared to enter their horses at Wetherby again.

Even without such challenges, the ground at racecourses is a constant worry. It’s either raining too much, or not enough. This autumn, it’s been too much, and where there haven’t been abandonments, horses round the country have been compelled to race through hock-deep mud. ‘We had a lovely summer,’ Sanderson tells me, ‘and then it started raining in mid-September, and it hasn’t really relented since. I think we’ve had about fourteen to fifteen inches since then.

‘The track does take the water very well, because it drains off to the dykes, and the dykes drain into the river. But the problem areas are the car parks, which don’t have that kind of drainage.

‘When I first checked, this was going to be a bright, sunny week. Thank you, I thought. Then towards the beginning of the week, it started to rain again, and half an inch of rain was forecast for Boxing Day and last night. Please no. But we got less than a millimetre. So thank you. Thank you.’ One gets the picture: it’s a nervy business. Sanderson and his chief groundsman were here on Christmas Day, walking the course. Today, he is mostly engaged in tackling problems, while making sure that owners, trainers and the public are happy. ‘We’ve had a lady stuck in a loo already,’ he reports. While we’re talking, a colleague interrupts to tell him that the Wi-Fi hotspot at the turnstiles has gone down. And jockeys who have walked the course have advised that they would like to see some of the running rails moved.

Back in October, the dykes burst their banks, and only a week before the Charlie Hall meeting, Wetherby’s most important event of the year, the back straight was under water. The course generates 60 per cent of its turnover between October and the end of December, but does not insure against lost fixtures. ‘The premium is pretty much the same as our profit,’ Sanderson explains. ‘So in effect we self-insure: we build in an abandonment provision for every fixture, and every time a fixture takes place we write that expense back into the books.’ The two-day Charlie Hall meeting did go ahead, with the flood having left its traces only at one back-straight fence, which the runners bypassed.

In the summer, the clay soil gets too firm, certainly for steeplechase horses. It meant until recently that Wetherby could not expand its fixture list. Then came the A1 road widening, a nuisance in many respects but bringing the unexpected gift of enabling the course to stage flat races. On the previous course, the horses galloped towards the road before turning sharply round what was for them a hairpin bend – a manoeuvre that was manageable for jumpers but that would have compelled flat racers, who tend to run faster and over shorter distances, to shift down into first gear. The new course has a gentler oval.

Horseracing is a traditionalists’ sport, and there was grumbling in 2015 when Wetherby, to that point the only course in Yorkshire devoted entirely to jumps racing, staged its first flat meetings. But trainers and the public have supported the initiative, Sanderson reports. The figures tell the story of this popularity: the course attracts about sixty entries a day for its jumps fixtures, and eighty-eight runners a day for its flat fixtures. ‘About two seasons ago, we had a three-way photo finish between a Hamdan Al Maktoum horse, a Khalid Abdullah horse and a Godolphin horse,’ he says. [He’s referring to two leading owners and to Sheikh Mohammed’s training operation.] ‘I’d thought that we’d be staging fairly modest races for the northern flat fraternity, not that we’d see photo finishes involving horses from Lambourn and Newmarket.’

They come from all over, too, for Wetherby’s most important race, the Charlie Hall Chase, which in recent years has featured equine superstars Cue Card (Dorset), Silviniaco Conti (Somerset) and Bristol de Mai (Gloucestershire). Today’s highlight is the Castleford Chase, described by course commentator Darren Owen, a tad economically with the truth, as ‘a race with a rich history’. In fact, the race I saw the great Viking Flagship win twice in the nineties has transferred to Kempton, where it is called the Desert Orchid Chase. The Castleford Chase now run at Wetherby on 27 December is a handicap for horses rated up to 145. Viking Flagship was once rated by the British Horseracing Authority in the high 170s, meaning that a runner with the highest possible rating in today’s field would have no chance against him, unless Viking Flagship were given at least two and a half extra stone to hump round the course.

Still, the Castleford winner today, Marracudja, looks impressive enough in this context. Trained by Dan Skelton at Alcester in Warwickshire and ridden by his sister-in-law Bridget Andrews, Marracudja goes into the race with recent form figures of 055, and the racecard suggests that he might benefit from being allowed to take the lead. That is exactly what Andrews does, in an expertly judged ride that is further evidence of what experts have known for some years – the best female jockeys are as good as the best men. Her victory comes as, at Leopardstown in Ireland, Rachael Blackmore cements her place among the elite of either sex by riding her second Grade 1 winner in two days, bringing her tally of victories at the highest level this year to six.

There is a lot of high-quality racing on today, and I spend the afternoon shuttling between the grandstand, the paddock and the Bramhall Hall, where I watch the action from Leopardstown, two races from Kempton, and the Welsh Grand National from Chepstow – seventeen horses and riders ploughing through mud for three miles and six furlongs. Again the racecard is prescient: ‘likely to be staying when others have cried enough’ it says of Potters Corner, first of twelve finishers, the last of whom crawls over the line some 43 lengths behind. (The others were pulled up – there were no fallers.)

Wetherby is a decent track for the spectator. The grandstand stanchions can get in the way, and when the runners are on the far side of the course by the A1 they are more than half a mile distant; but you can resort to the big screen, which, unlike those at some other courses, has a sharp image. The racecourse commentary is somewhat blurry, though, and during the final furlong, when the racegoers are yelling at the horses carrying their money, inaudible.* This is the point during a race when I get the impression that everyone on the course apart from me has backed the winner. It is somewhat lowering to watch people jumping up and down with their arms in the air, when neither of the two horses you’ve put in your Placepot ever got into contention.

This is one of my most useless ever days of Placepot betting. My selections come up in only two of the six races – one of which has only three runners, and two of them are my selections (the third being an outsider), while in the second, my placed horse was the odds-on favourite. The dividend that I failed to enjoy was £56.10 to a £1 stake, so if I’d managed to get one horse placed in each race I’d have taken home £5.61 – a loss of 79p. This book is not a story of high-rolling.

To cheer me up a little, quite a few people come unstuck in the last, a conditional [apprentice] jockeys’ handicap hurdle. The racecard comment on Bolton Boy is, ‘best to look elsewhere’, with a prediction that the horse will start as the 33/1 outsider (a £1 bet would return £33, plus the £1 stake). Whoops: the market appears to have information that the racecard tipster lacked, because Bolton Boy goes off as 11/4 favourite (a £4 bet would return £11, plus the £4 stake). But the market was not so smart, after all. Bolton Boy never travels particularly well and falls at the seventh. Groans all around me. The winner is Pray for a Rainbow (12/1), who has some supporters. As I leave the course, I pass various people slapping each other on the back. Sickening. No, I don’t mean that really. Well done them.

I head back along the muddy Spring Lane roadside as the uninterrupted line of traffic motors past, and take my solitary place by Walton Road in the descending darkness. Buses have sailed past me here before. I recommend that as soon as you see the return bus approaching, you activate the flashlight on your phone and wave your arms about like a shipwreck victim who has spotted a trawler.

 

 



* I learn from my travels that there are spots on most racecourses where the announcements are unclear. If you’re under the roof of a modern grandstand, you may find that the tannoys are on the edge of the roof and facing away from you. Older grandstands have more helpful acoustics.


FAKENHAM

Jumps

23 January 2020

Welsh wonders in Norfolk

Fakenham, like Wetherby, is a town that has lost its rail links. Indeed, Fakenham once had two railway stations: Fakenham West, closed in 1959, and Fakenham East, closed in 1964. There is talk of including the village in a Norfolk Orbital Railway, a project to bring back trains to the railway-starved north of the county; but this route may not be of much use to Londoners who get an ambitious – you might say ambitious – notion to pay a visit to Fakenham racecourse by public transport. So here I am, boarding the 07:42 train from King’s Cross to King’s Lynn – a service that, I am told, the Queen favours when she travels to Sandringham. Arriving at 09:34, I walk to the bus station (five minutes) and catch the 10:00 bus to Fakenham – a fifty-minute journey across countryside that is not, as Noël Coward’s Amanda summarises in Private Lives, very flat, but gently rolling. At Fakenham, where the alighting passengers thank the driver by name, I head down an alley, cross a road and a vehicle repair shop forecourt, walk along a muddy path by the River Wensum, and arrive at a road that leads directly to the course. I am willing to bet – it would be the only bet I’d have any confidence about winning – that no other person at Fakenham races today has come by this route.

If you’re a soft Londoner, you think you’re entitled to call yourself intrepid after such a journey. But more than three hours before my alarm clock went off, the trainer Christian Williams had been wakened at his home in the Vale of Glamorgan. By 3.45 a.m., he and his seventeen-year-old apprentice jockey Jack Tudor were on the road, at the start of a five-hour, 270-mile drive. Williams had sent ahead three horses. It’s as if he knew something.

The first race is the Barnham Primary School Selling Handicap Chase – ‘sellers’ are low-grade races after which the winners are put up for sale. Williams’s Strictlyadancer, ridden by Adam Wedge, races into the lead before the last and finishes six lengths clear. Strictlyadancer jumps well and gallops exuberantly to the line, but earns for his owners only £3665, failing to attract any bids at the £4000 they had been hoping to earn from him at auction. In race two, the Sky Sports Racing Conditional Jockeys’ Handicap Hurdle, Jack Tudor is hard at work on board Massini’s Dream from some way out, and looks to be a clear second favourite, as Very Intense coasts into the lead. But as they reach the finish, Tudor manages to get his horse up by half a length. There’s a similar story with Williams’s third runner, though this time Tudor’s mount Cap du Nord rounds the home turn in third place and looks to be third favourite to win: Cap du Nord lands awkwardly after the last, dips his head like a drunk whose legs have failed to keep pace with the upper part of his body, rallies, takes the lead, gets headed again, and rallies once more, to win by a head. It looks as though Tudor is one of those rare jockeys who can make winners out of horses who would be losers in other hands.

Stupidly, I ask Williams, a former jockey who started training in 2017, if this has been his best day at the races. He reminds me that on 27 December his horse Potters Corner won the Welsh Grand National. (During the coronavirus lockdown, Potters Corner is to win the Virtual Grand National.) But it is the first time he has saddled a treble. Fakenham, he says, fearless about offering a hostage to fortune, has been his lucky track: to date, he has sent thirty-three runners to the course, and thirteen have been winners. Yes, but wouldn’t sending those horses to win at Chepstow, just fifteen miles from home, have been less arduous? ‘I could go to Chepstow and be racing in eighteen-runner fields for half the prize money,’ he replies. The total reward for the three Fakenham victories is £13,652, and the number of runners in the races is eight, eight and nine. (Later, I check some Chepstow results. What Williams argues seems to apply to hurdle races rather than to chases, and to say that Chepstow’s prize money is half Fakenham’s is a bit of an exaggeration. Still, there’s the priceless ‘lucky track’ factor.)

It’s a good story, one that makes for excellent PR for chief executive David Hunter and his team. ‘Welsh wonders Williams and Tudor make long Fakenham trek pay again’, is the headline in the Racing Post, which illustrates the piece with an internet map showing the route and the estimated driving time (four hours fifty-two minutes). ‘I’m delighted to do it at Fakenham,’ Williams tells the paper. ‘They put on good prize money and we like to support it and give our owners value for money.’ Just the message that a small country course wants to get across.

Hunter and Williams have different priorities when it comes to field sizes, however. Williams is happy to have less competition; Hunter, who is clerk of the course as well as CEO, wants to get as many horses racing at Fakenham as possible. ‘There are fewer runners coming here than there were when I arrived in this job [towards the end of the nineties],’ he says. ‘We put up decent prize money, we often offer the best racing ground available, and I like to think that we look after owners and trainers properly – we’ve got our ROA (Racehorse Owners’ Association) gold standard award for the umpteenth year, which we’re really proud of. But it’s partly a reflection of the general racehorse population, and partly because of our location. I think some of the newer owners tend not to think, “Owning this horse gives me an opportunity to visit different parts of the country”, as they did in previous generations.’ Even with a car, the journey may not be an attractive prospect. Beyond Cambridge and Peterborough, you’re mostly on single-lane roads. A friend tells me: ‘Fakenham is a bit like Aberystwyth. The longer you drive towards it, the further away it seems to get.’

As Hunter and I talk, a colleague arrives to say that Olly Murphy – who trains horses at Stratford-upon-Avon, more than 140 miles away, and who nevertheless is another regular here – has arrived with several owners, all wanting badges (of admission). ‘Err on the side of generosity,’ Hunter tells her. ‘He’s a good supporter of ours.’ On top of this kind of generosity, Fakenham does not charge entry fees to its races – Hunter believes that Newton Abbot is the only other British course to employ such a policy.

Hunter is generous to me too, issuing an invitation to return to his compact office at any time during his absence to inspect the Fakenham minute books and any other objects that may be of interest. I find, in the earliest minute book, an 1886 letter from an equerry to the Prince of Wales, later Edward VII, saying that ‘it will give [the prince] much pleasure’ to accept presidency of the West Norfolk Hunt Club – though HRH hopes the club will be ‘particular’ about whom it admits to membership, and goes on to apologise for being ‘bothered with neuralgia’ and unable to write the letter himself. The club began staging steeplechases in East Winch near King’s Lynn, and moved to Fakenham in 1905, with committee members attracted by the better drainage on the site, and undeterred by the argument that it would be ‘very difficult to keep the public out’. I’m afraid that I didn’t find the record of the meeting at which Fakenham members decided that they would condescend to let the public in. They continue to enjoy royal patronage: the current patron is Prince Charles, who took over the role from his mother in 2002. Sandringham is not far away. In between there and the course lies the village of Anmer, a name that may be familiar: King George V’s Anmer was the horse that the suffragette Emily Davison tried to intercept during the 1913 Derby, with fatal consequences.

The committee members who thought better drainage was desirable have been proved right. ‘Since the first of January, we’ve had 75 millimetres of rain, and last week, the course was flooded,’ Hunter says. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it in my time here. There was water across the chase and hurdle course at the two-furlong marker, and it was pouring off the side of the course in a waterfall. But it has all receded, and now we have good to soft ground – so it does drain well.’ Frost is a greater threat. Fakenham has not invested in frost covers for the entire course, in part because of the expense and in part because it cannot call on the manpower that laying and then lifting the covers would involve. ‘All our ground repairs are done by local people,’ Hunter says. ‘It’s not always that easy to get local staff to do it at this time of year – many of them are retirees who also work for quite a few days a week with the local shoots.’ In any event, Hunter reckons, if the overnight temperature sank to minus four or five, the frost would probably get into the ground whether there were coverings or not.

Like other small, independently run tracks, Fakenham takes a relatively big hit when it loses even one of its modest number of fixtures – there are twelve or thirteen a year in Fakenham’s case. The course is owned by the West Norfolk Sporting Trust. Hunter has no financial interest in the trust, and in theory works part-time. (Like many of us with part-time jobs, he finds that the work is often full-time.) He has lived with horses all his life, and is an ex-army captain who later in the afternoon of my visit will present the prize for the RMA Sandhurst Louts’ 30th Anniversary Dinner Maiden Hurdle – being a Lout himself. There are ten racecourse directors, some of them with names that have been associated with Fakenham for generations, and who all work voluntarily.

The course, at about one mile round, is the smallest National Hunt racecourse in the country, and vies with Chester for the accolade of being the smallest racecourse overall. The shortest sections are the home and back straights, and the horses are turning either gently or sharply left for a good portion of the circuit. ‘Horses here need to be well balanced, and to race on their left leads,’ Hunter says, assuming I’ll know what he means. I do, as far as someone who has never sat on horseback can. If you watch these horses’ front legs at the gallop round a Fakenham turn, you should see their right legs hitting the ground first, with the left following and extending beyond. Some horses prefer leading with their near (left) legs, meaning they’re happy turning left-handed, and some prefer leading with their off (right) legs. The celebrated grey Desert Orchid, for example, was uncomfortable racing left-handed, famously overcoming that handicap as well as his dislike of galloping on mud when he won the 1989 Cheltenham Gold Cup.

The Fakenham grounds host, as well as the racecourse, a caravan site, which offers another source of income. There’s also a sports centre, which lays on tennis, squash, archery, shooting and golf. Several holes of the nine-hole golf course are inside Fakenham’s running rails – but the golfers, to the relief of horses and riders, do not send balls flying about on racedays. The centre pays rent to use this land. ‘The arrangement was set up, certainly to the sports centre’s advantage, fifty years ago,’ Hunter explains.

It is market day in Fakenham, and there is something of a market day atmosphere, too, on the course, which boasts a remarkably high ratio of stalls to racegoers. There is a country clothing outlet, and, opposite, David ‘Mouse’ Cooper, equine artist, is selling his paintings and prints. The food on offer ranges from the expected hog roast and fish and chips to Punjabi cuisine in the bar next to the parade ring, and to the menu at the stall named ‘Norfolk Thai’ – an intriguing fusion. For £60 a head, and probably only for those who have booked in advance, there is the Firth Restaurant, with dishes provided by the Crown Inn at East Rudham (‘the quality of the food is second to none’, according to a happy customer on Tripadvisor). I opt for a £3.50 steak and kidney pie from the Jean’s Home Bakery stall, where proprietor Jean Seppings has already taken orders from her regular spot at the village market before setting up at the course. The pie is superb, with tender, gristle-free meat, and I return for cake, washed down with Americano from the next-door Cuppa Jo Jo – also excellent and cheap. You don’t often get this quality, or these prices, at the grander courses.

The atmosphere is unique. It’s the Norfolk set, I suppose. I should guess that there are more than a thousand people here, and they make far less noise than do comparable crowds elsewhere. When the horses enter the final furlong at most tracks, the racecourse commentary is drowned out by the desperate urgings of punters – but not today. A good many racegoers have brought their dogs, who appear to be used to having horses near them and are perfectly behaved. I’ve never seen dogs on a racecourse before (but shall see them again, at Perth). Public announcements are sparse, and the bookmakers, perhaps resigned to slow business, do not shout the odds with their usual urgency. I don’t see many racegoers who look like serious punters, and a bookmaker confirms my impression. ‘You can sum up today in one word: desperate,’ he says. ‘It can be like that here. There was a huge crowd on New Year’s Day, and they all left their money at home.’ But it’s not only a Fakenham phenomenon, he adds. Since the new year, there have been complaints about slow trading from racecourse bookmakers all round the country.

Fakenham’s grandstand is a simple brick and corrugated iron affair, with steppings leading up to a press box resembling a stationmaster’s office on an unmodernised railway platform. There are plans to re­develop this area of the course, bringing it into line with the Prince of Wales stand, a two-storey wood and glass edifice in the members’ enclosure – available for hire for weddings. In between the two stands is a green commentary tower, with, poking his head out of the top window, Tommo, or ‘TV’s Tommo’ as Derek Thompson was known during his stint at Channel 4 Racing. Tommo will be seventy this year, had a brush with cancer eight years ago, and cuts a more subdued figure than he did when presenting the racing in the style of an ebullient gameshow host. He has a companionable style as a race caller, and betrays a rather touching concern for the horses’ welfare, overriding his brief to tell you exactly what is going on. ‘Let’s see how they jump this … yep, they’re all over safely,’ he announces with relief, quite often. (There are no fallers this afternoon; one horse unseats his rider.)

Olly Murphy saddles Oscar Academy, the winner of the last race at 3.45, so he gets rewarded for his long journey. As for Christian Williams, he may not arrive home until midnight. ‘Tomorrow, I’m going to spend the time with my family,’ he says.

There are two things the user of public transport should note before travelling home from Fakenham: if you miss the 15:45 bus, your choice is either to board the 16:00, which after a leisurely tour of the North Norfolk coast will not arrive in King’s Lynn for another two hours and twenty-six minutes, or to wait until 18:00 for the next, last bus; and if you buy a return ticket on the 49, you won’t be able to use it if the return service is the 49A. Bearing this in mind, I choose to miss what will be Oscar Academy’s moment of glory. I am back to North London just after 19:00.
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