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INTRODUCTION

In June 2020, Mark Johnston enjoyed the cachet of being the castaway on BBC Radio’s Desert Island Discs, joining approaching 3,000 notable individuals who, since the programme was launched in 1942, have variously achieved status, prestige, glory and achievement in their field.

At the conclusion, the racehorse trainer who could be said to have embodied all those qualities, was asked by presenter Lauren Laverne which of his choice of the eight records he regarded most highly he would save if they were all in danger of being washed away. Without hesitation he named Fleetwood Mac’s “Don’t Stop.”1

An addictive, catchy song, sure enough, suggesting good taste, but also apposite.

“Don’t Stop – thinking about tomorrow” is the chorus line, sung by Christine McVie and Lindsey Buckingham. Penned by McVie, it was ‘inspired’ – if that is the correct word – by the break-up with her husband, the band’s bass player John. And, of course, it would become Bill Clinton’s Presidential theme song in 1992.

However, it also neatly encapsulates Johnston’s philosophy for the majority of his 34-year career.

The song comes to mind on a dark, dank December afternoon as I drive through the ancient market town of Middleham, in Wensleydale, north Yorkshire, before turning into the entrance to Kingsley House, with its adjoining stables where over three decades earlier, Johnston and his wife Deirdre had arrived with seemingly audacious plans to establish a training base to rival any in Britain – in the midst of an area which was on the wane as a racehorse centre.

It is one of those days when the sun barely appears to rise. Nothing stirs – except maybe just a dog barking. To the uninitiated, it would be difficult to imagine that there is a thriving industry behind this façade of tranquillity, a veritable powerhouse of British horseracing.

With seemingly grandiose ideas, the Scot, an interloper, has constructed a behemoth of a training facility. From the dilapidated stables he and his wife encountered in 1988, he dominates, one could say has consumed, much of the area and his three yards – the hub Kingsley Park, Kingsley House and Warwick House – now have no fewer than 230 horses standing there.

Middleham is thriving once more. Indeed, it has done so for many years in the Johnston era. When Chancellor, and Richmond MP, Rishi Sunak, visited in October 2020, he described it as one of racing’s “centres of excellence” and this is in significant part because of a visionary, a man with a single-minded mission.

When we meet, in the kitchen of Kingsley House, once a medieval rectory, to discuss the content of this book, it is inevitable that, firstly, we would return briefly to 23 August 2018 and a particular race at York. It was the day an outsider prevailed, and not just because Frankie Dettori’s poise and persistence was sufficient to ensure that the Mark Johnston-trained 20-1 chance Poet’s Society claimed the one-mile Clipper Logistics Handicap by a neck on Yorkshire Oaks day.

In another year, it would have been just another race, and soon just another page in the Form Book. But not this renewal of the event. This was also the moment that Johnston finally thrust his own head over the line to record a 4,194th winner – eclipsing the record set by Richard Hannon Snr, who retired with a tally of 4,193, making the Scot the most prolific trainer in British racing history.

There were no klaxons, flashing lights, or pyrotechnics illuminating the skies, just a contented, rather than triumphant glow, on the features of a man who could have been excused a verbal volley at those who had doubted him early in his career. He confined himself to a modest statement, expressing his relief that his “winning machine” as one headline deemed his operation, had finally produced that record-breaking winner, and containing the most relevant line: “From where we started it is unthinkable.”

Among many plaudits was this from Cornelius Lysaght, the former BBC racing correspondent: “The way he has climbed from the most unpromising of starts, with a handful of moderate horses and plenty of debt, to the very summit where he now stands, is one of the great racing stories.”

It was, indeed, and was also the instant that inspired this writer to tell Johnston’s story – not just because of a record registered, but because of the phenomenal journey in his ascent into rarefied atmosphere, without the equivalent of oxygen support or Sherpas, just a degree in veterinary medicine and what can only be described as Caledonian chutzpah.

From the start, he questioned orthodoxy, the doctrines of those who came before him, and progressed from a self-taught novice to a Classic-winning trainer within seven years.

No-one could have ever confused him with a man content with a mundane existence. Tellingly, he once told me that, even in that first year as a trainer, 1987, he had watched Henry Cecil finish as leading trainer at Royal Ascot with seven winners, and promised himself: “One day that could be me.”

It would be him, incidentally. By the start of 2021, the Scot had despatched 46 Royal Ascot winners, and been top trainer twice, in 2002 and 2003. Also, for good measure, he has been leading trainer at Glorious Goodwood on 12 occasions.

Throughout, his fearsome sense of national pride has been his spear and shield. The blood that pulses through him – and which is also frequently found in his compatriots who achieve distinction in public life, including in government and opposition, entertainment and sport – has empowered him.

If you’re part of the Johnston operation, you become adopted sons and daughters of the Johnston Clan. At the racecourse, his staff are all turned out in tartan ties and waistcoats.

In fact, Johnston suggested, albeit with a touch of mischief, that this book should be titled Scottish Power, after the energy company that the trainer says he’d most like to have as his sponsor. He even offered to don a kilt for the cover photo.

But it was decided on Phenomenon, a word defined as a rare occurrence, a wonder. Because this character does not fit the typical trainer template.

He had never been an ace in the saddle – nothing could be further from the truth, we learn – nor a scion of a celebrated racing name, nor studied at the foot of a distinguished racing mentor.

To some, he is an irritant, a bristling malcontent, who continues to question everything about the industry in which he announced himself as a man with unconstrained ambition when he persuaded the Jockey Club to grant him a training licence all those years ago.

He refuses to play the political game, and relishes puncturing balloons of conventional wisdom. It certainly doesn’t take much to provoke the former president of the National Trainers’ Federation, who has been a columnist in many newspapers and periodicals, including the Racing Post, The Times and Horse & Hound, but now restricts himself to offering his take on racing, and the world beyond, in his own monthly magazine, the Kingsley Klarion.

Yet, his achievements are undeniable. There are few better placed to pass judgement on what the Scot has brought to the sport than the five-times champion trainer John Gosden. He told me early in 2021: “I admire totally his originality of thought. He looks at things from his own angle, and has a very fresh perspective on everything, from training of a racehorse through to the structure of the racing industry. I find him a fascinating, interesting and exciting person to be around. I’ve been on endless meetings with him and he’s always impressive as an individual, intellectually.

“He’s a great friend, Mark, and Deirdre, too. I went up to stay the night with them last September. I hadn’t been there for 14 years, and I was just amazed at what he and Deirdre had created there – an absolutely splendid set-up for the training of horses.

“I have nothing but admiration for him; the way he goes to the sales; the way he operates. He’s just a wonderful breath of fresh air, quite frankly. I think what he has achieved is something anyone else is going to struggle to match.”

Johnston is quite simply the rarest of individuals in this industry: an entirely self-made man. Johnston is different.

*Johnston confides, incidentally, that his selection of the Fleetwood Mac song as the one he’d most want to avoid being washed away was an embarrassing error, and one he has not been allowed to forget. The disc he should have opted to save was “You’re Still The One”. Not Shania Twain’s 1998 hit, but the excellent lockdown performance by Deirdre and Angus Johnston, a story to which I will return.
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CHAPTER 1

A CHANGING OF
THE GUARD

Right up until late in 2020, the dying embers of the Flat racing year were still being raked for winners by the Johnston poker, with runners despatched to the all-weather Flat fixtures at Lingfield, Kempton, Wolverhampton, Newcastle, Southwell and Chelmsford.

Winter was once a dormant period for Flat yards in terms of racing fixtures; a time when the National Hunt season swaggered belligerently into the consciousness of many racing folk, culminating in the Cheltenham Festival and Grand National. From early November to late March, Flat racing was nudged aside.

But that all began to change in 1989 when all-weather Flat racing (on Fibresand, Polytrack and, most recently, Tapeta) was introduced. Initially, Johnston was a great enthusiast and supporter of this development and, though he would not necessarily be enamoured by its increasing prevalence – not if it came at the expense of racing on the turf – the trainer readily harvests winners on these surfaces, with the justification: “I didn’t make the rules.” As will be observed, that is a phrase oft-repeated by the Scot in various contexts. He may not fully agree with a policy, but will not indulge in acts of self-harm just to make a point.

At the end of a year interrupted by the cancellation of 74 days of racing by the British Horseracing Authority (BHA)1, following government advice, the nation’s most numerically successful trainer has finished third in the championship table, which is based on prize money won rather than totals of winners. Johnston has amassed 169 winners and 471 places from 1,274 runners, with total prize money won of £2,134,037.

It means a 27th consecutive season of centuries for the Scot, nine of those double centuries – a total which almost certainly would have been ten had racecourses not been closed for more than two months.

If the trainers’ championship had been based on victories recorded, it would have been an emphatic triumph for Johnston. Even as it is, above him in the table are only John Gosden (150 wins) and Irish trainer Aidan O’Brien (13 wins in Britain), the private trainer for John Magnier and his powerful Coolmore operation.

Johnston has never been champion trainer, but it is not something he dwells upon. “How many times would I have been champion if based on numbers? Twelve, maybe, 14, I don’t remember,” he says. “But I’m not crying over that.”

Amongst Johnston’s talented performers in 2020 was Elarqam, who took his final curtain call with a Group 3 success at Newbury in September.

The son of the mighty Frankel, and Johnston’s dual 2004 English and Irish 1,000 Guineas victor Attraction, had set his owner Sheikh Hamdan Al Maktoum back 1.6m guineas. He had been retired to stand at the French stud Haras de Saint Arnoult.

There were also significant Group 12 victories in France: Gear Up in the Criterium de Saint-Cloud and Subjectivist in the Prix Royal-Oak at Longchamp. Both had been purchased for a relative pittance in bloodstock terms by Johnston but had progressed to emphatically defy their hammer price at auction.

The Covid restrictions meant no socialising at Christmas and, at Hogmanay, Johnston and Deirdre were at home alone for only the second time in their married life but, as he reported in his influential newsletter, the Kingsley Klarion, “rest assured, I raised a glass to you all and toasted you with the words: ‘Here’s tae us, wha’s like us, damn few, and they’re aw deid. Mair’s the pity.’”

This, according to The Scotsman: is a classic, traditional Scottish toast showing drunken sentimentality at its very best, and can be translated as “Here’s to us; who is as good as us? Damn few, and they’re all dead. More’s the pity.”

There’s no escaping it; the past year has been a hellish one; a harrowing period for most, traumatic for some, deadly for many. Too many have lost their lives, many their business or employment, and then there has been the collateral health damage, physical and mental.

During that period in which all sport was cancelled, Johnston lost 12 days in bed and days more recovering from Covid. Although there was no racing at the time, the yard continued to operate cohesively under the direction of the Johnstons’ eldest son Charlie, who is one of his father’s four assistants (veteran Brian ‘Jock’ Bennett, Hayley Kelly and Andrew Bottomley, all-long-serving at the yard, are the others), together with Deirdre.

If ever there was an inevitability in racing it was the destiny of Charlie, who, to put it in equine terms, had been sired by a humbly-bred, constantly-improving, top-class stayer out of a redoubtable, talented, versatile mare.

I first encountered Charlie as an engaging, thoroughly normal, teenager, who could be heard listening to the Kaiser Chiefs in his bedroom. Yet, his first point of reference each morning before school was a review of the pages of the Racing Post. He scoured it for reports, statistics, his father’s planned runners and, though too young legally to place a bet, frequently asked them to do so on his behalf.

As his father had conceded wryly, the Post was where he learned to read. Charlie’s first words, according to Johnston were ‘Carson’ and ‘Hills’, after jockeys Willie and the twin brothers Michael and Richard.

The Johnstons’ elder son also rode work, was thoroughly conversant with the complexities of form and, even as a precocious 15-year-old, was already representing his father on the Channel 4 racing preview show The Morning Line.

Assured and confident back then, if you had cast your mind ahead, say, 15, 20, years, you could envisage him ruling this mighty kingdom in his own right one day. Charlie and the Winner Factory, you might say, though it would be quite some hand-me-down when the time came. Even in his twenties, he had been named in a prestigious list of the most influential under-35 ‘rising stars’ in racing.

Yet, the Johnstons were understandably concerned that such a presumption on Charlie’s part could adversely affect his education. Why study hard at school or university if your future is already assured? – was their thinking.

Johnston decreed – not to put too fine a point on it – that Charlie should study for a veterinary degree, just as he had done, a course that he insisted “had been a tremendous selling point for me”.

His argument was clearly persuasive. Johnston Jnr did, indeed, return to Kingsley House a qualified vet, after seven years at Glasgow University Veterinary School, his father’s alma mater, and became an assistant trainer – to his father.

Now it would be just a question of time. But when would be the correct moment to usher in the next generation? In the Johnstons’ kitchen at Kingsley House, where Charlie and his younger brother Angus spent so much of their formative years, we talk accession of the former to the family seat.

It’s long been on Johnston Snr’s mind, but he has been exceedingly circumspect. Whatever the qualities of Charlie, it has been the name of Mark Johnston that is on the metaphorical nameplate above the door; not so much licensed to sell alcohol as to sell dreams to existing and prospective owners.

It’s not difficult for anyone with a love of the Turf to appreciate why racehorse training, particularly at such a rarefied level, can be so addictive to an able practitioner, and why to walk away would bring on cold turkey.

Earlier this century, Johnston told me he planned to retire at 55. It was a forecast that, frankly, never appeared likely to become reality. And, indeed, it hasn’t.

On this day, a few days before the turn of 2020, he is 61 and is still the controlling figure. As much as the business was re-branded a few years ago as ‘Johnston Racing’ to allow for the eventual transition, ‘Mark Johnston’ is the name inextricably associated with winners and whose consistency of performance simply cannot be rebutted.

Yet, there must be a time when even an acknowledged master of his craft begins to relinquish control of his life’s work. It is his penultimate year as a ‘sole trader’ or, to put it more formally, of holding a training licence under his own name.

By the start of 2022, it is planned that Charlie will join his father in a partnership – under an innovative concept introduced in May 2020 by the BHA – and will eventually run the operation under his name. For Johnston Snr as an individual, it is approaching the end of an era.

So, as the New Year dawns, the pair are set to amalgamate as licensed trainers. But precisely when, Johnston Snr has yet to decide. All that is certain is that 2021 will be a climactic one in Johnston’s 34-year career and another reason to write this book now.

A crucial caveat to this otherwise ideal solution: the joint partnership would start afresh, with zero winners. At that point, there could be no addition to Johnston’s tally of what is now approaching 5,000 winners in his own right.

What has been so important about the set-up in Middleham is that, despite the vast scale of the Johnston enterprise, it has always been, and will remain, essentially a family affair.

When you talk of ‘the yard’, you refer not just to the trainer but to Deirdre, his vivacious wife of 36 years, who has been instrumental in her husband’s success and still rides work every day, and to Charlie and the Johnstons’ younger son Angus.

While never sharing his brother’s absolute obsession with the Turf, Angus has focused on a singing career and also runs a flat-renting business in Glasgow. Yet, he, too, is increasingly involved in the family business.

Charlie, who was not even born when his father and mother arrived here in 1988, has participated in and viewed, with some incredulity, the early scenes from a professionally-made family video, entitled Then to Now.

It comprises images and footage of the unlikely start made by Johnston, training at a stables adjacent to an RAF bombing range in Lincolnshire in 1987, and his progression to become a record-breaker.

Speaking in the video, Charlie admits: “You look at that run-down yard in Lincolnshire, and horses out on the beach and struggle to comprehend that you could take that from there and turn it into one of, if not the, best training establishments in the world. For that to have come from where they began takes a level of drive and determination that few are blessed with.”

Charlie is not alone in his sense of wonderment at how Johnston made such a dramatic transformation in his fortunes, and became, well, a phenomenon.

1 The British Horseracing Authority (BHA) was founded on 31 July 2007; it replaced the British Horseracing Board (BHB) as the governing authority for UK horse racing. The BHB itself had only been formed on 10 June 1993 and had taken on the responsibilities of The Jockey Club.

2 Group 1 races are the zenith of achievement, and include the Classics: the 1,000 and 2,000 Guineas Stakes (at Newmarket), The Oaks and The Derby (at Epsom), and the St Leger Stakes (at Doncaster). Group 2 and 3 races are also highly prized – particularly when breeders are assessing the quality of prospective stallions and mares. Listed races are lesser events but also confirm quality. In a sales catalogue, the form of any horse that has won or been placed in a Group or Listed race is printed in bold, more commonly known as ‘black type’.
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