EATELLITE

Andy Medhurg enjoys spending aday at the races

Horseplay

The Grand National, to be
run this year on April 7, is
one of those sporting land-
marks by which we measure
out the year. Even more than
the Derby, it's the occasion
when peo ﬁle who ignore ra-
cing for the rest of the time
take some kind of interest.
It's the one horse race of
which everyone getsto know
the result. Televison has a
crucial role in this - Grand
Nationd Day, like the cor-
responding occasions of the
Cup Final and the Boat Race,
is one of those rare Satur-
days when BBCIl's Grand-
stand comes from the loca
tion of a sporting event. For
that day and that day only,
horse racing sets the sport-
ing agenda

Is it just an excuse for an
annual outbreak of national
gambling? Partly yes, but it's
aso adisplay of public com-
mitment to one of the oldest
of organised sports, one
which boasts an unusualy
rich and fascinating culture,
of which gambling is only
one aspect.

Along with drinking to ex-
cess and sex beyond the grim
necessities of procreation,
gambling forms the tradition-
al trio of pleasures frowned
upon by the puritans of this
world. 1t's never had a very
goodOTpress it's aways been

the things that evange-
licals havetried, in the name
of salvation, to deny to work-
ing people. ‘Thiscrime,’ thun-
dered the Reverend T DeWitt
Talmage in a Victorian tract
entitted The Abominations

Of Modern Society, 'is no
newborn sprite but a hag-
gard transaction that comes
staggering down under a
mantle of curses through
many centuries.’ I'd hate to
minimise the financial and
emotional problems that ex-
cessive gambling can bring,
but it's the 'excessive' that
meatters here. Over-indulgence
in any pleasurable activity
can cause difficulties, but
only the sourest zealot would
use the addiction of an unfor-
tunate few as the reason for
closing those activitiesdown.

Sowhat exactly aretheplea
sures of gambling? They're
eusve, for one thing, because
most flutters end in loss. But
al those losses miraculously
evaporate in the blissful mo-

ment of a substantial win,
that wholly illusory but
deeply satistying feding that
%ou've put one over on the
ookies. There's a palpably
masochistic delight in en-
trusting your money to a
very small man on avery big
horse and then settling down
to watch the outcome on tele-
vision. Ifongl he can get past
the grey and close in on the
filly 1 could win... But nine
times and more out of 10, the
grey accelerates, the fill

holds her ground, and dl
ﬁou're left with is a torn-in-

af betting dlip. Maybe next
time -fand itt')s thre] sel?uc—
tions of 'maybe’ that keep
taking you back.

There are those dedicated
or wedthy enough to have
credit accounts and flutter
by phone, but for the rest of
us the betting shop is a key
site of this culture. Stereo-
typically, these are thought
of as back-street, smoke-
filled, mae-only enclaves,
mysterious and forbidding, a
space for transactions that
may no longer be illega but
which still evoke a shady
world of gangsters, cigars
and whls‘:ered tips. Not any
more. The big companies
who control the industry
have glamorised the shops,
gutting in bright lights,

anks of tv screens, even tea
and coffee in some bigger
branches. Women work there,
but the punters are dill
overwhelmingly male. The
Grand National is one of the
rare instances where women
do bet in large numbers.
Eve;?/ year one horse,

ly by virtue ofits name,
is dubbed, patronisingly, the
'housewives favourite”

| once spent a summer
working in a betting shop.
Over the three months that |
wasthere, | becamegradudly,
impressively integrated into
a community. Betting shops
offer the kind of freemasonry
that soaps like EastEnders
mistakenly locate in pubs.
You go to apub for avariety
of reasons, drink is often in-
cidental, but nobody entersa
gookie's unless they want to

et.

So the customers | met
every day, whatever their
social background, were all,
like the staff, hooked into the
serious business of the day's
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racing, bound into the narra-
tives of expectation, despair,
redemption and triumph that
made up the afternoon. From
the old woman in fluffy

dlippers and quilted house-
coat who'd shuffle in for her
‘through-the-card reverse-
forecast doubles at Cray-
ford dogs (there's a real
rough poetry in betting ter-
minology) to the came-
overcoat brigade slz?opmg
down their wads to follow

Carson a Newbury, we were
asone, if only for afew hours.

Going to the races is a dif-
ferent experience entirely.
Each course has its own fla-
vour, according to its loca
tion and the types of racing it
offers. London orbital courses
like Kempton and Sandown
Eom a sort of tatty subur-

an flash, despite repeated
attempts to hoist them up-
market. You can imagine,
some time ago, Diana Dors
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or Barbara Windsor posing
here for photo?_raphers. Sear
i

sde courses like Brighton
and Y armouth open only dur-
ing the summer months, and
are part of the wider atmos-
phere of the fish-and-chilﬁ)s
day trip, while much of the
winter national hunt season
takes place in venues like
Uttoxeter and Kelso. Thisis
real wdlington-boot country,
and atrip to a course of that
kind is a great excuse to go

rural. A day at the races is
the only time | can wear my
tweed cap with any degree of
semiotic confidence.

Flat racing has become a
multi-million-pound  inter-
national industry, based on
the supposed science of
breeding. There's no place
here for the nature-versus-
nurture debate: sprinters
breed sprinters, stayers breed
stayers, and the language of
inheritance is unapologe-
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ticaly phalocentric - a
horse is said to be 'by' its
male parent, 'out of the
female. The problem with
the four-legged superstars
of the flat is that their
careersare so brief. The stud
fees commanded by proven
winners are enormous, SO
the financial incentives of
turning them from running
meachines into breeding mach-
ines confine their racing
days to three seasons at
most. Thgal/ appear, dazzle
and vanish like so much
equine lightning.

Over the jumps, however,
careers last much longer, so
it's here that the real cha
racters emerge, the horses
which acquire massive reser-
voirsof public devotion. Sea-
son after season they turn
out, risking injury and even
death. The 60shad Arkle, the
70s Red Rum and today the
nation's favourite horse is
the beautiful, almost-white
Desert Orchid, whose front-
running tactics show a con-
temptuous disregard for the
fencesin hisway. He'satrue
star, and his appearance at a
racecourse is guaranteed to
double or treble the atten-
dance figures.

National hunt, as the name
implies, is part of a whole
range of rural equestrian
activities, most of which |
shudder to describe. Point-
to-point, eventing, show-
jumping (with its blood-red
hunting coats), hunting itself
- al these are strongly
linked to the racing world.

+ There are aso aristocratic
£ connections (Lord Oaksey
. must be the only peer with a
* regular job in television)

which reach their peak with

* the involvement of the roya
- famil?/. The queen mother is
¥ usualy

regarded, with dis-
tressing sycophancy, as the
patron saint of national hunt
racing, and both she and her
elder daughter own a number
of successful horses. Roya
Ascot is the annual celebra-
tion of these links, and it's
also the only time women are
alowed into the television
commentary box - not, hea-
ven forbid, to talk about the
sport, but to pass judgment
on the queen's new navy-and-
white number or Fergie's
latest crepe belltent.

Degpite dl this, one of the

most potent myths of racing
isthat its devotees are made
up of aunique socia mix. It's
the 'sport of kings but com-
mands a huge working-class
following. There's a kind of
Edwardian fantasy a work
here, in which top-hatted
toffs and gawd-blessyou-
guv pearlies rub shoulders,
while only the vinegar-faced
middlebrow methodist stays
doof and disapproving. A
caricature, but one founded
on atiny grain of truth, since
it does seem to be the middle
stratum of society which is
least touched by the joys of
the turf, the sdf-employed
whose grasping care of
finances makes betting seem
like a diverson sent from
hell. All the same, the race-
course, unlike the betting
shop, is organised into a
hierarchy based on entrance
prices. Like the theatre, the
more you can pay, the better
%our view. Racing has dso

ecome an important venue
for displays of corporate
hospitality by companies
with clientsto impress.

The hierarchy of racing is
most marked In its employ-
ment practices. Its labour
rel ationswould make William
Wilberforce blush. Stable
lads are kept on virtua
starvation wages, few jock-
eys ever get rich, but
trainers thrive as part of the
squirearchy. Everyone in
racing wears some form of
headgear, thus facilitating
the raising or doffing which
symbolise the rigidy pa
trolled socid boundaries.

So, horse racing is class
bound, misogynistic, royalist
and couldn't even exist in a
culture which took anima
rightsserioudy. Yet | wouldnt
be parted from it. The fanta-
sies unleashed by betting,
the possibility of instant gain
Ta by the football oo, Dt

the foot S, but
what | really Ioego about
racing is summed up by the
sheer thrill of the start of the
Grand Nationd, the sights
and sounds of horses in mo-
tion. The buzz | get at that
moment derives, perhaps,
from echoes of the rural past
we al, however distantly,
share. Those are roots that
generations of urban living
have ill not managed to
eradicate.
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