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ABSTRACT 

This thesis investigates how changing values regarding human-animal relationships are 

reflected in the past, present and future of Australian thoroughbred jumps racing. The 

inquiry starts with two premises. First, that animal lives matter, in their own right and 

on their own terms. Second, that human lives are shared with and shaped by the lives of 

animals in complex entanglements of nature and culture, space and place, time and 

history. Contributing to the emerging interdisciplinary field of human-animal studies, 

this research provides insight into the changing ways animals are imagined, 

experienced, treated and valued.  

The study examines how the human-thoroughbred horse relationship is experienced, 

narrated and mediated in the context of Australian jumps racing. Jumps racing was 

chosen as the focus for this study because it sits at the centre of polarised and very 

public controversy about horse welfare and the use of animals for human entertainment. 

This research is timely given the protests, inquiries and bans directed at jumps racing, 

and the consequent responses of the racing industry, over the past decade. The research 

offers the first comprehensive account of the underlying and shifting social values in 

Australia that inform the activity of jumps racing and the human-horse relationships on 

which it is founded. This study thereby contributes to more constructive engagement 

across competing value positions and policy responses to this publicly sensitive issue.   

After an introduction that situates this research in the field of human-animal studies, the 

first three chapters set the context for the empirical research that follows. Chapter 1 

offers a novel historical account of the ways in which humans and horses have 

coevolved. The ethology of the horse and its combination of power, flight and social 

behaviours is shown to be a vital constituent of human-horse relationships that are 

notably different to human relationships with other animals. Chapter 2 lays out the co-

evolutionary history of horse racing and introduces the thoroughbred racehorse, an 

animal shaped for the specific purpose of human entertainment. The evolution of the 

thoroughbred is charted through a complex mix of politics, nationalism, mercantile 

trade, class and social identity. Jumps racing is positioned within this narrative as a part 

of modern horse racing that maintains a strong amateur ethos, notions of bravery and 

courage by horse and rider and connections to social privilege and class. Chapter 3 

investigates the economic, political and cultural origins of Australian thoroughbred 



 

 

racing, and the nineteenth century English model on which it was based.  Chapter 3 also 

uncovers the strong connections of jumps racing to particular places and people and 

describes the declining popularity of jumps racing in the twentieth century against the 

background of increasing social concern about the welfare of jumps horses.  

Chapter 4 outlines the mixed-method research design used to investigate jumps racing 

in Australia, which is primarily comprised of hurdle and steeplechase races. 

Quantitative analysis of data collected by the racing industry is combined with thematic 

and narrative analysis of qualitative interviews with a diverse sample of 23 advocates 

and opponents of jumps racing, textual analysis of industry and media documents, and 

participant observation of jumps racing.  

Chapter 5 explores changes in jumps racing over the second half of the twentieth 

century through the life-histories of interviewees. For many participants, jumps racing 

is not simply a sport or a livelihood, but is a life-long preoccupation that is central to 

their sense of identity, family, community and place. Present day jumps racing is 

recalled as less vibrant and popular than its historic practice.  

Chapter 6 integrates empirical and qualitative data to show that jumps racing 

encompasses a distinct fraternity. Contemporary jumps racing comprises less than 1% 

of all races in Victoria and South Australia, the only states in which it is still practised. 

However, jumps racing is of economic, social and cultural significance to its 

community of practice, being variously regarded as a significant social event, bringing 

crowds to winter racing and a vital economic boost to local communities. Chapter 6 

also considers the competing claims made in political and public debate about the 

safety of jumps racing in the light of analysis demonstrating that the record of horse 

injuries and deaths in jumps races has improved since 2008, although the safety risk of 

its steeplechasing component remains high.  

Chapter 7 explores how human and horse lives are brought together and configured 

within jumps racing. Thematic analysis is used to investigate how humans understand 

and represent their experience of jumps horses. The findings reveal that thoroughbred 

jumps horses are valued in complex and occasionally contradictory ways, as mates, as 

members of the family, for their courage and stamina and for what is called ‘character’. 

Jumps horses are also valued as sources of employment, income and status, especially 

in those regional locations where jumps racing remains an important social hub and 



 

 

economic generator for the community. Using a series of short narratives, Chapter 7 

also investigates how participants perceive that horses experience, influence and help to 

construct relationships with individual humans. These narratives illustrate how horse 

agency contributes to and influences the human-horse bond in jumps racing.   

Chapter 8 outlines participants views about the possible futures of Australian jumps 

racing in the light of continuing fatalities and public opposition to this activity. Chapter 

9 summarises key findings about the human-thoroughbred relationship and relates these 

to the wider questions for, and consequences of, changing values about animals in 

Australian society. Chapter 9 concludes by suggesting further research on how 

historical human-animal practices, like horse racing, are socio-culturally normalized, 

why they are resistant to change and what practices are likely to be valued or tolerated 

by which sections of society. An understanding of values and attitudes towards horses 

and the human-horse relationships at the center of thoroughbred racing is needed, as 

this is an area that has been neglected in previous scholarship. This may help to better 

explain what is at stake for societies in such debates over how humans relate to, value 

and regard animals, and inform these social choices.   
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Glossary 

Colt - A male horse of not more than five years old. 

Dog it - An Australian colloquialism meaning to run away like a dog. 

Drench - To treat a horse for internal parasites. 

Filly - A female horse under four years old. 

Float-a purpose built wheeled structure used to transport horses, usually towed behind 

a vehicle. Sometimes called a truck or box. 

Gelding - A castrated male horse of any age. 

Mare - A female horse over four years old. 

Stallion - A male horse that is not castrated (gelded). 

Spell - To give the horse an extended break from racing. 

Totaliser or Tote - A device that automatically registers bets and divides the total 

amount bet and amongst those who win in a pari-mutuel betting system. The stakes on 
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those tickets are paid out. Essentially it implements a system of starting price (SP) 

betting.   

 Turn out - To put a horse in a paddock for a short time. 
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Preface 

Until a few months ago, my daily life was intimately intertwined and shared in the 

company of horses. Since the 1980s, I have spent countless hours enjoying their quiet 

companionship, feeding, grooming, caring for and riding horses. Horses influenced, if 

not controlled, my daily routines and, as my husband will tell anyone, my bank balance. 

There have been many horses in my life, all different, all special and all forming a 

significant part of my life. My leisure hours have been shared with horses of all shapes, 

sizes and personalities; beautiful Arabians, fat ponies of unknown breeding, sensitive 

thoroughbreds, phlegmatic quarter horses and more. I regularly attend thoroughbred 

races as a member of the Canberra Racing Club and I love the visceral experience of 

horse racing. I cannot imagine my life without the presence of horses.  

In 2003, my life with horses irrevocably changed when, on 18 January 2003, a 

cataclysmic firestorm hit Canberra. In the space of four hours, four people died, 500 

homes were lost and 38 horses died on our property. I have a few remaining memories 

of that day. I remember begging a stranger to evacuate two of my horses as I said, “Just 

take them”, and seeing flames hit the side of my beloved Maan’s horse float as it left 

our laneway. I can still recall the hideous sound of the explosive firestorm roaring 

across our paddocks and the silence of horses in the smoke-filled indoor arena as the 

firestorm rolled over the top of us. On Sunday, 19 January 2003, I was left with three 

horses, three halters, three lead ropes and a water bucket. Everything else had gone. 

In the aftermath of that day, I made a decision to return to study and undertake the 

degree in equine science offered at Charles Sturt University. My decision was taken in 

response to the events of that day, an emotional need to understand better why horses 

meant so much to me, so much that I had endangered my own life to help save theirs. 

From day one of that course, I became fascinated and intrigued with horses’ 

physiological adaptations to life-on-the-move and their resulting and astonishing power 

of speed. I later became equally fascinated by the disparate social and cultural ways in 

which humans have valued and used horses throughout history, and their contemporary 

role as leisure companions. 
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When offered the opportunity to participate in the Australian Research Council-funded 

project, ‘Caring for Thoroughbreds’, I leapt at the chance. I brought to this project my 

knowledge of horses, as well as of thoroughbred racing, and a background in evaluation 

from my working life in risk management and internal auditing for the Australian 

Federal Government. But what I really wanted to know was, what is it about horses and 

the human-horse relationship that continues to make horses relevant and important in 

the twenty first century? I also wanted to look into the debate about the use of animals 

in human entertainment. What is it about horses that results in such impassioned and 

polarised conflict between opponents and supporters of horse racing? Why is it that 

particular activities, such as thoroughbred jumps racing, attract especial controversy?  

My recent decision to no longer ride and care for horses, to have that daily ‘horse fix’, 

has fundamentally changed the routine of my life. My sense of grieving and loss for 

this part of my former life has challenged me to again question why horses mean so 

much to me. Better understanding of human-animal relationships has helped me to 

explore the complexities and contradictions inherent in my emotional attachments to 

my non-human family and, with that, my own values. My ongoing relationship with 

horses continues, albeit in a different form, through completion of this thesis and my 

continuing research into twenty first century human-horse relationships.  
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Introduction 

The prominent scholar, Marc Bekoff (2013, p 68) asserts that “animals matter because they 

exist, not because of what they can do for us”. My study starts from this premise that animals 

matter and that human lives are shared with the lives of animals in complex entanglements of 

nature and culture, space and place, time and history. Like Bekoff, I think that animal lives 

matter in their own right and on their own terms. But my study is also premised on the 

understanding that animals help us to understand what it means to be human (Bear 2011; 

Marvin and McHugh 2014; Nosworthy 2013; Warkentin and Watson 2014). It is, as Marvin 

and McHugh (2014, p 1) note, “difficult to imagine how we could mark ourselves out as 

human without other animals, for we have become human alongside other animals”. Drawing 

upon the emerging interdisciplinary field of human-animal studies this present research 

focusses on what can be learned about shifting human values and social contexts from human 

engagements with horses. I take as my specific focus the now-controversial activity of 

thoroughbred jumps racing in Australia. 

Introducing human-animal studies 

Human lives have been entwined with animal lives from the beginning. Indeed, the story of 

human evolution is a reminder of how thin are all distinctions between animal and human 

lives. Humans have variously valued animals for their utility as sources of food, clothing, 

medicine, transport and muscle power. Equally various are the ways in which animals have 

been valued for less utilitarian values, such as those related to aesthetics, leisure, religion and 

companionship.  

It is not just human identities that are constituted through relationships with animals. In 

modern, Western societies animals are routinely categorised based on their perceived use or 

value to humans (Urbanik and Johnston 2017). Animal categories, such as pet, laboratory 

animal, wildlife or livestock, shape not only how the animal is seen but also how they are 

treated (Philo and Wilbert 2000). As opined by DeMello (2012), being an animal in the 

modern world has little to do with biology and everything to do with human culture. Thus, an 

animal’s physical presence can be less important to their status and treatment by people than 

their symbolic and social meaning. How societies classify animals shapes how humans 

perceive them, while these perceptions, in turn, shape how animals are classified (DeMello 

2012). 
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The long, value-laden association of humans and animals has attracted much scholarship 

across diverse disciplines, including, but not limited to, veterinary studies, biology, ecology, 

geography, anthropology, ethology, zoology, philosophy, religious studies, art and history 

(Chamberlin 2006; Kelenka 2009; McShane and Tarr 2007; Olsen 2003). The ethical basis of 

the treatment of animals within modern, Western contexts came under sustained challenge in 

the latter decades of the twentieth century. Peter Singer (1975) and Tom Regan (1983), in 

particular, argued that much prior scholarship about animals was anthropocentric, or ethically 

human-centred, implicitly privileging human concerns and experiences; a form of moral 

oppression Singer described as speciesism. Animal rights movements and environmental 

ethics scholars did much during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s to unsettle common practices 

and assumptions about animals (Armstrong and Botzler 1993). Building on these origins, 

human-animal studies took shape as a field in its own right around the turn of the twenty first 

century (Ritvo 2007). Human-animal studies foreground the human-animal relationship, and 

more fully places animals within worlds of human meaning, exploring how humans 

encounter and relate to animals. Human-animal studies provides insight into the ways 

animals are imagined, experienced and given significance. This inquiry therefore reveals also 

a good deal about what it means to be human (Marvin and McHugh 2014). Not for nothing 

did the influential feminist scholar, Donna Haraway (1991, p 21) observe: “We polish an 

animal mirror to look for ourselves”.  

Rather than understanding animals as playing a passive role in human-animal relations, 

human-animal studies places the animal “at the centre of the relationship and perceives it as a 

subject and agent contributing to the encounters observed and studied” (Nyman and 

Schuurman 2015, p 2). In this sense, human-animal scholars investigate the coproduction of 

human-animal relationships. Thinking about animals as inseparable from human lives 

constitutes a “decisive break” from much previous scholarship about animals, especially that 

coming from physical science disciplines (Marvin and McHugh 2014, p 2). In so doing, 

human-animal studies challenges the pejorative characterisation of anthropomorphism long 

present in scientific animal studies. Anthropomorphism is defined as the attribution of 

human-like traits or emotions to non-human objects, deities or animals (Byrd 2017). Charges 

of anthropomorphism are often used in a pejorative sense to imply a lack of scientific rigour 

and objective standards by putting human values and meanings onto animal behaviour; for 

example, a person saying about a horse, “he is so cheeky”. In response, many human-animal 

scholars provide judicious acknowledgement of the role of anthropomorphism in contributing 
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to better understanding of human-animal relationships (Scott 2009). As Bekoff (2013, p 61) 

states, the “way human beings describe and explain the behaviour of other animals is limited 

by the language they use to talk about things in general”. However, anthropomorphism is not 

simply an issue of semantics and representation. It can legitimately enable human inquiry into 

non-human lives (Teittinen 2015). By engaging in anthropomorphism and using human terms 

and experiences to explain animals’ emotions or feelings, humans make other animals’ 

worlds accessible to themselves (Allen and Bekoff 1997; Bekoff and Allen 1997; Crist 1999). 

According to Dashper (2017, p 3), “[a]s a strongly embodied form of interspecies encounter, 

an element of anthropomorphism may be essential to understanding human-horse 

relationships”.  

The field of human-animal studies explores why and how animals are represented, identified 

and treated in different ways in human cultures and societies. Such studies reveal that 

attitudes and practices involving animals are not static and that they change depending on the 

multitude of economic, socio-political and cultural factors that influence human-animal 

relations (Barua 2014; Elder, Wolch and Emel 1998; Neo 2012). Human methods of 

representing and using animals play a vital role in the construction of social differences, such 

as those based upon race, gender and class. By closely examining the social categories 

constructed around and through animals, humans can come closer to understanding the 

underlying causes and consequences of particular relationships with animals. In better 

understanding the social construction of human-animal relationships, human-animal studies 

can contribute by explaining the way social meanings are used to perpetuate social 

distinctions and differences. Reconstructing the social history of animals also sheds light on 

animal agency and, with this, an animal’s role in creating its own history (DeMello 2012). An 

aim of this research is to investigate how humans perceive that animals experience, influence 

and help to construct human-animal relationships.  

Animal geography has emerged as a key sub-field within human-animal studies due to the 

focus on material encounters between animals and humans. This sub-field is defined by 

Urbanik (2012, p 38) as “the study of where, when, how and why non-human animals 

intersect with human societies”. This is the study of the complex entanglement of human-

animal relations within space, location, environment and landscape (Philo and Wilbert 2000). 

Animal geography explores the ways that animals encounter humans and the ways that 

humans encounter animals (DeMello 2012). Humans and animals coexist in many shared 
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spaces (Hovorka 2008; Philo and Wolch1998; Wolch 2002), in urban spaces, in the home 

(Ginn 2013; Power 2009), in liminal spaces (Power 2009) and, in the case of parasites and 

bacteria, in human bodies (Hird 2010).  

Much existing research has emphasised the coproduction of animal and human lives. Bear 

(2011) suggests that that there is a need for research that pays attention to individual 

difference, between different species of animals, and between different animals of the same 

species. The generic focus on animals has underpinned a neglect of difference between 

different animal species, and differences between individuals within a single animal species. 

Bear (2011) expands the scope of animal geographies and human animal relationships to a 

greater range of environments and species, such as fish and even an octopus (named 

Angelica), to show that airless spaces, cold blood or scales and tentacles, do not act as 

barriers to interspecies affective encounters.  This expansion of human animal studies to a 

broader range of species, indicates the need for the further widening and deepening of human 

animal research with animal diversity.        

The spatial distribution of animals in the home as pets, on farms as livestock, in laboratories, 

in zoos, in the ‘wild’, in virtual worlds, in culture and in religions, informs us about how 

animals are variously incorporated into human societies. “Animal places” are determined not 

so much as by animals themselves but through human practices, such as those integral to 

imperialism, masculinity, femininity, class, racialisation and livelihoods (Emel and Urbanik 

2010, p 203). Animals are understood to have the capacity to direct change by shaping 

politics, culture, social life, economics and the construction of space and knowledge 

(Gillespie and Collard 2015). A key aim of my research is therefore to explore associations 

between place and the human-animal relationship. 

Human-animal studies can help to unravel how humans construct identities for themselves 

through animals and the ethical and societal consequences of their interactions with animals. 

Thus human-animal studies include not just descriptive approaches to the relationships 

themselves, but also normative approaches to the values-based and changing nature of 

human-animal relationships. Influenced by the work of Haraway (2008), in particular, critical 

animal studies recently emerged as an offshoot within human-animal studies and focus on the 

political and ethical transformation of human-animal relationships. Critical animal scholars 

regard animals as being routinely subject to unjustifiable violence and appropriation by 
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humans. They also challenge the belief that humans are exceptional, superior or transcendent 

animals (Gillespie and Collard 2015; Haraway 2008). Critical animal study views human 

exceptionalism as a product of “intersecting social, political, economic, scientific 

philosophical and religious histories” that can and ought to be contested (Collard and 

Gillespie 2015, p 7).  

Human-animal studies not only poses new and exciting challenges to the ways humans think 

about animals, it also poses challenges for the researcher, requiring them to consider how to 

give ‘voice’ to non-human participants in human-animal relationships. The question of how 

humans can investigate and know animal worlds remains inherent in all studies of human-

animal relationships. The field of human-animal studies is, in a sense, discipline agnostic, 

although informed by many disciplines. It therefore challenges conventional methodologies 

and may require new means of enquiry, consequent on the irreducible ontological differences 

between humans and animals. 

Crossing boundaries: human-horse relationships 

While the field of human-animal studies encompass a wide and growing range of non-human 

species, the study of horses has grown prominent over the past decade (Birke 2007; Birke and 

Hockenhull 2012; Birke, Hockenhull and Creighton 2010; Campbell 2013; Dashper 2017; 

Gerber and Young 2013; Latimer and Birke 2009; Schuurman and Franklin 2015; Schuurman 

2014). Horses are one of the few animals that cross many of the common animal categories 

constructed by modern societies to classify animals; for example, livestock, pet and wildlife. 

The changing nature of human-horse relationships exemplifies a considerable number of 

issues pertinent to the study of contemporary human-animal relationships. First, the ethology 

of horses influences the nature of the human-horse relationship. Their size, power, flight 

behaviours and social behaviours together shape a relationship with humans that is 

fundamentally different to human relationships with household animal companions, like cats 

and dogs. Horses, unlike dogs and cats, do not cuddle on the couch, sleep in the bed or go for 

rides in the car but, according to Keaveney (2008, p 444), horses do “know their names, beg 

for food and generally try to please their human companions”. Humans invest love, attention 

and financial resources in horses and human-horse relationships provide a unique context to 

further understand human and non-human relationships (Keaveney 2008).  
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In modern Western cultures, horses straddle across the boundaries of the human-constructed 

categories of livestock, companion and pet, and their ‘value’ to humans is determined by a 

range of competing and, occasionally, uncertain factors. As pets and companions, the horse is 

valued for “the physical pleasures of grooming, the sense of connection, partnership and 

mutual trust from shared embodied riding; for feelings of happiness, relaxation, escape, 

freedom, transcendence, communion with nature and spirituality; a sense of community in the 

barn and a sense of accomplishment and self-actualisation or confidence” (Davis and 

Maurstad 2016, p 5). For some, the horse is a healer, embodying nobility, beauty, grace, 

patience, kindness, a tractable personality and a willingness to work; traits that have become 

imbued in the closeness and mutuality of horse-human relationships over the past 6,000 years 

(Hansen 2013; Lawrence 1988; York, Adams and Cody 2008). Within such human-horse 

relationships, horses are agents and social beings, individuals with their own biographies, 

temperaments and talents (Birke 2004). Horses are thus intrinsic to the construction of human 

identities, including the formation and enactment of national, cultural, gender, age and other 

subcultural identities (Adelman and Knijnik 2013; Birke, Hockenhull and Creighton 2010; 

Davis, Maurstad and Dean 2014).  

There exists a lengthy history of scholarship in sport studies that considers horses. Horses 

have been an important participant in sport since the earliest days of their domestication. 

Olympic scholarship considers that horses were an integral component of the ancient games 

and they are still included in the current games in equestrian events (Huggins 2000). 

Furthermore, as participants in interspecies sport, horses have developed or been ascribed 

with particular or distinguishing identities (Davis and Maurstad 2016) and may be bred for 

particular characteristics of appearance or temperament to enhance their economic value 

(Gilbert and Gillet 2012). Thus, the modern horse can be valued as any or all of the 

following: companion, family member, workmate, athlete, national or regional identity, 

livelihood and commodity. 

Horses also often physically embody culturally valued traits, such as strength, stamina and 

adaptability to the landscape, and have been interpreted as markers of national identity in 

Australia (Pearce 2009), the Sakha republic (Maj 2009), Spain (Thompson 2011), Ireland 

(Latimer and Birke 2009), Wales (Hurn 2008a, 2008b), England (Cassidy 2002a, 2002b, 

2003, 2005) and Kyrgyzstan (Cassidy 2009). Considering horses as symbols is a major form 

of social power, and the strong material value attributed to such horses allows them to 
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significantly impact the lives of their owners. Consider, for example, the international 

processes of commodification of the Connemara pony, Ireland’s native breed of horse, which 

has caused this breed to become a highly sought after children’s riding pony. According to 

Brown, through the processes of international commodification, the Connemara pony is not 

only revalued, but “symbolically and physically intermeshed in representations of Irish 

identity, and ‘notions of ‘Irishness’ both regionally and nationally, the present and the past, 

and of tradition and modernity” (2016, p 80). 

This Research 

The activity of horse racing is almost as old as the human-horse relationship itself. Since the 

earliest days of horse domestication, humans have used the natural speed of horses for 

entertainment, in the form of horseback racing, chariot racing or carriage driving 

competitions. For nearly 300 years, the thoroughbred horse has been specifically bred by 

humans for racing and its inherent behavioural and physiological adaptations for speed. As 

eloquently and evocatively described by Cassidy (2007 a, p vii), “[h]orse racing is ancient 

and modern in outlook, global and local in scope. Something of the drama of human 

experience is inscribed in every horse race. Every race contains the potential to evoke 

elemental emotions and events: triumph, disappointment, disaster, tragedy, death”. The 

history of thoroughbred racing and its traditions reveal many factors that have shaped the 

human-horse relationship, including political, social, cultural and economic. And, at the 

centre of the activities that produce the spectacle of modern thoroughbred racing, is a human-

animal relationship.  

 

The research reported here investigates why horses, and the thoroughbred racehorse in 

particular, matter to humans, with a particular focus on the now-controversial activity of 

Australian jumps racing. Australian jumps racing is at the centre of a public controversy 

about the welfare of horses because of routine deaths and injuries to horses (McManus and 

Montoya 2012; Montoya, McManus and Albrecht 2012). This debate highlights changing 

public perceptions of horses and, in particular, changing values and attitudes towards the use 

of horses for human entertainment (The Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses 2015; 

Royal Society for the Protection of Animals, Victoria 2015; Thomas 2016). Despite the 

public controversy that now surrounds this activity, there has been a notable lack of social 

research into Australian jumps racing and the shifting social values on which it is founded. In 
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this context, the present research addresses the human-thoroughbred horse relationship, 

thoroughbred race practices and representations of the thoroughbred racehorse, and the ways 

in which the human-thoroughbred relationship is situated, experienced, narrated and mediated 

through the context of Australian thoroughbred jumps racing. The investigation melds the 

way in which humans and human society construct animal identities, as well as changing 

human attitudes and values about horses. My approach is consistent with the interdisciplinary 

approach of human-animal studies which draws from many disciplines, but are not biased 

towards a single theoretical interpretation.  

Research question 

The specific question addressed in this research is as follows: How are changing values 

regarding human-animal relationships, in general, and human-horse relationships, in 

particular, reflected and represented in the past, present and future of Australian thoroughbred 

jumps racing?  

Thesis approach 

Chapter 1, The Coevolving Human-Horse Relationship, offers a novel, historical account of 

the ways in which humans and horses have coevolved. The ethology of the horse and its 

combination of power, flight and social behaviours is shown to be a vital constituent of 

human-horse relationships that are notably different to human relationships with other 

animals. I consider how the ethology of the horse affected the first interactions between 

humans and horses. I then investigate the mutual shaping of people and horses through the 

processes of horse domestication. Finally, the many material changes that flowed from these 

processes are described, such as the expansion of horses into new geographic ranges, 

innovations in tools, transport, warfare and the spread of trade and culture, including the 

spread of Indo-European languages.  

Chapter 2, The History of Horse Racing, lays out the history of horse racing and introduces 

the thoroughbred racehorse, an animal shaped for the specific purpose of human 

entertainment. The chapter charts the evolution of the thoroughbred horse through a complex 

mix of politics, nationalism, mercantile trade, class and social identity. Jumps racing is 

positioned within this narrative as a part of modern horse racing that maintains a strong 

amateur ethos, notions of human and horse bravery and courage, and connections to social 

privilege and class. 
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Chapter 3, Australian Horse Racing, investigates the economic, political and cultural origins 

of Australian thoroughbred racing, and the nineteenth century English model on which it was 

based, including the connections of jumps racing to particular places and people. The chapter 

also charts the declining popularity of jumps racing in the twentieth century against the 

background of increasing social concern about horse welfare.  

Chapter 4, Research Design and Approach, sets out the rationale for the mixed-method 

research approach chosen, the benefits as well as the limitations of this research strategy and 

how quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and analysis were implemented. 

The chapter also describes the assurance strategies implemented in order to comply with the 

requirements of the Tasmanian Social Sciences Human Ethics Research Committee.  

Chapter 5, The Past of Australian Jumps Racing, draws primarily upon the life histories of 

semi-structured interview participants involved in jumps racing. The Chapter investigates the 

importance of tradition and traditional practices, economics, status and class in the Australian 

history of jumps racing. The importance of place and of regional identity are also examined 

in key locations in South Australia and Victoria. 

Chapter 6, Australian Jumps Racing in the Present, investigates Australian thoroughbred 

jumps racing during the period between 2009 and 2017 and integrates quantitative and 

qualitative data in order to provide insights into the social, geographic, political and 

economic underpinnings of contemporary jumps racing, and into the sources of value-based 

controversy that now surround this activity.  

Chapter 7, Human-horse Relationships in Australian Jumps Racing, explores how human and 

horse lives are brought together and configured within jumps racing. This chapter uses 

thematic and narrative analysis of interviews to investigate how humans describe, represent 

and value jumps horses by employing descriptions of individual horses and human-horse 

relationships. Chapter 7 also investigates how participants perceive that horses experience, 

influence and help to construct such relationships.  

Chapter 8, The future of Australian jumps racing considers participant views about the future 

of jumps racing and the immediate outlook for the 2017 season. Chapter 9, Values on the 

Run: Learning from Australian Jumps Racing, concludes and synthesises the preceding 
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analysis. This chapter summarises key findings about the human-thoroughbred relationship 

and relates these to the wider questions for, and consequences of, changing values about 

animals in Australian society. This may help to explain and better understand what is at stake 

for societies in such debates over how humans relate to, value and regard animals, and inform 

these social choices. 
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Chapter 1:  The coevolving human-horse relationship 

 Horses before humans 

The evolutionary prehistory of the horse resulted in a large grazing animal physiologically 

specialised for ‘life-on-the-move’, able to cover long distances over large plains in search of 

food and water. Behavioural adaptations accompanied physiological specialisation and 

emphasised flight and speed so as to outrun predators. As I show in this chapter, these 

specialisations of physiology and behaviour, in turn, shaped the subsequent history of human 

interaction with horses, including their eventual domestication, a process that fundamentally 

changed horse and human lives, as well as the global course of human history.  

The life-on-the-move of today’s horses (Equus caballus) evolved over approximately 60 

million years. Their earliest ancestors were small dog-sized forest dwellers who existed on a 

diet of soft leaves and fruit. These equid ancestors walked on several spread-out toes, 

reflecting an adaptation for walking on soft, moist forest ground (Froehlich 2002; Lewis 

1937; McFadden 2005). By around 58 million years ago, the horse’s ancestors had expanded 

their original range from North America to across all continents, with the exception of 

Australia and Antarctica (Hofreiter and Stewart 2009). This evolutionary radiation was not 

simply a succession of linear events. It is better described as a ‘bush-like’ evolution with 

many geographical radiations associated with climatic changes, new food sources and the 

transition from a browsing to a grazing lifestyle (Bennett 1992; Bennett and Hoffmann 1999; 

Hulbert 1996). 

From about 40 million years ago, during the Eocene period, ancestral equids transitioned 

from eating tree foliage and fruit to grazing grasses. This dietary transition was marked by 

new physiological adaptations for the digestion of grass, including the development of larger 

and more durable teeth, with grinding molars and a lengthened jaw (Bennett 1992). Unlike 

cattle, horses could graze continuously and digest grass ‘on the move’ and did not have to 

stop and ruminate (Bennett 1992; Bennett and Hoffmann, 1996; Froehlich 2002; Prothero 

1999; Sommer et al. 2010; van Asperen 2010). As horse ancestors moved from forests to 

open plains, their body shape became increasingly specialised for speed in order to outrun the 

new predators encountered on the grass plains. Limbs lengthened and back toes lifted from 

the ground in such a way that the weight of the body was gradually placed on one of the 

longest toes, the third. These elongated legs with single hoofs became that of the long-
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distance runner. Telescoping limbs conferred advantages of increased height and stride 

length, a rigid spine provided for rapid acceleration and speed, and hind legs became 

specialised for running fast along a straight-line trajectory (Bennett and Hoffmann 1999). 

Their increased size also meant that horses could see longer distances. In contrast to their 

main predators, whose eyes are in the front of their heads, horses' eyes sit on the sides. This 

means that horses have a nearly 360-degree field of view and a capacity to focus on distant 

objects (Keaveney 2008). New social behaviours also helped horses to adapt and survive and, 

unlike their solitary forest-dwelling ancestors, they became herd animals, living in strict 

social hierarchies (Budiansky 1997; Grandin and Johnston 2005). These social behaviours of 

horses are quite different from that of other mammals, such as the cat, dog or human 

(Keaveney 2008).  

The climatic warming associated with the start of the Holocene period, around 10,000 years 

ago, saw dramatic ecological changes that affected large land vertebrates in Eurasia and 

America, including horses (Hofreiter and Stewart 2009). In America, all equid species 

became extinct (Koch and Barnosky 2006). In Eurasia, the distribution of horses contracted 

into southwest Asia and Central Asia (Hofreiter and Stewart 2009), in a more or less 

contiguous range stretching from the Carpathian Mountains to Mongolia (Olsen 1996 a ; 

Olsen, Grant, Choyke, and Bartosiewicz 2006). The only geographic region in Western 

Europe where a continuous fossil record for horses appearing to exist until at least 5,000 

years ago was the Iberian Peninsula (Warmuth et al. 2011). By around 10,000 years ago, the 

ancestral wild horse species (Equus ferus) remained the single equine species in Eurasia 

(Eisenmann 1983; Weinstock et al. 2005). It was not until around 6,000 years ago that horse 

numbers slowly started to increase again in Europe and Asia (Kalis, Merkt, and Wunderlich 

2003; Sommer et al. 2010). 

By about 5,000 years ago, horses stood about 130 cm tall and had become plain and steppe 

dwellers adapted to cooler climates and cold grasslands. Horses could graze on winter grass 

through snow and break through frozen water to drink. Horses could eat small quantities of 

grass continuously while on the move, cover long distances to obtain food and water and 

accelerate fast in a straight line in order to outrun their predators (Bennett 1992).  
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 Horses and human hunters 

The first contact between humans and horses was most probably that of predator and prey 

(Olsen 1996). The earliest records of the human use of horses depicted the hunting of horses 

for food, as seen in French and Spanish cave paintings dated to the Palaeolithic period around 

17,000 years ago (Goodwin 1999). It is likely that horses were an important and fairly 

common food source for humans by about 10,000 years ago (Olsen 1996). Horses 

represented the most frequent of the more than 30 mammal species depicted in European 

cave art from this period. The most common scenes were of horses being hunted for food 

(Ludwig et al. 2009; Pigeaud 2007; Pruvost et al. 2011). Olsen (1996 a) suggested that early 

humans engaged in cooperative hunting strategies whereby horses were driven to their death 

over cliffs or other obstacles. For example, Roche de Solutre in France, appears to have been 

a natural corral where up to 10,000 horses were killed in such drives (Olsen a 1996). These 

hunters apparently used most parts of the horses, including meat, bones and hide. There is 

limited direct evidence in the archaeological record of this period as to the cultural 

significance of horses to these early hunters. Nevertheless, given their importance as a source 

of food and artefacts, as well as the special care given to horse skulls and teeth, and the 

prevalence of horses in cave paintings, it can be assumed that horses were accorded symbolic 

and religious significance (Olsen 1989). 

 Domesticating horses 

The domestication of horses may be defined using either scientific or broader cultural 

frameworks, or a combination of both. These definitions are supported by different types of 

evidence that result in differing estimates for the precise date and location of horses’ 

domestication. The scientific definition centres on human control over breeding, as evidenced 

by the variation in bone size and robustness commonly associated with the selective breeding 

of horses by humans for specific physical traits and the conversion of horses into property 

(Clutton-Brock 1994). In contrast, the broader cultural definition emphasises the close 

relationship between humans and horses that relies on interpretive information, such as art or 

artefacts, and symbolic representations, such as horse burials (Ingold 1994). Ultimately, 

domestication involves both biological processes, including that of the alteration of horses 

through selective breeding, as well as social and cultural change in both humans and horses 

(Russell 2007). As suggested by Cassidy (2007 b, p 4), “domestication no longer 

unambiguously denotes a conscious and unequal power relationship between distinct agents”, 

in this case, horses and humans. 
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Recent academic interest in human-animal relations has focussed attention on the agency of 

animals within the process of domestication. For example, Diamond (1997), identified 

preconditions of both biology and behaviour that together facilitate the process of 

domestication: 

• a willingness by the animal to consume a wide variety of food sources and live 

off food not utilised by humans; 

• reasonably fast growth rates and fast maturity; 

• ability to breed in captivity; 

• a disposition deemed pleasing by humans; 

• a herding instinct and a temperament that makes the animal unlikely to panic; 

and 

• a modifiable social hierarchy, such that dominance can be transferred to 

humans. 

Although domestication is a process by which humans seek control over an animal for some 

human purpose, it is facilitated by many non-human factors. It is a process that enables both 

humans and animals to come together into a close coexistence (Marvin and McHugh 2014). 

While clearly influenced by human motives and maintained by the imposition of human 

control, domestication can also be understood as meeting at least some non-human needs. 

The long-accepted dichotomy between wild and domesticated animals has done much to 

mask the ways in which both humans and animals have participated in the process of 

domestication (Marvin and McHugh 2014).  

It is probable that the domestication of horses occurred around 5,000 years ago in Central 

Asia and the Ukraine. The core human motivations for domestication were likely linked to 

diet. Around 4,200 to 3,700 years ago, near Dereivka in the Ukraine, the horse appears in the 

archaeological record as the dominant game animal, contributing over 25% of the meat in 

human diets of these regions (Anthony 1991a; Anthony and Brown 2003). At that time, the 

steppes west of the Ural Mountains represented a new colder and less fertile geographic range 

for horses that brought them into closer association with humans (Kelenka 2009; Warmuth et 

al. 2012). The process of the domestication of horses was particularly challenging, because 

capturing and restraining large fast horses required new forms of capture, control and 
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restraint (Olsen 2006). However, the benefits to these early humans of an assured supply of 

meat and milk provided a strong motivation for capturing and domesticating horses. 

In keeping with acknowledgement of the role of animals in shaping their domestication, 

archaeological studies reveal that the domestication of horses was a long, slow process of 

mutual adaptation, of ‘coevolution,’ in which those animals that began to hang around the 

first permanent human settlements gained more than they lost (Budiansky 1997). According 

to Budiansky (1997), raising horses in captivity was the response of people living on the 

fringes of ancient society in resource-poor areas. Likewise, it was in the remote, resource-

poor reaches of horses’ natural ranges that they were most likely to enter into intimate contact 

with humans (Budiansky 1997). Although Budiansky recognises that horses were more than 

passive objects in the process of domestication, he privileges the human side of this 

relationship, arguing that humans snatched horses “from the jaws of extinction” (Budiansky 

1992, p 36), most probably in the region “north of the Black Sea in what is today known as 

the Ukraine” (Budianski 1992, p 38). Caras (1996) similarly gives primacy to human control 

in the domestication of the horse in Europe, questioning whether horses would have survived 

as a species without human intervention. However, it may well be that, “mankind didn’t 

intentionally domesticate the horse; rather, the species may have chosen to associate with 

members of early agricultural settlements and eventually lured some of these people into a 

nomadic lifestyle influenced as much by horse behaviour as human behaviour” (Kohanov 

2001, p xxii).  

 Horses as power and transport 

Exactly when and where the horse transitioned in human experience from being a food source 

to its crucial role in transporting people and goods and powering machinery remains 

controversial (Drews 2004; Kelenka 2009). There is, however, consensus that the initial site 

of the transition from using horses as food to using them for transport, was the broad area of 

the Eurasian steppes between the Black and Caspian Seas.  

The earliest horse riding would have facilitated a broader exploration of the environment, the 

ability to manage more livestock than when on foot and to widen seasonal availability of 

diverse pastures. Using horses, humans could not only travel for the first time well above 

their own pedestrian speed, they could travel increased distances and trade in goods with 

other cultures. Horse-based transport enabled entirely new social practices and structures. 
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Riding horses and the use of horses for transport facilitated exchanges over topographically, 

ecologically, culturally, politically diverse landscapes and large geographic areas, including, 

eventually, the longest network of Eurasian overland trade routes, known as the Silk Road 

(Christian 2000; Warmuth et al. 2012). As a consequence, people and goods, languages, 

information, ideas and religions could circulate faster over greater distances. It has been 

claimed that horses were instrumental in the massive and rapid migration of steppe herders 

that spread Indo-European languages across Eurasia and influenced the genetic pool of 

Europeans today (Orlando 2015; Warmuth et al. 2012). It is arguable that the modern-day 

geography of Indo-European languages can be linked to the domestication of the horse, the 

invention of horseback riding and spoked wheels in these steppe cultures (Anthony 2007).  

The transition from eating horses to using them for riding and harnessing their power to pull 

vehicles required the human invention of new devices of control. A horse could not be 

effectively controlled by a human using a nose ring like that used to control the slower-

moving and more docile ox. Human control of horses was enabled by the bit, a device that 

places pressure on the tongue, lips, palate or the bars of the mouth. Despite newer materials 

and the improved understanding of horses’ behaviours and anatomy, equine fashions and 

tradition, bits remain largely unchanged from their original invention around 5,000 years ago 

(Kelenka 2009). 

The Sredni Stog culture, located between the Dnieper and Volga Rivers, may have 

domesticated horses, including for the purposes of transport, although this has been contested 

by others (Benecke 1998; Hausler 2000; Levine 1990). At the Derievka archaeological site, 

around 61% of the bones found were from horses, and the preponderance of young adult and 

juvenile males has been interpreted to be indicative of culled slaughter in a managed herd 

(Anthony 1991 a, b, 1986; Bibikova 1986). The variability in robustness of Derievka’s horse 

bones is also suggestive of human selective breeding of horses for desired physical traits 

(Anthony 1986). This culture was characterised by having relatively larger settlements and 

households than their predecessors, and trading widely with copper ornaments from this site 

originating more than 1,500 km away. Trading goods over distances of 1,500 km indicates a 

highly mobile culture dependent on transport and, by implication, a culture that rode horses, a 

speculation supported by evidence of wear on some horse teeth consistent with the use of a 

bit (Anthony 1986).  
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The 5,000-year-old Bottai culture of the steppes of northern Kazakhstan was a ‘horse centric’ 

culture where horses and humans closely co-existed and horses had symbolic meaning, as 

well as pragmatic uses (Olsen 1989, 2003; Olsen, Grant, Choyke and Bartosiewicz; 2006; 

Zaibert 1993). At Bottai, the horse is conspicuously represented in ceremonial observances of 

ritual sacrifice with human skeletons surrounded by horses with elaborately-inscribed horse 

phalanges, and intramural horse head burials beneath houses (Anthony and Brown 2003). 

Ritually-carved horse bones and horse artefacts were found in prestigious graves, including 

carved figurines, horse head effigy maces and sceptres. Burying horses as part of the ritual of 

human burial indicates the high value placed on horses in such cultures. Horses ritually 

interred in human graves have been found as far east as Ireland and as far west as China. 

Given the likely economic value of horses and the public display of sacrifice, horse burials 

could not have solely been for religious reasons and may also have had important social 

implications, such as displays of wealth and power, even in death. Horse funerary rituals 

continue in many cultures. For example, the funerary ritual of the American President, 

Ronald Reagan, included a caisson of six harnessed black horses followed by a saddled 

riderless horse, boots facing backwards in the stirrups, symbolizing the fallen president. Also, 

at Arlington National Cemetery, “a caparisoned riderless horse” attends the burial of every 

American officer above the rank of colonel, who has been killed in conflict (Kelenka 2009, 

p 403). 

Based on patterns of tooth wear consistent with those caused by using a bit, at least some 

Bottai horses were likely bridled and perhaps ridden for hundreds of hours (Anthony, Brown 

and George 2006; Brown and Anthony 1998; Outram et al. 2009). Large piles of manure at 

the larger permanent Bottai settlements suggest the possible use of horse dung as insulating 

material in house construction (Gardiner et al. 2008), and a pattern of post holes for a circular 

fence with substantial quantities of manure is suggestive of a corral (Olsen et al. 2006). 

Domesticated horses assured a more stable source of meat, as well as a source of milk, as 

residues of mares’ milk have been found in pottery vessels from Bottai (Outram et al. 2009). 

This overall evidence is strongly supportive of early horse herding and domestication and, 

most probably, horse riding (Olsen et al. 2006).  

 Changing societies 

By around 2,300 BC, efficient horse transportation was well established and wheeled 

transport had reached as far as China (Drews 2004; Kuzmina and Mair 2008; Sarianidi 1995). 
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Long-distance horse-based trade also enabled advances in metallurgy and mechanical 

innovation that further improved transportation. A new form of lighter wheel and axle that 

was required for horse-drawn vehicles first appeared around 2,000 BC. Spoked wheels could 

not be produced using stone or flint pieces and sophisticated new metal tools, shaft-hole axes, 

adze blades with asymmetric cutting edges, chisels and gouges were required to produce the 

tripartite wheel (Piggot 1983, 1992). A new vehicle, the chariot, designed entirely for speed 

and manoeuvrability in war, hunting or ceremonies also appeared with the development of 

spoked wheels (Anthony 2007). The chariot introduced cavalry warfare, a lethal style of 

fighting that had never been seen before (Anthony 2007).  

Most likely invented by nomadic steppe cultures, the chariot combined the light spoked 

wheel, trained horses and the composite bow to create a high-speed mobile-firing platform 

for archers. Chariot technologies subsequently diffused across Asia and Europe, to as far west 

as Britain, south to India and east to China. Maintaining a chariot for war or as a prestige 

vehicle required wealth, as the chariot was unsuited for anything except battle or display. 

Chariot horses required lengthy training, drivers and spare horse teams. Although militarily 

important for around 1,000 years, the chariot was replaced in warfare by another horse-

related technology, which was ridden cavalry, around 100 AD (Noble 2015). Nevertheless, 

the chariot continued to be prominent for another 400 years in the form of the sport and 

recreation of chariot racing. Roman society was obsessed with chariot racing and it attracted 

large crowds, intense rivalry and team support (Chamberlin 2006).  

Further invention resulted from the use of the horse for riding over long distances. The 

saddle, without stirrups, appeared in the archaeological record at about 700 BC in Assyrian 

paintings. The first saddle that distributed weight on either side of the horse’s spine through a 

solid saddle tree, was invented in around 200 BC in China (Kelenka 2009) and enabled the 

attachment of the rigid stirrup. Despite its small size, the stirrup greatly increased a rider’s 

ability to control a horse; rigid stirrups increased security in the saddle, reduced rider fatigue 

and allowed for a wider range of riding styles that suited both heavily-armed and lightly-

armed cavalry (Chamberlin 2006). By the 5th century AD, China had manufactured the cast-

iron stirrup that permitted a heavily armoured rider to mount a bigger horse (Kelenka 2009). 

The stirrup fundamentally altered the basic tactics of mounted warfare. The additional lateral 

support provided by the iron stirrup facilitated the development of the lance and sabre, 

employing the weight and momentum of horse and rider from horseback and also increased 
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the riders’ stability and lethality with bow and arrow (Littauer 2002). White (1962) regarded 

the stirrup as a simple invention with a ‘catalytic influence’ on history and a revolutionary 

step in warfare. Transferred from the Indian subcontinent to Europe during the start of the 

Middle Ages, the stirrup allowed military action with heavy cavalry and eventually made 

possible the rise of the Medieval European knight with couched lance, a key element of the 

feudal social order (White 1962). During the medieval period, knights formed the elite of 

society and a knight’s reputation, success and wealth were determined by his equestrian and 

military skills. By the 12th century, a knight had to be a nobleman, and all noblemen were 

expected to be knights. The term, chivalry, describing a knight’s cultural and societal values 

of virtue and honour, was derived from the word, cheval, which is French for horse. To be 

chivalrous literally meant to behave as a horseman, which is to say, to be a knight. 

Using horses for power, in the form of draught, led to innovation and fundamental changes to 

agricultural practices, as well as society. The padded horse collar was invented around 1,500 

years ago in China. This collar enabled the use of horses for draught and ploughing, replacing 

the powerful, but slower, oxen. Later, the invention of the ‘whippletree’, a piece of wood 

placed behind a horse and attached to a cart or plough, enabled the use of multiple horses for 

draught (Needham 1965). As these new technologies diffused eastward towards Europe in the 

medieval period, they changed the nature of European agriculture and society. Using this new 

soft collar, the horse delivered around 50% more traction than the ox and was capable of 

working two hours longer per day. The versatile draught horse could be used for harrowing, 

ploughing, hauling, riding or pack work and horses gradually replaced oxen in such tasks. 

Agricultural efficiency increased, cutting labour costs and setting higher levels of soil 

preparation, which eventually leading to greater regional specialisation in the pastoral sector 

and was a catalyst for the development of intensive mixed farming (Campbell 2007). This 

increased use of the horse in agriculture had social repercussions. Peasants began to 

aggregate in larger towns and villages, as faster equine transport allowed them to travel 

further, hauling ploughs to their fields each day and reaching areas not previously cultivated 

(White 1962). As the horse gradually replaced the ox, the peasantry could engage in full-

scale, efficient farming (Langdon 1986).  

The greatest benefit from the wider use of horses was speed of transportation and, by the end 

of the 13th century, horses were responsible for more than 75% of haulage in Europe 

(Langdon 1986). Harnessing horse power for haulage enabled the exchange of goods over 
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longer distances; for example, in Champagne in France, European textiles from England and 

France were exchanged for silk and spices from the Far East (Gies and Gies 1972). Horse-

drawn vehicles featured prominently in urban communities; the faster speed of horse-drawn 

vehicles, compared to ox-drawn, meant goods could quickly reach markets, and this 

facilitated rapid circulation of gold and silver coins (Langdon 1986). Therefore, the use of the 

more efficient draught horse and associated advances in agriculture helped break down the 

rigid confines of the landlord system and, eventually, the feudal system (Robinson 2002). 

The social changes that occurred as agriculture became horse-based led to an increased 

availability of horses for townspeople. England had a large horse population, an established 

horse breeding industry and also exported horses. Horses were owned and used by civilians 

to pull carts and wagons and as packhorses to move goods around the country. Breeding, 

buying and selling horses had become economic activities in their own right. By the 13th 

century, riding a horse was not restricted to the elite. Owning and riding a horse was a 

conspicuous display of wealth, as well as status, increasingly available to the upper middle 

class as well as to the elite in early premodern England. By the start of the 100 Years’ War in 

1337, the nexus between the horse, the knight and the nobility was diminishing, as new 

battlefield technologies, such as gunpowder, artillery and the longbow, rendered the medieval 

heavy cavalryman obsolete (Raber and Tucker 2005). In 1413, knights comprised only a 

small percentage of Henry V’s army. By 1415, the Duke of Gloucester could only raise six 

knights and 50 squires for Henry’s army. By the end of the Hundred Years’ War (1433), the 

infantry took over the duty of the direct charge, replacing cavalry (Vale 1981). By that time, 

armies were largely composed of professional troops, and changes to weapons and the 

composition of the army itself had fundamentally changed the association between mounted 

nobility and cavalry.  

The continuing social diffusion of horses as mainstream forms of power and transport for the 

social masses contributed to continuing changes in the composition of armies and military 

tactics. During the English Civil War (1642), merchants, tradesmen and yeomen all 

contributed horses in response to parliament’s ‘propositions’ and, by 1643, nearly 4,000 

horses were obtained for the parliamentary army. Tradesmen contributed 29% of these horses 

and yeomen 11%. Fewer than 2% were obtained from gentlemen or members of parliament 

(Kelenka 2009; Vale 1981). Cavalry now rode smaller and cheaper horses and the nexus 

between the elite warhorse and the knight in battle was broken.  
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 Changing values 

By the start of the sixteenth century, the human-horse relationship was fundamentally 

transformed from its utilitarian origins. While horses may have originally been a convenient 

food source for early hunters, the human-horse relationship became ever-more complex and 

value-laden. The diffusion of horse transport and horse-driven technological innovation not 

only transformed agriculture, settlement and commerce, but also the ways in which humans 

valued horses. By the sixteenth century, European societies depended on horses. Horses were 

draught animals, pulling ploughs, wagons and coaches, transporting goods for trade and 

consumption and carrying riders for both leisure and travel. Although cavalry still remained 

important in military contexts, the role of the horse in combat had been redefined. 

By the end of the sixteenth century, amongst the population at large, the social division 

between horse owners and non-horse owners was marked. Horses retained symbolic value as 

markers of wealth and prestige. Social status was linked to horses through appearance, using 

horses for work or leisure, or even how horses were presented and trained. Leisure horses 

imbued people with higher status and were a symbol of wealth and “alone amongst working 

animals (with the possible exception of hounds), horses were not judged solely by practical 

considerations. Possession conferred status and, as a result, horses were imbued with an 

iconic significance” (Edwards and Graham 2012, p 5). Thus, horses retained a symbolic 

function as a conspicuous display of wealth, setting the elite that continued to use horses 

apart through “privileged activities, equestrian portraits, jousting, riding in the manege (or 

indoor riding school), hunting, racing, importing eastern horses and eventually the breeding 

of thoroughbred race horses” (Robinson 2002, p 374). 

The late-seventeenth century was also the period of the rise of modern nationalism and the 

nation-state. The horse was implicated in the emergence of national identities. Horses enabled 

extended travel and thus, people could identify with a wider geographical area and encounter 

different societies and ideas, which therefore reflected back on their own identities. 

Differences between church and state, Protestant and Catholic, Royalist and Republican, 

became bitterly contested. Nash (2013) associates racehorses and English horse racing with 

rebellion, popular and secular politics, treason and religious tensions. Race meetings 

promoted drinking and gambling, and brought together large and partisan crowds. Cromwell 

so disapproved of early horse racing, and its potential for breeding subversion and poor 

behaviours, that he banned it. The Duke of Monmouth, the illegitimate son of Charles II, used 
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race meetings as, essentially, cover for rehearsals for the unsuccessful attempt to assassinate 

Charles in the ‘Rye House plot’ of 1685 (Nash 2013). By the late seventeenth century, the 

competition for breeding and possession of better racehorses became even more entangled 

with politics. In 1695, parliament passed an act forbidding Catholics from owning horses 

valued at more than £5 pounds. Protestants could compel a Catholic to sell any horse for £5 

and 5s, thereby exacerbating the religious tensions in horse breeding areas, such as Yorkshire 

(Nash 2013; Cassidy a 2007). 

In the next chapter, I narrow the focus to the coevolution of horse racing, particularly in the 

form of thoroughbred racing. This history has been intertwined since the beginning in the 

way in which humans relate to and value horses and changing values. This therefore provides 

an opportunity to examine how human culture, politics, nationalism, mercantilism, wealth 

and associated symbolic notions of elitism, courage and nobility have contributed over the 

past 300 years to fashion a horse, the thoroughbred, for the sole purposes of human 

entertainment.  
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Chapter 2:  The history of horse racing 

 Introduction 

Chapter 1 focussed primarily on the many pragmatic uses that horses have served in human 

society. However, since the earliest days of domestication, humans have utilised horses for 

human entertainment, particularly in the form of horse racing. In this chapter, I introduce 

horse racing and the thoroughbred horse, which has been bred by humans for over 300 years 

for its speed and endurance. For the past 300 years, the thoroughbred horse and horse racing 

have been intertwined in human culture, politics, nationalism and identity.  

 Ancient horse sport 

Horse racing dates back at least to the Iron-Age Scythian steppe cultures of around 800 BC 

(Olsen et al., 2006; Olsen 1996 b, 2003). The Scythian equestrian games described by the 

Greek writers Herodotus and Strabo were apparently conducted at a full gallop (Olsen 1996). 

Their legacy remains today in the modern central Asian horse sport called ‘buzkashi’. Greek 

artefacts, such as vases, depict Greek chariot racing at the first Olympiad (in 776 BC), 

including chariot races in specifically constructed hippodromes (Carter 2013). For the 

classical Greeks, participating in chariot racing at the Olympic Games was a method in which 

to display wealth and increase social standing (Kyle 2014). The Greek cavalry general and 

knight, Xenophon, wrote two military treatises on training and riding cavalry horses that 

included instructions on cross-country riding and jumping natural obstacles, although there is 

no evidence that the Greeks held official jumping competitions or jumps races. Importantly, 

Xenophon’s writings also emphasise the humane treatment of horses, including reward and 

utilising their ‘natural’ behaviours during cavalry training (Chamberlin 2006). 

Horse racing, especially chariot racing, was enormously popular in the ancient Roman 

society. Every main city had a specially-built circus or racecourse (Anthony and Brown 

2003). For the Romans, chariot racing combined sport, spectacle, festival and politics, as the 

rivalry and popular support for successful chariot teams transformed eventually into political 

factionalism. Betting was widespread and attracted large crowds. Chariot horses could 

become crowd celebrities and the Romans maintained detailed records of the names, breeds 

and pedigrees of famous chariot horses. Although the life of a chariot horse was generally 

short, the ‘Theodosian Code’ established that the state should pay for food for those horses 

weakened from chariot racing (Carter 2013). The last recorded chariot race in Rome took 
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place in the Circus Maximus in 549 AD (Balsdon 2002) and Constantinople’s hippodrome 

remained in use until around the 12th century. The Romans exported their passion for horse 

racing across the empire, and the earliest known race track in England was commissioned by 

the Roman Emperor, Lucius Septimus Servius around 208 AD, near Wetherby in Yorkshire 

(Olsen 2003). 

 The British origins of modern racing 

Today, ridden horse racing commonly involves a competition of speed over distance, usually 

on flat ground and around an enclosed circular racecourse. In this section, I address the 

history of modern English horse racing, which begins around the start of the sixteenth century 

and which subsequently spread quickly across the world, particularly in the nineteenth 

century, and became a model followed across the globe and the centre of a global industry 

(McManus, Albrecht and Graham 2013; Vamplew 2013). A timeline of key events is in the 

history of English horse racing is presented at Figure 2.1.

 

Figure 2-1:Key events associated with the origins of English horseracing 

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, British rural society devoted special attention to 

leisure in the form of fairs and feast days that were often sponsored by the local elite, and 

regarded as occasions for promoting the wellbeing of the community. Across England, local 

towns or wealthy families, including those at Croydon, Hampton, Carlisle and Salisbury, 

established horse races as part of such fairs (Carter 2013). The drinking and gambling 
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associated with these events was just as important for the crowds as the horse racing itself, 

along with cock fighting, dog fighting and other activities. Horse breeding and racing were 

centred in Yorkshire, in a cluster of families within a small geographical area known as the 

Vale of York. Although records are somewhat obscure with respect to ownership, trading and 

the identity of individual horses, it is likely that horses called Arabian, Barb and Turk(oman) 

were used by early English racehorse breeders, along with an English breed known as 

‘hobbies’ (Nash 2013). 

Modern horse racing has evolved from a complex and turbulent mix of politics, rebellions, 

diplomacy, allies and kinship, and its origins are usually traced to two events that, according 

to Cassidy (2007), are often conflated. The first was the inception of the Newmarket Royal 

Plates in 1665 under Charles II and the second, the use of thoroughbred horses. The 

Newmarket Town Plate is regarded as the predecessor of modern flat racing because it had 

rules and more than two runners. When Charles II introduced the Newmarket Town Plate for 

100 guineas prize money, he declared the race was to be run forever (Vamplew 2016; 

Vamplew and Kay b, 2005). 

Until the late eighteenth century, the majority of horse races were ‘match races’, run usually 

between two horses over long distances of at least three or four miles in a series of heats. In 

conspicuous displays of wealth, extraordinary sums of money were wagered on match races. 

Cassidy (2013, p 3) cites an amount of 1,100 guineas bet in a single day in 1720. And when 

Charles II’s horse, ‘Herod’, matched the Duke of Grafton’s horse over four miles at 

Newmarket in 1764, the prize was £1,000 with side bets of more than £100,000 (Cassidy 

2007). Match races could settle disputes between individuals, regions or even countries 

(Cassidy 2007). By the early eighteenth century, some races were shorter and around two to 

three miles. This led to the introduction of races for several horses in which the winner took 

all the prize money, which became the prototype for the nineteenth century sweepstakes. The 

first such race was run in 1709 for £200 'contribution money’. In 1740, parliament passed a 

law forbidding match racing and established a lower limit prize of £50 (Cassidy 2013). This 

act also established standard weights for age, limited owners to a single horse in a race and 

stated all races should be completed in one day. Although not universally adopted, it marked 

the beginning of the reduction in importance of local race meetings and the increased 

dominance of regional racing centres. Vamplew and Kay (2005, b) regard this imposition of 
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standardised racing regulation by parliament as the commencement of the transition of horse 

racing from a local entertainment to a national sport. 

By the early nineteenth century, Newmarket held around seven race meetings a year, in 

contrast to the rest of the country where there were no more than two. Most locations still 

only held one race a year as part of an annual fair (Cassidy 2007). As a consequence, 

Newmarket attracted racing stables and studs and became a new centre for racing and the 

breeding of racehorses. From the early nineteenth century, Newmarket racing gave 

substantial employment to a majority of top southern trainers and jockeys and offered regular 

high value prize money to many owners. By the late nineteenth century, around 2,000 horses 

trained daily at Newmarket (Huggins 2014). 

The Jockey Club, founded in 1750, is perhaps “horse racing’s most important single body 

since the eighteenth century, a particularly select, self-elected, aristocratic and private club” 

(Huggins 2014, p 175). At that time, the word, jockey, referred to people with an interest in 

horses, and the club was an association of like-minded owners and breeders, rather than 

riders. The records of the Jockey Club do not reveal its original purpose or an intent to 

regulate or control racing. The original power of the Jockey Club lay in its regulatory 

authority at Newmarket, setting a tax on horses using Jockey Club training grounds and 

requiring trainers to be licensed. Under Lord Bentinck and, later, Admiral Rous, the Jockey 

Club introduced rules of racing, the weighing of jockeys, a standard birthdate for all 

thoroughbreds and ‘weight for age’ scales. The Jockey Club was a “critical definer of reality 

for many owners and employees, even those not directly associated with it” (Huggins 2014, 

p 176). By the late nineteenth century, to hold a race meeting not recognised by the Jockey 

Club was “tantamount to being cast into the racing wilderness” (Vamplew and Kay  2005 a, 

p 172). By 1900, the Jockey Club controlled all United Kingdom flat racing. Membership of 

the Jockey Club remains internally elected, male-dominated and aristocratic. In 2016, of the 

members listed in the Jockey Club’s Annual Report, 89% were male and 44 % were titled. 

Honorary members included five British royals, four sheiks and military members (The 

Jockey Club 2016). 

 The thoroughbred racehorse arrives 

Horse racing is today intimately associated with a specific breed of horse, the thoroughbred, 

bred by humans for the single characteristic of speed. This animal is not only distinguished 
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by a human quest for speed, but by the elaborate set of social institutions that have 

surrounded the thoroughbred horse. Central to these institutions is the General Stud Book 

(GSB), first published in 1791 by James Weatherby. The original idea of the GSB was for it 

to be descriptive, rather than prescriptive, detailing the breeding records of horses then racing 

in England. In this way, the GSB addressed two problems that bedevilled eighteenth century 

racing; passing off horses of supposedly ‘fashionable’ pedigrees and the pretence that horses 

were badly bred when negotiating the terms of match races in order to misrepresent their 

chances of winning and therefore manipulate the betting on such races (Nash 2005; Vamplew 

and Kay 2005 b). The original GSB was gynocentric and listed mares in alphabetical order, 

with as much of their pedigree as possible and then the progeny of each mare (Nash 2005). 

The original GSB identifies 387 mares and their progeny, dating back to 1712, and the 

appendix also lists 22 imported Arabian, Turkish and Barb stallions.  

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there was significant trade in horses between 

England and North Africa. Between 1650 and 1750, more than 200 horses designated as 

Eastern or Oriental were imported to England. Regardless of their origin, they were named 

Arabians, Turkish or Barbs, the terms used to describe oriental horses of superior breeding. 

This British importation of Eastern equine bloodstock between 1650 and 1750 was an 

important material and economic, as well as, symbolic and cultural phenomena (Landry 

2008). These horses first served as a means of diplomatic exchange and, later, became a form 

of commodity exchange between English merchant families. When Henry VIII founded the 

Royal Stud at Tutbury, it is most likely that his horses included some with Eastern blood, 

directly or indirectly mediated through other European imports. Henry VIII sent his 

representatives to Europe to purchase horses to replace the weight-carrying heavy horses of 

the armoured knight with smaller, faster and more agile horses. Henry VIII also imported 

foreign equestrian techniques in the form of the forward-riding seat or the ‘Turk seat’ with 

shorter stirrups. According to Landry (2008), this new style of riding, the ‘English hunting 

seat’, established a sense of cultural identity that distinguished the British from other 

Europeans.  

During the eighteenth century, the populations of the British Isles developed a collective 

sense of national identity, rather than separate English, Irish, Scottish or Welsh identity. This 

collective identity largely developed through the consciousness of shared differences from 

the French or other Europeans (Colley 2005). ‘Englishness’ came to dominate this internal 
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colonialism (Landry 2008). This new national identity was paralleled by a change in British 

horse culture. Within one generation, the progeny of three Eastern horse imports were 

described as ‘English Thoroughbreds’. Landry (2008) claims that the ‘English Thoroughbred’ 

and the ‘English hunting seat’ came to signify the difference between Britain and Europe, 

such that “Equestrian culture and its offshoots, the sporting culture of hunting and racing, the 

artistic culture of equine portraiture and sporting art, served imaginatively to express 

Britain’s ‘gentlemanly capitalist’ vision of mercantilism during the nations rise to global 

economic importance between the late sixteenth and mid-nineteenth Centuries” (2008, p 3). 

The history of the thoroughbred horse and the rise of English racing demonstrate many of the 

complexities and contradictions inherent to human-horse relationships. The origins of the 

breed are entwined with concepts of local and national identity, entangling the identity of the 

thoroughbred with political power and the elite status of those associated with early horse 

racing and breeding. This story, therefore, provides insight into how humans represent and 

value horses and how such values have changed and continue to change over time.  

By the end of the eighteenth century, every horse racing at that time could be traced back 

patrilineally to three ‘foundation’ sires: the Byerly Turk, the Darley Arabian and the 

Godolphin Arabian (personal notes, Newmarket Racing Museum 2015). The term, 

thoroughbred first appears in the 1822 edition of the GSB. The popular story of the Byerly 

(or Byerley) Turk, speculates that he was captured at the siege of Buda from the Turks as a 

spoil of war and became Captain Robert Byerly’s charger at the Battle of the Boyne in 

Ireland in 1690. No record exists of Byerly serving at the siege of Buda (Nash 2013). In a 

revisionist and plausible counter-narrative, Nash (2012) argued that the Byerly Turk was 

more likely bred in England and acquired through Byerly’s marriage to Mary Wharton, 

daughter of Sir Thomas Wharton, one of the most active early racing enthusiasts and horse 

breeders. This narrative draws together the overlap of the cultural power of the thoroughbred 

and the political power of those associated with early thoroughbred racing. It was Wharton 

who provided Monmouth with the horse (the Wharton gelding) that he popularly raced 

throughout England at a time when public demonstrations of political allegiance were 

signalled by racehorse ownership and livery (Nash 2012). In a demonstration of the political 

and religious complexities of that time, both the Wharton and Byerly families possessed a 

strong royalist commitment with an equally strong protestant commitment. Byerly later 

participated in the military defeat of Monmouth and Wharton took up a prominent leadership 

position in the Whig party. Within this alternative narrative, the thoroughbred is therefore 
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relocated, not to an overseas origin, but to a context of internal rebellion and the manoeuvres 

of an emergent modern political state. 

The Darley Arabian arrived in England in 1704. The English merchant, Thomas Darley, 

smuggled the horse out of Syria to England as a gift to his father (Cassidy 2013). The Darley 

Arabian’s most famous descendant was his great, great grandson, Eclipse, who is known as a 

‘conduit stallion’ because “more than 90% of the world’s thoroughbreds today trace back to 

the Darley Arabian along the sire line” (Nash 2013, p 22). Although ownership of a 

thoroughbred racehorse in the early eighteenth century was generally a symbol of aristocratic 

status, power and influence, this was not universal. During his racing career, Eclipse was 

owned by Colonel Dennis O’Kelly, an Irishman of modest background and a heavy gambler. 

Thus commerce, opportunity and entrepreneurship are also an important part of the history of 

the thoroughbred, not just royal patronage and inherited advantage (Cassidy 2013).  

The Godolphin Arabian, the last of the foundation stallions, was exported via Syria to Tunis 

as one of four horses presented by the Bey of Tunis to the King of France. He was most likely 

acquired by Edward Coke via the French Court (Nash 2013). When Coke died in August of 

1733, the horse was sold to Francis, the second Earl of Godolphin, in England, and became 

known as the Godolphin Arabian. Eyewitness accounts described this horse as “beautiful, 

exquisitely proportioned, with legs of iron…whose only flaw was being headstrong” (Osmer 

1756, p 273). The conformation of the Godolphin Arabian was important as he contributed to 

the thoroughbred breed a combination of sloping shoulders, short back and powerful loins 

which, by inference, means larger lungs and aerobic capacity. This resulted in a greater 

shoulder extension at the gallop, longer strides and, therefore, faster speeds (Bennet 2013). 

The exact breeding and origin of the Godolphin Arabian has attracted conjecture and he is at 

the centre of one of horse racing’s best known ‘love stories’, and is a part of thoroughbred 

racing’s legends. In the first volume of the GSB (1793), James Weatherby describes the 

Godolphin Arabian as a teaser to Hobgoblin for several years. A teaser is an entire horse, but 

not a stallion, and his role is to ensure that the mare is ready to breed with the stallion. When 

Hobgoblin refused to mate with Roxana, she was subsequently bred to the Godolphin 

Arabian and produced ‘Lath’, who later became one of the most successful racehorses of his 

time. In the 1803 GSB, Weatherby adds a reference to the Godolphin Arabian having once 

pulled a water cart in the streets of Paris. Nash (2005) regards this story as a mixture of 
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fantasy and potency, national identity and the transgression of class boundaries. There is no 

record of the Godolphin Arabian having ever raced and there are no details of his pedigree. 

Despite this, he sired about 80 foals in a career lasting 22 years, augmenting the speed of the 

thoroughbred and passing on his conformation and temperament to the entire thoroughbred 

breed (Mackay-Smith 2000).  

 Introducing jumps racing 

Contemporary thoroughbred racing is mainly focussed on running around a level circular 

racetrack called flat racing.  However thoroughbred racing also includes jumps racing, a form 

of racing in which horses are required to jump obstacles. Jumps racing has two main sub-

disciplines, known as steeplechases and hurdles. A third form, ‘point-to-point’ racing, is 

essentially a steeplechase for amateur riders.  

Steeplechases  

Steeplechasing is believed to have originated in Ireland, and is derived from the hunting field 

(Munting 1987). The earliest origins of steeplechasing are the Irish ‘pounding matches’ of the 

late seventeenth century, in which horses were ridden across the country until the loser was 

‘pounded into the ground’ by being outlasted by the winner, or fell. These horses were 

typically heavy and could handle rough ground and stay longer distances, as well as jump 

natural obstacles (Munting 1987). According to Hinds (2013), steeplechasing was for people 

“who rode around the country as if they owned it, which they effectively did” (Hinds 2013, 

p 114). Here, he was reflecting its association with fox hunting, privilege, status and wealth. 

The hunting of foxes on horseback with hounds was popularised under Charles II, when the 

enclosure of much farmland and forest by the Enclosure Acts of the early eighteenth century 

led to a decrease in deer hunting (Birley 1993). Instead, the aristocracy turned to chasing 

foxes on horseback across enclosed fields and jumping across hedges and walls during the 

pursuit. Horses that could run fast and jump became fashionable, and thoroughbred horses 

were increasingly crossed with other horse breeds to serve as ‘hunter’ sires (Munting 1987). 

In 1668, George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, established the first private pack of 

foxhounds and hunting thereafter became associated with the elite and the wealthy, a status 

symbol requiring wealth and leisure time.  
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The first steeplechase race, between the parish churches of Buttevant and Doneraile in Cork, 

was a two-horse competition in 1752, involving Edmund Blake and Cornelius O’Callaghan, 

over a distance of around five miles (Holland 2001; McManus Albrecht and Graham 2013; 

Myers 2006). These early matches from ‘point-to-point’ did not have a set course, and the 

rider was free to select a course to the winning post, although later, flags were used to mark 

the course to be followed (Thoroughbred Heritage 2016). In 1810, a steeplechase for bona 

fide hunting horses was held over a specially designed three-mile course at Bedford 

(Vamplew and Kay, 2005 b). The first commercial jump race was run in 1830 when Thomas 

Coleman of the Turf Hotel, St Albans, established the St Albans or Hertfordshire 

steeplechase over four miles carrying jockeys who had to weigh at least 12 stone. The 

imposition of heavy weights reflected the requirement that these horses should be capable of 

carrying gentleman in the hunting field. By the mid-nineteenth century, over 60 steeplechase 

meetings were recorded from Chatham to Cheltenham (Hinds 2013; Vamplew and Kay, 2005 

b).  

The early years of steeplechase racing were marked by notoriety and ‘shamateurism’ and the 

sorts of carnivalesque activities that distinguished seventeenth century flat racing, including 

cock fighting, drunkenness, prostitution, illegal gambling and brawling crowds (Davies 2006; 

Vamplew and Kay 2005 b). Steeplechase racing remained outside of the regulatory reach of 

the Jockey Club until 1865. In 1865, the Jockey Club established the National Hunt 

Committee to regulate steeplechasing and better control crowd behaviours, by enclosing 

steeplechase courses within racecourses, and limiting entry to courses with turnstiles and 

entry fees. The first enclosed racecourse was at Sandown, followed by Cheltenham (Cassidy 

a, 2007; Nash 2013; Vamplew and Kay b, 2005). During the nineteenth century, 

steeplechasing became increasingly commercial and professional and, from 1873, all jockeys 

competing in open events had to be licensed by the Jockey Club (Vamplew and Kay, 2005 b). 

However, amateur riders could still compete, as long as they were licensed by the Jockey 

Club. In 1870, at least 60 amateur riders took part in open races against professionals 

(Vamplew and Kay, 2005 b). 

Hunt racing and, in particular, steeplechase racing, had a distinctive amateur ethos, where 

participation itself was the object and no cognisance was taken of the need to entertain 

spectators. Steeplechase riding demanded courage of a special kind closely associated with 

the military, and military race meetings featured in the National Hunt social and racing 
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calendar (Vamplew and Kay b,2005). Often these meetings had courses deliberately more 

severe than conventional steeplechases. It was the military who provided an influx of skills 

and courage to the ranks of the amateur horsemen of steeplechasing and the “courage, 

presence of mind and skill in horsemanship without which their glorious achievements at 

Balaclava and Inkermann would never have been recorded” (Seth-Smith et al. 1966, p 42). 

Hunt races hosted by hunt and racing clubs were restricted to amateur gentleman riders, 

usually socially defined, but often with the addition of residential, occupational or hunting 

qualifications (Vamplew and Kay, 2005 b). The category, ‘gentleman rider’, in national hunt 

racing had a complex and exhaustive definition, designed to exclude persons of inferior social 

status. The National Hunt Committee regulatory code recognised an amateur gentleman rider 

as belonging to “one of a select list of clubs, an officer of either service on full pay, a 

magistrate, a peer, or an individual with a courtesy title. Persons of lower social standing 

could be balloted in, but they had to be nominated by men holding the club or commission 

qualification” (Vamplew and Kay 2005 b, p 4). In 1883, the list of approved occupations was 

extended and (wealthier) farmers and their sons, with a minimum of 100 acres, became 

eligible. By 1912, only 62 gentleman riders remained licensed by the Jockey Club (Vamplew 

and Kay 2005 b). In 1919, Harry Brown won the National Hunt jockey’s title, the last 

amateur gentleman rider to do so. 

Point-to-point racing 

Point-to-point racing began around 1880 and, unlike steeplechase races, was conducted 

across four miles of open country. The aim was to get to the finish line as fast as possible and 

the route was left to each rider. These races were designed specifically for horses that had 

hunted and were ridden by amateurs. In 1913, the Master of Hounds Point-to-Point 

Association was established to govern the meetings and, in 1937, the point-to-points were 

brought under the National Hunt Committee, which did not permit professionals to ride in 

these races (Vamplew 2016).  

Hurdle racing 

A hurdle race involves horses jumping over obstacles, called hurdles that are lower than those 

used in steeplechases. Consequently, hurdle races tend to be run at a faster pace than 

steeplechases. The Prince of Wales is credited with the origin of hurdle racing when, in 1808, 
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he and his soldiers raced over sheep hurdles near Brighton (Munting 1987). The first hurdle 

race is thought to have taken place at Durdham Down, near Bristol, in 1821 and, by the mid-

nineteenth century, hurdle races were regular features at most race meetings (Vamplew and 

Kay, 2005 b). By 1882, hurdle races were regulated by the Jockey Club and had to be at least 

3 kilometres in distance, and the hurdles a minimum of 1 metre high. 

Jumps racing today 

In the twenty first century, jumps racing continues in 18 countries and four continents. Apart 

from England and Ireland, jumps racing comprises only a small part of overall thoroughbred 

racing. However, modern jumps racing has become embroiled in controversy about the 

welfare of both jockeys and horses, reflecting the inherent risks of injury or death associated 

with racing longer distances and jumping obstacles at speed. The broader public has become 

engaged in this polarised debate facilitated by widely distributed images and reports of horse 

injuries and fatalities, and the activities of animal activist and welfare organisations opposed 

to the activity. Advocates of jumps racing argue that horses love to race and jump and that 

these animals would be slaughtered if not for jumps racing. Opponents argue that horses have 

evolved to avoid, rather than jump obstacles, and that being injured or killed in a jumps race 

is not an acceptable alternative to the slaughterhouse.  

Humans and horses have now shared a coevolved relationship for more than 6,000 years. The 

diffusion of horse transport and horse-driven technological innovation have transformed 

agriculture, commerce and how humans value horses, helping to shape and form human 

societies and culture. The phenomena of jumps racing and the contemporary debate about 

merits of this activity and about the welfare of jumps horses, offers insight into the broader 

modern societal construction of animal identities and the continuing way in which human 

societies construct and change their values. In the next chapter, I introduce Australian 

thoroughbred racing and trace the origins of the Australian debate about jumps racing, as an 

example of changing values towards the use of horses for human entertainment. This 

provides the context for my subsequent field work and analysis of the past, present and future 

of Australian jumps racing.  
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Chapter 3:  Australian horse racing 

 The beginnings 

There were no horses in Australia before the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788. The first horses 

landed in Australia on the first day of British colonisation at Sydney Cove, on board the 

‘Lady Penrhyn’ on 26 January 1788, and comprised one stallion, one colt, three mares and 

two fillies, obtained in Cape Town, South Africa. The stallion and mares belonged to the 

government and the others were the personal property of the first governor of the colony, 

Arthur Phillip. A convict herdsman subsequently allowed these horses to escape the 

settlement and, by 1793, only the stallion and one mare were still alive (Pollard 1971). 

However, by 1798, Australia’s horse population had increased to 117 horses, predominantly 

in government and military use in the colony of New South Wales (NSW). The demand for 

horses was so great that some horses were imported illegally by influential settlers, such as 

the pastoralist, John MacArthur, and paymaster, William Cox. By 1802, MacArthur and Cox 

owned approximately 20 horses each, at a time when horses were still a scarce commodity in 

the new colony and valued at around £90 per horse (Lang 1834). For the first few years of the 

settlement, this scarcity of suitable horses prevented any rapid growth of horse racing. The 

first thoroughbred to arrive in Australia was ‘Young Rockingham’ in 1797, followed by the 

stallion, ‘Northumberland’ and an English mare in 1802, and ‘Washington’ and ‘Old Hector’ 

in 1803. ‘Shark’ was imported by Governor King in 1804, specifically to improve the quality 

of Australian horses by cross-breeding with the earlier horse imports, thereby improving their 

stamina and suitability for longer-distance travel as pastoralism expanded (Brasch 2014).  

Horse ownership in the early colony was a symbol of status and thoroughbred horses quickly 

became valued as status symbols in a society where many other traditional British symbols of 

status and class were not readily accessible or had little relevance (Brasch 2014). Owning a 

racehorse was a symbol of superior social standing and wealth. Colonial businessmen, 

gentlemen of fashion, landowners and sportsmen all sought to document the pedigrees of 

their prized thoroughbreds for breeding purposes, and often commissioned portraits from 

leading animal painters, such as Edward Winstanley and Joseph Fowles (State Library of 

NSW 2015).  

From 1810, the colonial administration under Governor Lachlan Macquarie actively 

promoted horse racing and other sporting events (Anonymous 1810). Part of Macquarie’s 



48 

 

metropolitan plan for Sydney included the reservation of Hyde Park as a recreational and 

amusement ground, and as a racecourse (Clark 1962). The building of a racecourse close to 

the town was deliberate. Macquarie was not attempting to promote horse racing for its own 

sake. In promoting these activities, Macquarie was both bringing some order to colonial 

recreation by confining it to specified periods, and also defining his role as governor 

(McLachlan 1967)1. In the new colony, where the climate, vegetation and geography were 

profoundly different from Britain, race meetings added to the aura of civilisation and 

preserved links to British traditions and societal structures. The governor and the wealthier 

settlers tried to establish themselves as colonial versions of Britain’s premodern gentry and 

adopted the behaviours and attitudes of this group. Regularising a social and recreational 

program controlled by the government contributed, in part, to maintaining the social control 

of early colonial society. Race meetings at Hyde Park became part of a programme of annual 

recreation.  

The first official Australian horse race meeting was held in Sydney in 1810 and attended by 

most of the 11,000 residents of Sydney Town, including military, government officials, 

convicts, ticket-of-leave holders and women. There is no evidence of betting, although it 

appears that in “the British tradition of the eighteenth century” (Peake 2013, p 122), 

sideshow activities were of more interest to the people than the racing (Freedman and Lemon 

1987). This launch of Australian racing was ‘lusty’, with much drinking and two official balls 

over the three days of racing, as well as less lavish balls for the nights of each day of racing 

(Pollard 1971). Macquarie banned drinking on or near the racecourse and the British practice 

of renting out booths to grog (alcohol) sellers was not adopted, which established an early 

difference between Australian and British racecourses (Anonymous1810). 

From this first race meeting, horse racing became a publicly prominent part of colonial life. 

In 1811, Macquarie declared a public holiday for all mechanics and labourers in government 

service, for all three days of the annual race carnival (Campbell 1811). Unofficial match races 

held along Parramatta Road and to Parramatta also became commonplace. These races were 

the province of ‘gentlemen riders’ and even the lieutenant governor and his wife attended 

                                                 
1 A week before departure for Australia, Macquarie received confidential instructions that emphasised what was required of 

him as governor. “The Great Objects of attention are to improve the Morals of the Colonists, to encourage Marriage, to 

provide for Education, to prohibit the Use of Spirituous Liquors, to increase the Agriculture and Stock, so as to ensure the 

Certainty of a full supply to the Inhabitants under all Circumstances.” 
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these match races (Anonymous 1811). In 1819, Governor Macquarie subsequently banned 

unauthorised race meetings, believing them to be outlets for low gambling and general 

misconduct, reflecting the significant amount of betting on unofficial races. Despite 

Macquarie’s ban, unofficial road match races continued.  

  Establishing racing clubs 

Since their inception, Australian race clubs have been politically well-connected. When 

Macquarie was replaced as governor in 1822, match racing rapidly became even more 

popular. In 1825, Macquarie’s replacement as governor, Sir Thomas Brisbane, attended a 

five-race meeting between Bellevue Hill and Woollahra at the hub of one of the major centres 

of unofficial road match races. This meeting was so successful that Brisbane became the 

patron of Australia’s first racing club, the Sydney Turf Club (STC), often referred to as the 

‘Australian Turf Club’ or the ‘Sydney Jockey Club’. Brisbane subsequently became labelled 

the ‘Father of Australian Turf’ (Freedman and Lemon 1987). By September of 1825, the club 

regulated how much weight each racehorse carried according to their prior race performance. 

This was the start of weight-based handicapping.  

In 1827, Governor Darling, successor to Brisbane, formed another racing club, the Australian 

Racing and Jockey Club (AJC), which held its meetings at Parramatta, in competition with 

the STC. This new club was supported by the arrival in NSW of Henry Rous (later member 

of the Jockey Club and steward; see Chapter 2). Rous imported the most expensive 

thoroughbred to reach the colony at that time, the aptly named ‘Emigrant’. In an initiative 

ahead of his time, Rous syndicated ‘Emigrant’ in a joint venture, offering shares at £16 each. 

Rous organised the first meeting of the AJC at Parramatta and was made a member of the 

club before returning to England to write the ‘Laws and Practice of Horseracing’, and to 

perfect the ‘weight for age’ racing scale for the Jockey Club (Freedman and Lemon 1987). 

By 1883, 192 country race clubs were registered to race under the AJC rules (Pollard 1971). 

Horse racing spread quickly to other Australian colonies. Tasmania’s first organised flat races 

occurred in 1814 at Newtown, near Hobart, with the first steeplechase and hurdle races 

beginning in 1838. Victoria’s first official races were held in March of 1838, three years after 

the colony’s founding, on an especially marked-out course at Batman's Hill in Melbourne. 

Flemington Racecourse opened in March of 1840. The first race in Adelaide, 

South Australia’s capital city, was also held in 1838 when the colony had a population of 
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2,000, less than a year after the city was founded. Colonel Light, popularly regarded as the 

city’s founder, and James Hurtle Fisher, first Lord Mayor of Adelaide and later, president of 

the Legislative Council, acted as stewards. In 1843, the year after free settlement was 

permitted in the colony, Queensland’s first recorded race meeting was held at Cooper’s Plains 

for the prize money of £147 (Pollard 1971). The first Western Australian race meetings were 

held in 1833 with Timor ponies shipped in from the island of Timor, and thoroughbred racing 

commenced in 1836. 

 The colonial economy and horse racing 

In 1851, Edward Hargraves discovered a 'grain of gold' in a waterhole named Ophir, near 

Bathurst, NSW. His discovery and the resultant ‘gold rushes’ resulted in dramatic changes to 

the established economic and social fabric of the colonies. The first change was a large 

permanent addition to the population that accelerated the growth of the local market and 

workforce, and disturbed the social balance of the previous decades. The Australian colonial 

population grew rapidly from 80,000 to 250,000 in 1854 and, by 1858, to 500,000 (McCarty 

and Schedvin1974; Vamplew 1987). Over the same period, the Australian horse population 

trebled with horses required for work, transport and haulage (Brasch 2014). 

The discovery of gold significantly affected horse racing. When gold was also discovered in 

Victoria in 1851, South Australian racing went into decline following an exodus of the 

population to the Victorian goldfields. Racing in NSW was also significantly altered by the 

gold rushes as its population left towns, like Sydney, for the Australian goldfields near 

Bathurst, or Victoria. Crowds became smaller and some towns abandoned their annual races. 

Race fields were small, there were not enough jockeys and many of the ‘gentleman owners’ 

of the 1840s had disappeared. Even the AJC was left without funds for its next meeting. It 

was not until 1855 that Sydney racing revived in popularity, coincidently with an increase in 

Sydney’s population and the first train bringing passengers to a race meeting from Sydney to 

Parramatta. The gold rush also fuelled inflation and prize money increased from the 

government where they provided prizes of £100 in 1850 to nearly £2,000 in stakes money at 

the AJC Homebush meeting of 1857. At that meeting, for the first time, bookmakers took 

bets at the course, rather than the more usual practice of betting taking place away from the 

meeting. In 1858, the private betting club, known later as Tattersall’s, was formed and, by 

1860, the AJC declared that racing could not flourish without the support of betting 

(Freedman and Lemon 1987). In contrast to NSW, Victorian horse racing expanded during 
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the gold rush period. In the space of one decade, racing in Victoria rivalled and then 

surpassed that of NSW. In Victoria, “gentlemen set the foundations for racing, gold brought 

wealth and an instant population, and geography made Melbourne the central point for the 

Australian colonies and the centre for Australian racing in little more than twenty years” 

(Freedman and Lemon 1987, p 226). Almost 50 new Victorian racecourses were established, 

all offering good prize money, with the richest clubs located in the wealthy gold rush towns 

of Ballarat and Bendigo. 

This gold rush period from 1860-1870 saw a dramatic increase in the numbers of people 

involved in horse racing, as well as the capital invested in the sport. Horse racing became 

increasingly professionalised, no longer merely a recreation for wealthy gentlemen owners 

and riders. In 1869, the Victorian Racing Club (VRC) employed a paid handicapper at an 

annual salary of £250, who was expected to travel to Sydney to inspect horses’ racing 

performance to determine how much weight each would carry in a race. By 1890, standard 

riding fees were set for jockeys and the additional risks of jumping races were recognised by 

officials, such as George Watson, who gave 30% of stakes’ winnings to his jumping jockeys 

(Freedman and Lemon 1987). Gradually, race tracks became fenced, rather than circular 

tracks with no boundary, and regulatory control of racing across Victoria became centralised 

in the VRC. 

A key characteristic of nineteenth century Australian racing was the speed at which 

developments in British racing were implemented in Australia; for example, replacement of 

heat races by sweepstakes handicaps; the appearance of fully-fenced and railed racecourses; 

general admission charges and the establishment of differentially-priced enclosures and 

grandstands; the ascent of principal clubs into regulators and administrators; the creation of 

betting rings; the advent of taxation and legislation affecting racing (Peake 2013). Early 

Australian racing maintained the British tradition of the amateur gentleman rider, who rode 

his own horse in a race. The gentlemen “created the big race clubs, set the standards and tried 

(occasionally) in vain to keep the game fair” (Peake 2013, p 122). A gentleman rider might 

be an aristocrat, a country landowner, a military officer or someone who had risen to wealth 

in the new colonies. As in Britain, amateur riding was a significant part of thoroughbred 

racing. The ‘meeting of gentlemen’ that established the Turf Club of South Australia on 

28 August 1838 included the most prominent colonists of the time and, consequently, secured 

government support for early prize money which enabled the building of a grandstand and the 
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enclosure of the home straight and track. Members of the elite colonial Melbourne Club, 

including Henry Gisborne, Francis Vignoles, John Wood and George Watson (also secretary 

of the Melbourne Hunt Club) formed the VRC from the amalgamation in 1864 of the Victoria 

Jockey Club and the Port Phillip Turf Club. For many of these early racing officials, “races 

became opportunities for displaying power and status, prestige was gained from victory and 

gentleman owners could also ride their own horses” (Freedman and Lemon 1987, p 126). 

The nineteenth century was also characterised by intense interstate rivalry between NSW and 

Victoria. By 1849, interstate race competition was well established with Victorian and NSW 

horses competing against each other for significant stakes, including a ‘one-off’ match race 

for £1,000 in 1857. This interstate rivalry was so intense that regulations for interstate races 

became increasingly standardised. Organising committees were appointed well before race 

meetings were held, starting times for races were stated in advance, Jockey Club rules were 

followed, entries had to be made in advance and the colour of jockeys’ silks and names also 

notified to officials in advance.  

Despite the many similarities between British and Australian racing, Australia did not follow 

the British tradition of reserving particular racecourses for jumps racing. Rather, Australian 

jumps racing was conducted on flat racing courses adapted for that purpose. Usually a jumps 

track lay inside the course proper or a steeple lane left it and rejoined it in the back straight. 

Only a few steeplechase courses, like those at the Victorian regional towns of Warrnambool 

and Colac, were truly cross-country. By the early twentieth century (1906), Sydney, with a 

population of less than half a million, staged more race meetings (236 annually) than all of 

the UK, with a population of 40 million. This constant racing was another key departure from 

the UK model (Peake 2013). Later in the nineteenth century, the enclosed course, entry fees, 

the starting gate and the totaliser (the machine used for calculating betting odds, for 

calculating pay-off odds and displaying them, and producing tickets based on incoming bets), 

all made their appearance in Australian racing ahead of their British counterparts (Freedman 

and Lemon 1987) . The clearest break from the British racing model came with the 

Melbourne Cup which, within a few years of its inauguration in 1861, became acknowledged 

as the premier ‘flat’ race in Australia. Previously, major races took their titles from the 

English classics, even though the scarcity of high-quality thoroughbreds in the colonies 

forced them into handicaps, rather than events at equal weights. The Melbourne Cup openly 

acknowledged the Australian situation of a scarcity of high-quality thoroughbreds. The race 
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was run as a handicap, with better horses carrying higher weights. It attracted owners because 

it offered good prize money and increased betting interest with its handicap system 

(Freedman and Lemon 1987; Pollard 1971). 

In 1879, South Australia became the first Australian colony to legalise the totaliser or ‘tote’ 

(Freedman and Lemon 1987). The aim of legalising the totaliser was to do away with 

bookmakers from the racecourse. Betting at the racecourse was a relatively new phenomenon. 

Opponents of the totaliser claimed that it “would force wealthy men of the turf to make their 

investments on the same terms as a lot of office boys and other people” (South Australian 

Parliament 1879). But by 1881, the totaliser had gained popularity and Adelaide was 

relatively prosperous, which meant more races, an improved standard of racing and greater 

public interest in the sport (Freedman and Lemon 1990). As the totaliser flourished, there was 

a marked increase in the number of race meetings and, with this, tote income. But the 

South Australian parliament was uncomfortable with the rise in betting, and particularly with 

rumours that even women were betting (South Australia Parliament 1882). In 1883, the 

parliamentary opponents of gambling prevailed and the South Australian parliament 

legislated to ban both bookmakers and the totaliser. Racing in South Australia was now 

entangled in the politics of gambling and almost came to a halt. The flow-on effects of the 

parliamentary ban were severe, with nearly 3,000 racehorses leaving South Australia for the 

eastern states, and many breeders moved their studs to Victoria. In 1885, even the Adelaide 

Cup, South Australia’s premier race, was transferred to Flemington in Victoria. It was not 

until the balance of power in parliament shifted to those unopposed to gambling in 1888 that 

the totaliser was reintroduced and betting was again legalised. The subsequent effect on the 

South Australian economy was profound and estimated at about £200, 000 per year 

(Vamplew 1983).  

 Class and status  

Although wealth and social position have always been integral to participation in horse 

racing, there is a lack of systematic scholarship on how class and status contributed to the 

character and nature of Australian sport, especially throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. This is surprising, given that class and status divides in sport in general, and in 

horse racing in particular, were typically more pronounced in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries than they are today (Adair 2011).  
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On the Australian racecourse, the model for nineteenth century social and class distinction 

was that of the AJC at Randwick Race Course, Sydney. In the 1890s, patrons paid 

one shilling for admission to the flat areas inside the course enclosed by the running rail. For 

an additional two shillings, spectators were admitted to the St. Ledger section on the opposite 

side of the course enclosed by the running rail. For a further 10 shillings, spectators were 

admitted to the paddock section, an area closer to the winning post, where horses could be 

seen before they raced and as they were being saddled. The paddock included a grandstand 

that gave patrons a panoramic view of the course. The prime positions were reserved for AJC 

members, divided by a wooden railing that protected them from being too close to the general 

public, and they also had an official stand that gave them the best view of the course. For an 

additional one guinea fee, the public could enter this area and there were further areas 

restricted to men only and members only. For a labourer, this amount was equivalent to about 

three days’ pay. If money was the basis for class distinction in the Australian colonies, it was 

most apparent on the racecourses (Adair 2011). 

Within less than a century from the first European settlement, horse racing had become a 

well-organised, well-regulated and highly visible sport. It was a sport where people from the 

full spectrum of the socio-economic scale met and participated to some degree. Regardless, 

class and gender differences were maintained, with the governor and his party in the 

grandstand insulated from those of lower social status on the flat and the hill. Ladies 

restricted their promenading to the area in front of the grandstand, and “while women could 

wager a pair of gloves with each other, it was unacceptable for them to bet with a bookmaker 

or wager significant sums of money – they were there as an adornment, to add elegance and 

respectability to what was clearly intended as male sport” (O’Hara 1994, p 96). Other class 

differences were apparent. Although all levels of society might meet on the course, places of 

refuge for the wealthy were in the stands, with entry fees ensuring, if not social homogeneity, 

then at least economic homogeneity. In the celebrations that followed victory, class 

differences were emphasised even further. The winning owner was feted, not the trainer or 

jockey; the winning jockey was simply an employee doing his job. Sport, in particular racing, 

actually heightened the class and gender distinctions and “although racing claimed to be the 

sport of kings and Australian racecourses welcomed the participation at all social levels, 

control of the sport (and most of its spoils) was held firmly in the hands of the colonial 

gentry” (O’Hara 1994, p 96). 
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 Importing tradition and culture 

The code of the English sporting gentleman, incorporating the links between horse sports, 

cavalry and the English gentleman rider, were recreated in Australia (Mantle 2004). If 

thoroughbred horses were expensive symbols of wealth in colonial Australia, so too was 

participation in sports, such as horse racing, hunting and polo. It was especially hunting that 

marked out its participants as exclusive, and the timing and location of hunts restricted 

attendance. Hunting helped to transplant British ideals and ideologies (Stoddart 1988). 

Although hunting was not amenable to total reconstruction in the English model, hunt clubs 

provided a sense of traditional continuity in the new environment, and the re-enactment of 

familiar social activities, despite an initial lack of foxes (Mantle 2004). Mid-week cross-

country race meetings and hunting were organised for the leisured elite and the use of private 

properties enabled social vetting of both players and spectators. Hunt clubs also raced cross-

country on a regular calendar basis. Hunting was a natural ally for jumps racing and some of 

the best of the early steeplechase horses had graduated from the hunt field. Hunt club race 

meetings were held at major racecourses and featured jumping races, such as steeplechases 

and hurdles, which gave opportunities to the gentleman riders to ride their own horses 

(Lemon 2013).  

The close links between hunting and thoroughbred racing also provided a source of 

administrators for early Australian thoroughbred racing. The membership list of the Adelaide 

Hunt Club of the 1840s suggest that members were almost exclusively part of the Adelaide 

gentry (Mantle 2004). George Watson, perhaps the most influential member of the first 

committee of the VRC, was a racehorse owner, committee man and an official race starter. 

His main interest was in steeplechasing where he was an outstanding amateur rider and 

successful owner. In 1853, he founded the Melbourne Hunt Club and developed the best pack 

of hounds in the colony of Victoria, hunting red deer imported by Thomas Chirnside. The 

first Sydney Hunt Club races were held at Randwick in 1873 for gentleman amateur riders to 

compete and ride their own ‘hunter’ horses. The Sydney Hunt Club conducted hunts around 

Sydney and held races at Randwick over the years from 1877 to 1905, as the Sydney 

Amateur Turf Club, with the objective of promoting jumping races. In 1888, the Brisbane 

Hunt Club organised a race meeting at Eagle Farm.  

Hunt club race meetings and point-to-point races flourished, especially in Victoria and 

South Australia, and maintained a close association with thoroughbred racing clubs. Hunt 
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clubs routinely held race meetings at Melbourne’s metropolitan race courses on Saturdays 

and Wednesdays until 1930. Until 1940, each of the four extant Victorian Hunt Clubs held a 

metropolitan race meeting for amateur owners and riders, where horses had hunted. In 1946, 

the Victorian government introduced legislation that cut the Hunt Club race meetings to two 

metropolitan meetings per year and, by 1958, the popularity of these meetings with the public 

and competitors had waned to such an extent that Melbourne’s Hunt Club race meetings 

ceased (Adams 2012).  

 Australian jumps racing 

The first documented jumps race in Sydney was a steeplechase of five miles, cross country 

from Botany Bay to Coogee in 1832. The winning horse was owned by Sir Edward Deas 

Thompson, chair of the Executive and Legislative Council of NSW and, later, chief secretary 

and chairman of the AJC for 20 years (Pollard 1971). Steeplechasing quickly spread to the 

other colonies, beginning in Tasmania in 1838 and in Victoria in 1840 five years after the 

settlement of Melbourne and two decades before the Melbourne Cup (Lemon 2013). In 1846, 

Adelaide’s first jumping race, the Grand Adelaide Steeplechase, was held at Glen Osmond 

and attended by large crowds, including the governor and members of the Legislative Council 

(Adams 2012). By the 1860s, jumps racing had spread north to Queensland and by 1873, 

Perth in Western Australia, with a population of only 5,000, held its first steeplechase.  

Two places and two events quickly became national focal points for jumps racing. These 

were the annual Easter Racing Carnival, held at the township of Oakbank in the Adelaide 

Hills in South Australia, and the Warrnambool Racing Carnival, held annually in May in the 

township of Warrnambool, in the south-west of Victoria. These two locations have been of 

historic and symbolic importance to jumps racing from their earliest to present times.  

The link between jumps racing and specific locations such as Oakbank and Warrnambool 

remain to this current day, as examples of what Tuan (1974) called ‘topophilia’. Jumps racing 

is both the product of deep attachment to specific places and a source of this attachment. 

Tuan’s concept presents a general framework for considering the different ways that humans 

develop a love of place, and the ways in which these affective geographical attachments are 

often associated with a sense of personal or social identity. Topophilia can involve human 

perceptions, attitudes and values, that are associated with political, economic or social 

environments. Topophilia also involves how people perceive and structure their worlds, and 
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the interactions of culture and environment, including both personal and social belief systems 

(Tuan 1974). The concept of topophilia has strong relevance to this present study of jumps 

racing, on at least two distinct scales.  

First, at the scale of the nation-state, topophilia is related closely to processes of nationalism 

in which horses have a far from insignificant part. Mantle (2004) uses the concept of 

topophilia, to explain the development of affective bonds to national geographies, through the 

literary culture of nostalgia expressed by late eighteenth century Australian writers. Mantle 

associates this expressed literary nostalgia for the past with an enhanced climate of Australian 

nationalism and patriotism, at a time of social and technical upheaval, industrial changes, rail 

and road extensions, and improved communications. Jumps racing forms part of the wider 

relevance of horses and horse racing in the topophilia that underpins this emerging sense of 

Australian nationalism captured in the poetry of that time, for example, Adam Lindsay 

Gordon and A B Paterson (Country Arts 2014, Kramer 1972, Paterson 1917).  

Second, topophilia is integral to jumps racing at the scale of specific locales in which this 

activity takes place. In this sense both Oakbank and Warrnambool are regarded as ‘topohilic 

locations’ of Australian jumps racing, promoting a strong sense of place and nostalgic 

memories of a golden age of jumps racing, representing special places as ‘home grounds’ of 

jumps racing in each state and hosting iconic jumps races. Both the Easter Oatbank Racing 

Carnival and the May Warrnambool Racing Carnival are special events for their local 

communities, generating significant revenue and attracting large numbers of visitors. 

Together, Oakbank and Warrnambool share many of those characteristics that Bale (1993) 

describes as marking sports grounds as particularly topohilic.  

Special places 

Oakbank is a small town in the Adelaide hills, about 30 km from the city of Adelaide, with a 

population around 450 people (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011). The Oakbank Race 

course is in the middle of the town and is picturesque. The Club maintains traditional 

obstacles such as live hedges, as well as a fixed ‘fallen log’, that are jumped in steeplechases. 

The annual Easter Racing Carnival is widely promoted as a family day and picnic race 

meeting. Family picnics on the lawns are a traditional Oakbank activity. In addition to horse 

racing, there are a variety of other entertainments including sideshows and carnival rides, 
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Easter egg hunts for children, food and alcohol stalls and ‘fashions on the field’ competitions 

for the public. The Club traditionally allows patrons and children onto the race track itself, 

including playing games such as football. Patrons are also permitted into the horse stalls area, 

in very close proximity to the horses. The infrastructure such as ‘grandstands’ date back to 

the 1880s. Underneath the grandstand, in a public area, the Club maintains a wall of horse 

shoes, taken from previous winners of the Great Eastern steeplechase. The Club also issues a 

race book for each day of the carnival that is a guide to horses entered, and which also 

contains short stories about previous winners of Oakbank’s jumps races. Traditionally, 

winners of the steeplechases are presented with their trophies by the Governor of South 

Australia. The Onkaparinga Racing Club (Oakbank Racing Club) held its first race meeting 

in 1876, including a steeplechase of over two and a half miles, for stakes of around £20. In 

1877, the steeplechase was renamed the Great Eastern Steeplechase and its distance increased 

to three miles. By 1880, Oakbank had a small grandstand and a totaliser. When a railway link 

to the Adelaide Hills opened in 1883, attendance at the Oakbank Easter carnival increased to 

8,000 people, as many as the South Australian Jockey Club (SAJC) could get for its Adelaide 

Cup. By 1885, the governor attended. Between the years of 1883 to 1885, the beneficiary of 

the South Australian ban on racecourse gambling (see Section 3.3), was the Onkaparinga 

Racing Club (Oakbank Racing Club) and it’s Easter Racing Carnival. Freedman and Lemon 

(1990, p 328) claim that only the Melbourne Cup could boast a larger crowd than Oakbank 

on Easter Monday, stating that: 

To this day, Oakbank is unique, a relic of the style of racing that was common in 

nineteenth Century Australia, preserving a sense of the carnival, when the annual race 

meeting was high festival, the one great social gathering of every country district, 

when the days of the distance race was the rule not the exception. 

With the parliamentary ban on the tote, Alfred von Doussa, secretary of the Onkaparinga 

Racing Club, increased the stakes money for the Great Eastern to £200. Despite the ban on 

bookmaking and the totaliser in 1887, von Doussa allowed a tote to operate at the Easter 

meeting and even placed the first bet. The tote took £3,220 on the day and, although charged 

by the police, von Doussa received only a token fine. The 1888 meeting was even more 

successful, with attendance boosted by a large NSW contingent of men and horses from 

Broken Hill, who utilised the services of illegal bookmakers. With the return of the tote in 

1889, the Great Eastern Steeplechase prize money was increased to £500 and the crowd was 
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estimated to have reached 12,000, more than the total number attending the SAJC’s Adelaide 

Cup. At this meeting, the tote took more than £7,000, also exceeding tote takings at the 

Adelaide Cup. Oakbank was such “an institution by this time that it defied economic gravity 

and trampled on theories of attracting crowds to race courses” (Freedman and Lemon 1990, 

p 329). By 1890, the crowd reached around 20,000 and, by 1896, the prize money for the 

Great Eastern reached £1,000, comparable with the richest jump races in Victoria, drawing 

prominent Victorian racehorse owners, such as the Manifold family, to Oakbank. Despite the 

economic slump of the 1890s, the tote grew in strength, such that, on Easter Monday of 1897, 

Oakbank passed £21,634 through its tote (Norwood 1897). 

Warrnambool is a regional centre on the south west coast of Victoria about 270 km from 

Melbourne. The population of Warrnambool is approximately 34,000 people (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics 2016). The Warrnambool Racing Club is itself is located around 1.5 km 

from the city centre of Warrnambool and is an expansive, flat, race track located amongst 

Warrnambool’s central suburbs. Unlike Oakbank, the obstacles are manmade panels erected 

before each jumps race. The steeplechase course loops around the race track and doubles 

back on itself. The Club holds around 20 meetings a year. The May Carnival is held over 3 

days, on a Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. The Thursday, Brierly steeplechase day, is a 

local public holiday in Warrnambool.  The carnival attracts a crowd of around 40, 000 people 

over the 3 days of racing. Unlike Oakbank, there are no ancillary attractions, and the carnival 

consists of 3 days of racing with jumps racing on each day. Like Oakbank, there are race 

books for each race day including stories of previous races and famous former winners of 

these events. Before the major jumps races, a former (horse) winner parades in front of the 

crowd.  

Horse racing was first held in Warrnambool in1848, eight months after the city was 

proclaimed. The first steeplechase was run on 13 June 1872, when the Warrnambool Winter 

Steeplechase Meeting was introduced with all jumping races, for the prize money of £100, in 

addition to a £3 sweepstakes. Nearly 4,000 people attended, with Melbourne bookmakers 

arriving by steamship from Melbourne (Pollard 1971). In 1890, a train from Melbourne 

reached Warrnambool, making transport to the races easy and comfortable and, consequently, 

the steeplechase attracted even larger crowds and bookmakers to the meeting. In 1895, this 

race became known as the Grand Annual Steeplechase and became an annual holiday for the 

town, a tradition that has been maintained into the twenty first century. By 1904, 
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improvements in the form of new buildings and amenities, as well as changing the direction 

of racing from right to left handed, attracted a crowd of 12,000 to the winter meeting. The 

Grand Annual continues today as the longest horse race in Australia at 5,000 meters and 

involving 33 fences.  

The years between 1900 and 1920 were regarded as ‘boom years’ for jumps racing 

(Freedman and Lemon 1990). At the outbreak of World War 1, there were 636 jumps races 

held in Australia, and more than 50% of these were in Victoria (Adams 2012), a strong hold 

of jumps racing. From 1920 to 1950, Australian jumps racing gradually became confined to 

Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania. Jumps racing ceased in Queensland in 1923, only 60 

years after it began. The hot humid climate of Queensland, the high energy demands of 

jumping and the longer distances of jumps racing, proved fundamentally unsuited to the 

physiology of horses, who lose metabolic heat through evaporative heat loss or sweating. 

Consequently, few horses competed in Queensland jumps races and public interest waned. In 

New South Wales, public interest in jumps racing also progressively waned over the period 

1920 to 1940. By 1931, steeplechasing was no longer conducted in metropolitan Sydney and 

in 1941, hurdle races also ended in Sydney, reflecting the combined effects of the wartime 

environment and lack of public interest in hurdle racing (McManus, Albrecht and Graham 

2013).  

The decades between 1950 and 1980 marked a period when both Australian thoroughbred 

racing and jumps racing underwent significant change. Short, fast sprinting flat races for high 

prize money for two-year-old horses over distances of less than a mile, such as the Golden 

Slipper and the Blue Diamond Stakes, were introduced and proved extremely popular with 

the racing public. In 1976, the traditional connections between the amateur gentleman rider, 

hunting and horse racing ended when the final Hunt Club steeplechase for qualified hunters 

and amateur riders was held at Moonee Valley and the Adelaide Hunt Club Cup, the last 

remaining race in South Australia for amateur riders, was run for the last time. In the same 

year, the Victorian Labour party introduced a policy to ban jumps racing. Concurrently, the 

Victorian branch of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) 

commenced a campaign to ban jumps racing (see Table 3.1). By 1977, support for jumps 

racing had eroded to such an extent within racing itself that the Victorian Amateur Turf Club 

(VATC) wrote to the Victorian Racing Club and expressed its desire to abandon jumps racing 

at its metropolitan Moonee Valley course, citing poor crowds, low numbers of starters and 
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poor betting interest in these races (The Canberra Times 1977). In response, the Victoria 

Racing Club initiated a review of jumps racing, the first of what was to be six reviews of the 

sport over the next 20 years.  

 A history of changing values 

From its inception, jumps racing, especially steeplechasing, has invited opposition to its use 

of horses for human entertainment, reflecting the inherently risky combination of jumping, 

speed and long-distance racing. This combination of speed and distance is associated with 

frequent accidents and injuries to both horses and jockeys, including fatal accidents 

(McManus, Albrecht and Graham 2013). In 1849, the British House of Commons considered 

whether it should legislate to ban steeplechasing, a debate that was subsequently lampooned 

in the Australian press of the time as a waste of time (Anonymous 1849). In Australia, the 

revered poet Banjo Paterson, described steeplechasing as horse-and-man slaughter as early as 

1917 (Paterson 1917).  

The Victorian branch of the RSPCA was established in Melbourne in 1871 to address the 

concerns about the welfare of horses in Victoria at a time when horses were a routine part of 

daily life in both urban and rural communities, for work, haulage and transport (Wirth, 2015, 

pers comm). Even during the boom decades of jumps racing in the 1920s, the RSPCA 

questioned whether steeplechases should be abolished, although they eventually concluded 

that “the fences were indeed practicable for a good horse with a good heart” (Anonymous 

1922). In 1924, the RSPCA wrote to the VRC and Victorian Amateur Turf Club (VATC), 

asking them to abolish steeplechasing because of the risks to human and animal life. In their 

letter, the society pointed out that rarely is there a steeplechase in which all competitors finish 

and suggested that “the punter will get a better run for his money by substituting flat races” 

(Anonymous 1927). This marked, perhaps, the earliest of arguments by opponents of 

Australian jumps racing, about the lethal combination of speed, distance and jumping.  

In 1935, the public death of the popular champion jumps horse, Redditch, during a jumps 

race, heralds the start of an ongoing public narrative, largely conducted in metropolitan 

newspapers, about the safety of jumps racing and the deaths of horses. Redditch was a crowd 

favourite, a handsome hero who was ‘brim full of courage’ and his death was made visible to 

the general public through film and press images, including cinematographic footage of his 

fatal fall (McManus 2016). Letters to the editors of major newspapers called for change. The 
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death of Redditch, the popular hero, brought change to jumps racing in the form of new brush 

fences across all Australian states, replacing the hard, unforgiving, wooden panel fences.  

In the wake of such media exposure and public awareness, the deaths of jumps horses were 

called the ‘price of cruelty’ by the public in letters to the Editor of the South Australian News 

and there was a call in 1945 for the abandonment of the Oakbank Great Eastern Steeplechase 

from the RSPCA (Price of Cruelty 1945). In 1950, the RSPCA again wrote to the VRC 

recommending that steeplechase fences be lowered by at least six inches. The VRC refused 

and ridiculed the RSPCA, claiming that their suggestion to lower the height of fences would 

simply contribute to a further deterioration of steeplechasers (Grundy 1945). But calls to 

abolish jumps racing, especially in South Australia, continued in the popular press (Sellen 

1950). In 1954, the SAJC rejected a public call to terminate jumps races, claiming the hurdle 

and steeplechase races attracted many more people to the race-day meetings and that “all the 

glamour would be removed if there were no jumping races” (News 1954). In 1968, the 

RSPCA asked the VRC for a report on jumping races, including the fate of seriously injured 

horses, because of their concerns about the high numbers of horses killed in jumping events. 

By 1977, the number of horses killed in jumps races had reached a total of 18 for the 

Victorian season and the RSPCA again lobbied the VRC on behalf of the horses, claiming 

that the horses were not getting a fair deal (The Canberra Times 1977).  

The period from 1970 to 1980 was one of rapid social, demographic, political and 

technological change in Australia. Most of Australia’s population of 12 million people lived 

in cities. Technological innovations, such as floppy discs, personal computers and digital 

printers changed the speed and nature of communication and information dissemination. The 

first Boeing 747 aircraft were brought into Australian service enabling faster long-distance air 

transport. This was also a period in which Australian academic scholars gained international 

prominence. In 1975, the ethicist, Peter Singer, published Animal Liberation, popularised the 

term “speciesism”, to describe the practice of privileging humans over other animals, and 

argue for the equal consideration of the interests of all sentient beings (Table 3.1). With the 

interest surrounding this book, the scene was set for an increased public awareness of animal 

sentience and debate about animal cruelty. New Australian animal activist and advocacy 

organisations, such as Animal Liberation were established and Singer later cofounded 

Animals Australia, and was also a founding member of the political Greens’ Party (Animals 

Australia 2017).  
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The Australian Constitution does not specifically address animal welfare matters and, 

historically, the Commonwealth's role in this area has not been a significant one. However, 

during the 1980s in Australia, there were a number of important initiatives by both Federal 

and State governments in relation to animal welfare. Although the Federal government has 

limited legal powers in this area, in 1984 it initiated a national enquiry into animal welfare by 

a senate select committee. The scope of the committee’s enquiry was very broad and included 

live sheep exports, intensive livestock farming, the use of animals in research, as well as the 

use of animals in entertainment. Reflecting the diffusion of changed social values and 

attitudes towards animals, the committee’s discussions (on live sheep exports) considered the 

balance between the competing values of economic development and animal welfare, 

drawing on a range of ethical and moral philosophers, including Peter Singer (a witness 

before the committee on two occasions), Mary Midgely and Tom Regan. In 1985, the 

committee concluded that “if a decision were to be made on the future of the trade purely on 

animal welfare grounds, there is enough evidence to stop the trade. The trade is, in many 

respects, inimical to good animal welfare” (Senate Select Committee on Animal Welfare, 

1985 p 93). 

In May 1988, the committee began an inquiry into the animal welfare aspects of the racing 

industry (thoroughbreds, greyhounds and harness racing) as part of its more general reference 

on the question of animal welfare in Australia. The committee tabled an interim report in 

June 1990 and presented its final report in August 1991 in which they found: 

serious concerns about the welfare of horses participating in jump races. These 

concerns are based on the significant probability of a horse suffering serious injury or 

even death as a result of participating in these events and, in particular, 

steeplechasing. This concern is exacerbated by evidence suggesting that, even with 

improvements to the height and placing of jumps, training and education, the fatality 

rate would remain constant. The Committee, therefore, can only conclude that there is 

an inherent conflict between these activities and animal welfare. Accordingly, the 

Committee is of the view that relevant State Governments should phase out jumps 

racing over the next three years (Senate Select Committee on Animal Welfare 1991, 

p 24). 
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Although a minority of committee members contested these findings, jumps racing and the 

welfare of horses involved in this activity, were placed under national and political scrutiny 

in an environment where influential animal advocates, ethicists and scholars had directly 

participated in and helped to shape the policy debate and report findings.  

In 1997, the NSW parliament banned jumps racing (Table 3.1). The ban was introduced into 

the NSW parliament by the Australian Democrats Party and narrowly passed by two votes, as 

part of a broader package of animal protection measures. This ban had little practical effect, 

given that NSW jumps racing had effectively ceased in 1941. But the ban remains both 

politically and socially significant. Influenced by Singer, Greens’ Party animal welfare 

policies resonated with the urbanised Sydney population, gaining popular support. As a large 

modern city, horses were no longer a routine part of the urban landscape in Sydney, and 

horses were now peri-urban dwellers (RIRDC 2015). For Sydney’s residents, their 

contemporary knowledge and contact with horses was now frequently mediated by images in 

the popular media. NSW remains the only state in Australia to ban jumps racing. However, in 

2007, Tasmanian jumps racing also ceased, put on hold by Tasmanian racing authorities 

following an internal review. By 2006, the Tasmania jumps racing season was confined to the 

north-eastern parts of Tasmania and crowd numbers had dwindled. Almost all of the horses 

were Victorian, the racecourse and infrastructure were poorly maintained and deemed a 

significant safety risk for both jockeys and horses. By 2007, South Australia and Victoria 

remained the only Australian states to conduct jumps races (Table 3.1).  
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  Event Comments 

1975: Peter Singer publishes Animal Liberation Awareness of animal sentience and rise of animal activism 

1976: Victorian Labour party policy to ban jumps racing     
         RSPCA Victoria starts campaign to ban jumps racing 

Political opposition to jumps racing based on horse welfare established in Vic 

1978: Society for the Promotion of Jumps Racing formed First industry body for jumps racing  

1984: The Australia Jumping Racing Association established (AJRA) Society for the Promotion of Jumps Racing becomes the Australia Jumping Racing 
Association (AJRA) 

1997: The Greens Party NSW introduce a Bill to ban jumps racing Jumps racing is banned in NSW, the only state to do so 

1998: Racing Victoria reviews jumps racing to: 

• develop a balanced jumping programme,  

• improve the quantity and quality of jumping fields 

• address and review all safety issues in order to minimize risks associated 
with jumps racing, thus improving its image 

• increase on-course and off-course gambling turnover in jumping events 

• review costs relating to the conduct of jumps racing 
 

Outcomes included:  

• implementation of official hurdle schools and trials  

• a jumping database to identify potential problems, and trends with regard to incidents 
jumps races programmed in the early part of a race day, on most occasions as race one 

2001: Victorian Advocates for Animals start an anti-jump racing campaign Increased public opposition to jumps racing 

2002: Racing Victoria reviews all aspects of jumping racing in Victoria, 
including: 

• welfare and safety of hurdle and steeplechase horses and jumping riders 

• economics of jumping racing including impact on participants, racing 
clubs, local communities (e.g. Warrnambool) 

• the jumping racing program (race dates and the number of races 

• the racecourses on which jumping racing is conducted 
 

Outcomes included: 

• adoption of standard hurdles throughout the state 

• minimum distance for hurdle races set at 3,200 metres 

• horses failing to finish in a jumping race be vetted  

• horses that jump and/or perform poorly required to school to the satisfaction of the 
stewards before racing again in a jumping race 

• jumps trainers must be licensed and pass a specific jumps related test. 

• workshops for jumping jockeys at least twice a year  

• a data base of incidents in jumping races to enable analyse to see if any particular 
racecourses / obstacles are responsible for a higher incidence of falls 

• boots on horses’ forelegs made compulsory in jumping races 

2005 Racing Victoria reviews jumps racing including: 

• the economic and social value of jumps racing and impact on racing 
participants, racing clubs and communities 

• the relevance of jumps racing taking into account the views of 
proponents, animal welfare organizations and the wider community. 

 

RVL declares its confidence in the long-term future of jumps racing. 
RVL appoints a ‘Manager – Jumps Racing’  
The role and the on-going relationship between AJRA and racing Victoria is defined 
New Mark III obstacles at all Victorian Jumping venues. 
 

2006: Last Tasmanian jumps race is held South Australia and Victoria remain as the only states conducting jumps racing  

2007:12 horse deaths in Victoria 
Tas racing decides to suspend jumps racing following an internal enquiry 

Jumps racing ceases in Tasmania due to poor participation rates and lack of interest 
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  Event Comments 

2008: 14 jumps horse deaths for the season (trials and race deaths) 
Animals Australia presents “Jumps racing submission to Victorian Members of 
Parliament” 
Judge David Jones delivers his independent report on Victorian jumps racing 
 

Jumps racing continues.  
Key recommendations in Jones report include: 

• establishing a Jumps Review Panel that reviews all jumps races 

• only racing on slow to heavy rated tracks 

• maximum field size of 14 horses 

• minimum weight of 64 kg to be carried 

• an obviously fatigued and out of contention horse to be retired from the race 

• mandatory jump training and qualifications for jockeys and trainers 

2009: 11 horse deaths in the Victorian jumps season 
Racing Victoria suspends jumps racing following the deaths of 3 horses at the 
Warrnambool May carnival and announces a two-year transition plan to phase 
out jumps racing 

Minister Rob Hulls says the “death of any horse is not an acceptable by-product of racing 
and the rate of deaths so far this season is unsustainable” (the Age, May 7, 2009).  Political 
and public opposition grows.  

2010: Racing Victoria reverses its decision and permits jumps racing to 
continue subject to meeting key performance indicators.    
Victorian government changed, Dennis Napthine elected premier 

New safety measures implemented including the ability to withdraw a fatigued and out of 
contention horse from the race at the discretion of the jockey. 

2011: Key Performance Indicators discontinued. 
Tammy Franks, Greens member SA parliament, introduces a Bill to ban jumps 
racing in that state 

Franks Bill defeated in SA parliament. 

2012: Napthine government increases investment in jumps racing.  Jumps racing enters a period of relative stability. 

2015: Tammy Franks reintroduces her Bill to ban jumps racing. 
The SA Jockey Club expresses its desire to phase out jumps racing at 
Morphettville supported by the minister for racing 

The SAJC position becomes public, leading to an alignment between the SAJC, Tammy 
Franks and the racing minister 

2016: SA sets up a parliamentary enquiry into jump racing, including whether 
not it should be banned. 
RSPCA subjected to independent review about its failures in key areas. 
Victorian Minister for racing says decisions about jumps racing are for Racing 
Victoria 

SA parliamentary select committee enquiry report gives jumps racing a 3-year reprieve from 
scrutiny. 
RSPCA to withdraw from campaigns against lawful activities and focus on welfare and 
inspectorate. 

2017: Victoria racing releases a jump program with increased regional 
presence, SA program reduces the number of races at Morphettville. 

Victorian metropolitan jumps racing reduced to two race meetings. Jumps racing to continue 
at Morphettville but with a reduced number of race days.  

 

Table 3-1: Key events in Australian jumps racing, 1975-2017  
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The years 2008 and 2009 are worthy of particular consideration as they highlight a 

period of intense scrutiny and uncertainty for jumps racing. During the 2008 and 2009 

Australian jump racing seasons, the highly visible deaths of 14 horses in jump races 

across Victoria and South Australia inflamed criticism by welfare and activist groups, 

heightened public concern and prompted the prospect of its banning in Victoria (Smith 

2009, Sydney Morning Herald 2009; Racing Victoria 2008). The then Victorian Racing 

Minister, Rob Hulls, subsequently wrote to Victorian racing authorities signalling his 

concern about the number of horse fatalities and the need to improve the efficacy of 

safety measures (Ruse, Davison and Bridle 2015). This letter was also leaked to the 

press before it was sent to Racing Victoria (Montoya, McManus and Albrecht 2012). In 

response Racing Victoria Limited (RVL) commissioned an independent review of 

jumps racing by Judge David Jones. The ‘Jones review’ reflected three factors: public 

pressure from animal welfare groups to ban jumps racing; political pressure from the 

Minister for Racing, Rob Hulls to stop jumps racing; and the events of the Grand 

National Hurdle at Flemington on June 28, 2008, when two horses were euthanized 

after falling during the race and only four horses out of 13 completed the race (Figure 

3.1). The review concluded that jumps racing could continue in 2009 on the condition 

that review recommendations were implemented (Jones 2008). 

 

Figure 3-1: Adrian Garraway riding Pasco falls during the Grand National Hurdle Day meeting 

at Flemington June 28 2008. (Image credit Getty Images) 
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The Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses was established in 2008 and brought 

together six animal rights groups opposed to jumps racing, including Animals 

Australia; Animal Liberation, South Australia; Victorian Advocates for Animals; 

Animal Liberation, Australian Capital Territory; Against Cruelty, Tasmania; and the 

People and Animal Welfare Society, Western Australia. One of their first activities was 

to present the Victorian government with a comprehensive submission of why jumps 

racing should be banned (Animals Australia 2008). Their submission reported that 13.1 

out of every 1,000 horses (1.31%) starting in a jump race (hereafter referred to as 

‘starts’) died (Animals Australia 2008). Their submission also summarised longer term 

fatality rates from 1989 to 2004 based on a 2006 study in the Equine Veterinary 

Journal documenting the risk of a fatality in Australian jump racing as almost 19 times 

that in flat racing (Boden et. al. 2006). This study found that catastrophic limb failure, 

the predominant cause of horseracing deaths, was approximately 18 times greater for 

Australian jump racing than flat racing, with cranial or vertebral injury 120 times 

greater and sudden death 3.5 times greater (Boden et al. 2006).  

The opposition against jumps racing continued to evolve grounded in emergent and 

changed social values and attitudes towards animals, especially regarding their use in 

human entertainment, combined with an awareness and acceptance of animal sentience 

and agency (for example, Regan 2004). Such groups progressed beyond incremental 

legislation for the improved wellbeing of animals (welfare), instead advocating that all 

instrumental use of animals must cease (animal rights/activism). Tom Regan explained 

this latter approach using an example of caged chickens, instead of advocating for 

larger cages (his representation of the welfare approach), the animal rights approach 

advocates the dismantling of cages (Regan 2004, p 78). The abolitionist approach to 

animal rights is a subset of the animal rights movement that rejects all animal use and 

maintains that all sentient beings, humans or non-humans, have one right: the basic 

right not to be treated as the property of others (Francione and Garner 2010). Attention 

to the pain and distress inflicted on racing and jumping horses was a logical extension 

of that movement (McManus, Albrecht and Graham 2013).  

In 2009, Racing Victoria, the principal authority governing thoroughbred racing in 

Victoria, commissioned an independent and comprehensive review of jumps racing in 

the light of growing political and public pressure to stop jumps racing. The fall and 

fatality rates for the 2009 season were reported by this review as being 50.8 per 1,000 
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starts and 12.7 per 1,000 starts, respectively, the highest recorded during the 2005 to 

2009 seasons (Racing Victoria 2009). These results were despite six previous reviews 

of horse and jockey safety in Australian jump racing since 1994, with the 

recommendations of the last of these, the 2008 Jones Report, implemented prior to the 

2009 season (Animals Australia 2008, Racing Victoria 2009). In May 2009, following 

the deaths of three horses on the same day at the Warrnambool May racing carnival, 

Racing Victoria immediately acted and precipitously suspended jumps racing. The 

Victorian Minister for Racing, Rob Hulls, stated at that time; “the death of any horse is 

not an acceptable by-product of racing and the rate of deaths so far this season is 

unsustainable” (the Age 2009). In November 2009, Racing Victoria announced a two-

year transition plan to phase out jump racing after 2010.  

Public and political awareness and opposition to jumps racing continued over the 

period 2011 to 2017.  In 2011, the South Australia Greens Member of Parliament, 

Tammy Franks introduced a Bill to ban jumps racing in that state. And in 2015, the 

South Australian Jockey Club publicly expressed a desire to phase out jumps racing 

from its Morphettville race course a position that was opposed by Thoroughbred 

Racing South Australia (TRSA), the peak governing body in South Australia. At the 

same time, the South Australian Minister for racing, Leon Bignell, publicly expressed 

his desire to end the activity. Given this climate of growing opposition to jumps racing, 

and the public announcements that the South Australian Jockey Club (SAJC) wished to 

phase out jumps racing, Tammy Franks reintroduced a Bill to ban jump racing. In the 

ensuing parliamentary debate, the Minister for Racing, initiated a parliamentary 

committee to investigate jumps racing in South Australia, including an option to ban 

the activity.  

In late 2016, the South Australian parliamentary Select Committee (Jumps Racing) 

handed jumps racing a three-year reprieve. Significantly, the Committee acknowledged 

that changing community attitudes and values required the industry to implement 

further protections and show greater transparency and accountability, noting 

widespread public sentiment for a duty of care for animals, particularly those in sport 

such that “society has a duty of care to consider the psychological and physical effects 

on animals and to act accordingly to afford animals a positive experience and minimise 

harm and suffering wherever possible” (South Australian Parliament 2016, p5). As I 

discuss in later chapters, although jumps racing has received a three-year reprieve, the 
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outlook is for continued societal pressure about horse safety and welfare issues, not 

only in jumps racing but for thoroughbred racing overall.   

It is this ongoing debate that is the focus of the overarching research question of this 

thesis that was posed in the introduction: How are changing values regarding human-

animal relationships reflected and represented in the past, present and future of 

Australian jumps racing? The phenomena of jumps racing offer insight into the broader 

societal construction of animal identities and the way in which human societies 

construct and change their values. In the next chapter, I discuss the rationale for my 

research approach and how I chose the methodologies and methods I have employed to 

unravel the changing human values and attitudes towards animals that underpin this 

debate.  

 



71 

 

Chapter 4:  Research design and approach 

In the preceding chapters, I addressed the close and coevolving relationship between 

humans and horses, exploring how the ethology of horses and social structures and 

aspirations have combined to fashion and refashion human-horse relationships. 

Although horses have largely been replaced for work and haulage in modern Western 

societies, nevertheless they remain of significance to humans as leisure companions and 

pets, as markers of national identity, as commodities and as participants in interspecies 

sport. Using the example of the thoroughbred racehorse, I have shown how the life 

course of this breed has been intertwined with humans since the beginning. As 

described in the introduction, the overall research aims of this research are to explore 

the nuanced values and relationships between humans and horses, as manifest in 

Australian thoroughbred jumps racing. This chapter presents the research approach and 

rationale for choosing the methodologies and methods employed, as well as approach 

used to analyse the data generated in the course of the study.  

 Studying the human-horse relationship 

The research design drew from the methodological insights of scholars in human-

animal studies who have challenged conventional and anthropocentric approaches that 

exclude the experiences and contributions of non-humans within relationships (Birke 

and Hockenhull 2012; Buller 2015; Freeman, Bekoff and Bexell 2011; Urbanik 2012). 

In the past few decades, this emerging discipline has sought to ‘bring the animal back 

in’ and to research the nature of the human-animal relationship itself (Wolch and Emel 

1998). ‘Bringing the animal back in’ requires at least some acknowledgement of the 

agency of animals, as well as the ways in which agency can be differentially 

constructed or understood in time and place (Buller 2014; Urbanik 2012). As such, 

human-animal studies research also offers a “less one-sided ontology of both human 

and non-human knowing and being” (Buller 2014, p 310).  

Human-animal scholars approach animals as mattering, individually, collectively, 

materially, semiotically, metaphorically, politically, rationally and affectively. As 

argued by Lorimer (2011, p 74), it is through “ordinary circumstances… the life 

outdoors… and the elemental phenomena of life” that new understandings of human-

animal relationships are revealed. It is by engaging with intimate, experienced, lived 
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and dwelt encounters with animals, that human understanding of culture and shared 

social spaces is expanded (Buller 2014). 

Situating this research within the broad area of human-animal studies posed emergent 

methodological challenges (Buller 2015, p 3015). How can we know about animals, 

and what might we do with that knowledge? In addressing this question, the key issue 

was to employ methodologies that set aside approaches that have reinforced the 

ontological and epistemological divisions between human and non-human animals 

(Urbanik 2012, p 186). Buller (2015) recognises three key methodological challenges 

for human-animal studies: 

• reaching beyond collective and abstract categorisations of the non-human (for 

example, species, function, location); 

• identifying approaches that understand that animals do not rely upon wholly 

human representative accounts; that is, finding ways of ‘letting the animals 

speak’; and 

• setting aside the separation of social and natural sciences to devise concepts and 

methodologies that address what matters for humans and non-humans. 

Many different theoretical frameworks presently inform much research in human-

animal studies. For example, post-humanism, which seeks to decentre the human 

(Wolfe 2008); multi-species ethnography, with its nuanced focus on contact zones, 

entanglements and encounters (Hamilton and Placas 2011; Haraway 2008); or biosocial 

anthropology, thinking about individuals as biological and social beings that, through 

interspecies practices and interactions, create their own selves (Ingold 2013). The 

concept of coevolution, which I traced in previous chapters as drawing attention to the 

interplay of horse and human agency in the making and remaking of human-horse 

relationships over time, provides the key methodological rationale that informed my 

choice of methods, although this was also influenced by methodological advances in 

human animal studies more generally.  

Social research has been dominated by emphasis on the essentialness of spoken speech 

(Zola 1995). Yet, how can we interview animals if they do not have a language that we 

share, understand, or are able to speak? (Dalke and Wels 2016, p 183). With respect to 

human-horse communication, I required an approach that would enable me to 

understand how people perceive the horse’s role in constructing individual 
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relationships. For example, Smith et al. (2016) demonstrated that horses can distinguish 

between angry and happy human faces. Thus, an accurate assessment of negative 

emotion is possible across the species, despite the differences in facial morphology 

between horses and humans. As suggested by Dalke and Wels (2016), the door is open 

for trans-species research methodologies, shifting current anthropocentric methods to a 

less hierarchical and more equable approach and ‘letting go’ of the human-animal 

distinction. Most recently, Nyman and Shuurman (2015) argued for the need for new 

research methodologies to better address the role of the horse and offer a less 

anthropocentric approach to human-horse relationships that includes horses, as well as 

humans, as agents and subjects of study.  

 

My research investigates why and how thoroughbred racehorses matter to humans in 

the context of Australian jumps racing. I address thoroughbred race practices and 

representations of the thoroughbred racehorse, and the ways in which the human-

thoroughbred relationship is situated, experienced, narrated and mediated in jumps 

racing. The phenomena of jumps racing offers insight into the broader societal 

construction of animal identities and the way in which human societies construct and 

change their values.  

 

In addressing my overarching research question, the first two chapters drew upon the 

insights and ethos of the emerging field of human animal studies to place the activity of 

horseracing in the historical context of the centrality of the coevolving horse-human 

relationship in human social history. In Chapter 3, I described the way in which 

Australian racing emerged as a sporting and cultural practice in a society where most 

Australians lived closely with working animals, in particular, horses. By tracing the 

history of jumps racing, in particular, and the relationship between its humans and 

horses, I traced how human attitudes towards horses in Australia changed over time, 

identifying some of the underpinning agents of change, including social class, 

urbanisation and rural and regional identity.  

 

Thus, the centrality of the coevolved human-horse relationship has ensured that horses 

have been valued and continue to be valued in many different and crucially important 

ways by humans. The lives of horses have become thoroughly entangled with the 



74 

 

identity of places, with social class and stratification, with economic production, with 

local and regional politics and with human entertainment and leisure. In the rest of this 

thesis, I apply this understanding of the value-laden nature of human-horse 

relationships to the specific activity of Australian jumps racing. The following research 

sub-questions have guided the design and conduct of my field research. 

Sub-question 1: What economic, social, cultural and political histories have 

shaped jumps racing in contemporary Australia? 

Sub-question 2: How have differences between locations and scales of activity 

within Australia shaped jumps racing in particular places? 

Sub-question 3: How do participants in jumps racing experience, represent and 

value the horse? 

Sub-question 4: Have the practices, perceptions and values of jumps racing 

advocates and supporters changed in light of the recent controversy and media 

debate about horse welfare? 

Sub-question 5: What are the major challenges to jumps racing in the medium 

to longer term?  

 Methodology and research design 

A key challenge I faced was to design my research approach so as to study human 

values about horses. In the context of lived experience of the coevolving human-horse 

relationship, I sought to focus on the human-horse relationship as an encounter between 

autonomous agents, an encounter in which horse lives must remain both partially 

explicable and partially inexplicable in any human framework of understanding. My 

choice of a mixed methodology combining qualitative and quantitative methods was 

influenced by the nature of my research questions which sought to uncover both 

descriptive information and value-based perspectives. Horses and people occupy not 

just physical locations, but also social locations. A mixed method is therefore 

appropriate, as my research was located not just within the physical spaces occupied by 

humans and horses but within the social construct of horse racing. My research 

approach therefore required paradigm pluralism, a rejection of dichotomies, an iterative 

approach to inquiry and, importantly, an emphasis on answering the research question 

(Teddlie and Tashakkori 2011). Teddlie and Tashakkori (2011, p286) refer to this as 

‘methodological eclecticism’ and regard it as a key characteristic of a mixed-method 

approach: “selecting and then synergistically integrating the most appropriate 

techniques in order to more thoroughly investigate a phenomenon of interest”.  
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Creswell (2013) defines a mixed-method approach as one in which the researcher: 

• collects and analyses persuasively and rigorously both qualitative and                                                                                                                                       

• quantitative data (based on research questions); 

• mixes or integrates the two forms of data concurrently by combining them or 

merging them, or sequentially by having one build on the other in a way that 

gives priority to one or to both; 

• uses these procedures in a single study or multiple phases of a program of study; 

• frames these procedures within philosophical world views and a theoretical 

lens; and 

• combines procedures into specific research designs that direct the plan for 

conducting the study. 

To answer sub-question 1, the research design initially involved quantitative analysis of 

the size, scale, distribution and scope of Australian jumps racing. This quantitative 

approach identified emerging trends in these variables over time. The quantitative and 

archival data revealed the jumps racing community to be small, tight-knit, centred on a 

small number of communities, locations and annual events and potentially defensive in 

relation to criticism about death and injuries to horses that similarly were derived from 

key activist and welfare organisations. Potentially therefore, my participants would 

know of each other and perhaps know each other personally. To address sub-questions 

2-5, the small world of jumps racing and its leading critics was explored using the 

qualitative methods of participant observation and semi-structured interviewing. 

Interviews were used to elicit both shared and conflicting views and understandings of 

how participants valued and represented horses, as well as to uncover individual 

differences. This approach was informed by the relevant literature on the use of 

qualitative methods in studying the experiential, embodied and subjective dimensions 

of relationships between humans and horses (Dalke and Wells 2016; Schuurman 2014; 

Schuurman and Franklin 2015).  

 Reflexivity 

In the preface to this work I acknowledged some of the existing values and perceptions 

I brought to this research. Critical reflexivity was a vital part of my methodology. I 

routinely incorporated time each week to reflect on my fieldwork, as well as my 
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interpretations of events and my analysis of issues. Reflecting on my personal 

experiences throughout this process helped me to question my approach, maintain 

objectivity and avoid bias. I adopted the technique of debriefing myself after each 

interview, which involved listening to the record of each interview and then recording 

my thoughts and identifying issues or potential conflicts. I also kept correspondence 

where I wrote to my supervisors and others about my field work. Finally, I provided 

and received feedback on weekly and monthly peer reports of my activities, issues and 

future work to my academic supervisors, as well as to the other Chief Investigators and 

researchers in the wider project in which my project was embedded (Australian 

Research Council Discovery Project, DP 130104933, ‘Caring for Thoroughbreds’) to 

help steer my course and provide me with regular independent review.  

 

For many years, I have been a ‘race goer’, horse owner, rider and equestrian 

competitor. I also completed a formal university undergraduate qualification in equine 

science. I understand many of the practices, social norms and values of horse racing 

and its ‘horse people’ in Australia (Cassidy a, 2007). Having completed a Degree in 

Equine Science, I consider myself knowledgeable about horse behaviour and 

physiology. This knowledge was essential to my ability to conduct my research, as the 

world of horse racing, especially jumps racing, is not always easily accessible to 

‘outsiders’ or those with limited horse or horse racing knowledge. Gaining entry to this 

world was particularly challenging in this project, as the focus was on the value 

conflicts about horse welfare and wellbeing that have seen the racing industry in 

Australia become increasingly wary of the criticism of ‘outsiders’ over the past 25 

years (McManus Albrecht and Graham 2013). My personal and applied knowledge of 

horses and horse racing was especially important to gain the cooperation and trust of 

participants within racing. By demonstrating that I am knowledgeable and an 

experienced ‘hands-on’ horse person, interested in learning more about horse racing, I 

was able to engage with participants on issues such as individual horses, their training, 

injuries and rehabilitation, and on occasion, the death of a horse. Such discussions were 

an essential entry point to explore their perceptions of their relationship with individual 

horses, of horse welfare and of the risks of jumps racing. As a horse owner, my 

personal experiences and practices have been important in guiding my ideas about 

human-horse relationships. My knowledge also helped my reflections on participant 

conversations, as well as the practices I observed at race meetings. For example, I often 
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deliberately observed how horses were cooled off after jumps races, which enabled me 

to watch for injuries or subtle signs of physical or mental stress. Such observations also 

better enabled me to explore the controversy and claims about the welfare issues 

inherent in thoroughbred jumps racing in conventional media and online commentaries.  

 Settling the approach 

A mixed methods research design incorporating quantitative and qualitative strategies 

was thus developed to address the questions above. A mixed-method approach involves 

selecting and then synergistically and flexibly integrating the most appropriate 

qualitative and quantitative techniques to more thoroughly investigate a phenomenon of 

interest (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2011). Mixed methods’ approaches are based on the 

premise that qualitative and quantitative approaches illuminate different aspects of the 

same phenomenon, so that a sharper, multi-faceted and more complete picture emerges 

(Denzin and Lincoln 20051, p 717). Thus, the quantitative methodology provided me 

with a statistically robust overview of jumps racing, while the qualitative approach 

enabled a ‘finer grained’ in-depth study of particular individuals, locations and claims. 

Such approaches have the potential to enable a fuller response to a research question 

than possible with either qualitative or quantitative methods alone (Cresswell 2013). In 

addition, a mixed-method approach enables the triangulation of data from multiple 

sources, “one of the most powerful techniques for strengthening credibility” and 

research validity (Baxter and Eyles 1997, p 514). 

In what follows, the rationale is presented for each of the methods chosen: descriptive 

analysis, semi-structured interviews, participant observation, thematic and narrative 

analysis and desktop review of both historical and contemporary documents. The final 

section focusses on the rationale, benefits, limitations and analysis of the descriptive 

statistics that comprise my complementary quantitative methodology. 

 Quantitative analysis 

Jumps race data (hurdle and steeplechase) were obtained from Racing Australia (RA) 

for the 2012, 2013 and 2014 racing seasons from the ‘results’ area of the RA website. 

Although publicly available, these data are recorded on a race-by-race basis and are not 

aggregated, nor are composite trends identified. Data retrieved included: race name, 

location, date, time, distance and course condition rating, as well as the name of each 
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horse, jockey and trainer involved in each race. Seasonal data on total starts for the 

period between 2007 and 2010 were obtained from the Australian Racing Fact Books 

for each year between 2007 to 2010. Every thoroughbred race in Australia is reviewed 

by an official ‘stewards’ panel’, which monitors racing conduct and injuries to horses. 

For jumps races, a Jump Review Panel (JRP) subsequently reviews how well each 

horse jumped each obstacle. Stewards’ reports were obtained from RA, and JRP reports 

were obtained from Racing Victoria Limited (RVL). Although a similar panel reviews 

South Australian jumps races, these reports are not publicly available.  

Data were entered into a Microsoft Excel TM (2013) database and ordered in the form 

of a ‘start’, or an individual horse leaving a starting gate in a jumps race. Data were 

organised by racing season, which extends from March to September of a calendar 

year. Annual data, thus, related to a single jumps race season, except for data that was 

standardised to an annual racing year (1 July to 30 June) to allow for comparison with 

datasets from other studies. Horses listed in a jumps race can be ‘scratched’ before a 

race, due to a variety of reasons; for example, disqualification by a veterinarian. 

Scratched horses were not included in the database. The database recorded individual 

horse performances and race-placings and listed intra-race incidents in each race from 

the official stewards’ reports, including, falls, run outs, lost riders, brought down and 

failed to finish (a term used in official race reports to describe a horse withdrawn during 

a race at the discretion of the jockey). Jump Review Panel reports about horse 

performance at each jump were matched to the official stewards’ reports for each horse, 

including details of fatal falls and other race incidents. The database, therefore, 

provided a comprehensive picture of individual horse performances, as well as a means 

to aggregate Australian jumps race information over the study period. My initial aim 

was to uniquely identify jumps horses, their trainers and jockeys, in order to describe 

the size, scope and location of Australian jumps racing and the risks to horses over this 

period. 

Starts were summed by horse and by the state they raced in. The number of individual 

horses participating over this period was calculated by aggregating starts against 

horses’ names and uniquely identifying each horse using the RA horse search. The 

home state of each horse and trainer was identified by matching horses to trainers and 

identifying the trainer’s place of residence from the addresses shown for official 

qualified trainers. The information generated included starts per state, as well as the 
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number of starts by each trainer. My analysis also identified horses that only raced in 

hurdles, those that competed in hurdles and steeplechases and those that competed only 

in steeplechases.  

Horse falls and fatality rates were calculated by dividing the number of falls and 

fatalities by the total number of starts in all races for each season and in the overall 

sample. Only race fatalities were included in the analysis; training and trial fatalities 

were not considered, as this data was not publicly available. The average number of 

starts in each race was calculated by dividing the total number of jumps race starts by 

the total number of races. A trainer, operating both in a partnership and also in their 

own name, was counted as two separate entries. 

 Desk-top and archival research 

I drew on a wide scope of data sources that provided both historical, as well as 

contemporary information about jumps racing. For example, arguments in favour of 

jumps racing or opposed to jumps racing, individuals closely associated with such 

positions, as well as basic factual information about jumps racing itself, including 

participants (horse and human) and their places. My data sources included internet 

websites; for example, official thoroughbred racing regulatory websites or sites used by 

both opponents and supporters of jumps racing or blog sites; race day and racing 

publications, such as racing club ‘race books’; media articles in national and local 

newspapers; annual reports of racing clubs; pedigree and breed records from official 

sites, such as the Australian Stud Book; totaliser gambling data; and commercial 

websites that provided details of racing form and horse performance. On occasion, 

participants gave me documents dealing with aspects of jumps racing, such as their own 

analysis of gambling and race-day attendance, or rationales for the continuation of 

jumps racing. Facebook was a rich source of information on supporters and opponents 

of jumps racing, as were the networks and associations they operated within. As 

example, the public Facebook page of the anti-jumps racing organisation, The Coalition 

for the Protection of Racehorses, provides contact details (phone and email) for their 

organisation, links to their web site, as well as notification of future activities and also 

graphic photographs of Australian jumps races. Only public pages were used and on 

one occasion I sought permission from this organisation to reproduce a photograph they 

had placed on Facebook. 
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 Participant observation   

I observed jumps race meetings in Victoria (Vic), South Australia (SA) and 

New Zealand (NZ). In addition, I attended two events hosted by jumps racing bodies, a 

function in Melbourne at the invitation of the Australian Jumping Racing Association 

(AJRA) and the second in Adelaide, hosted by South Australian Jumps Racing (SAJR). 

Observing jumps races enabled me to develop an awareness of what these events meant 

to the attendees, as well as to the local community, and to build relationships with 

participants in the industry that facilitated recruitment for interviews. In all, I attended 

two Oakbank Easter carnivals, two race meetings at Warrnambool, including the May 

Carnival, a race day at Sandown, as well as the Cranbourne trials, three jump race 

meetings at Morphettville in South Australia and one race meeting in New Zealand (see 

McManus, Graham and Ruse 2015). (At a trial, horses complete a jumps course under 

race-like conditions, while monitored by stewards who assess horses for their jumping 

ability and competitiveness. This is an essential part of formally qualifying horses.) I 

also visited jumps racing stables in South Australia and Victoria. On all such field 

visits, I recorded what happened as it actually occurred, in the form of photographs and 

field notes. Photographs assisted my comparison of the various locations, aided my 

memory of the particular race days and of individual horses and jockeys. They also 

became important illustrations of particular features of jumps racing and its locations 

and illustrate the text of subsequent chapters. Where individual members of the public 

could be identified in photographs, these images have been blurred to avoid such 

identification. Participant observation allowed me to more fully understand the 

importance of place and context for the activity of jumps racing, as well as to see what 

people and horses did as part of their usual daily routine (Creswell 2009; Kearns 2005).  

When combined with other data sources, chiefly semi-structured interviews, participant 

observation provides “depth and richness” (Skelton 2001, p 95) and “makes the reading 

experience more vivid for the reader” (Cook 2005, p 180). Another advantage is that 

researchers are able to see what people actually do as part of their daily activities 

(Kearns 2005; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009; Winchester 2005). As part of a jumps race 

meeting, I was able to observe the routines of the race day, including pre- and post-race 

observations of horses, their trainers, jockeys, handlers and owners, as well as general 

race-goers. This direct observation provided me with an informed baseline of 

observations about race-day practices.  
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There are, however, some limitations with pure observation. The researcher sees only 

what people are doing at a particular time and in a particular place. The researcher is 

not, as Kearns (2005, p 205) notes, able to view “what is going on off-stage”. People 

may also alter their behaviour if they are aware that they are being observed and their 

behaviour being recorded. This can be the case when a researcher is observing daily 

activities over an extended period of time. The majority of the race crowd and race club 

officials seemed unconcerned about my presence, record-taking and photographing 

routine activities at race meetings, and many people appeared genuinely happy to agree 

to my request to take photographs of them and their horses. Kearns (2005, p 201) 

makes the point that, in a research site, it is one’s “bodily presence that identifies us as 

an outsider”. Familiarity with horse racing and previous knowledge allowed me to 

comfortably blend into the racing crowd without signalling myself as a researcher. My 

frequent attendances at jumps race meetings made me a familiar face at jumps races in 

both South Australia and Victoria and enabled me to mix with the crowds and 

participants, and to routinely observe and record behaviours and events. Although I 

became a “familiar face” at race meeting through my repeated attendance, I was not 

personally known to any of the informants before the commencement of this study. My 

attendance also enabled me to meet trainers, handlers and officials from various race 

clubs. This helped me to recruit participants for subsequent interviews.  

Not only did I observe people, I also took the opportunity to observe horses at race 

meetings, trials, and in their stable environments. I became familiar with the horses as 

individuals, with the race-day routines of a jumps racehorse, observed horses before 

races, in the races, in the ‘walk down and cool off’ period after races, and in their day-

to-day training activities. I was able to complement these experiences with the 

interview material, press reports and official race reports. This proved to be a rich 

source of information about human perceptions of individual horses, their athletic 

performance, their behaviours, their emotions, their life histories and how they were 

regarded by their owners, trainers and the racing media and public. This information is 

a key source for including the horse as protagonist and participant, and for my 

subsequent exploration of the themes of horse agency and mutual affect. Becoming 

familiar with horse performances also helped in my subsequent interviews, particularly 

with those participants from within jumps racing, by demonstrating my interest in 
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racehorse performance and attending race meetings. This was an easy way to establish 

rapport and facilitate the subsequent interview dialogue.  

My field notes are combined with interviews and material drawn from historical 

documents in the thematic analysis presented in Chapters 5 to 8.  

 Semi-structured interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with both supporters and opponents of 

jumps racing in South Australia, Victoria and on one occasion, New Zealand. This 

method was chosen as a means of obtaining in-depth information and insight into what 

jumps racing meant to them, why they think people engage in jumps racing, how they 

think jumps racing impacts on human and horse lives and how they think this activity 

reflects on the relationship between horses and humans. These interviews provided a 

means to explore the deeply nuanced values and attitudes of the participants towards 

the thoroughbred racehorse and human-horse relationships.  

 

Research interviews are essentially conversations with the purpose of understanding 

how people experience and make sense of their lives (Jennings 2005). Interviews can 

produce a deep and rich picture of particular activities, in this instance jumps racing, 

drawing information from people in specific contexts that could not be obtained by 

other methods (Teddlie and Tashakori 2009). Interviews allow researchers to identify 

and investigate the richness of detail that is inherent in participants’ personal 

experiences (Creswell 2009; Jennings 2005). There are some practical limitations to the 

interview process, as example interviews are time-consuming (McGuirk and O’Neill 

2005; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009) and the researcher must practise reflexivity to 

ensure that their own influence is both appropriate and visible (Creswell 2009).  

 

Interviews were conducted according to an informed consent protocol approved by the 

Tasmanian Social Science Human Research Ethics Committee. The names of potential 

participants were initially compiled from official jumps racing organisation websites, 

directories of horse trainers, racing programs listing jockeys, websites of organisations 

opposed to jumps racing, newspaper articles and other publicly available sources.  

I developed a list of people and publicly available addresses of participants in jumps 

racing, including approved trainers and jockeys in South Australia and Victoria, racing 
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clubs, the Australian Jumping Racing Association, racing regulators, such as Racing 

Victoria and Thoroughbred Racing South Australia. I also performed searches of 

conventional and social media to identify groups opposed to jumps racing, such as The 

Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses (CPR) and the Royal Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty for Animals (RSPCA, South Australia). I contacted individuals 

via publicly available contact details to introduce myself and the aims of my research. 

This was then followed by a written letter inviting them to take part in my research 

project. Everyone who agreed to be interviewed was provided with a written 

description of the aims and objectives of my research (Appendix 1), as well as 

information regarding their rights to terminate the interview at any stage, and a 

guarantee of confidentiality. All participants signed a consent form prior to the 

interview (Appendix 2).  

Recruitment of participants initially proved to be difficult. Only three interviews were 

obtained through the initial round of invitations, with both sides of this debate proving 

reticent. Many people involved in thoroughbred racing were simply reluctant to 

comment on anything to do with jumps racing, citing their concerns about the current 

debate and, in some instances, were somewhat hostile, given the adverse publicity the 

debate has publicly attracted. This was especially the case in South Australia once the 

racing minister announced that he wished to end jumps racing in that state. This low 

initial response rate caused me to engage in more time-consuming means of recruitment 

based on relationship building and careful judgement. Some four months into 

recruitment, the chair of the Oakbank Racing Club extended an invitation to me to 

attend the launch of the 2015 Australian jumps race season in Melbourne. While there, 

I was introduced to key influential people associated with jumps racing. This proved to 

be an important step, allowing me to make personal contact and facilitating subsequent 

recruitment of a diverse and substantial sample 

Over the course of the 2015 jumps racing season (March to September), I undertook 23 

semi-structured interviews with administrators, trainers, jockeys, spectators, racing 

commentators, journalists and people associated with anti-jumps racing groups.  

I conducted four interviews with opponents of jumps racing, representing welfare and 

activist organisations, as well as one interview with a public figure opposed to the 

activity. Supporters included racing club officials, such as owners, trainers, strappers 

and jockeys, official racing photographers, stewards and racing regulatory officials. 
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Eight interviews were conducted in South Australia, 12 in Victoria, two in New South 

Wales and one by telephone with a participant domiciled in New Zealand. I ceased 

recruitment when the sample included representation in all key categories of participant 

and opponent, as identified in the initial desk-top survey. Participants ranged from 

around 30 years old to over 70 years old, and were drawn from both South Australia 

and Victoria, and also included both male and female participants. The ratio of male to 

female participants is consistent with the predominance of males in thoroughbred 

racing, reflecting lesser numbers of female jockeys and trainers, compared to males.  

 

 

 

Table 4-1: Interview participants by gender, age, state, domicile and attitude 

 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face and one-to-one at a location and time chosen by 

the interviewee. In one instance, the wife of a participant remained in the room 

throughout the interview. Interviews followed a consistent, semi-structured approach. I 

commenced each interview by introducing myself and the purpose of my study. I then 

invited each interviewee to “tell me something about yourself and how you became 

involved in jumps racing”; or, for opponents of jumps racing, “how did you become 

involved in the debate and opposition to jumps racing?” According to Chamaz (2006), 

starting an interview with descriptive questions such as “how’, “what”, “when” or “tell 

me about” yields rich data, as it permits participants as open an opportunity as possible 

to reflect on the phenomena under study. 

I acknowledged from the outset, that to some extent, my position as researcher was 

subjective. I therefore used standardised scripts of interview questions, approved by the 

University of Tasmania Human Research Ethics Committee for each interview, thereby 

providing an underpinning consistent approach, both across and within interviews with 

various participants. Secondly, and importantly, reflexivity was an essential component 

of my analysis of interviews, both methodologically and epistemologically.  Although 

some of the questions were closed - for example, ‘how long have you been involved in 

…’ - the majority were open-ended. During the interviews, participants often spoke 

Gender 
 

Age grouping in 
years 

State Domicile Attitude 

M F 30s 40s 50s >60 Vic SA NSW NZ City Country Pro Con Neutral 

18 5 4 5 4 10 13 8 1 1 14 9 17 5 1 



85 

 

about their recollections of the past, friendships and the importance of jumps racing, or 

of individual horses, their families and their communities. Opponents of jumps racing 

routinely raised concerns about the welfare of horses and that horse’s deaths and 

injuries were no longer regarded by the broader society as acceptable. I adapted how I 

posed my questions in individual interviews in light of material provided by 

participants and the research sub-question most relevant to the discussion at that point. 

The strength of feeling of participants for the topic of jumps racing was obvious 

throughout most interviews, through body language and speech patterns, as well as 

through explicit content. One participant became so animated and enthusiastic with my 

question about which horses he thought I should focus on, that he took my pen and 

wrote up a list for me of his ‘favourites’. Another participant thumped the table when 

he discussed his own horses.  

With participant consent, interviews were recorded on a digital hand-held reorder and 

ranged from 30 to 75 minutes, with a median duration of 55 minutes. Two participants 

requested that I did not record them. I took notes of these conversations as they 

occurred. Interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional provider approved by 

the University of Tasmania. Care was taken to accurately record nuances of the 

conversation, including humour, laughter, sighs and silences. Verbal pauses, such as 

ums and aahs, were omitted from the record. The resultant transcription was then 

entered into an NVivo database (QSR International, version 10) for filing and 

subsequent analysis. Each interviewee was allocated a pseudonym in order to protect 

her/his anonymity and to comply with the requirements of the UTas Human Research 

Ethics’ Committee approved protocol. Those horses owned by individual participants 

were also given pseudonym to protect their identity and that of the participant.  

I used the qualitative data analysis database, NVivo, for data analysis and storage 

throughout the research. NVivo allowed me to manage large amounts of data, order and 

file interviews and to annotate individual interviews with a linked memo so that I could 

store a short record of my own thoughts and comments against associated transcripts. I 

also used NVivo to store photographs taken at particular locations as well as my field 

notes. To begin my analysis of my interviews, I listened to the recording of each 

interview and then read the transcript to ensure that it was correctly transcribed. I also 

annotated any parts of the text where nuances of expression were noticeable; for 

example, laughter, sighs, gaps, grief and anger that informed my investigations of 
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emotion, affect and horse agency. I read and re-read the transcripts to note areas of 

especial interest. Anything that I thought was especially noteworthy about the 

conversation, the respondent or their relationship with an individual horse was 

annotated with a linked NVivo memo for that interview.  

 Thematic analysis 

NVivo provided a first step to investigate the content of my interviews by employing 

broad codes, for example “safety”, which helped to then order my subsequent search 

for patterns and themes (Patton 2002). Thematic analysis is regarded as a ‘foundational 

method for qualitative analyses’ (Braun and Clark 2006, p 78). Thus, for example the 

open code of safety was later the basis for analysis of the theme of ‘improving the 

safety record’.  

To guide the development of my open codes, I looked to the relevant literature, 

informed by my desk-top research and my research questions. Such codes, were, thus, 

primarily descriptive in nature; for example, ‘safety’, ‘economics’ and ‘politics’ as well 

as a broad code called ‘horses’. The subsequent construction of themes was primarily 

analytical, driven by interview material and informed by document analysis and 

participant observations. Prevalence or whether or not a theme was ‘key’ was 

established by asking ‘whether it captured something important in relation to the 

overall research question’ (Braun and Clarke 2006, p 82). Generally speaking, analysis 

occurs at different points within the research process, given that a researcher is 

constantly analysing the data and thinking about links to both the method and theory, 

while undertaking the field work. This meant that I was moving back and forth, 

inductively and deductively, between the collected data and the theoretical framework 

of my research, involving an iterative process to finalise particular themes (Crang 

2005).  

I developed new understandings of my interview material, in the form of emergent 

themes, from the transcripts. As themes emerged, it became clear that experiences 

related to the horse were more prevalent than I had anticipated. Therefore, I broke the 

analysis into three parts: themes related to horse-human interaction, themes related to 

individual horses and themes related to jumps racing itself. Although themes, such as 

agency and affect, emerged from my interview analysis, the development of these 

themes was informed by a definition of affect from Nosworthy (2013, p 59) as a 



87 

 

“mutual process where both human and horse are affected by the other in bodily 

encounters and shared activities, resulting in the development of an emotional 

relationship”. I also relied on Scott’s description of agency as “the intentional exertion 

of power, involving more than merely action or reaction, rooted in free will and 

expressed through behaviours” (Scott 2009, p 47). This led me to identify emotion as a 

further theme, including its sub-themes of affection, love, grief, grieving and trust.  

 Narrative analysis 

I used the technique of narrative analysis to unravel and describe components of the 

lives lived by jumps horses as represented by interview participants. Narrative analysis 

provided a different form of analysis of my interview material. My narrative analysis 

presents the life stories of horses derived from interpreting the form and content of my 

interview material and the close entanglement of human and horse lives within jumps 

racing. According to Patton (2002, p 116), narrative analysis offers “especially 

translucent windows into cultural and social meanings”. Narrative analysis centres 

around stories of life experiences as narrated by those who live them (Chase 2010). 

Although these are usually stories of individuals, narrative analysis can include stories 

of groups, societies and cultures (Reissman 2008). Although stories are at the centre of 

narrative analysis and in-depth interviews are the most common source of narrative 

data, key documents, life histories, memoirs, blog sites, letters to the editor, even 

photographs and field notes, can also be sources of data (Chase 2010). 

My review of literature offered assistance with this analysis. Narrative analysis is used 

in a diverse range of qualitative research, including perceptions of new technologies, 

the debate about climate change and human-non-human relationships, including aspects 

of pet keeping and horse-human relationships (Davies and McNaughton 2010; Davison 

2008; Denniss and Davison 2015, Power 2012, 2008; Schuurman 2014). The source 

material is most commonly semi-structured in-depth interviews and personal stories 

generated in research interviews although as emphasised by Reissman (2008), 

narratives can involve a wide range of source material including archival information as 

well as visual media such as paintings, photographs and movies. The use of in-depth 

narrative analysis can inform subsequent detailed research, compensate for small 

sample sizes, assist with difficult policy issues and also contribute to a sense of place as 

part of the human-animal relationship. Narrative analysis includes a family of methods 
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for interpreting texts that in practice are not mutually exclusive, and that can be adapted 

and combined.    

In her 2012 paper, Power used narrative analysis of in-depth interviews with dog 

owners to revisit the domestication of dogs and changes in pet-keeping practices since 

the 1980s. In doing so, she approached domestication as a profoundly geographic 

experience, as much about where and how species meet. Her narrative analysis was 

grounded in the everyday practices of familiar spaces, such as the home, and she 

reflects on everyday intimacies and knowledge at individual owner and societal levels. 

In doing so, she situated pet keeping and dog ownership within a broader, political, 

societal, cultural and economic context, thereby addressing an absence that exists in 

contemporary analyses of pet love (Nast 2006). Schuurman (2014) used narrative 

analysis of publicly available material in blog sites and personal, but not private, 

information, to investigate the situated horse-human relationships, the shared events of 

the everyday and the ‘rules’ concerning acceptable emotions in specific situations and 

locations. By interpreting horses’ actions and emotions in specific settings, place 

becomes part of how the horse-human relationship is constructed. Narrative analysis, 

through stories, offered an especially translucent window into the cultural and social 

meanings (Paton 2002) of jumps racing to particular communities (Polkinghorne 2007) 

and the moral complexities underlying the attitudes of supporters and opponents. My 

goal in using participant narratives and narrative analysis was to generate detailed 

accounts rather than brief answers to questions and encourage participants to speak in 

their own ways. This technique was also especially important in exploring the life 

histories of particular horses and their relationships with humans.      



89 

 

Chapter 5:   The past of Australian jumps racing 

 Introduction 

Chapter 5 presents ‘the past’ of Australian jumps racing, based upon thematic analysis 

of the personal life-histories of participants involved in Australian jumps racing. 

Participants ranged in age from 30 to more than 70 years old (see Table 4.1). Their 

lived memory therefore encompasses the period from about 1950. I use 2009 as the 

boundary for defining the past. While any such boundary is partially arbitrary, 2009 

marked a significant event, Racing Victoria’s decision to stop jumps racing in the 

middle of the season after three horses were killed on the first day of the Warrnambool 

May carnival. As I subsequently show, 2009 was acknowledged by participants as a 

significant cusp for Australian jumps racing.  

Historical contextualization forms an important part of the process of qualitative 

research (Given 2008). The history of Australian jumps racing reveals much about the 

ways in which horses have been valued, and how these values may have changed or 

endured over time. This historical enquiry addresses several research sub-questions, but 

particularly Sub-Question 1: What economic, social, cultural and political histories 

have shaped jumps racing in contemporary Australia?   My analysis also informs Sub-

Question 2: How have differences between locations, scales of activity shaped the 

identity of jumps racing both within racing and for particular places? 

As noted in Chapter 3, the community of Australian jumps racing is relatively small 

and organised around a small number of key places, events, organisations, and 

individuals, both horses and humans. The interview sample of jumps racing participants 

is thus not a random or loose aggregation of individuals. All participants had many 

shared points of reference and, indeed, some would have been known to each other 

personally. Their shared interest in horses and in jumps racing leads to a social bond 

between participants that is emotional as well as pragmatic. As suggested by Strathern 

(1991), the relationship between people and horses is performative of identity.  

The focus of this chapter is participant recollections of the past of jumps racing 

interpreted in the light of six themes developed from the interviews, but also informed 

by my consideration of relevant literature and my research questions.  I discuss the past 

of Australian jumps racing through analysis of the following six themes.  
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Theme 1:‘It’s in the blood’  

Theme 2:‘Those people have always been involved in it’ 

Theme 3: Valuing places, races and traditions 

Theme 4:‘Jumps racing was just everywhere’ 

Theme 5: A changed environment 

Theme 6: Changing attitudes 

 ‘It’s in the blood’   

Previous research has shown how shared beliefs and concepts relating to horses, 

including social, cultural and political understandings of horses, and horse related 

activities, can contribute to a strong sense of community (Keaveney 2008). The shared 

understandings of concepts such as equine care and welfare, the ideal of a working 

human-horse relationship and with this, the intrinsic value of horses to people, places 

horses as central to such communities and lifestyles. Like-minded, ordered 

communities of humans and ‘their’ horses are established through shared understanding 

of daily roles and specialised practices (Latimer and Birke 2009). A network of 

relations is established through the sharing of knowledge surrounding care or 

experiences with horses, common interests in a particular horse or blood-line, 

membership of the same horse-related organisations and participation in shared 

activities and traditions. My research locates Australian jumps racing within a 

community of shared understandings and practices about thoroughbred horses. My 

analysis identifies diverse and enduring values that contribute to the living history of 

Australian jumps racing and a distinct sub community of horse practices within 

thoroughbred racing. 

Interviews explored how many participants became involved in jumps racing and 

through this how identities are formed and represented within this activity. These 

interviews reveal that a family history that included owning, working or training horses 

for competition, leisure, or racing was often associated with participation in jumps 

racing, particularly as a jockey or trainer. The knowledge required to function 

effectively as a trainer or jockey of jumps horses was, in several instances, a process of 

enculturation inherited through families and horse-centred networks. Many participants 

had spent their entire adult lives within the ‘world of horses’ or horse racing, including 

jumps racing. Their personal identities were constructed through their involvement with 

thoroughbred horses and horse racing. For some participants, their identity within horse 
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racing was primarily constructed through their participation in jumps racing and the 

social relationships therein.   

Consider Harry, aged in his early 40s, who today owns and trains three jumpers on a 

part-time basis from his rural home near Warrnambool. Harry grew up on a dairy farm 

in the western districts of Victoria and reported that he had “always been around 

horses, all my life”. Harry started riding ‘track work’, the physical conditioning of 

thoroughbred horses for racing, when he was 12 years old, for a Warrnambool trainer 

who was in partnership with his grandfather: “Him and my grandfather used to race a 

few horses together and I used to go over there riding weekends with him in school 

holidays and that’s how I got into riding the racehorses”. Harry was a 15 year old 

teenager when he gained his amateur jockey licence and competed in picnic races and 

point to point races before gaining a trainers licence when he was 17 years old. He 

could still recall his first race season when he competed his own horses as an amateur 

jockey:   

I rode, I think I had 4 flat rides and 18 point to point rides in the first season I 

was riding. And I rode 3 winners and a handful of seconds and thirds, and 

actually the first winner I ever rode was on my own horse….Mr Fin was his name. 

We were going to win the last point to point, the last race of the season, and we 

were about 20 lengths in front when we fell at the second last [laugh] jump. And 

if I had of won that race, I would have won the amateur jumps jockeys title that 

year, yeah. But I missed out because of that fall. 

Similarly, Ollie a long standing jumps trainer “was born into the industry” in the mid-

nineteen forties. His grandfather, a “very successful trainer,” and his father, a jockey 

then later a trainer, “were a great combination in the north-east of Victoria, at 

Benalla” the town where Ollie also started his jumps racing career. Ollie rode in races 

from the age of 13 as an amateur apprentice jockey for his father. (At that time an 

amateur jockey could ride in most races but not receive prize money). Ollie, as did 

several other participants, entered jumps racing through horse-based fox hunting (see 

Chapter 3). He explains:  

Hunt Clubs were very much in fashion in them days. We used to be a member of 

the Murray Valley Hunt Club, which was at Rutherglen. We thought it was great 
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fun to go up a Sunday, go up and hunt with the senior riders and a lot of junior 

riders, and made a lot of friends. They're a unique group of people that did have 

jumping horses. That part of it, the camaraderie and the people that I've met over 

the years, incredible, through jumping. 

Ollie attributed the experiences gained through hunt clubs with educating or training 

horses for jumps racing: “it was hunting that made the horse learn to jump properly”. 

Hunting provided the “foundation” for jumps racing, in terms of the skill of both horses 

and jockeys, and also introduced new generations of horses and humans to these 

traditional sports. Just as hunting was important for its camaraderie and friendships, so 

too was jumps racing. For Ollie, jumps racing was an important social activity, and he 

recalled his memories of meeting up with friends in Melbourne at jumps race meetings: 

“I used to meet up with - [X] and some of her friends - they'd come to the Flemington 

for the National. All old mates of ours - we'd all meet there, down the bottom bar, and 

have a few drinks and tell a few lies - but now there's none of that now”.  

The traditional activity of fox hunting provided a recreation for many people involved 

in jumps racing and some hunted jumps horses as a supplement to routine training over 

obstacles. Bill accompanied his 15 year old son to their local Pony Club (an association 

which teaches young people to ride horses, throughout Australia) on his steeplechaser. 

Liam had always hunted the jumps horses he trained several times a week with his local 

Hunt Club during the jumps race season. Three participants regularly hunted former 

steeplechasers for pleasure during the hunt season. These interviews revealed that some 

jumps horses could on occasion compete in a steeplechase on a Saturday or Sunday, 

and attend Pony Club on a Sunday or hunt several times a week during the hunt season. 

This concurrent use of horses for sport and leisure as well as for professional racing 

marks jumps racing, as a distinct equine sub-community within thoroughbred racing. 

The social networks of jumps racing are also broader than the local environs of horse 

racing and the race track and traditional activities such as hunting contribute to 

establishing an identity and social relationships within jumps racing that differ from 

those of thoroughbred flat racing.  

A young age of entry, and a continuous involvement with horses and horse racing, also 

characterised some participants. For example Ricky, a current and successful jumps 
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jockey in his early 30s, entered as “a 16 year old after year 10 [high school], [when he] 

had 5 cross country horses in work” and gained a jockey apprenticeship with a race 

horse trainer, reflecting a standard entry pathway to an apprenticeship as a jockey. 

Cathy, also in her early thirties, described herself as being “from a non-horsey family”. 

As a 12-year-old, she commenced “just doing yards and stuff” with a local 

Warrnambool thoroughbred trainer who “put us on a racehorse, and it started from 

there. That's how I got into racing”.  Her involvement with jumps racing started 

because she loved jumping, a skill she learned at her local Pony Club. Cathy also 

combined love of jumping with a love for the type of horse she associated with jumps 

racing: “I was doing Pony Club and eventing and stuff, so always loved to jump. I've 

just always had a respect for a jumping horse because they're bigger, they're tougher 

and they've just - I don’t know what it is about them, but I just love a jumping horse”.  

The longer term human involvement with jumps racing was also reflected in those who 

attended jumps races as spectators rather than competitors. Monty had recently returned 

to Australia after living many years in the UK and attending jumps racing in that 

country. He was enthusiastically ‘pro jumps racing’. For Monty, part of the attraction of 

Australian jumps racing was its history and tradition, in a country that he opined has 

“so little tradition”. For Monty, attending jumps race meetings was a family tradition. 

As a child, Monty has always attended the Oakbank Easter Racing Carnival and “went 

with my parents, my sister when we were, when we were tiny”. Monty’s comments 

reflect the historic duality of continuity and change through his family’s attendances at 

Oakbank.  His family tradition continues across the generations but, “now my sister 

drags her kids unwillingly, but she drags them along. So there’s that whole generation 

thing. I’m sure you could meet hundreds and thousands of people at Oakbank who are 

third, fourth, fifth generation goers and that’s all part of it as well”.  

The concept of continuity of traditional attendance was also echoed by Doug, in 

relation to a particular individual who has attended the Oakbank Racing Carnival for 

over 90 years: 

 there was one guy there last year, and he was interviewed on television and he 

was 95 or 96 and he was like three months old when he first went, when the 

family brought him on, on that patch of land, and he’s been coming back ever 
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since. So there are those traditional people that that have always done it that 

way. 

 ‘Those people have always been involved in it’ 

In the preceding section, jumps racing is characterised as a sub-set of practices within 

thoroughbred racing, its cultural and social identity formed through close association 

with traditional activities such as hunting and continuity of family involvement. As 

described in Chapter 2, horse racing has long been associated with societal status and 

wealth. Many of the early officials and founders of Australian horse racing were part of 

the colonial elite and wealthy landowners. Especially in Victoria, such family links 

continue to connect the descendants of some elite, wealthy colonial families and early 

racing administrators with contemporary thoroughbred jumps racing.  

Interviews revealed that the history of jumps racing was associated with markers of 

societal wealth and status. Eddie described his views of a strong connection between 

jumps racing, colonial families and rural communities: “It is a country activity because 

when you think about it why Warrnambool is important, Warrnambool is where most of 

the English hierarchy lived when they came out here, the big families - the Armitages, 

the Manifolds, the Chirnsides”. Jim explained that many people who were associated 

with jumps racing were distinguished by their connections to the earliest farming 

families of Western Victoria, people he described as a “squattocracy” and “old 

money”. This term “squattocracy” is a play on the term aristocracy and, as used by Jim, 

refers to the political and social power of early colonial ‘squatters’ who became rich by 

exploiting and  grazing large tracts of Crown land as the first, and often only European 

settlers. 

Those people have always been involved in it. You saw them, they were at the 

Grand National meeting and they were at the Melbourne Cup meeting. Yeah, 

they were wealthy families.  Off the land. They were sort of the squattocracy. 

That goes right back to the start, like the McArthur family and people like that, 

who have always been there, the Armitages and those sorts of people.  

Fred viewed jumps racing as “part of the history of the white settlement in Australia” 

and strongly connected to the regional farming and grazing communities of western 

Victoria in a ‘hub’ centred on Warrnambool. Fred expressed nostalgia and sentiment in 
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his comments about the significance of jumps racing to the regional farming 

communities and its traditional horsemanship values including courage and endurance 

(see Chapter 3).  

If you go back many of the farmers and squatters and stock hands of the 

previous centuries built their reputation on their ability to ride and their ability 

to ride over the jumps, endurance, and going where there are no rails and its 

genuinely about the skill of the horse and the skill of the rider and having the 

endurance… a great test of the horse and jockey.   

Fred then nostalgically connected jumps racing with the noted nineteenth century 

Australian romantic poet Adam Lindsay Gordon, who also competed in steeplechases 

in both South Australia and Victoria and was also a member of the South Australian 

parliament: “We have Adam Lindsay Gordon, a great steeplechaser from this part of 

the world, so there's a great history and culture of the steeplechasing horse. It's 

reminiscent of what many early settlers were looking for in the sort of people that built 

this land”.  

Gordon’s poems romanticised both rural Australia and Australian steeplechasing 

(Kramer 1972) and he remains celebrated by rural communities in south-eastern 

Australia, as, for example, in the town of Mount Gambier in South Australia (Figure 

5.1). This lingering sense of nostalgia and regard for traditional nineteenth century 

horsemanship and its values was reflected in the decision to admit Gordon into the 

Australian Jumping Racing Association (AJRA) ‘Jumps Racing Hall of Gallery of 

Champions’ in 2012 (Country Arts 2014, Hill 2014). 
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Figure 5-1: Poster for the film Rider and Writer, Mt Gambier South Australia (Image Credit: 

Country Arts 2014) 

For Jim, the “diehard’” supporters of jumps racing had a specific appearance that 

signalled their social status by their style of dressing at race meetings signalling they 

lived in the rural communities of regional western Victoria. His comments suggest 

markers of class and status, in that he associates “western districts people” or those 

coming from the western areas of rural Victoria with the elite ‘member’s area’ of 

Flemington race course and traditional attendances at prestigious races such as the 

Melbourne Cup:  

Years ago the diehard supporter used to go to all the big meetings in 

Melbourne.  There were two types.  There were the Western Districts people 

who came up to all the major Melbourne jumps meetings, probably came up 

seven or eight times a year.  They also came up Cup week. You could tell them 

because the Western Districts people had a style of dress.  You could see them 

in the members at Flemington.  You could pick them a mile away.  But someone 

from Benalla or Gippsland you wouldn't pick them as easily.  But they wore 

sports jackets, yeah, the tweeds, a lot of them wore the tweeds.  But they dressed 

in a way - you could tell they were from the Western District of Victoria. 



97 

 

The role of social status in jumps racing was also noted by Dianna, a confirmed 

opponent of jumps racing. In her view, the history of jumps in South Australia racing 

continues to celebrate social privilege, wealth and class distinctions:  

the old school tie and the connections and the access to wealth and privilege 

that exists in this industry is enormous. I’ve a friend who came up with the term 

called OAF’s, old Adelaide families. And there’s a lot of Old Adelaide Families, 

it’s all old Adelaide prestige and privilege. They’re there. 

Dianna also implied a continuing historic link between “third generation politicians in 

this place and old Adelaide prestige and privilege”.  Here Dianna is reflecting on the 

history of South Australia and South Australia thoroughbred racing, where a few elite, 

privileged colonial families, established South Australian thoroughbred racing, and 

their descendants are now third generation members of South Australia’s parliament, 

racing club members, thoroughbred owners and supporters of jumps racing.  

 Valuing places, races and traditions 

Chapter 3 identified a strong and continuing association between jumps racing and its 

historical locations, especially Oakbank in South Australia and Warrnambool in 

western Victoria. The interviews revealed an affective bond between people, place and 

setting associated with jumps racing, often connected with nostalgic memories of a 

golden time; what Tuan (1974) called ‘topophilia’. The locations of Oakbank and 

Warrnambool held particular meaning for many participants who consistently 

associated these locations with a more vibrant period of jumps racing compared with 

the present. The Oakbank Easter Jumping Carnival has been promoted as a picnic race 

meeting since its inception in 1876, a traditional South Australian Easter recreation and 

carnival (Figure 5.2 and Figure 5.3, Freedman and Lemon 1987). For Doug, “Oakbank 

have that event tradition but also have the whole tradition thing. Oakbank has always 

been known as a picnic race meeting and in actual fact in the earlier days it was the 

largest picnic race meeting in the world”. 
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Figure 5-2: Crowds at the Oakbank races, 1914, (Image Credit: State Library of South 

Australia).  

 

Figure 5-3: Crowds at the Oakbank Race Course 1990. The green screen was placed around a 

horse injured in the Great Eastern Steeplechase (Image credit: State Library of South Australia) 
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Doug’s memories of Oakbank Racing Club included attendances “close to 100,000 

people there over 2 days at Easter time” ensuring that the Club itself was “vibrant” 

because of the high attendances. Oakbank Racing Club maintain many traditions 

associated with the early years of Australian jumps racing, including live hedges and 

traditional obstacles such as the ‘fallen log’ and symbolic historic mementoes on 

display in in public areas (see Figure 5.4) .   

 

Figure 5-4: Horseshoes of the winner of each Great Eastern Steeplechase since 1876, Oakbank 

Race Course, public bar. (Photograph by author) 

 

Since 1876, the ‘fallen log’ has been jumped in all Oakbank steeplechases (Figures 5.5 

& Figure 5.6). Oakbank Racing Club continues to include jumping the fallen log in the 

Great Eastern and von Doussa steeplechases. This log has become symbolic of the 

tradition of Oakbank jumps racing. As put by Doug: 

The fallen log is a traditional thing. If you go back and look at some of the old 

photographs, we had brick walls, we had everything else that was in the 

steeplechase in those days. But the fallen log is a tradition that we don’t want to 

move away from. The fallen log’s the heart of it [laugh] that’s the essence of it. 

It’s, you know, it’s, I suppose it’s almost quite parochial: it’s a South Australian 
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thing. It’s what South Australian people do and we use a log fence and its steep 

[laugh], there’s that as well.  

 

 

Figure 5-5: Jumping the famous Fallen Log at Oakbank Racing Club during the 1913 Great 

Eastern Steeplechase (Image credit: State Library of South Australia) 

 

 

Figure 5-6: The Fallen Log, Oakbank 2015. The ‘log’ has been used continuously in the Great 

Eastern Steeplechase since 1876. (Photograph by author) 
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For many participants, there was also an inherent rhythm to each racing year, with the 

movement between jumps racing locations choreographed by the annual calendar. Jim 

associated Easter with attending Tasmanian jumps racing at the Deloraine race course; 

 Deloraine was [emphasis] Easter.  Then the horses from Deloraine went to 

Warrnambool and it had a flow on. The Deloraine meeting was - outside of the 

Launceston Cup - the next biggest meeting in the north of Tasmania. So a very 

good meeting [Easter Monday]. Great traditions, a lot of bookies and it was a 

real fun day.  

 ‘Jumps racing was just everywhere’ 

Across the interviews, the past of jumps racing was remembered as a more vibrant 

time, associated with larger crowds, more frequent race days and more racing clubs, 

especially in regional and rural locations. Jumps racing was recalled as being held at a 

greater number of locations, particularly rural towns close to Warrnambool and a longer 

racing season that was “conducted right throughout the year”. Kevin recalled attending 

jumps races at “Penshurst, Warrnambool, Terang, Hamilton, Dunkeld, just depends 

what the racing schedule was and you’d have jumps in December and January at 

Penshurst, Terang New Year’s Day, and Penshurst on Boxing Day, Warrnambool, 

Woodfords a tenant club of Warrnambool, they had jumps racing”. According to 

Kevin, “jumps racing was just everywhere”.    

Jim recalled in almost the same words as Kevin that in 1976 “there were jumps races 

on everywhere”. Jim claimed that in 1978 jumps racing was “six per cent of Victorian 

racing and there was a hurdle race or a steeplechase on every program in Victoria, 

except in the north of the state. In the winter - from March right through to Cup time, 

there were jumps races on every program” and there were “over 200 races a year”. Jim 

also recalled many more venues especially in the metropolitan areas of Melbourne and 

a longer racing season: “We had four metropolitan tracks running them or three 

metropolitan tracks; a lot more venues around the state running them; the season went 

a lot longer”. He believed that jumps race meetings at Flemington attracted large 

crowds and the Grand National steeplechase day was, “outside of the Victoria Racing 

Club's carnival days, one of their biggest days of the year”.  
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Figure 5-7: Selected historic locations of jumps racing Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania 

(Map credit, Mr Tim Halvorsen) 

 

Kevin also recalled how busy the betting ring at the Warrnambool May Racing Carnival 

used to be in the early 1980s, reflecting the attendance at this meeting and its popularity 

at that time:  

When I first started, coming to the carnival back in the early 80s, there would have been 

3 times as many bookmakers here. There’s no doubt the landscape’s changed with the 

corporate bookmakers, electronics. Back in those days it was the crayon and the 

cardboard, and the totaliser is much more efficient in issuing bets, you know 

quickly supplying bets and also the variety of bets. So, so no. That just gradually 
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changes, but yeah I’ve got recollections of a hundred plus bookmakers on that 

grassed area. And the ring being absolutely packed.  

These recollections of a decline in the number of jumps races over time are consistent 

with a continued decline in the number of jumps races over the period 2000 to 2009, or 

around a 50% overall decline and around a 60% decline in the number of Victorian 

races (Table 5.1). If Jim’s recall is accurate, this represents around a 63% decline in the 

number of Victorian races from 1978 to 2009 although there are no authoritative 

publicly available data sources to test Jim’s claim. Concomitant with a reduced number 

of races, the number of horses competing in jumps racing also declined by around 65%, 

dropping from 761 in 2000 to 254 horses in 2009 (Table 5.1). By 2008, the number of 

racing clubs hosting Victorian jumps racing had reduced to 10 clubs (Jones 2008). 

 

 1999 
/ 

2000 

2000 
/ 

2001 

2001 
/ 

2002 

2002 
/ 

2003 

2003 
/ 

2004 

2004 
/ 

2005 

2005 
/ 

2006 

2006 
/ 

2007 

2007 
/ 

2008 

2008 
/ 

2009 

2009 
/ 

2010 

Races            

Vic 163 137 n/a 145 118 107 112 134 122 89 67 

SA 34 28  26 25 27 24 23 24 23 28 

Tas 6 7  5 8 6 6 6 0 0 0 

Total 203 172  177 151 140 142 163 146 112 95 

            

Horses            

Vic 569 515  179 307 317 531 382 326 220 164 

SA 172 153  48 101 113 130 111 101 84 91 

Tas 20 15  6 20 16 16 19 19 0 0 

Total 761 683  233 428 446 677 512 446 254 199 

            

Starts            

Vic 1455 1254  1196 1196 960 1015 1265 1085 683 489 

SA 273 239  217 217 241 203 216 195 213 241 

Tas 42 36  40 40 33 40 47 0 0 0 

Total 1770 1529  1453 1453 1234 1258 1528 1280 896 730 

 

Table 5-1: Jumps race activity 2001-2009 racing seasons.  Source: Australian Racing Fact 

Books (ARFB) 1999-2010.  

NOTES: Blank cells indicate no information provided by racing authorities. Information was unavailable to 

support analysis of the 2001 to 2002 season.  There is no further information to ascertain whether or not the starts 

information for the two seasons 2002-2003 and 2003-2004 is accurate or is an error of duplication in the ARFB. 

 A changed environment 

My interviews revealed two clear themes concerning the successive reviews and the 

political histories that have shaped Australian jumps racing. First, participants clearly 
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recalled the impact of federal and state political involvement in jumps racing. Three 

participants had participated in the Australian Senate Committee on Animal Welfare of 

1990 reflecting their longer-term association with jumps racing. Jim, who had very 

clear recollections of speaking to this Committee, was surprised at their final 

recommendation to phase out jumps racing. In his view, this as a reflection of the 

changed membership of the Committee between when they spoke with him and when 

the report was finalised, rather than an issue of horse welfare: “When they interviewed 

us about the jumps racing there were two Tasmanian Senators and a Victorian, and 

they were all real pro it.  They came to Sandown and they were still okay with it”. 

According to Jim, “all the knowledge that had been gathered by these other people 

wasn't really in the formulation of the report.  So - quite surprisingly, the Senate Select 

Committee … came out with the recommendation to all state governments to phase out 

jumps racing”. Jim viewed the banning of jumps racing in NSW in 1997 as a ‘flow on’ 

from the Senate enquiry, stating that “the legislation was drawn up based on whatever 

the recommendations were in the Senate. And when it came to the upper house in New 

South Wales, the Labor Party were in power and they moved that the Bill be passed in 

total.” Jim recognised that the ban had no practical effect, given jumps racing had 

effectively ceased in that state in 1941, but nevertheless it was of symbolic and political 

importance to those who opposed jumps racing. According to Jim, “[i]t had no effect at 

all.  All it did was it gave the opponents something to hang their hat on and it had zero 

effect”. 

For Victorian participants, attempts to ban jumps racing were predominantly attributed 

to the former Minister for Racing, Rob Hulls. According to Gary, “the worst period” of 

uncertainty for jumps racing “was when Rob Hulls was the Minister, he was going to 

ban it - it was on a knife edge then”. In Gary’s view, the Minister’s opposition was 

highly personal, a reflection of the position taken by his wife, who was “deadset 

against jumps racing and she was pushing this agenda.  It was a horrible situation 

because his wife was wanting him to finish it”. In this comment, he is referring Rob 

Hull’s wife, Carolyn Burnside, a Melbourne barrister, and member of the Victorian 

Bar’s animal welfare panel. So great was Hulls’ dislike of jumps racing that it was 

rumoured that he had phoned the chief executive of Racing Victoria and threatened to 

de-licence any racing club that held a jumps race meeting (Eddy, Spits and Cooper 

2009). The uncertainty resulting from the ‘Hulls era’ not only affected Victorian jumps 
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racing but also South Australian jumps racing and South Australia’s racing minister 

also tried to persuade South Australian racing authorities to end jumps racing (Bourke 

2008). According to Ian, South Australia “relied heavily on the Victorians” to provide 

both jockeys and horses for South Australian jumps races. Given the uncertainty over 

this period, there was a flow on lack of investment in South Australian jumps racing 

“we had no jockeys, we had no schooling facilities, and we had nothing. So you don’t 

have an industry”. Some participants expressed views that some thoroughbred racing 

authorities and race clubs were at that time also keen to end jumps racing. Ian 

characterised the environment in 2008-2009 as “really nasty. The industry saw jumps 

racing as a very minor part of racing and in fact some of the industry leaders were 

quite keen to get rid of jumps racing [and they said] jumps racing was about a couple 

per cent of the industry and 20 per cent of their problems”.  

Jim attributed the original formation of the Society for the Promotion of Jumps Racing, 

later the Australian Jumping Racing Association, to the negative criticism of jumps 

racing in the Melbourne press. Reflecting on his personal involvement, Jim recalled: 

“The Australian Jumps [sic Jumping] Racing Association, was formed in 1978, in 

response to the continual criticism that was coming of the sport in the Melbourne press. 

The Victoria Racing Club at the time felt that jumps racing needed to have its own 

spokesman and that they couldn't be seen to be the spokesman for it and act as the 

regulator”. However, Doug did not consider the Australian Jumping Racing 

Association as speaking for South Australian jumps racing, and referred to a degree of 

interstate tension that lead to the forming of another industry body in South Australia 

when there was “a split between the Australian Jumping Racing Association and South 

Australia”. Doug recognised that overall control was accorded to “the respective 

industry, Thoroughbred Racing South Australia here and Racing Victoria in Victoria 

that control it”. When the Australian Jumping Racing Association “started charging 

South Australia to be partnering with them. Obviously South Australia didn’t like it. So 

first of all, there was a split. So now there is a Jumps Racing Association South 

Australia as well as an Australian Jumping Race Association in Victoria.”  

Jim also reflected on the end of Tasmanian jumps racing. By 2006 Tasmanian jumps 

racing was confined to two smaller country race clubs in northern Tasmania, at 

Devonport and Deloraine. Jim suggested that jumps racing was not supported by the 
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Tasmanian Thoroughbred Racing Council, the peak body that administers Tasmania 

racing or by the Launceston Racing Club, although it did one influential supported in 

the form of Michael Hodgman, a former Tasmanian premier, federal politician and 

member of the Tasmanian Turf Club. Following an internal review, the Tasmanian 

Thoroughbred Racing Council suspended jumps racing at the start of the 2007 

Tasmanian season (Tasmanian Thoroughbred Racing Council 2007). As put by Jim: 

Tasmanian jumps racing lost the support of the Tasmanian Turf Club.   The 

Hobart people were never [in favour of jumps racing] - it had gone there about 

10 years earlier. Michael Hodgman, he was the key supporter of it down in the 

south.  Once Hodgman had gone, it had nobody in the south supporting it. It 

was always part of Launceston racing history, forever…  But they voted against 

it and then it was gone, because it never had the numbers. 

 Changing attitudes 

One of the most pervasive and persistent themes about the past, across all participants, 

was that of the poor past safety record of jumps racing, and the associated high risks for 

both jockeys and horses. There was consensus that former higher rates of injury to 

horses and jockeys, and the public pressure evidenced in the Jones Report in 2008 and 

the 2009 decision by Racing Victoria to stop jumps racing, resulted in changes that 

improved the safety record of jumps racing. Ricky, a successful jumps jockey, 

articulated his opinion that the past was “not jump racings ‘best times’… that jump 

racing needed to change,” reflecting that, “I started when it wasn’t good, it’s better 

now.” Ricky spoke with emphasis and emotion about the period when he was an 

apprentice jockey in the early 2000s and the years leading up to the Jones review: “It 

was terrible before the industry changed. Too many deaths, far too many. Everything 

that fell died. I can’t remember the last time I had a fall, I was breaking my collar bone 

every week.” For Fred, this safety record represented jumps racing's “dark times” or as 

put by Kevin “the safety record, was our Achilles heel.” 

Prior to the 2002 Racing Victoria review of jumps racing, there were no qualification 

requirements for either trainers or horses to compete in jumps racing (Table 3.1). There 

was consensus amongst my participants that the lack of formal qualification 

requirements was associated with poor choice of horses and training methods and a 

sport at its “lowest ebb”. Gary opined that many of the horses that were entered before 
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qualification requirements were introduced were: “just a sort of broken down racehorse 

who wasn't quite fast enough on the flat”. And “a lot of the big trainers from 

Melbourne got fast horses off the flat and thought oh yeah we’ll have a go”. As 

described by Fred: 

It was more tempting for trainers to have a six or seven-year-old gelding who 

was a stayer who is just starting to struggle a bit in the staying races and they 

put him over a few jumps at training: right, we'll enter you in the jumps race the 

following Saturday. They weren't properly schooled, they weren't properly 

educated and it was the last resort for a horse that was perhaps struggling a bit.   

Consistently, participants’ comments about safety and the physical construction of 

hurdles were consistent with the findings of Montoya, McManus and Albrecht (2012). 

In their analysis of media coverage of jumps racing, these authors describe a ‘pro-

animals frame’ where jumps racing is constructed as a positive activity that has the 

capacity to improve its safety record and the blame for falls is placed upon either the 

horse itself (they make a mistake) or on the (new) style of jumps (Montoya, McManus 

and Albrecht 2012).   

There was a consensus amongst participants that the physical construction of the 

hurdles and obstacles was associated with the risk of jumps racing and injuries to 

horses and jockeys. For example, Ricky emphatically stated that: “We have addressed 

the technical stuff, redesigned the jumps, from the old timber benches with brush and 

the awful yellow panels, to Australian panels, these are good, and jockeys were 

instrumental in their redesign”. In this statement, he is referring to evidence by jockeys 

given to Judge Jones about a particular design of Victorian yellow brush topped hurdles 

and the incidence of lethal rotational falls by horses (Figures 5.7 and 5.8). Liam, a 

successful trainer, believed that Victorian obstacles had been inherently dangerous for 

as long as he had been competing jumps horses, often resulting in broken necks to 

horses and severe injuries to riders. He believed that the design of the older jumps was 

“a terrible indictment of the knowledge” about horses and jumping by the people who 

designed them: 

The fences in Melbourne have been dangerous all my life, pretty much, and 

they've only just got it right the last three or four years. Those things were, they 

were hard up to about three foot nine inches and then the top bit of brush was 
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vertical and it was as stiff as stiff.  If it had been soft it wouldn't have been a 

problem. The horses would never have somersaulted. They just would have 

fallen through it. But because it was upright and it was very stiff the horses used 

to somersault all the time.   

Eddie graphically described the types of falls he had observed with the yellow topped 

hurdles, comparing these to older types of falls he had observed: “The horses were 

flipping over, that is they were, their front feet were hitting and they flipping over onto 

their backs.  Before when I'd seen falls in the 80s and 90s, they tended to fall on their 

elbows”. 

Gary, a trainer, disliked the older 1980s’ solid timber fences of hard-pressed tea tree 

that caused routine injuries to his horses such that: “Every time - you'd run a horse in a 

race and it would take you a week patching him up from little twigs and things and bits 

of skin.” The yellow topped brush hurdles used in Victorian jumps racing after 2005 

came in for especial criticism and were described as “awful”, “terrible” and the 

“stupidest thing I ever saw”. He blamed these for causing falls because horses “were 

running through them virtually” or “were just crashing through ‘em”, rather than 

jumping over them. Similarly, Peter described these obstacles as “death traps. They 

were A-frame fences and they were traps. The turnover was way down, fatalities were 

up.  So that was jumps racing.”  

 

Figure 5-8: Grand National Steeplechase Melbourne 1894 showing stone fences and solid 

wooden panels. (Image Credit: Illustrated Australian News 1894) 
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Figure 5-9: Jumping the last hurdle in the George Watson Hurdle, Grand National Preview Day 

Flemington racecourse in Melbourne, Australia May 31, 2008.  This shows the yellow topped 

hurdles that were associated with rotational falls and a horse about to fall after jumping.  (Image 

credit: Getty Images),  

 Conclusions 

Within jumps racing, being with horses is part of a way of life; human lives are 

structured around training horses, caring for horses, competing horses and living with 

horses. Some participants had spent their entire adult lives within the communities and 

practices of jumps racing. This shared historical or cultural connection, centered on the 

use of the jumps horse, can be considered similar to a kinship of horse-minded people 

especially in the rural communities of jumps racing. In this sense, people were often 

described as having an affinity with horses, that horses and jumps racing were ‘in their 

blood’ and knowledge of horses and jumps racing is “passed down, through the 

generations as an aspect of ‘normal life’ and the ‘growing of children’” (Latimer and  

Birke, 2009 p 4).  

The concurrent use of horses for sport and leisure as well as for professional racing 

marks jumps racing out as a distinct equine sub-community within thoroughbred 

racing. The social networks of jumps racing are also broader than the local environs of 

horse racing and the race track and traditional activities such as hunting contribute to 

establishing an identity and social relationships within jumps racing that differ from 

those of thoroughbred flat racing. There is a strong connection that links the history of 

jumps racing to Australia’s rural communities, especially in western Victoria. This 

includes a sense of nostalgia about a vibrant past as well as strong historical and social 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj3nJ_j0ebSAhUCiLwKHbz_CMwQjRwIBw&url=http://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/chris-maund-riding-danever-jumps-the-last-and-goes-on-to-news-photo/81313216&psig=AFQjCNE1V-7TLj34qMdqZ9-Jj5K0LwPbdQ&ust=1490152742036428
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and cultural connection to iconic jumps events and locations, such as Warrnambool and 

Oakbank. 

Since the late 1980s, jumps racing has come under public and political scrutiny due to 

concerns about the welfare and safety of both horses and jockeys. This reflects public 

awareness of and opposition to the deaths of jumps horses as well as increased political 

opposition and the activities of animal activist and welfare organisations that are 

opposed to jumps racing. Since 1990, jumps racing has been successively reviewed by 

government and racing authorities, resulting in the implementation of additional safety 

measures. There was consensus that the past safety record was unacceptable. Over the 

period 2000 to 2009 the number of jumps races and jumps horses declined. 
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Chapter 6:  Australian jumps racing in the present 

 Introduction 

This chapter considers the contemporary context of Australian jumps racing, 

corresponding to the period from 2009–2017. A mixed methodology is used to integrate 

quantitative analysis of racing industry data with thematic analysis of participant 

perceptions about Australian jumps racing. The quantitative analysis commences with 

investigation of the size, composition and locations of contemporary jumps racing. A 

more detailed analysis of three successive jumps racing seasons is then presented to 

investigate the season-to-season turnover of horse and human participants, and the 

safety of jumps racing. This is followed by thematic analysis of participant interviews 

about the present state of jumps racing, including its safety record, its people, and its 

social, cultural and economic relevance.  These themes are informed by the interviews, 

research sub-questions one, two and four (see Chapter 4) and my review of relevant 

literature.  

 Jumps racing activity  

Table 6.1 shows the volume of jumps racing conducted over the period between 2009 

and 2016. Overall, jumps horses over this period accounted for between 0.6% and 0.7% 

of all Thoroughbred racehorses in Australia and less than 1.5 % of Thoroughbred races 

in South Australia and Victoria. Over the period of 2009-2016, the total number of 

jumps races has remained relatively steady, averaging 89 races per year (range 84-95), 

although South Australia shows a declining trend. In the same period, the number of 

individual horses involved in jumps racing each year averaged 242 (range 192-269). 

Consistent with the decline in number of South Australian jumps races, the population 

of South Australian jumps horses decreased from a high of 96 in the 2010/2011 season 

to 53 horses by the 2015/2016 season. The overall number of horses starting a jumps 

race ranged from a high of 730 (2009/10) to a low of 609 (2013/2014). Jumps racing 

appears to have achieved a period of relative stability, compared with the significant 

decline in participation and activity levels between 2000 and 2008 (see Table 6.1). 

However, in South Australia, the number of jumps horses and jumps starters declined to 

a low point in 2016 (see Table 6.1). 
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 2009 
/ 

2010 

2010 
/ 

2011 

2011 
/ 

2012 

2012 
/ 

2013 

2013 
/ 

2014 

2014 
/ 

2015 

2015 
/ 

2016 

Average 
2009-16  

         

Victoria 67 60 69 70 65 66 70 67 

South Australia  28 26 23 22 19 21 20 23 

Total jumps races 95 86 92 92 84 87 90 89 

Total Aust. races 19,396 18,888 19,168 19,534 19,511 18,949 19,393 19, 263 

Horses         

Victoria 164 156 178 189 183 174 197 177 

South Australia 91 96 91 81 85 72 53 81 

Total jumps horses 199 192 269 269 268 246 250 242 

Total race horses 31,773 31,181 30,757 30,489 36,675 36,332 35,896 33,300 

Starters         

Victoria 489 442 547 550 462 520 554 509 

South Australia 241 212 189 160 157 144 116 174 

Total jumps starters  730 654 736 710 609 664 670 682 

Total Australian starters 194,736 196,258 189,415 188,326 189,259 184,800 186,141 189,848 

 

Table 6-1: Jumps races, jumps horses and starters from 2009-2016 for Victoria and 

South Australia. Source data: Australian Racing Fact Book 2009/2010 to 20015/2016.  

NOTES: The race year is defined as the period from 1 July to 30 June in the succeeding year. 

Averages were calculated by summing data across rows and dividing by the number of race 

years (7). Averages were rounded to the nearest whole number. A starter was defined as a horse 

who starts; that is, competes in a race. The number of starters in each state includes every horse 

that started in a race in that state, so that horses who travel interstate are included in more than 

one state total (this definition is used in the Australian Racing Fact Book). The number of 

horses represents all qualified horses; that is, horses who have passed the necessary 

qualification criteria required of each state before they can race, either in a flat race or a jumps 

race. The number of horses who compete in races may be less than the total number of qualified 

horses, as not all qualified horses may race in any year.  

 

A more detailed analysis was undertaken of the 2012, 2013 and 2014 jumps race 

seasons in order to investigate the present dynamics of Australian jumps racing. As 

explained in Chapter 4, the data was sourced from official stewards and jumps review 

panel reports for each race that was conducted during those seasons. This data differs 

from that published by Racing Australia (Australian Racing Fact Book), as it is based 

on jumping seasons; that is, the time period from the first jumps race in a calendar year 

to the last jumps race of that year. This, therefore, allows for the more detailed season-

by-season comparison of activity levels and participation rates, consistent with the race 

programming approach of racing authorities in Victoria and South Australia. It also 

facilitates the comparison of the relative safety of successive seasons, as improvements 

are implemented on a season-by-season basis. Although time-consuming to collect and 

organise, the data enabled detailed analysis of horses, locations, trainers and jockeys. 
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This level of analysis, including trends, is not publicly available in official racing 

publications (Ruse, Davison and Bridle 2015). 

 

Over the period of 2012-2014, the majority of jumps races were held in Victoria. Only 

15 of the 386 racing clubs in Australia conducted jumps racing over this period; five in 

South Australia and 10 in Victoria. The location of these racing clubs is shown in 

Figure 6.1. Australian jumps racing was concentrated in western Victorian country 

(rural) racing clubs. Warrnambool Racing Club, a historically important location for 

jumps racing, hosted 28.4% of jumps races, more than any other location, providing the 

present-day hub for contemporary Australian jumps racing. Only two metropolitan 

clubs held jumps races, accounting for 26% of races over the study period. The 

South Australian Jockey Club at Morphettville, Adelaide, held 44% of South Australian 

jumps races and 10.1% of all jumps races. The Melbourne Racing Club at Sandown, 

hosted 21.2% of Victoria’s jumps races and 16.3% of all jumps races, including the 

Grand National Hurdle (total prize money of $200,000) and Grand National Steeple 

(total prize money of $250,000).  
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Figure 6-1: The location of South Australian and Victorian racing clubs hosting jumps racing 

during 2012-2014.  

 

Horses 

Over the jumps racing seasons in 2012, 2013 and 2014, a total of 438 individual horses 

competed in Australian jumps races. This analysis also identified if horses participated 

in hurdle racing or steeplechasing or both sub-disciplines of jumps racing. This 

distinction is not included in official racing publications, although research literature 

has indicated that this is important in assessing the safety of jumps racing (Boden et al. 

2006). Over two-thirds of the jumps horses (302, 69%) competed only in hurdle races; 

just under one-quarter (99, 23%) competed in both forms of Australian jumps racing; 

and 37 (8%) competed only in steeplechases (see Table 6.2). Figure 6.2 shows the 

number of starts per horse over these three jumps racing seasons. More than half of 

these horses (55%) competed three times or less, with almost one-quarter (22%) 

competing in only one race. Another quarter raced between four and 10 times. Less 

than 10% of the horses competed more than 10 times, with one horse racing 32 times. 

The median number of race starts per horse was three, the first quartile was two starts 

and the fourth quartile was six starts. The range was one to 32 starts.  
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Figure 6-2: Proportion of horses (%) by number of jumps race starts per horse over the 2012, 

2013 and 2014 seasons, South Australia and Victoria combined. 

 

The annual turnover in the jumps horse cohort was analyzed by identifying individual 

horses that ran in two of the three race seasons, either in successive seasons, or in 2012 

and 2014, or in all three seasons (see Table 6.2). Of the 2012 jumps horse cohort, 37% 

raced in 2013 and 21% raced in 2014. Only 7% of the 2012 cohort raced in 2014, but 

not in 2013, and only 14% raced in all three seasons. Of the 2013 cohort, 29% raced in 

2014.  

  

Number of 
horses 
2012 

Number of 
horses 
2013 

Number of 
horses 
2014 

Number of 
horses 2012 & 

2013 

Number of 
horses 2012 

& 2014 

Number of 
horses 2012, 
2013 & 2014 

Number of 
horses 2012 
& 2014, but 

not 2013 

176 209 195 65 (37%) 40 (21%) 27 (14%) 13 (7%) 

 

Table 6-2: Australian jumps horse annual turnover from the 2012, 2013 and 2014 seasons.  

NOTES: Number of horses that jump by season(s) of participation. All % figures indicate a 

proportion of the 2012 jumps horse cohort. Horses are counted in the cohort of each season in 

which they competed. 

 

The average age of horses in the sample was 6.4 years, as of 1 March in the seasons in 

which they raced during the 2012-2014 period. The median age was six years, the first 

quartile median age was five years and the fourth quartile median age was seven years 
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(see Figure 6.3). Consistent with the regulatory requirement that a horse be at least 

three years old to begin jumps training and racing, and the time required for this 

training, just eight horses (2%) in the sample were aged three years in their first season 

of jumps racing. Twenty-five horses (7%) were aged 10 years or more. The range was 

three to 12 years.  

 

 
Figure 6-3: Age profile of jumps horses, as a proportion of all horses jumping during the 2012, 

2013 and 2014 seasons.  

NOTES: The age census date is the beginning of the jumps racing season (1 March) of each 

calendar year in which a horse competed. The total horse pool is the sum of the 2012, 2013 and 

2014 horse cohorts, and not the number of individual horses over this period.  
 

Trainers 

In 2014, there were 4,027 registered racehorse trainers in Australia, with 914 in 

Victoria and 304 in South Australia (Racing Australia 2014). Only 145 trainers, less 

than 4% of the total, started a horse in a jumps race between 2012 and 2014 (see 

Table 6.3). Three-quarters (76%) of these trainers were based in Victoria (110), with 31 

(21%) based in South Australia, one in New South Wales and three in New Zealand. 

Victorian trainers account for the majority of starts in jumps racing. A small number of 

prominent Victorian trainers account for a disproportionately large share of activity. 

Table 6.3 ranks the five most prolific trainers in Victoria and South Australia that 

accounted for 34% and 6%, respectively, of the jump starts in the study period. Five 

trainers (two Victorian, two South Australian and one New Zealander) accounted for 

half of the starts in South Australia, and the majority of horses in South Australian 
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jumps races were trained in Victoria. The most prolific Victorian trainer accounted for 

20% of all starts in South Australia.  

 

Trainer rank Number of 
starts 

Proportion of 
total starts (%) 

Proportion of 
Victorian starts 

(%) 

Proportion of 
South 

Australian 
starts (%) 

Number of 
horses 
trained 

Victoria      

1  231 11.7 9.2 19.9 34 

2  136 6.9 7.7 4.4 21 

3  135 6.9 7.3 5.5 24 

4  89 4.5 5.1 2.8 25 

5  79 4.0 4.8 1.5 18 

South Australia      

1  67 3.5 1.0 12.1 15 

2  32 1.6 0.1 6.6 3 

3  10 0.5 0.2 1.5 6 

4  7 0.3 n/a 1.5 3 

5  7 0.3 n/a 1.5 3 

New South Wales      

1  4 0.4 0.5 0 4 

New Zealand      

1  33 1.7 0.6 5.2 12 

2  3 0.15 n/a 0.4 2 

3  1 n/a n/a 0.2 1 

 

Table 6-3: Trainer participation by location in Australian jumps racing, 2012-2014.  

NOTES: Top trainers are ranked by number of starts. Only the five top ranked trainers for 

Victoria and South Australia are listed.  

 

Jockeys 

Relative to horses (n=438) and trainers (n=145), the cohort of jumps jockeys in the 

study period was small, at 51. Around 30 jockeys rode in all three Australian jumps 

racing seasons, with the majority moving frequently between South Australia and 

Victoria. Ten jockeys accounted for 62.1% of starts, with three jockeys accounting for 

25.3% of starts. The most prolific jockey rode in almost four out of every five (77%) 

jumps races over this period.  
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 Jumps racing safety  

As discussed in Chapter 3, much of the debate about jumps racing has centred on 

claims that jumps racing is inherently risky for both horses and jockeys, having much 

higher fatality and injury rates than flat racing (Boden et al. 2006; McManus and 

Montoya 2012). Such claims often associate the high turnover rate of horses, identified 

in the previous section, with high horse injury and fatality rates (Boden et al. 2006). 

The following section reports a quantitative analysis of the safety of jumps racing over 

2012-2014.  

 

Table 6.4 shows the fall, fatality and finish rates for jumps horses in the period over 

2012-2014. The overall fatality rate was 5.1 per 1,000 starts (0.51%). The overall fall 

rate was 33 per 1,000 starts (3.3%). Around 10% of all jumps horse starters were retired 

before the race finished, falling into the category of ‘failed to finish’. Other reasons for 

not completing a race include ‘lost rider’ (i.e., jockey falling off - 1.6%), ‘brought 

down’ (i.e., horse brought down by another horse’s fall - 0.35%) and, in one case, ‘run 

out’ (i.e., horse jumped out of the racecourse). Overall, 85% of horses starting a jumps 

race completed the race.  

 

A significant difference in risk profile was evident between steeplechase and hurdle 

races during the study period (see Table 6.4). Of the 10 horse fatalities, nine occurred in 

steeplechases, with the single hurdle fatality occurring on the flat at the start of a race, 

rather than over a hurdle. This disparity is increased when the larger proportion of 

hurdle races is taken into account, with one fatality in 1,328 hurdle starts, compared to 

nine fatalities in 642 steeplechase starts. The fatality rate for steeplechases was 14 per 

1,000 starts, more than double that of the key performance indicator implemented by 

Racing Victoria in 2011; and the rate for hurdles was 0.75 per 1,000 starts, almost an 

order of magnitude below this indicator. This disparity is less marked when considering 

the rate of falls in hurdles (29 per 1,000 starts) and steeplechases (40 per 1,000 starts). 

However, the proportion of falls that result in fatalities in steeplechases (35%) is more 

than an order of magnitude greater than for hurdles (2.6%), with over one-third of 

steeplechase falls proving fatal.  
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Race type Starts Finishes Deaths Fatality 
rate 
(deaths per 
1,000 
starts) 

Falls Fall rate 
(% of 
starts) 

Fatalities as 
proportion 
of falls (%) 

FF* BD** RO*** LR**** 

Hurdle 1328 1135 1 0.5 39 2.9 2.6 128 7 1 18 

Steeplechase 642 537 9 14 26 4. 0 35 65 0 0 14 

Total 1970 1672 10 5.1 65 3.3 15 193 7 1 32 

 

Table 6-4: Hurdle and steeplechase horse falls, fatalities and finishes in Victoria and South 

Australia for the 2012, 2013 and 2014 seasons.  

NOTES: *Failed to Finish (FF): horse withdrawn during race, as fatigued and uncompetitive, at 

discretion of jockey, **Brought Down (BD): horse brought down during race by another horse, ***Run 

Out (RO): horse leaves track during race, ****Lost Rider (LR): jockey falls from horse during race. 

 

The study period was compared against longer-term trends using publicly available data 

for Victoria (comparable data were not available for South Australia). The resulting 

data (see Figure 6.4) indicate that the annual Victorian fatality rates during the study 

period were lower than any other consecutive three-year period since 1986. These rates 

show considerable variability, with the lowest annual fatality rate being 5.5 deaths per 

1,000 starts in 2011-2012 and 2012-2013; the lowest annual rate being 4.1 deaths per 

1,000 starts (0.41%) in 1999-2000 and 4.5 deaths per 1,000 starts (0.45%) in 1997-

1998.  
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Figure 6-4: Horse fatality rates in Victorian jumps racing, 1986 to 2015.  

NOTES: Source data: Boden et al. (2006), Australian Racing Fact Book (2013) and the Animals Australia 

submission to Victorian MPs (2008). A racing year is defined as the period, 1 July to 30 June in the following year. 

Fatality rates for the period of 2011-2014 were estimated by identifying the date of the fatality and aggregating 

deaths over the racing year. Data for 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 are average values sourced from the 2008 Animals 

Australia submission to Victorian MPs, as individual fatalities could not be located for this period. The line 

represents the moving three-year average.  

 

The 2017 season of jumps racing will be mainly conducted at rural or regionally based 

locations, with a reduced metropolitan presence in both South Australia and Victoria. 

The 2017 Victorian jumps racing season has only two race meetings programmed for 

metropolitan Sandown. For the 2017 season, both the Grand National Hurdle and the 

Grand National Steeple will stay at metropolitan Sandown, representing the only jumps 

races to be held in Melbourne. For the first time in over a century, an entire jumps race 

meeting, comprising a six-race jumps programme, will be held at Ballarat (Racing 

Victoria 2016). Consistent with this increased regional focus, jumps races will 

recommence at Sale and jumps trials will be held at Terang (Racing Victoria 2016). 

These moves may be designed to provide a more convenient location than Cranbourne, 

to qualify horses in the eastern parts of Victoria and to increase the supporter base in 

regional communities. Similarly, the 2017 South Australian jumps race programme also 

reflects an increased regional presence and a reduced presence at metropolitan 

Morphettville (South Australian Jumps Racing 2017). The 2017 South Australian 

programme has only two jumps race days scheduled for Morphettville Racecourse in 

suburban Adelaide. This marks a significant contraction of jumps racing away from 

capital cities to country and regional race clubs in Victoria and South Australia. This 
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contraction of jumps racing to a majority of county race clubs reflects the combined 

effects of the historical outworking of processes of indifference (such as reduced 

interest in jumps racing as a leisure activity and revenue source for thoroughbred 

racing) and active opposition by animal activist and welfare groups (see Chapters 3 and 

5). 

 ‘Jumps people’ 

As shown above, jumps racing in Australia today involves a relatively small number of 

trainers, jockeys and horses, with a very small number comprising a highly active core. 

This group train and race in a small number of locations, according to a tightly 

prescribed annual calendar. Reflecting this, participants spoke about jumps racing as a 

small, tight-knit and distinct community. Peter, a racing official, described jumps 

trainers and jockeys as “a fraternity, [with] shared values and there's a very small 

minority of them you can count on one hand”. Liam, a successful jumps trainer for over 

30 years, stressed that “jumping people” are “real enthusiasts” and “quite different to 

the flat racing people, really. Like, I have a lot of flat horses as well, so I have a good 

involvement in both, but the jumping fraternity are really significantly different to the 

flat racing guys”. 

Chris, an owner of jumps horses and enthusiastic supporter of jumps racing, loved 

being part of the jumps racing fraternity: “The thing l love most about this business is 

the fraternity. They are a marvellous (emphasised) bunch of people”. He then 

characterised the fraternity of jumps jockeys and trainers as the best of mates, bonded 

together through the dangers of jumps racing and the shared threat of opposition to 

jumps racing: “With the jockeys, cos it’s a dangerous thing, let’s face it, they’re all 

considerate of each other. They’re all, outwardly anyway, best mates with all of them. 

… And the trainers are the same. They’re all horsemen, they all like each other. 

They’re desperate for the survival of jumps races”. Similarly, Fred (a committed 

longer-term supporter of jumps racing) acknowledged that danger was an inherent 

attraction of jumps racing for jockeys, who were “in the sport because they love racing. 

If you didn't have jumps racing in Victoria, you'd lose that whole cohort. While they're 

good track riders, that's not enough adrenaline excitement for them”.  

Fred also described the difficulty of training jumps horses as it requires a great deal of 

skill and knowledge of horses. He thought that jumps people “get amazing satisfaction 
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out of training jumps horses”, as a result of the time and skill “you’ve got to put into 

it”. Fred links the level of skill required to participate successfully in jumps racing with 

the level of desire shown by the jumps fraternity for this activity and with the appeal of 

this activity in its rural heartland of Warrnambool.  

Liam associated the jumps racing fraternity with rural communities and a love of 

animals: “[They are] rural people, in the main, and most of them are animal lovers. I 

would say probably all of them, including the jockeys”. This suggestion that the jumps 

fraternity were characteristically animal lovers who cared deeply for their horses, was 

also repeated by Monty (an enthusiast supporter): “you look at any of the people 

involved in horses, how many dogs and other animals they’ve got. To say someone 

(who) is involved in jumps racing doesn’t know how to care for animals, it’s just 

insanity”. 

 Place, tradition and change 

                                                                                                                                

Oakbank, South Australia 

The sense of fraternity conveyed by participants involved in jumps racing was strongly 

tied to a strong sense of place. To Fred (a long-term proponent of jumps racing), 

Oakbank was “absolutely special and unique” and it has got “the rural country 

atmosphere” where the horses “jump over the logs and uphill and down dale and the 

hedges. It’s those things that make it special”. Fred regarded the Oakbank Easter 

Carnival as so special that he thought that “there is a religious experience about racing 

at Oakbank”. Fred opined that not only did “people like racing at Oakbank”, but he 

also suggested that “we should support jumps racing. We ought to build it up as one of 

our special unique features and make sure Oakbank works”. Doug, a South Australian 

race club official, was proud of Oakbank’s historical reputation as the largest picnic 

race meeting in Australia, a family-oriented event that attracts large crowds to its Easter 

carnival. Oakbank Race Club continues to conduct the Easter carnival as a picnic race 

meeting, with many other entertainment sideshows, such as the Easter egg hunt for 

children (see Figures 6.5 and 6.6). In keeping with the intention to attract families, 

Oakbank encourages people to access the racetrack itself, even encouraging children to 

play football on the track (see Figure 6.7), and a recent Oakbank tradition. At the same 
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time, Oakbank maintains that the traditional steeplechase obstacles, such as the live 

hedges, are part of the event’s distinctive character (see Figure 6.8).  

 

 

Figure 6-5: Oakbank Racecourse, April 2015. (Photograph by author) 

NOTES: Looking towards the centre of the course, showing side show area and children’s 

slides in the background. The wining post is in the centre of the photo on the far side of the race 

track. Note the people on the track, which is allowed at Oakbank.  

Doug stressed that Oakbank continued to attract younger audiences, as well as 

traditional race goers: 

We now have a lot more family-type people that go to Oakbank. It’s gone from 

the older person who’s always been to the races and continued to go to the 

races, to now a much more family-oriented set up. It still is the largest picnic 

race meeting in Australia, whereby people can drive in, pay their admission and 

not spend another cent if that’s what they want, because they can bring their 

own food in, they can bring their own drink in, they can sit around and do it. 

But even now, we have probably, before we open the gates at 7 o’clock in the 

morning, we’ve had a 150, 200 cars, some of which have camped there 

overnight.  
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Doug thought that Oakbank’s continuing popularity rested on two key characteristics: 

the picnic-style of the race meeting and the appeal of jumps racing, per se. By 

combining the tradition of jumps racing with a shift towards attracting families to the 

picnic meeting, the old and the new went “hand-in-hand” and differentiated the 

Oakbank Easter Racing Carnival from other race meetings and racecourses.  

 

Figure 6-6: Picnicking at Oakbank Racecourse, April 2015. (Photograph by author) 
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Figure 6-7: Children playing on the racetrack in front of a steeplechase obstacle, Oakbank 

2015. This obstacle has a live hedge at the back, and a panel at the front, with wings attached 

on either side. (Photograph by author) 

 

Figure 6-8: Jumping through the hedges at Oakbank, Von Doussa steeplechase 2015. 

(Photograph Credit, Jenny Barnes Photography)  
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Doug was confident that Oakbank also attracted interstate visitors, giving the Easter 

carnival national, as well as local, jumps racing significance:  

It’s the picnic-style of race meeting that attracts a lot of people to come to 

Oakbank, but there’s also a group of people who love jumps racing, especially 

from interstate, and that’s the reasons why they come to Oakbank. I mean, so 

there is no doubt that the mere fact that we do have jumps racing makes us 

different than any other club, because we promote jumps racing. So, the number 

of people that come to Oakbank is quite incredible.  

He acknowledged that the role of tradition and maintaining traditional symbols, such as 

the fallen log (see Figure 6.9), is part of the attraction of the carnival:  

The fallen log is a tradition that we don’t want to move away from. The fallen 

log’s the heart of it [laugh]. That’s the essence of it. It’s, you know, it’s, I 

suppose, it’s almost quite parochial. It’s a South Australian thing. It’s what 

South Australian people do and we use a log fence and its steep [laugh]. There’s 

that as well.  

 

Figure 6-9: Walking the track, Oakbank 2015, showing the fallen log and a member of the 

research team. (Photograph by author) 
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Warrnambool, Victoria 

Jim (a pensioner and long-time jumps racing supporter) cast Warrnambool as “the last 

place in Victoria where just absolute racegoers, pure racegoers, who are interested in 

the sport, and the majority love jumps racing, go for a week of racing. Warrnambool is 

the sole place. Warrnambool is the last place where there's an educated racing crowd 

that gets together”. In this sense, Jim speaks as a purist, regarding Warrnambool jumps 

racing as true to tradition and an authentic representation of jumps racing. Thus, for 

Jim, there was a “huge difference in the culture” between Warrnambool racegoers and 

Oakbank racegoers “because Warrnambool are dedicated racegoers”. Jim regarded 

those attending Oakbank as “not an educated racing crowd”. To Jim, Oakbank had 

tradition, but the event was not primarily about the jumping. Rather, “over the years, 

there has been a tradition that you went and your family went and [the next group] 

went and a lot camped and a lot just made a weekend of it. But they're not people that 

are regular racegoers”. In contrast, he regarded Warrnambool people as “interested in 

the sport 365 days of the year”. This perception of a fundamental difference between 

Warrnambool and Oakbank was repeated by Chris (a jumps horse owner), who 

regarded the audience at the Warrnambool May Carnival as “a knowledgeable crowd, 

because they go every year to this meeting, and it’s one of the most knowledgeable 

racing crowds in Australia”. The knowledge referred to here was centred on horses, 

their concept of ‘horsemanship’ and the difficulty of training and riding a jumps horse. 

In using the gendered term ‘horsemanship’, Chris is reflecting on the gendered nature 

of the horseracing industry and, indeed, the origins of jumps racing, as primarily being 

a masculine and military sporting activity (Lane 2016, see also Chapter 3). Chris cited 

an example of crowd behaviour after the running of Warrnambool’s premier jumps 

race, the Grand Annual Steeplechase:  

It's unique to jumps racing, seeing the crowd stand and applaud every horse 

that finished and, particularly in regional Victoria. It is very special in regional 

Victoria. People appreciate the quality of the horse and the horsemanship of the 

jockey. Just watching the jockeys go over the jumps and the horses move 

slightly and the horsemanship of the jockey, it's just magnificent and that's 

genuinely appreciated.  

Despite this representation of Warrnambool as the home of the pure tradition of 

Australian jumps racing, participants also noted that this place was the site of 
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considerable innovation. In 2015, the Warrnambool Racing Club introduced a new 

ceremony to mark the Brierly Steeplechase, parading a previous winner in front of the 

crowd (see Figure 6.11). After the 2009 carnival, in which three horses died and jumps 

racing was precipitously stopped by Racing Victoria, Warrnambool Racing Club 

encouraged and supported changed crowd behaviours. Since that day in 2009, at the 

conclusion of the Grand Annual Steeplechase, in response to an invitation broadcast to 

the public on the racecourse grounds, the crowd stops to stand and applaud each 

individual horse that returns to the mounting yard, thereby acknowledging the courage 

and stamina of these horses competing in Australia’s longest thoroughbred race of 

5.5 km (see Figures 6.11 and 6.12). This crowd behaviour of standing, applauding and 

acknowledging all horses who finish the Grand Annual is unique to Warrnambool and 

to jumps racing. It represents a new practice, linking the crowd to the history and place 

of jumps racing at Warrnambool, and importantly placing the horse at the centre of the 

tradition of jumps racing. This behaviour celebrates jumps racing and the thoroughbred 

horse in the tradition of a past model of horsemanship that celebrates the endurance and 

courage of jumps horses. The new crowd’s social practice of applauding all horses 

finishing the Grand Annual Steeplechase establishes continuity with the fraternity 

values of horsemanship, horse courage and endurance, and serves to connect the 

present fraternity with the past history of the Grand Annual Steeplechase.  
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Figure 6-10: Parading a previous Brierly Steeplechase winner, in front of the crowd, 

Warrnambool May Carnival 2015. (Photograph by author) 

 

Figure 6-11: Crowds packed into the stand before the Grand Annual Steeplechase, 

Warrnambool racecourse 2015. (Photograph by author) 
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Figure 6-12: Crowds in front of the stand, waiting for the start of the Brierly Steeplechase, 

2015. The spiral fixture is where the race stewards watch the race. (Photograph by author) 

For the people of jumps racing, its fraternity of practitioners and its supporters, jumps 

racing is motivated by a respect for tradition, a strong sense of place and community, 

and a passion for the skill involved in jumping. As put by Fred: “it’s the colour and 

movement. It's different, unique and special”, distinguishing jumps racing and its 

country locations from city race clubs, where “there is a sameness about them”. Liam, a 

successful jumps trainer, also reflected that for “the flat racing guys, it's totally a 

business”, whereas he regarded jumps racing as “more of a sport. It’s all nostalgia and 

sentiment”. 

In addition to the jumps racing fraternity, the interview sample contained members of 

the wider racing industry, in addition to vocal advocates of horse welfare and animal 

activists. Thus, while participants involved in jumps racing professed a love for this 

activity, other participants voiced criticism of jumps racing that fell into four 

categories. The first criticism was that jumps racing was old fashioned and out of date 

in a modern society. The second criticism was that society itself had changed and that 

jumps racing was no longer an ethically acceptable leisure activity or entertainment. 

The third criticism was about the economic marginality of jumps racing as a form of 

entertainment, a source of gambling revenue for racing and a source of employment for 
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trainers and jockeys. The final criticism related to the high risk of jumps racing 

associated with deaths and injuries to horses.  

In relation to the first criticism, Stevie, an advocate for animal rights and an opponent 

of jumps racing, pejoratively characterised jumps racing people as old-fashioned rural 

people, out of touch with current society values: “these real sort of niche communities, 

where they have such an institution of things like jumps racing, (are) just stuck in that 

old school thinking” and “that rural background”. Stevie viewed jumps horse trainers 

as “[t]ypically, of a generation that still believe that jumps racing is acceptable, by all 

accounts”. To Stevie, jumps trainers were outdated: “They’ve been doing it for 40 

years. They’ve been doing it for a long time. They’re not a new-age trainer who’s 

coming in and, you know, looking at the racing industry in the twenty first Century and 

going ‘how can we revolutionise the racing industry to fit the modern age?’”. Stevie 

dismissed suggestions that jumps people loved their horses and that their expressions of 

love and affection for their horses were legitimate: “these people that are stuck in the 

old school that still think that ‘well, if a horse dies, it’s just doing its job’”. Stevie 

summed up his objections to the tradition of jumps racing:  

There’s not really a single argument for why jumps racing should exist, other 

than, you know, that people say it’s a tradition, and we [the Coalition for the 

Protection of Racehorses] don’t think that on that argument alone, that jumps 

racing can stand on its own four legs. It’s not something that belongs in this day 

and age. Maybe in the 70s and 80s, it was OK. Jumps racing has been out of 

touch with mainstream society for a very long time. It was the sport that had 

passed it’s used by date and was ready to be picked off.  

The second criticism of jumps racing that emerged from the interviews was that of a 

changed society and changed societal values, concerning the use of animals for human 

entertainment. Dianna (a longstanding and vocal opponent) emphasised the shift in 

societal attitudes that had occurred in South Australia and this increased awareness: 

Absolutely, there’s been a societal change. Certainly, the public opinion on 

jumps racing; it’s deeply unpopular in South Australia in the broader 

community. I’ve had conversations with people who will never go back to 

Oakbank again, who will go to flats racing, but will not go to jumps racing 

again. Society has changed. Yeah, absolutely, society has changed. And, in my 
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day, you know growing up, nobody questioned the racing industry at all. You 

know, the idea of animal welfare was a foreign concept, or animal rights was 

completely ‘out there’. You know, that’s just the way society was. But society’s 

changed.  

Dianna believed that there existed a broad societal shift in attitudes, not only opposing 

jumps racing, but also questioning the social status of horse racing: 

[The race-day public] see the death of a horse, or a fall; it’s not acceptable to 

see these things in this day and age, and their children see it. And so they don’t 

want to go back. So there is that impact, I think, that the industry needs to be 

aware of. To have death as part of that spectacle isn’t something that creates an 

event that you look back on with fond memories. I think horse racing is no 

longer the prestigious place that it once was in our society. I don’t see that 

racing, as an industry, is on its last legs, but I do think jumps racing is.  

Stevie believed that “jumps racing does directly turn people away” and also doubted 

that “people are attracted to horse racing for the actual act of seeing horses running 

around a track, or jumping obstacles”. Rather, Stevie opined that the public now 

attended for “the carnival atmosphere, for the celebration, for the community, and 

that’s why, you know, people go to the [prestigious Melbourne] Spring Racing 

Carnival, and there hasn’t been a jumps race there for 10 years.” 

The third criticism of jumps racing related to its economic viability and was voiced 

most clearly by participants involved in regulating the wider racing industry. Reflecting 

on the economics of jumps racing, Peter, a metropolitan racing official, called 

thoroughbred racing: “a business” that needed “the gambling dollars to stay afloat” 

and, consequently, “we haven't got room for nostalgia anymore”. Peter viewed jumps 

racing as all: “nostalgia and sentiment, because it costs us a fortune to run and we get 

no return from it. It’s a sport that costs us seven million a year and gives us no return. 

We don't make any money out of jumps racing. It's not really a sport”. Peter lacked 

certainty as to how jumps racing continued, given the low participation rates and time 

taken to train a jumps horse: “there’s very few jumps trainers that actually train 

jumpers, because it's too time-consuming. I'm not sure how it actually hangs in”. With 

this comment, he unpicks the numbers of trainers involved in jumps racing, implying 

that, although many trainers are qualified to train jumps horses, few horses end up 
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jumps racing, reflecting the considerable investment of time required to prepare and 

train a jumps horse. Peter believed that jumps racing was not a full-time employment, 

especially for jockeys:  

The problem with trying to get new jockeys coming through is that [it] isn’t 

worthwhile for them. You know, it's a seasonal sport. They ride [track work and 

high weights], but it's not probably worthwhile for them. Unless you're in the 

top four jockeys, you're not going to make any money out of it. 

Neil, another racing official, also mentioned the economic marginality of jumps racing 

which, at only “70 races, [means that] there's not enough money available” to provide 

sufficient income for jockeys who were generally too heavy to ride in flat races: “We 

supplement the riders' income by running higher-weight [races] through the year. So, 

it's viable enough for those guys to stay in the sport and earn a living, and it's viable”. 

He also observed that no trainers relied solely on jumps racing for a livelihood: “All of 

the trainers that compete have got flat horses as well, so they're not totally relying on 

jumps races for their income”. 

Many supporters of jumps racing were aware of a decline in race-day crowd 

attendances, but viewed this as a more general phenomenon, an indication of 

competition for the entertainment dollar. Monty (a publicist and enthusiastic jumps race 

supporter) reflected on how changed societal leisure preferences had altered the nature 

of the gambling experience, and with this, decreased the importance of attending horse 

racing as a leisure and gambling opportunity: 

There’s a whole change in society’s structure, in the sense that I can go [to] the 

pub on Saturday afternoon, watch the football, bet on the races in the pub, bet 

on the football, bet on everything else. [I]n South Australia certainly, I know, I 

notice more having been away for a long time, culturally, these things 

[gambling] have changed so significantly, like the TAB [Totaliser Agency 

Board] and these sorts of things.  

The interview analysis reveals that relatively low participation rates in jumps racing, as 

well as a lesser betting interest by gamblers, were a source of more general criticism. 

Dianna, a South Australian opponent of jumps racing, held opinions aligned with those 

of Neil and Peter. To Dianna, jumps racing was “not a sustainable industry on its own 

terms. It is propped up financially and it does suck money out of this state”. Dianna 
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could not “see the dollars there, even if you don’t buy the animal welfare arguments” 

and “there’s no full-time industry here for jumps. It is not a full-time job for anyone”. 

Reflecting on attendances at the annual Oakbank carnival, Dianna said that racing 

authorities needed to 

[t]ake a cold, hard look at how their industry and their event [are] going to 

thrive, and what will make people, not only attend the first time, but come back 

and repeat and bring others. Now, if numbers is what they need, then they need 

to reconsider what will reduce numbers or what will increase numbers. But 

they’re business people, they make that decision [based] on what they think 

works.  

Diana believed that more widespread, changed societal gambling preferences, such as 

internet-based gaming opportunities, had impacted gambling revenues from horse 

racing: 

Racing isn’t where gambling is at anymore. That’s not where the big money is 

and online is where people gamble these days. And you can bet on anything 

these days, as well. You know ‘once upon a time’, it was only certain things, like 

racing, that allowed you to gamble. 

To Stevie, an opponent of jumps racing, this combination of low participation rates and 

lower gambling interest made jumps racing: “very vulnerable because it doesn’t have a 

very strong argument for it to exist, in terms of economic factors. It loses money when it 

operates, it’s heavily subsidised by the flat racing industry (and) the amount of betting 

turnover on jumps racing is significantly less, compared to flat racing”. For Stevie, the 

low gambling interest in jumps racing was easily explained because: “there’s too many 

variables in jumps racing that can go wrong. The punters don’t want to risk losing their 

money if a horse either dumps its rider, falls, dies, or is pulled out of the race early 

because, you know, it can’t finish the race”. He then pointed out the “significant 

decline in the amount of people that participate in jumps racing now, as compared to 

10 or 20 years ago”, such that there are “only about 25 jockeys that participate, 

approximately 60 trainers and about 180 horses”. To Stevie, this represented “a 

decline in the amount of people who participate in the sport” and that jumps racing was 

“just holding on there, that they’re trying to essentially, you know, keep this dream 
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alive, knowing that it doesn’t really stack up, in terms of the economic arguments, and, 

you know, the factors of negative publicity that it constantly draws to horse racing”.  

These opinions about low gambling and declining interest in gambling on jumps racing, 

by Stevie in particular, are consistent with the Australian anti-jumps racing website 

‘banjumpsracing’. As described on its web page, the purpose of its social media 

activities and web page activities is “to address every argument FOR jumps racing, 

with nothing but factual data, to empower each person to make their own mind up” 

(www.banjumpsracing.com, accessed 12 April 2016). The banjumpsracing web page 

also presents detailed information on gambling investment in the 2013 jumps race 

seasons for both South Australia and Victoria, using data from the Victorian Totaliser 

Agency Board (TAB), and the commercial gambling site, ‘www.tattsbet.com’ 

(accessed 12 April 2016). The amounts bet on all races are presented with commentary, 

pointing to lower gambling on jumps races, compared to flat races on the same race day 

and the low revenue return to race clubs from jumps races.  

The final criticism of jumps racing was that of the high risk of jumps racing associated 

with deaths and injuries to horses. Stevie, an opponent of jumps racing, made the case 

that jumps racing is so dangerous for horses and jockeys that it is: “the black sheep of 

the racing industry, because it is inherently dangerous and cruel. The statistics have 

pointed out, you know, jumps racing is approximately 20 times more dangerous than 

flat racing”. Here, Stevie is referring to the quantitative estimates of fall and fatality 

rates contained in the 2008 Animals Australia submission to Victorian members of 

parliament and based on the work of Boden et al. 2006 (this data is extrapolated in 

Figure 6.12). Stevie labelled jumps racing as “cruel tradition” and “unconscionable” 

with “no place in a modern society” and “out of touch with societal expectations in this 

day and age”. Stevie then repeated these statistics to associate the likelihood of death in 

a jumps race with the illusion of horse choice about death: “They, essentially, they have 

the choice of going to the knackery or, you know, are 20 times more likely to die on the 

field in a jumps race, and so, that is not the choice, that’s the illusion of a choice”. 

The impact of activist and welfare campaigns regarding horse deaths in jumps racing on 

racing authorities was mentioned by several participants. The significance of any horse 

death in jumps racing was described by Peter, a racing administrator, as “like just 

hanging on by your fingernails; a couple of fatalities and everything just sort of goes 

backwards. You're always on the edge”. However, the current safety record was “good 

http://www.banjumspracing.com/
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at the moment. Everything's going forward”. Similarly, Neil, another racing official, 

acknowledged that safety was “our Achilles heel, but we’ve got our basic building 

blocks in place, which is improving the safety record. And we’ve made great 

improvements there. We’ve got to continue to make improvements”. Neil tacitly agreed 

to the view put by opponents of jumps racing about its safety record: “We accept one 

hundred per cent that the sport wasn't safe enough. There's no question that 2008 and 

2009 were horrible years (with) just absolutely totally unacceptable fatality rates, and 

you just couldn't keep going like that”.  

Peter acknowledged that animal welfare and activist campaigns that were critical of the 

safety of jumps racing had put public pressure on Racing Victoria (see Table 3.1). The 

net effect was that “regulation has increased” and the new measures were implemented 

“not just to appease the protestors, but also for the welfare of [the] horse”. However, 

these measures also protected the public image of racing and Racing Victoria: “Racing 

Victoria have got a brand to protect and they don't want to see their brand being 

dragged through the mud by horses falling and causing injury to themselves and others. 

We have to keep striving to make it as safe as we possibly can.”  

To Peter, horse welfare and horse safety went hand-in-hand, and the regulatory intent of 

recent rule changes by Racing Victoria, was all about the horse, horse welfare and 

horse safety: 

We’re regulating for safety, but we're also probably regulating, most 

importantly, for animal welfare. If the horse is sound, it makes the sport safe. 

Gone are the days where you can have [a] horse that goes out with a minor 

injury and tries to compete over 3,200 metres in a jumps race. So, making sure 

that the horse is vetted before they race and trial, it just flows through and 

makes the whole sport safer.  

Neil regarded racing governance as “stricter” and “more transparent”, with the result 

that “industry's starting to come along and probably giving their horses better 

preparations and/or grounding before they go racing than may have been [occurring] 

in the past”. Neil described 2015 as “a fantastic season with zero fatalities” and, 

although the fall rate was “slightly higher than last year”, “the horses are jumping 

really well”, and “trainers seem to be taking their horses back to the trials more and 

giving them a proper education before they actually go racing”.  
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 Responding to criticism of jumps racing 

Supporters of jumps racing were well aware of the criticisms of jumps racing used by 

its opponents. The perception of the marginal economics of jumps racing was 

acknowledged, but this was often cast as a case for building greater participation from 

within racing. Kevin, a successful trainer, recognised the need to improve the numbers 

of horses competing in jumps racing: “We’re trying to build participation. It’s very 

early in the year but, you know, our average field size is one horse better than it was at 

the end of last year. That’s our next goal, [to] build participation”. But he recognised 

that, for the jumps jockeys: “there’s not enough races to support them”, which means 

that, in addition to riding on race days, they were: “working in stables, riding track 

work, educating horses, earning a wage off the race day”. Doug (a race club official) 

was aware of “something like about 70 trainers in South Australia that are now 

qualified to train jumpers”, which represented an increase “in the last two or three 

years [or] so, from maybe 30, 25, 30 trainers who were qualified to train”, and “an 

increase in local horses as well”. But, he added, reflecting on the quality of these 

horses: “They’re not, they’re not all really good ones, and some of them are not gonna, 

you know, race in the Grand Annual at Warrnambool”. Commenting specifically on 

the state of South Australian jumps racing, Jim (a long-term supporter of jumps racing) 

stated:  

I don't reckon that you could make any economic case to keep jumps racing 

long-term in South Australia, because there's no support for it. Twenty-three out 

of the last 28 metropolitan races were won by trainers from Victoria. Well, why 

should South Australians be putting on races for Victorian trainers? It's such a 

small sport now. The smaller trainers can't make a living out of it. 

Bill, a South Australian trainer, also identified the poorer gambling interest in 

South Australian jumps racing as problematic, especially for Oakbank Racing Club, 

which currently conducts only three race days a year, including the Easter carnival. He 

thought that Oakbank Racing Club was “probably not viable as a club, probably not. 

Whether the extra couple of race meetings a year will help, I don’t know. They’re not 

getting big crowds. Look, I think its betting turnover. I think everyone, even the 

South Australian Jockey Club, they operate at a huge loss”. Doug also highlighted the 

financial challenges faced by Oakbank Racing Club associated with a continuing 

decline in annual public attendances over the past decade: “This year, we only had 
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50,000 there over the two days. So, it certainly has gone from a vibrant club, to like 

most clubs now, struggling and difficult to make ends meet”. Doug reflected that this 

significant decline in attendance in 2015, especially on the Easter Monday, meant that: 

“We’re going from a $30,000 in-the-red club to a $130,000 in-the-red club. And with 

the same decline in enrolment in attendance, the costs aren’t going down. The costs, in 

actual fact, are going up”. More significantly, he reflected on the longer-term trend of 

an increasingly serious revenue shortfall: “I’ll be quite honest. In the last 10 years, 

Oakbank has lost money. The only year that it hasn’t lost money was when its financial 

year went from 12 months to six months and included the race meeting. In the last 10 

years, we’ve gone from $500,000 in the bank to in-the-red”. 

Some participants thought that a cultural shift in recreational gambling behaviours had 

not only affected jumps racing, but horse racing overall. Fred accepted that a significant 

cultural shift in Australian gambling habits had occurred, but believed racing needed: 

“a broader, (more) attractive product”, by implication, jumps racing, in order to attract 

betting interest, especially during the winter months. Fred promoted jumps racing, 

citing three broad opinions. Firstly, he believed that jumps racing was of significance 

for particular communities. Fred defended country jumps race meetings for their social 

and economic contribution to local communities, particularly at Warrnambool, 

claiming:  

The May [Warrnambool] Racing Carnival, in terms of economics, is worth $25 

million to $30 million a year to the local community, [being] one of the big 

events on the social calendar of country community and one of the best 

economic generators [in] the two weeks before where you get young people in 

country Victoria who wouldn't wear a suit and tie, even at their wedding, who'll 

buy a new suit and tie to go to the races. And that is fantastic.  

Fred’s second defence of jumps racing was that “it's an attractor”, bringing more 

people to either watch races or to bet on races over the winter period when there was 

less flat racing than during the rich spring competitions. According to Fred, “[i]f you 

didn't have jumps racing, half the people who come to the races in winter and half the 

people who go to the pub to watch the races and have a bet in winter, wouldn't turn up 

and you'd miss all that revenue on the flat races the rest of the day”. Ian, a long-time 

jumps supporter, jumps horse owner and racing club member, maintained a similar 

view: “It brings a different crowd. There’s that 200 or 300 extra people who turn up, 
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just because they want to come along and watch the hurdle race…by the time the day’s 

ended, because of the extra people and the involvement, it’s, well the turnovers don’t 

lie”. Fred also believed that jumps racing was important in, “in keeping people 

interested in racing, and to keep boosting our turnover during the winter months”. In a 

comment similar to that of Ian, he admitted that jumps racing “doesn't attract big 

betting on that individual race, but attracts people to the product of racing and, while 

they'll watch that race, they bet on the other races, whether that be on the track or at 

the TAB”. Fred regarded the tradition of jumps racing as so important to these country 

towns and communities that an end to jumps racing would have very significant social 

and economic consequences for Victoria’s rural towns:  

If you took the jumps racing out of the Casterton meeting, it would end up being 

a Friday cup meeting, rather than a Sunday cup meeting. There would be 

virtually nobody on track and no benefit to the town and local community. If you 

took jumps racing out of the May racing carnival, you wouldn't have a three-

day carnival, the Warrnambool Cup might be a Sunday cup day. There's no 

doubt, if you didn't have jumps racing, if you didn't have the Grand Annual, the 

Brierly and the Galleywood, the Warrnambool May Racing Carnival wouldn't 

exist and that's worth $25 million to the Warrnambool economy. And it's a huge 

industry, and you wouldn't have the history and the aura.  

 ‘We’ve got to continue to make improvements’ 

In discussing the current safety record of jumps racing, several interview participants 

involved in this activity repeated the ‘pro-animals frame’ noted in Chapter 5 where 

jumps racing is constructed as a positive activity that has the capacity to improve its 

safety record and the blame for falls is placed upon either the horse itself (they make a 

mistake) or on the (new) style of jumps (Montoya, McManus and Albrecht 2012).  

These participants were conscious of criticisms of the jumps racing safety record, but 

believed that jumps racing has the capacity to improve its safety record, and 

represented the blame for falls on either the horse (they make mistakes) or on the 

physical structure of the jumps (McManus, Albrecht and Graham 2103). In these 

interviews, an additional theme to those identified by Montoya, McManus and Albrecht 

(2012) was revealed, that of the improved skills of jockeys and trainers. Take, for 

example, Kevin, a race club official, who also labelled the safety record of jumps racing 



140 

 

as “our Achilles heel”. Kevin believed that the “great improvements” were achieved 

“through the changing of the obstacles, number 1, through education of riders, trainers 

and horses and the strict qualification rules” that he described as “quite burdensome 

on the actual jumping horse”, adding: “We’ve got to continue to make improvements”. 

Ian, an owner of jumps horses and a race club member, acknowledged a cultural change 

in the attitudes of jockeys following the implementation of a new regulation that 

permitted a jockey to withdraw a fatigued and obviously out-of-contention horse from a 

race. Neil regarded this as a 

real change of culture in that respect - to the point where maybe sometimes 

riders have pulled horses up earlier than we might have even expected them to, 

but they know the horse. The boys can use their own initiative and say, ‘hey, I’m 

not travelling well. This bloke’s can’t be in contention. I’m not going to flog 

him’. 

Chris, an owner of several jumps horses, believed recent improvements in safety 

reflected the ongoing recruitment of a cohort of Irish jockeys: “It’s much safer than it 

was. The standard of riding is better than it was because we’ve got all these Irishmen 

here. There’s about five or six Irish jockeys and they’re used to riding. They’re better 

riders because they do it all the time and the standard’s better”. For Fred, a strong 

supporter and advocate of jumps racing, there was a quality to the Irish jockeys, a sense 

of innate horsemanship, that meant that jumps racing was safer than it had been for 

many years: 

This year, 2015, there has not been a single fatality in a jumps race in Victoria. 

When you look at the jumping in Warrnambool yesterday, [there was] 

absolutely outstanding quality jumping. But the jockeys, particularly [with] the 

influence of the Irish jockeys, has been really significant as well. We've got a 

whole batch of Irish jumps jockeys and they know about riding at tempo. They 

know about riding at a steady tempo and genuinely jumping the jumps. So, to 

actually slow the horses down and genuinely jump a larger jump, is much safer.  

Doug believed that the safety improvements reflected the redesign of the jumps:  

The jockeys that come from overseas or from interstate always comment on how 

safe our steeples are, because they are forcing horses to stand-off and look at it 

and jump but, at the same time, they offer the safety that if a horse misjudges it 
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and jumps through it, they’re highly unlikely to fall. So they’ve become a lot 

safer. 

As a consequence, for Doug, if horses made a “mistake” jumping, “they’ve got the 

opportunity, they’re not being tripped over and [falling] straight into the ground. And 

so, you’re finding a lot more horses that’ll get over the other side of the jump and 

scramble and stay on their feet”. Similarly, Kevin opined that the new obstacles made 

horses jump higher and that they were safer if the horse made a mistake: 

With the new type [of jump], if they’re hit, they make a big noise, which gives 

the horse a bit of a fright. You generally find that [a] horse’ll jump a fair bit 

higher, the next jump he comes to. They’re trained over these jumps. They know 

they’ve got to jump higher, which slows them down, and it means, if they make a 

mistake, they’ve got a much better chance to gather their feet on the landing 

side of the jump.  

Gary, a successful and longer-term Victorian trainer, embraced not just the education of 

horses, but also the education and skills of trainers and jockeys, as contributing to 

improved safety. Gary also demonstrated an awareness of the steeplechase deaths 

between 2012 and 2014: 

Our steeplechasers are jumping a lot better. I think our fences are better. Our 

wings are better. There's more rider education. It's not just one thing. It's a lot 

of things that are being put together to improve it. You can't get a jumping 

trainer’s licence now without going and doing a course. It ensures that people 

have got a fair idea of what they're doing before they send a horse out over 11 

fences and two miles.  

For Gary, this meant that jumps racing now involved: “No more risk than flat racing”, 

and he proudly claimed the absence of horse fatalities in 2015:  

If you actually look at the statistics, jumps racing in this country has probably 

got, at this stage, is probably nearly the best practice in the world. If you look at 

this year, we've had no casualty in races. I think, last year, I think, we had one 

in a steeple chase and I think two in hurdle trials. But, for the number of horses 

that go round and anything where there's speed and action, there's always a 

risk. But it's a calculated risk and the benefits of it, I think, far outweigh the 

attrition level that we have.  
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 ‘They have no idea about horses’ 

Many participants who supported jumps racing also responded to the criticisms of horse 

welfare associated with the high rates of injury and death. According to Peter, in the 

face of a shared enemy, the jumps racing “jockeys and trainers; the industry entirely 

bonded together”. As put by Eddie (a racing photographer), “the protestors just made 

the people in racing more solid. The people who are in racing become, they're just 

becoming a more compact group”. In the light of the small size of the jumps fraternity 

and this common bond, there was consensus across many participants involved in 

jumps racing about the impact of activist and welfare campaigns.  

Cathy, a Warrnambool trainer, emphatically rejected opponents of jumps racing as 

being motivated by horse welfare:  

They [the activists] have absolutely no idea about horses. I think they need to 

open up their eyes - like driving out in the countryside. How many skinny horses 

are you going to go past? How many retired racehorses sitting out there not 

getting a feed every day? There are thousands.  

To Ian, the opponents of jumps racing “are totally different to the people of 30 years 

ago”. Jim regarded opponents of jumps racing as “far more media savvy than the 

administrators in jumping. They just work the social media, but they also work the 

media really well.” According to Ian, they had influenced broader public opinions 

about jumps racing:  

Because 30 years ago, people had either no opinion or they were pretty okay 

with jumps racing. Because of the high-profile sensationalism of accidents in 

the last few years, the community attitudes towards jumps racing, you know, 

[are] strongly against it. But there's no question - and what happens is, as 

you're seeing in South Australia, parliamentarians are influenced by community 

attitudes. 

Many interview participants simply dismissed opposition to jumps racing based on the 

low numbers of protestors physically present at race meetings. Bill, a South Australian 

trainer, recalled his memory of the Oakbank protestors in 2015 as “18 protestors 

outside the gate on Saturday and 35 or 34,000 people inside”, describing them as: “a 

minority of do-gooders who really have got no idea of the real world”. Bill regarded 
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jumps racing as no different to any other contact sport and concluded that these 

protesters should “Go and stop football; they get injured and killed, you know”. 

Comments about low protestor numbers at race meetings were repeated by Liam: “At 

Oakbank this year, if there were 40, it would have been - I might be exaggerating it. 

There were no more than 40 people and half of them were children of the protestors. 

Why would you bother?” Liam would “never let animal rights people get involved. I 

would just ignore them. Like, there's only a few anyhow”. Doug, a race club 

administrator, also believed that the protestors are “declining in numbers” and he cited 

what he regarded as unethical tactics when “at Easter time, 2015, they actually paid 

some university students to go there and protest, which people do”. Doug’s concerns 

about the presence of protestors were rooted in “so much antagonism that happens 

between the people who camp and the protestors”. Eddie labelled protestors as a “rent-

a-crowd”, stating that: “My daughter saw signs up at Monash University asking people 

to come and protest”. Belinda, a race photographer, regarded such opposition to jumps 

racing as simply “politics of protest, fired-up university students and teenagers who 

need some sort of cause”, adding that: “people pass on from such protests to normal 

life, and then have to get a job, earn a living. Life views and interests change”.  

There was consensus amongst several participants that jumps racing was just low-

hanging fruit in a wider agenda for activists opposed to horse racing. This was 

expressed as the “thin end of the wedge”, whereby jumps racing was simply the first 

issue for activists, to be later followed by use of the whip and the racing of two-year-

old horses. To Monty (publicist and jumps supporter), the flow-on impacts from 

accepting arguments opposing jumps racing, and “accepting that jumps racing is cruel” 

and its eventual banning, would be profound: 

Do you accept their view that using a whip is cruel? Do you accept their view 

that two-year-old racing’s cruel? Do you accept their view that distance 

racing’s cruel? If you accept one, how can you not accept the other? It’s the 

thin, absolutely the thin end of the wedge. If you take their arguments to its 

logical extreme, there would be no horse racing at all.  

This concept of the ‘thin edge of the wedge’ was also used by Ian (owner and race club 

official): 
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I don’t think hurdle racing is number one. I think it’s, it’s really racing that 

they’re after. We’ve had the whips issue, which is not finished if you look at any 

of the websites. You’re talking about two-year-old racing, breaking in a 

yearling, distance races, weather? Hurdle racing was the thin edge of the 

wedge. I think they thought hurdle racing was going to be an easy kill because it 

was so small, and by putting the pressure on. If you keep reading their website, 

that’s only part of their whole campaign.  

Or, as put by Doug: “the protestors see jumps racing only as the thin edge of the wedge 

and, once they get rid of jumps racing, they will then move on to two-year-olds or 

three-year-olds or, whatever the case may be until, eventually, there is no horse 

racing”. He quietly concluded: “Now I hope that is never in my lifetime”.  

  ‘Its inner-city suburban vs rural’ 

For some interview participants, the ongoing opposition to jumps racing reflected not 

just a debate about horse welfare, but an emergent divide between deep attachment to 

rural Australia and the regional locations of jumps racing. Many participants expressed 

examples of what Tuan (1974) called topohilia. For such participants, jumps racing is 

both the product of deep attachment to the specific location of jumps racing and a 

source of this attachment. This attachment was manifested in their nostalgic longing for 

the tradition of jumps racing and the perceived loss of Australia’s rural heritage.  To 

Chris (owner of jumps horses), the tradition of jumps racing was connected to identity, 

especially the identity of Australian rural communities and their traditions of 

horsemanship. Chris regretted that Australia’s horse heritage and folklore were 

disappearing, especially in the cities: 

Without horses, this nation could not have survived and all the folklore from 

people like Banjo [Paterson] and others, based on, you know, on rural 

communities in which people depended upon the horse. And the irony of it is 

that today, in most of Australia that has disappeared, in this sense. No, it hasn’t 

disappeared in the rural communities or, it has to a certain extent. In the cities 

of Sydney and Melbourne, and I assume Adelaide, you will find very few people 

who ride.  

Monty explained what he regarded as characteristics of a “very fractured” 

contemporary Australian society:  
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You have a metropolitan bourgeois progressive elite and everyone else. The 

bourgeois metropolitan progressive elite set media agendas because, generally, 

they tend to be educated and articulate and [have] access to media, and they 

drive that agenda in a way that seems completely utterly disproportionate to the 

rest of society.  

Monty then explained the clash of social values: 

It’s not even rural metropolitan. It’s inner-city suburban. Inner-city versus 

suburban and rural, and um, we will make these divides bigger and deeper, I’m 

sure. But that’s kind of what the people behind it want. It’s very much, it is very 

much about, ‘we believe in diversity as long as it’s diversity we approve of’.  

Liam reflected on the urbanisation of Australian society and a distancing of animals 

from people’s lives, compared to the relative rurality of New Zealand, where opposition 

to jumps racing was significantly less noticeable. Liam opined that contemporary 

Australian urban lifestyles now separated people from horses and the routine 

experience of animal deaths. Liam believed that the urbanised population of Australia’s 

cities no longer understood horses, animal cruelty, or the inevitability of animal deaths. 

Liam’s comments about the routine and unremarkable nature of animal death in rural 

communities stands in complete contrast to Dianna’s “spectacle” of death and indicates 

the differing perceptions and attitudes between rural and city people that underpin 

much of the contemporary debate about Australian jumps racing. According to Liam:  

New Zealand, it’s a much more rural community than we are, in terms of 

population. People live outside the cities and, consequently, there isn’t this 

bleeding heart thing. The thing is that people who live in the cities have never 

been on a horse’s back, don’t understand the first thing about a horse and yet 

can tell, can tell you how cruel it is.  

The more urbanised we become, the more powerful the animal rights’ people 

will get. There's no question. It will get worse. Rural people accept things, like 

animal deaths, because they see it on a weekly basis, if not a daily basis, if 

they're on a big enough farm. So, it's an acceptable part of life, but it's not 

acceptable, cruelty to animals and things like that. 

Similar sentiments were echoed by Kevin, a country race club official:  
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There’s no doubt that country people don’t see eye to eye on a lot of matters 

with city people, and it’s completely irritating to people to be told about animal 

welfare by people who live in Fitzroy. And that draws out some very strong 

emotions. Its human nature to stand up for your rights and to fight as hard as 

you can when you’re faced with extinction. 

In an emotional public broadcast reported in Warrnambool’s local newspaper, 

following the Grand Annual Steeplechase in 2015, the chair of Warrnambool Racing 

Club publicly expressed his strongly held topohilic sentiments when he directly claimed 

that Warrnambool, its jumping races and traditions, belong to country Australia, and 

then stated with emotion and obvious resentment towards “these inner suburban 

radicals”, who wanted to ban jumps racing:  

I’m sick to death of all that goes on, protesting about jumps racing. You’ve got 

two or three radicals in the city trying to dominate the scene in the country. 

We’ve had this race for 150 years and we won’t be told by those people where 

we should be heading. (Des Roberts, Chairman Warrnambool Racing Club as 

cited by Woolley and Best 2015) 

 The volatile politics of support  

The contemporary identity of jumps racing has emerged from a history of social 

identity and privilege, place-based tradition and, increasingly, a rural-urban divide. 

Modern jumps racing is thus conducted in a politically complex environment. The 

interview analysis reveals three layers of political complexity. These are: state 

government politics, the internal politics of thoroughbred racing as a whole and, finally, 

the divisions within jumps racing itself. These are discussed, in turn, in the next three 

sections. 

Victoria  

The influence of a supportive Victorian State Government and the additional 

investment in jumps racing, when Denis Napthine, the local member for Warrnambool 

was premier (2013 to 2014), was recognised by Neil: “I think it has helped and it 

certainly did help that we had a government - it was probably more so that we had a 

government that was strongly behind the sport, compared to the previous Labor 

Government and that, in itself, irrespective of the money and how it was used, gave 
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people confidence”. For Chris, the additional money that Denis Napthine, a 

veterinarian and a long-time passionate jumps race goer, gave to jumps racing in 2011, 

and especially the introduction of a $10,000 maiden win bonus, was a “fantastic 

incentive for people to race a horse”. Liam regarded the political support as “extremely 

important” because it gave stability and confidence to jumps racing, especially to 

iconic and jumps racing-centric locations like Oakbank and Warrnambool:  

Just needed that injection to show people that there was confidence that the 

business, the jumping business, will keep carrying on. Because, up until 

Napthine did that, people weren't investing in the industry. They were not 

buying jumpers because owners were scared that they were going to ban 

jumping racing. Well, that gave them confidence then.  

Peter’s perspective differed. A racing administrator, he recognised that ongoing 

political support could no longer be guaranteed. In his opinion, any future horse 

fatalities would affect political support for jumps racing, and even support from within 

racing itself: 

I'm not too sure, if we had fatalities or incidents now, whether they would have 

that same support, and I don't think they would. I think the government would 

now leave it up to the Racing Victoria board and not become involved in the 

sport. I just can't see the board continuing a sport that's going to damage their 

brand. Whereas, before, they had Denis Napthine, who was getting them 

revenue from the tote (totaliser, see Chapter 3), lost Tote tickets, you know. The 

government now, they're not so generous, I wouldn't think, if there was a public 

perception that jumps racing was cruel and it was going to damage the racing 

minister's profile, [that it would have continued its support].  

South Australia 

Comments about South Australian politics were dominated by the 2016 state 

government enquiry and the potential to ban jumps racing. To Monty, the 

South Australian racing minister’s opposition to jumps racing was simply: 

Another bit of gesture politics and it’s a stitch up. Naïve. Naïve in the extreme. 

Cynical. Wretched. Shamefully populist-placating, the racing minister. I’ve no 
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idea what he’s doing. I don’t understand who he thinks was going to reward 

him or thank him for his stance. This is the thing that perplexes me about him.  

This personalisation of the political debate over the future of South Australian jumps 

racing was also mentioned by Doug: “We have an issue with our minister for racing at 

the moment, who has openly admitted that it’s now become quite personal. He hates 

jumps racing. He actually announced that he would never go to a race meeting that had 

a jumps race at it”. However, for Dianna, the time was now right in South Australia to 

debate jumps racing in parliament, as there was a new Labor Government, and with 

this, an attitude change towards jumps racing and horse welfare: 

The leadership has changed. The ministry has changed. I know that there is a 

difference in the caucus and the cabinet now. So, that’s one of the reasons. 

When Weatherill became premier, he dropped the word ‘racing’ from the 

recreation sport portfolio for a while. I think that was a telling move as well, to 

drop the word ‘racing’ and, to be honest, I don’t understand why you need a 

racing portfolio. And you‘ve got people who absolutely detest jumps racing in 

the Labor Party and who are agitating and clearly getting a bit of traction at 

the moment.  

To Stevie, the South Australian parliamentary enquiry into jumps racing in 2016 “was a 

significant development” that had consequences for both South Australia and Victoria. 

Stevie regarded influencing politicians as all about “the continual exposure, the ability 

to, you know, to get it into the mainstream media, to regularly show that it is still in 

existence, and to attribute blame to the decision makers who allow this to continue and 

put a face to that”. He noted, especially, the comments of the South Australian racing 

minister, emphasising: 

This is a sport of the past. He (the minister) thinks that many people want to see 

jumps racing banned. It’s one of the biggest issues that they’ve received 

correspondence on from voters throughout South Australia. That’s significant, 

not only for South Australia, but also for Victoria, because the incoming Labor 

Government here are taking the same tack that the Labor Government in 

South Australia have taken for the last six or seven years. They’ve changed tack 

and actually come to the conclusion or, you know are very close to, that jumps 

racing doesn’t have a place in modern society. 
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 ‘Betrayal’ 

Despite poorer gambling turnovers relative to flat racing and the uncertain and complex 

politics of horse racing, jumps racing remains part of the annual metropolitan race 

programme in South Australia and Victoria. According to Jim, in Victoria, jumps 

racing is supported and kept on the metropolitan race programme, due to the influence 

of key executives of elite racing clubs, who include former state and federal politicians:  

Well, the only reason I reckon it's survived in the city at the moment is because 

[name withheld], on the Victoria Racing committee, and he's a big fan - likes 

the jumping. So, a lot of the committee own horses that are jumpers. [Name 

withheld], he owns quite a few and he's won quite a few big races. There were a 

few others over the years that owned it. [Name withheld], he owned, what was 

his horse? He owned a jumper. I can't remember what it was. And [name 

withheld], of course, who owned two jumpers.  

The situation in South Australia differed from Victoria. As a public figure and 

influential critic of jumps racing, Dianna was aware that every jumps fatality generated 

poor publicity for horse racing and this was of concern to many involved in racing:  

The industry itself is very divided. And I have lots of people who are involved in 

the racing industry who have contacted me, who are quite anti-jumps racing. 

My common saying is 1% of the industry and 99% of its bad publicity. We had a 

bit of an insight that there were differences between Thoroughbred Racing 

South Australia and the South Australian Jockey Club. And, clearly, there’s 

been a now public shift that they don’t really want jumps racing in the 

metropolitan area and, certainly, not at Morphettville. That certainly is 

something that just shows you about the industry itself. It’s come out of the 

South Australian Jockey Club.  

The theme across many participants, who were supportive of jumps racing, was a sense 

of betrayal and bitterness towards the South Australian Jockey Club and its publicly 

stated desire in 2016 to exit from jumps racing at Morphettville Racecourse (Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation 2015). This spilled over into a hostile, acrimonious and 

personalised public debate involving the racing minister, Leon Bignell, and the former 

chair of Oakbank Racing Club, John Glatz (Moore and Cook 2016). Ricky, a successful 

jumps jockey, called the South Australian Jockey Club “just disastrous. They are 
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betraying their own family. You just don’t do that”. Ricky’s anger and sense of betrayal 

of the tradition of jumps racing and what it stood for was clear: “The South Australian 

Jockey Club position had inflamed the debate and divide. Racing in South Australia is 

the problem, (emphasis) not jumps racing. They are canning a part of racing, part of 

the same industry. The club is not behaving as if we are part of the family”. Ian also 

held the South Australian Jockey Club “totally responsible for it reigniting the 

debate”. To Ian, the South Australian Jockey Club had “actually kept it boiling” and he 

was 

[a]ngry with them, because my reaction was, as soon as the minister come out, 

because listening to the minster, I could just hear the South Australian Jockey 

Club. Everything the South Australian Jockey Club ever said behind closed 

doors, that’s what the minister was saying, right?’ Nothing new, not one, not 

one of the comments he’s made is Bignell’s (the racing minister’s) comments. 

They’re South Australian Jockey Club comments.  

To Ian, it was a “Betrayal, yes. Without a doubt”. Monty angrily regarded the 

South Australian Jockey Club’s move as portending an end to jumps racing in 

South Australia: 

The Jockey Club’s behaviour towards jumps racing is overall deplorable 

throughout, when you have a sector of your own racing community at war and 

trying to destroy another one, and you know they’re very disingenuous. They 

say we’re only talking about, we’re only talking about Morphettville but, in the 

end, if this bill goes through, that’s Oakbank gone. That’s Gawler gone.  

To Monty, the politics within South Australian racing were bitterly personalised, 

reflecting the personal opinions and antipathy between key individuals, such as the 

chair of the South Australian Jockey club, the racing minster, and the chair of the 

Oakbank Racing Club: “this battle will go on and on as long as Tony Newman’s 

there as chair of the South Australian Jockey Club. He won’t change. I don’t know 

what his personal animosity comes from. The board members, they fabricate the 

numbers in terms of the turnover”. According to Monty, the public alignment of 

opposition to jumps racing between the South Australian Jockey Club and the 

member of the South Australian parliament, who had initially introduced the bill to 
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ban jumps racing into parliament, Tammy Franks and racing minister, Bignell, was 

no more than 

[a]n absolute stitch up and that’s disgraceful. That’s just shocking that a racing 

minister would be allegedly in cahoots with people who hate what he does. In 

terms of the South Australian Jockey Club, I mean, as long as Newman’s there, 

that’s the chairman, this will continue. He hates jumps racing. He has personal 

animosity towards it. I said that the South Australian Jockey Club’s alignment 

with Tammy Franks and the racing minister will, in fact, lead to the end of 

jumps racing everywhere.  

 ‘South Australian people hate the Victorians coming over here’ 

The interviews also revealed a degree of interstate rivalry and tension between 

South Australia and Victoria. This reflects the coincidence of circumstances, including 

the low overall numbers of South Australian horses compared to Victoria, the limited 

number of high-value races that are predominantly steeplechases, the limited number of 

steeplechase horses (35) and that five Victorian trainers dominate jumps racing. This 

interstate tension was also manifest in the existence of two separate industry bodies, the 

Australian Jumping Racing Association and South Australian Jumps Racing. According 

to Doug, a race club administrator, there are some  

people in South Australia that hate Victorians coming over and taking their 

money and running back to Victoria, but they do that in flat racing. If we take 

thoroughbred racing, you have a look at most of the big races that are held here 

in South Australia, they’re not won by South Australian trainers. They’re won 

by interstate trainers who take the money, and so on. Victoria needs 

South Australia to continue jumps racing. South Australia needs Victoria to 

continue jumps racing. So we’ve got to work together to make certain that we 

all stick together.  

This need for the Victorian presence in South Australia was also acknowledged by 

Peter, who reflected on the uncertainty surrounding the parliamentary enquiry in 

South Australia:  

I think the Victorian presence is needed in South Australia at the moment, 

because the industry itself and the government have given no stability to it. 
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Where there's a lack of stability, numbers drop down, people don't have the 

confidence to go and buy horses. We went through the same thing here [in] 

2004, 2005. Warrnambool was put on hold. But they are going through a lack 

of confidence, the same as we went through earlier, because they're not getting 

confidence from their government and from particular parts of their industry.  

According to Fred, the Victorian presence in South Australia was actually an economic 

argument:  

Having the Victorians come over actually puts dollars in the pockets of 

South Australian businesses. It grows the interest and it grows the betting 

across the whole of Australia. If no Victorians went across to South Australia, 

industry would be even smaller and what the South Australians have got to 

realise, they've got to be less parochial and they've got to realise [that] they 

come across and win races over here occasionally, and that's good for the 

industry. 

 Conclusions  

The people of jumps racing regard themselves as a distinct fraternity of horse people, a 

group of like-minded people, different in character from the world of flat racing. Key 

fraternity values include a strong emotional attachment to the skill and tradition of the 

sport. The people of jumps racing are motivated by a strong sense of tradition, place, 

community and skilled ‘horsemanship’.  

There exists a continuing and strong attachment to and nostalgia for traditional 

locations and events associated with jumps racing, particularly the two iconic events, 

the Oakbank Easter Carnival and the Warrnambool May Racing Carnival. Both 

Oakbank and Warrnambool continue to craft their identities around the two iconic 

jumps racing events. These locations and events remain central to jumps racing in the 

present.  

Since 2009, jumps racing appears to have achieved a period of recent relative stability, 

in terms of the number of races and participants, compared with the decline in 

participation and activity levels over the years from 1999-2008. However, in 

South Australia, the number of jumps races, horses and jumps starters decreased to a 

low point in 2016. The 2017 season of jumps racing will be mainly conducted at rural 
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or regionally based locations, with a reduced metropolitan presence in both 

South Australia and Victoria. This marks a significant contraction of jumps racing away 

from capital cities to country and regional race clubs in Victoria and South Australia. 

This contraction of jumps racing to a majority of county race clubs reflects the 

combined effects of the historical outworking of processes of indifference (such as 

reduced interest in jumps racing as a leisure activity and revenue source for 

thoroughbred racing) and active opposition by animal activist and welfare groups.  

Despite relative stability since 2009, jumps racing continues to face considerable 

ongoing uncertainty. Jumps racing survived in Victoria, only through the election of a 

new state government and a supportive new premier and racing minister, who was also 

the local member for Warrnambool. The most recent season of jumps racing in 

South Australia was conducted in an environment of considerable uncertainty. The 

South Australian Jockey Club’s announcement in 2015 that it wished to cease jumps 

racing at metropolitan Morphettville resulted in a unique alignment between the jockey 

club, the racing minister and the Greens’ Party member of parliament, Tammy Franks, 

around the possibility of banning jumps racing in that state. For the jumps racing 

fraternity, this public split within racing and the position of the South Australian Jockey 

Club, was viewed as a betrayal of family, with the potential to effectively end jumps 

racing in that state.  

  



154 

 

Chapter 7:  Human-horse relationships in Australian 

jumps racing 

 Introduction 

Chapter 7 investigates human-horse relationships in Australian jumps racing, based on 

the dialogic analysis of interviews as described by Reissman (2008). This broad 

interpretative approach explores how participants describe and value jumps horses and 

explores the life histories of particular jumps horses and their relationships with 

humans, as represented by participants. These techniques also provide a means to 

explore how horses are perceived to contribute to these relationships and were 

particularly well suited to those interviews that were an extended narrative of 

experience, often involving emotion. Such representations of horses in the now-

controversial activity of Australian jumps racing are an important component of the 

contemporary social construction and valuing of human-horse relationships (Dashper 

2017).  

 Interpreting human-horse relationships 

Chapters 1 and 2 presented the ethology of horses, cultural beliefs about horses and the 

ways in which both horses and humans have shaped the co-evolutionary history of the 

human-horse relationship. Human-horse relationships are complex and multifaceted. 

Human relationships with horses are built upon the biology and behaviours of both 

horses and humans; the human understanding of horses, the horse understanding of 

humans and the social use and valuing of horses. Together, these construct the 

perspectives and practices that inform the ways humans seek to relate to horses in any 

particular socio-cultural context. The human-horse relationship necessarily remains an 

encounter with an ‘other’ being that poses potentially transformative questions about 

the nature and validity of the human purposes upon which this relationship is founded. 

Within modern societies, the horse is valued in many ways, including as a companion, 

family member, work mate, athlete, national or regional icon, productive worker and 

commodity. Horses can also be represented to embody virtues of character, such as 

strength, stamina and bravery, or can be interpreted as markers of cultural identity. In 

Euro-American Western cultures, horses are powerful symbols of social identity, 

particularly for the maintenance of elite and traditional rural communities (Rose 1990). 

And, being with horses can, itself, be a way of life (Cassidy b, 2002). Differing ways of 
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investing horses with significance is important in constructing different kinds of people, 

social worlds, epistemologies and ontologies (Latimer and Birke 2009). 

Birke and Hockenhull (2012) regard relationships as a complex intertwining of lives 

and expectations. Interspecies relationships, such as that between humans and horses, 

involve two incommensurable ways of being in the world, and are coproduced from 

shared experiences and from differences in experiencing the world (Birke and 

Hockenhull 2012). To form and sustain the relationship, humans and horses must 

therefore interact and communicate across spatial, temporal and sensorial boundaries. 

In this sense, both humans and horses are active agents that are able to influence and 

direct the relationship at different times and in different ways (Dashper 2017). 

Relationships between humans and horses necessarily involve each learning to 

understand the behaviour of the other, if only partially (Birke and Hockenhull 2015). 

To establish some kind of relationship, both humans and horses must be able to read 

each other’s intentions, at least to some extent. Working with horses requires 

communication across the boundaries of species’ differences. Such communication is 

partly non-verbal, especially when riding horses, which embodies the physical co-

presence (Dashper 2017). Building a working relationship between horses and humans 

not only involves learning to work together, but to have expectations about how the 

other moves and behaves (Birke and Hockenhull 2015). The human aim of training 

horses is to ensure that the horse behaves and responds in specific ways and performs 

required tasks (Birke and Hockenhull 2015). 

The theme of partnership is well-established in research with leisure riders, as well as in 

competitive equestrian sports, such as show jumping (Birke and Hockenhull 2015; 

Keaveney 2008; Wipper, 2000). The term ‘partnership’ is often used to denote the kind 

of relationship that many human riders seek with their horses (Wipper 2000, p 47). 

Components of this human-horse partnership include respect, confidence, trust and 

communication. In competitive horse sports, the human-horse partnership is important 

because it involves the performance of both horse and rider. This combined 

performance is what makes horse sports stand out from most other forms of sport. 

There are many kinds of horse partnerships, from those based on kindness and 

sympathy, to those based on force or fear. Such partnerships can range from 

authoritarian, where one partner makes all the decisions and seeks to dominate the 

other, to egalitarian, where decisions and power are shared (Wipper 2000).  
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 Investigating human-horse relationships in thoroughbred racing 

Chapter 3 considered the history, culture and traditions of thoroughbred racing, in 

general, and of Australian jumps racing, in particular. Chapter 3 also explored how a 

specific breed of horse, the thoroughbred racehorse, continues to embody many social 

values and cultural traditions, despite changing values about the use of animals for 

human entertainment and the novel social and economic context of twenty first 

Century horse racing.  

Although the human-horse relationship has been investigated in the leisure horse 

context, there is a relative paucity of academic literature on the nature of these bonds 

within thoroughbred racing. This is surprising, given that relationships with racehorses 

are highly visible in conventional and social media, and such media attention and 

public debate about horse welfare has, itself, attracted research (McManus and 

Montoya 2012; Ruse, Davison and Bridle 2015). Using the example of a famous 

American racehorse ‘Smarty Jones’, Scott (2009) examined animal agency and the 

issues of training, coercion, performance and improvisation in thoroughbred racing. 

Scott (2009) considered thoroughbred racehorses to be protagonists; characters at the 

centre of an elaborate narrative, constructed through anthropomorphism, “not just 

performers in arenas, but players in dramas” (Scott 2009, p 45). Scott argues that 

anthropometric descriptions of thoroughbred agency, using terms traditionally reserved 

for human athletes, such as ‘will-to-win’ and ‘disappointment at loss’, reduce 

individual acts of horse agency to mere aspects of the characters created for them by 

humans. McKee (2016) examined the issue of racehorse death and wastage through a 

description of a memorial service for an ordinary thoroughbred interred at the Kentucky 

Horse Park. McKee’s account casts ‘Invisible Ink’ as a modest racehorse worthy of 

mourning; a horse that was both a friend and companion to his owner, their relationship 

providing an example of the mutual bond that can exist between human and 

thoroughbred horse. McKee contrasts the love felt for Invisible Ink by his owner with 

the “dark side of racing” and the slaughter and exploitation of “unwanted horses” 

elsewhere in the US horse racing industry (McKee 2016, p 141). 

The research reported here was conducted in the specific socio-cultural context of 

Australian jumps racing, in the everyday places of its practice: at racecourses, in 

racehorse training establishments, stable yards and human homes. The study informs 

understanding of how the past, as well as the present, is reflected within its places 
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and communities of practice, and how participants perceive the future of this activity. 

Central to all interviews were claims about the experiences, interests, motivations and 

feelings of horses. To understand these claims, and thus to understand how and why 

horses are valued in the ways they are, it is important to understand the human-horse 

relationships that underpin the ways in which people encounter, perceive and talk 

about horses. Necessarily, the focus of this chapter is predominantly on the 

experiences and perceptions of participants who were members of the jumps racing 

fraternity, as these interviewees had direct, embodied and complex relationships with 

jumps horses. While the perceptions of horses held by opponents of jumps racing is 

included in the analysis, none of these interviewees had interacted closely with jumps 

horses.  

The analysis in this chapter is set out under five themes. These themes collectively 

explore how participants talk about and describe jumps horses, physically, as well as 

behaviourally. They also explore how human-horse bonds are formed, built into 

working relationships and sustained over long periods. This includes consideration of 

how horses contribute to forming these relationships through their behaviours and 

through working with humans. Human empathy and patience for horses are also 

explored, as well as affection for individual horses. These themes are followed by 

three narratives, two about individual horses and one about a particular human-horse 

partnership. These narratives offer lived insight into a horse’s entry into jumps racing, 

a horse’s career in jumps racing and the end of a horse’s jumps racing career, which 

involves the death of a horse.  

 Becoming a jumps horse 

All Australian jumps horses enter jumps racing based on a previous career in flat racing 

and must undergo a qualifying performance in an official jumps racing trial held under 

simulated race conditions. Each trial and the performance of individual horses are 

reviewed by race stewards, who subsequently assess individual horses as suitable (or 

not) to start in a jumps race. The purpose of these trials is to ensure that jumps horses 

are fit, educated and competitive. Additional qualifying trials are required before a 

horse can transition to steeplechasing, and horses must also requalify each jumps 

season. Not surprisingly, interviewees who were involved in jumps racing characterised 

jumps horses as active and often willing participants in this activity, while opponents 
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characterised jumps horses as passive victims of human exploitation and suffering. 

These different perceptions of the experience of horses in jumps racing were 

particularly evident in discussions about how horses enter into this activity in the first 

place. For many members of the jumps racing fraternity, horses, as well as people, are 

born into this activity. For opponents of jumps racing, jumps racing is viewed as 

another in a series of stages of exploitation. Put simply, human enthusiasts for jumps 

racing represent most horses as being similarly enthusiastic, while opponents represent 

horses as being forced to participate. 

The interviews revealed that participants held two distinctly different perceptions of 

jumps horses that were dependent on whether participants supported or opposed jumps 

racing. Those participants who were supportive of jumps racing regarded jumps horses 

positively, as their favourites, horses who were loved and, above all, trusted. In 

contrast, opponents of jumps racing spoke negatively of jumps horses, generically 

describing them as failed flat racing horses. These opposing perceptions are discussed 

sequentially in this section.  

Those participants who were supportive of jumps racing, including owners, trainers and 

jockeys, spoke fondly of individual horses and of the generic physical and behavioural 

characteristics that they believed contributed to a good jumps horse. Despite the lack of 

specific breeding programmes for jumps horses in Australia (McManus, Albrecht and 

Graham 2013), the interviews indicated that, just as many humans regard themselves as 

being “born into” jumps racing, so too were many horses viewed in this way. A genetic 

heritage of a parent regarded as a ‘stayer’; that is, a horse bred to race over longer 

distances of at least 2,000 metres, was considered an important feature of jumps horses 

by many participants. Just as with human participants, horse participants were often 

identified as being members of key families. Bill thus referred to some “handy [horse] 

families”, and Harry thought it was important that “one, either the mother, the dam, or 

the sire, have got staying in their bloodlines, I reckon. It doesn’t worry me if one’s got 

staying and one’s got sprint”. Liam, a successful jumps trainer, regarded “any of the 

lines going back to ‘Sir Tristram’ (an outstanding New Zealand sire of numerous 

Australian and New Zealand racehorses, including three Melbourne Cup winners). 

They're the best jumpers. Like, Sir Tristram's sons have been unbelievable jumpers”. 

For Liam, this genetic line from Sir Tristram not only produced good staying horses but 

good jumpers: “great stayers and they love jumping. ‘Grosvenor’ was also a son of Sir 
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Tristram and he makes good jumpers”. He then qualified his emphasis on particular 

sires saying that “most of the good stallions leave good jumpers because they leave 

athletic horses”.  

Not all participants regarded genetic heritage as important. Chris, a keen supporter and 

owner of jumps horses, regarded pedigree as the least important characteristic in 

selecting a jumps horse: “I don’t really care much about their pedigree. I buy the horse 

on what its performance is”, although he admitted that “the pedigree has some effect”, 

citing the example of his most recently purchased horse that was bred from a “great 

sire of jumps horses and I thought, he’ll make a jumper. Now, whether he will (or not) 

is another matter”. Chris identified pedigree as the least important of the four criteria 

he used to identify a potential jumps horse: 

One, they must be sound [i.e., without physical weakness]. If they’re not sound, 

you’ve got no hope. Secondly, they must be of docile temperament. In other 

words, easy. You can’t have highly strung horses jumping. They won’t settle 

into it. Thirdly, they must be good eaters, good doers, right? Otherwise you 

can’t keep the condition on them to work them. And fourth is their pedigree. 

The emphasis on genetics above might indicate that jumps horses were valued for their 

uniformity. Yet participants involved in jumps racing predominantly spoke about 

individual horses, rather than horses in the abstract, emphasising the differences 

between these individuals. Two main types of difference were described: differences in 

horse bodies and differences in horse personalities. The interviews revealed many 

differing descriptions to characterise thoroughbred jumps racing horses. For example, 

those participants involved in the day-to-day training and riding of jumps horses 

typically characterised them as “lovely natured” and “kind”, “athletic”, and “good 

eaters.” As put by Cathy, a trainer, 

They're all different. It's the same as the flat racing. So, you just couldn't look at 

a horse and say that's going to be a jumper. You could say it's a nice type to 

jump, but they're all so different. We've had little horses - tiny ones that have 

been good as well. They've all got a good attitude. Some of them have got plenty 

of spunk and heaps of attitude. Others are just level-headed and sensible and 

they just - they'll go along and work and just be really well behaved.  
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In contrast to the perceptions of jumps horses held by supporters of jumps racing, 

Stevie (a confirmed opponent), described jumps horses as “failed flat horses that are 

often too slow to make it on the normal flats course; the rejects of the racing industry, 

destined to be in a saleyard pen, likely to end up at a knackery or abattoir”. This 

narrative is similar to that of the academic critic of American thoroughbred racing, 

McKee (2016, p 141) and emphasises the ‘dark side of racing’ and exploitation of 

‘unwanted horses’ in horse racing (see also McManus, Albrecht and Graham 2013). 

The perception of unwanted horses has its origins in the large numbers of new 

thoroughbreds that enter flat racing each year and the associated high annual turnover 

rates of race horses, labelled ‘wastage’ by the Coalition for the Protection of 

Racehorses (2016). The associated anti-jumps racing campaign of the Coalition for the 

Protection of Racehorses presents jumps racing as a cruel career detour for slow and 

uncompetitive horses and jumps horses are generically described as “failed flat horses” 

in this campaign (Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses 2016)   

  ‘He had so much character’ 

The majority of interviews were conducted in the everyday places where encounters 

between humans and thoroughbred horses took place, where jumps horses were trained, 

stabled and worked. Participants’ understanding of horses and their relationships with 

horses comes from the routine and intimate experience of living with, working with and 

being with horses (Sanders 1999). This was especially clear, as many participants lived 

in close proximity to their horses, with stables in the backyards of their homes, or on 

small acreages to cater for horse keeping and training. Using human terms to describe 

their horses and engaging in anthropomorphism, was the way in which participants 

understood their horses. In the interviews, jumps racing participants consistently 

emphasised the two-way cooperation between humans and horses that they regard as 

central to this activity. In addition, whereas opponents commonly spoke of jumps 

horses collectively, members of the jumps fraternity often spoke of relating to each 

horse as an individual with a unique ‘character’ or ‘personality’. Mentions of horse 

‘character’ were often associated with smiles or laughter, as though these behaviours 

were not just tolerated, but were inherent to the relationship and the way horse and 

human are together (Birke and Hockenhull 2015). 
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Without exception, every conversation about individual horses and human-horse 

relationships was characterised by anthropomorphic language that ascribed human 

attributes to horses. Participants spoke about individual horses as having likes and 

dislikes, “character”, or idiosyncrasies of behaviour described as “quirky”. Horses were 

also labelled “real gentlemen”, “cheeky” a “ratbag” and “honest. These terms were 

used by participants to ascribe individual personalities to their horses. Ascribing human 

characteristics to horses within the relationship was a key part of the human-horse 

bond. This mode of discourse was used by participants to convey specific meaning 

about their horse’s behaviours and attitudes and to differentiate them from other horses.  

Take, for example, Bill’s description of ‘Champers’:  

He was a real old pig. I think he dropped every jockey that ever got on. He’d 

just stop dead and spin around. I don’t know that he ever got rid of me, 

probably didn’t, but it wasn’t from lack of trying. He was a funny old horse. He 

had so much character. You know you could just tell looking at him. He was just 

waiting to bite you or do something. He’d keep you really on your toes. He was 

a character. He was an old pig, but everyone loved him because he was such a 

character. 

Ascribing agency to horses in their interactions with humans leads to the development 

of a discourse of partnership (Dashper 2017). In describing this behaviour, ‘Champers’ 

is viewed to be influencing the relationship by his actions. This is not a relationship of 

total power or total dominance, but one in which Champers’ horse behaviours were 

regarded as ‘character’, making the horse more loved because of his individuality and 

expression of individualism.  

Gary, a trainer, compared jumps horses directly to people and what he loved about their 

personalities:  

I think a horse is like a person. I love honesty and consistency. They mightn't 

win every race, but I've had some horses that have won, 18, 19 jumps races and 

they haven't been the best horses. But they're honest. They try, they enjoy it and 

they're the horses that I enjoy. 

Gary then described his favourite jumps horse, mixing admiration and honesty in a 

narrative similar to that of Bill, describing the behaviours in removing riders: “he'd 



162 

 

drop you when you're working him and he's tough, honest. He's just a lovely 

character”. To Gary, this horse was “very much still a hero”. Harry similarly ascribed 

human qualities to his ‘Blaze’, characterising him as “a real personality. If he doesn’t 

want to do it, he won’t do it. He thinks he’s shit hot [laugh]. He struts his stuff. Yep. If 

we go up the paddock there, he’ll come up the fence and he’ll have his ears back and 

he’ll be looking at you”. Although Blaze was “bred in England and they paid over 

$800,000 for him as a yearling”, Harry purchased Blaze for Au$1,000 because, in 

Australia, he performed poorly, running a bad last, meaning a long way behind the 

winning horse in his only two starts. Harry ascribed these race performances as 

intentional on the part of Blaze, rather than reflecting a lack of physical running ability:  

Like, if he runs last, he runs a bad last. He just goes ‘nah, I’m not doing this’ 

and heads off to the side. That’s just him. If you could flog the arse off him, do 

whatever you want and if he don’t wanna do it, he won’t do it. He’ll dog it […], 

he will. 

Blaze’s flat racing performances did not matter to Harry. Harry’s regard and affection 

for Blaze were evident, especially in his description of Blaze’s personality. Rather than 

“flog it out of him”, Harry had to let Blaze “think that he’s winning”. Harry valued and 

loved Blaze, not simply for winning races, but because he was “very contrary, very 

quirky, but I think that’s what makes him so lovable. Yeah, I love him, everyone does, 

he’s got a little bit of a cult following”. This “ridiculous horse, to try and handle for a 

start” was now: 

Just fantastic. Just like a bomb-proof pony at the races. He’s unbelievable. He’s 

so relaxed when you go to the races, he just goes to sleep in the stalls. He just 

goes to sleep and he just switches off before he races. He just goes all day, 

doesn’t call, goes wherever you want him to go. 

Liam, a successful trainer of jumps horses, mixed subjective and objective 

characteristics when he described what he looked for in a jumps horse. Subjectively, he 

believed that “jumpers are always kind horses” and he had,  

rarely had a jumper that's not a beautiful, lovely horse, you know. Kind horses, 

nice types of horses, with a good temperament and sound. You don't need big 

horses, but it's nice if you've got a little bit of size, you know. They eat well and, 
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because they're older, they're more set in their ways and they're lovely natured, 

most of them.  

Being settled and eating well was important because of the high physical demands and 

workload of horses in training for jumps racing. A “little bit of size” contributed to a 

longer stride length to cover the longer distances of jumps racing and assisted with the 

effort required to jump obstacles and hedges of a metre or more in height.  

All thoroughbred horses have an official name that is generally given to them by their 

owner when they are initially purchased with an intention of racing them. In Australia, 

official thoroughbred names have to be registered with Racing Australia and approved 

by the registrar of the Australian Stud Book (Racing Australia 2017). In the interviews, 

all participants used nicknames when they spoke about their own jumps horses that 

identified their unique features, rather than using their official racing names (Sanders 

1990). The giving of a nickname was part of establishing the individuality of horses and 

also of demonstrating the participant’s relationship with, and personal knowledge of, 

that horse. Take, for example, Liam’s description of his ‘Boogie’, where the 

demonstration of his fondness for a horse that “everyone loves” is evident. To Liam, 

Boogie represented: 

A gorgeous horse, a lovely, big long-striding horse, a big, handsome horse and 

he's a very kind, gentle horse. He's just one of those horses that everyone loves. 

The main thing with him, probably, that endears people to him, is his 

determination and his guts. 

Chris also fondly described his favorite horse, ‘Homer’: “He was a stable favourite. 

Big, ugly looking horse, boofheaded-looking horse. They called him Homer after that 

series [with] Homer Simpson. He was a boofhead, [an] absolute boofhead […]. But he 

was a lovely horse”. The nicknames used by participants frequently ascribed 

personality to individual horses, based on quirks of behaviour or their personal 

connection with participants. For example, ‘Kitty’, ‘Boogie’, ‘Elmo’, ‘Ding’ and ‘Razz’ 

were names variously used by participants to describe horses that they were closely 

connected to. Elmo was a “burly type” who “always wanted to go”, a “real dude, a bit 

cranky when he first came in, but once he got going, he would just bowl around”, said 

Bill, (a South Australian trainer). Whereas Kitty was “just so gentle with me, but he 
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would just be in your face. He'd have his head over your shoulder and just leave it 

there. He was just - he's like an overgrown teddy bear with me”, said Cathy, a trainer. 

 ‘I just love a jumping horse’ 

For many of the interview participants, especially those directly involved with caring 

for or training jumps horses, many disparate horse behaviours were tolerated within 

individual relationships, frequently described as ‘character’ that is part and parcel of the 

nature of horses. In this sense, horses also contributed to constructing the human-horse-

relationship. This human tolerance for ‘character’ or disparate horse behaviours, arises 

from daily familiarity and understanding of horses and their behaviours. For many 

participants, trust and love went together. Trust was established during the process of 

working together, a consequence of their relationship and their affective history 

together (Birke and Hockenhull 2015). Several participants mentioned how much they 

trusted their horses. When participants spoke to me about their horses, they spoke of 

how they reacted to each other, and acknowledged a sustained and deep connection to 

individual horses and how well they worked together. As put by Birke and Hockenhull, 

these were stories of attunement and mutuality (Birke and Hockenhull 2015 p 127). 

Cathy conjoined love and respect: “I've just always had a respect for a jumping horse 

because they're bigger, they're tougher and they've just - I don’t know what it is about 

them, but I just love a jumping horse. I just - they work so much harder to get where 

they've got to go”. Liam “had them [jumpers] all my life and the horses are your 

mates”. And for Bill, training jumps horses was a labour of love as he reflected on the 

time invested and committed to their training:  

I love the jumpers. It’s a bit more of a challenge to train them, I think. I get a 

thrill out of whatever they win, but there’s a bit more of a challenge to the 

jumps. Probably, from my point of view, there's a lot more investment in time 

and effort to bring a jumper along. Lot of time. 

Bill also explained that he: “probably had more pleasure out of [jumps horse name 

withheld] and [jumps horse name withheld], you know, because I’ve had them all their 

life”. Harry’s regular jumps jockey loved his steeplechaser and Harry reflected on how 

his horse approached jumping to make him not just a safe jumper, but loved by his 
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jockey. This conversation also indicates the patience and training hours required to 

adequately train a safe jumping horse:  

[Name withheld, horse’s jockey] loves him. [Name withheld] schooled him and 

went around a steeple trial here. He’s a safe jumper. It develops with, I think, 

lots of schooling and one that doesn’t go too hard at them and concentrates. 

You’ll see it – they’ll steady themselves coming to the jump. Every now and 

then, even the good ones, will make a bit of a blue, but they manage to get 

themselves out of it and I think that’s just experience and being well-schooled. 

The bond between jumps jockeys and horses was explained by Liam: “jumping jockeys 

are a different breed to the normal jockeys. Like, most of them are in it because they 

love it. They don't make a lot of money out of it. They barely make a living, but they 

love it. They love the horses and they're great employees in a stable”. Ricky, a 

successful jockey, loved “taking a horse from obscurity and turning it into a 

champion”. Ricky’s favourite horse, Gamay “was just so tough. He was better than 

anyone else and acted like it. He strutted behind the barriers, marched in”. Ricky 

emphatically professed his love for Gamay: “Did you see me ride him at (racecourse 

name withheld)? Did you watch the race? I love this horse so much. I cried when he 

ran second last week. He’s such a good horse. He’s such a safe jumper”. This 

association between a safe jumper and love was repeated by other participants. Chris 

said of his horse: “jockeys love him because he’s safe, [a] very safe jumper. He jumps 

very high”. Harry also described his horse as “very safe and, like, [he] could put in a 

huge leap, but he looked after himself too. He wasn’t just charging at them”. 

Consequently, his jockeys “loved him. They absolutely loved him. Like, he doesn’t even 

feel like, you know, some horses feel like they’re really jumping. Yeah, he doesn’t, he 

just judges his jumps just perfectly. He just corrects himself. He’s very safe”. 

 ‘It’s much different to training a flat horse’ 

Two interrelated themes that emerged from the interviews were those of empathy and 

patience. Human empathy and patience for their horse partner went hand-in-hand and 

underpinned a longer-term relationship between horse and human. Empathising with 

horses, ‘taking the horse’s role and attempting to sympathetically understand the horse; 

to see the world through its eyes’, is regarded as underpinning the bond between 

humans and individual horses (Wipper 2000, p 32). For example, Bill described his 
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horse Spirit as “very immature, very narrow, immature” when he first came to him for 

training. As a consequence, rather than putting the physically immature Spirit straight 

to work, he “sent him out for a spell and he had 12 months or something, or nine 

months’ break” and then “he came good and we brought him back in to work”. To Bill, 

Spirit just needed “extra time”. For Bill, training a jumps horse required “a lot more 

work than even just a horse that’s going in a 2,000-m staying race. Generally, the 

jumpers are doing probably twice the work, steadier, long, steadier work”. Bill 

characterised the patience required to train a jumps horse and the amount of schooling 

required:  

The ones that I think are going to stay and perhaps be a jumper, well, I’ll start 

schooling them as a three-year-old, but probably [a] late three-year-old, but 

probably won’t do anything like a trial or anything until they’re probably a late 

four-year-old, or certainly a four-year-old. There’s a lot more investment in 

time and effort to bring a jumper along. Lot of time. 

This tradition of patience and longer timeframes are part of the fraternity values 

mentioned in Chapter 6. As recalled by Fred: “horsemen who get amazing satisfaction 

out of training a jumps horse” and “the time you’ve got to put into it” make it “ much 

harder to train a jumps horse than a flat horse”. Chris, an owner of several jumps 

racing horses, also described how patiently horses were brought along and the 

significant amount of work and time required to train jumps racing horses: 

You’ve got to remember, you’re seeing them now [in] the first week of May. 

They’ve been in work since October or November, and it’s a long, long 

campaign and they put hours into it. You know it’s much different to training a 

flat horse. You go down to the beach at Warrnambool tomorrow morning and 

watch the horses there swimming and walking in the water. I mean, they just put 

hours [emphasised] in. You’ve got to, at the same time, keep them fresh and 

alert. The way these blokes do it is swimming. So, they do most of their training 

on the beach and in the salt water. They don’t often gallop. 

Other participants also described a training regime requiring more time commitment, 

more work in training and much slower paced work than for a flat racing horse. 

According to Gary, this made jumps training a better physical regime for horses: 
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A horse getting ready for jumping races, they do a lot of long, slow work, miles. 

They're well-conditioned. You get horses ready for short flat races and shorter 

distances, it's all fast and sharp. They get a lot more injuries than jumpers. 

These horses [jumpers] normally, they do their work. It's not - it's not as fast a 

work. Nine out of 10 of them go out to grass paddocks through the day and 

they're attitude improves. They become sounder. 

 A trainer’s craft 

Harry (a trainer based outside of Warrnambool) perhaps epitomises the human patience 

required to train a jumps horse. Harry described his ‘Blaze’ as initially “an absolute 

fruitcake and a little shit, but he’s the fastest horse I’ve ever ridden in my life. He was 

that bad, oh he was really bad”. Developing a working relationship with Blaze required 

empathy, patience and riding skill. This working relationship could not be achieved 

through violence or totally dominating this horse. Harry realised that he need to engage 

with Blaze as much mentally as physically and that he could not simply beat this horse 

into submission using physical force to dominate him. Harry emphasised his 

understanding that Blaze was a horse that could not be dominated using force: “If he 

don’t wanna do it, he won’t do it. He’s just like that, this horse.” Forming a working 

partnership with Blaze involved engaging with the agency of this horse to understand 

his behaviours and personality: 

to show him you’re boss, but let him think that he’s winning. And that’s how 

eventually I got around him. Like, cos he would spin, rear, nearly fall over, he 

was just [a] ridiculous um horse to try and handle for a start. And I eventually 

got that out of him. 

Liam, a very successful and longer-term trainer of jumps horses described how he 

started teaching his horses to jump, treating each horse as an individual and then 

allowing the horse to work out what to do, allowing for the weight of his jockey: 

We start off quietly. Now, some horses have got different styles to others. Some 

need the bull ring because they don't - they take them a bit too cheaply and 

some try to get over them [the jumps] too quickly. Once they learn to jump, they 

jump very well without riders. They're very articulate, the horse can shorten or 

lengthen on his own. What they've got to allow for is 60 or 70 kilos on their 
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back. I think that is one of the problems jumps racing faces. There are probably 

a lot of people who don't really understand that horses are loved, horses are 

well educated. 

Jumping involves different skills than in flat racing for both the rider and the horse. 

This emphasis on trusting the jumps horse, allowing the horse to adjust for the weight 

of his rider, and make a ‘horse decision’ to adjust stride length, is fundamentally 

different to the conduct of flat racing. It is perhaps more related to horse sports, such as 

show jumping, hunting and cross-country completions, where horse and rider must 

partner to successfully compete (Birke and Hockenhull 2015; Wipper 2000). 

Describing an especially loved horse, Liam said:  

He’s just got a great eye. He meets the fence well. You don't have to pamper 

with him going into a fence. Like a jockey can sit quiet and he'll work it out 

himself and get it at the right length. When you go into a fence or an obstacle of 

any sort, the horse has the ability to shorten its stride or lengthen its stride. 

Once they become confident jumpers, they do that automatically. Most very 

capable jumpers get a good rhythm going and have [a] good eye for a fence.  

To Liam, training a horse to jump was all about the horse knowing what to do, taking 

control of the situation and working it out for themselves. His role as trainer was having 

the skill to recognise the natural ability of each horse and also to engage with the 

agency of the horse:  

Once I teach them to jump, I leave it alone really, because they don't need it. We 

certainly school them early in the season to get their jumping muscles in tone 

but, once the season has started, it's rare for me to school a horse unless he has 

an issue. Once they zero in on a fence and they know what you're telling them to 

do, they do it. Because, a horse is as loyal as a dog as long as you don't kick 

them in the guts every day.  

For Liam, there were no short cuts in adequately training a jumps horse so that, by the 

time Liam took his potential jumps racehorse to a jumps trial, “each horse probably 

would jump 500 jumps before we put them over in a circuit situation like a 

racecourse”. This meant that his jumps horses were “really competent jumpers. Like, 

we could go from that FEI arena (Federation Equestrian International - an 

internationally standardized show jumping course) to a jumping trial, and have done 
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plenty of times, to an actual jumping trial with other horses and everything, and we're 

confident that they'll jump them”.  

 A jumps racing career: Dandy and Harry 

Many of the human-horse relationships described in the interviews lasted long periods 

of time, and significantly longer than the one season of jumps racing that characterised 

the career of the majority of jumps horses (see Chapter 6). As shown in the following 

narrative, some jumps horses are regarded as special by their human partners and 

remain with their human partners over the longer-term and well into their retirement 

from racing. Noting the close-knit nature and shared values for the thoroughbred horse 

that are held within the jumps racing fraternity, this raises the question of whether or 

not these participants were typical of jumps racing as a whole. The following narrative 

describes the jumps racing career of Dandy, now a 16-year-old horse. Dandy’s jumps 

racing career extended over nine years in Tasmania, Victoria and Queensland, 

including the high fatality rate seasons of 2008 and 2009 in Victoria, and the 

Warrnambool Carnival when three jumps horses died. In his nine years of racing, 

Dandy won prize money of approximately $80,000. This narrative illustrates many of 

the human behaviours and values that underpin working with jumps horses and forming 

human-horse relationships. The narrative considers the knowledge required to identify a 

potential jumps horse and the patience and empathy required to train, condition and, 

subsequently, compete a jumps horse. Importantly, the narrative shows how the human-

horse bond is formed through “the miles and miles of work” together and that such 

relationships may last well beyond a racing career, with such horses continuing to live 

longer-term in close physical proximity to their owners or trainers. 

Dandy currently lives in a paddock in the backyard of his owner’s home. He still works 

with Harry, helping to lead young horses in training for racing. Harry purchased Dandy 

in 2004, the most expensive horse he had ever purchased, at Au$10,000, describing him 

as “a good old horse that I thought we could have some fun with”. Harry referred to 

Dandy by nickname throughout the interview and recalled: “I seen him advertised in 

the Winning Post. It was right about when equine influenza was on. So I had to go 

through a bit of stuff for that to get him. We rang up, got it all organised, got him over 

here”. When Dandy first arrived in Victoria, he was “just like, very gutted up and [a] 

bit like a greyhound, just ready to go racing. As a consequence of Dandy’s lean 
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physical appearance, (“gutted up”, meaning thin waisted, greyhound like in 

appearance), rather than immediately competing this horse, Harry “sent him out home 

for about two months to the farm. I said he just needs to be a horse for a while, so we 

just sent him out there. He wandered round out there, [we] drenched him (treated him 

for internal parasites) [and gave him] plenty of feed. He looked good. [We] brought him 

back, started working on him. He was going really well”. Harry recalled that Dandy 

was “very, very sore in the back”, probably reflecting the repeated physical stresses 

from jumping. Rather than trying to jump a sore horse, Harry “got a bloke that does 

Bowen Therapy and remedial massage on horses”. Dandy was so sore that 

[h]e was sort of savage and wanting to bite. He had been racing sore for a very 

long time. So then, within a couple of days after the rub, you could feel it. I said 

he’s still sore, but he’s a big improvement. So then gave him, I think he had two 

more rubs. After that, I give all the horses a rub about every five or six weeks 

[laugh]. 

Harry related how Dandy started to improve once his soreness dissipated: 

After his third rub, we were just getting ready and he was going pretty well, and 

I was going to give him a run on the flat. He started to feel really good and he 

was bucking around and carrying on out in his yard out there. He did the splits 

with his back legs, you could hear where he’d gone [cracking noise] like that. 

And he just was as sore as anything, and I thought, ‘jeez he’s bad, this horse. I 

don’t know what’s wrong with him’. Anyway, got the vet and he’d put a hairline 

fracture in his pelvis. So, he’s very lucky that he didn’t haemorrhage and bleed 

to death. So, we had to confine him to a little space, [a] 12 by 12 yard for three 

months, and then just open it [the yard] up a little bit after three months, then a 

little [more], once he had like six months confined. 

After six months of confinement, Harry let Dandy out of his yard and his training 

recommenced. Harry’s recollection of Dandy’s behaviour was as follows:  

We let him out [laugh]. Dad was there, and he just took off running and bucking 

and carrying on [laughing] and he was just loving it, cos he was just, he’s a silly 

horse. Like, he carries on like he’s a little two-year-old. He just loves bucking 
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and squealing and carrying on all the time. That season, Dandy completed 

about five or six trials, like just to get him going again, jumping.  

Reflecting the patience required to train a jumps horse, it took two years for Dandy to 

race: “His first run in two years was over 3,800 metres. He went really well. Wasn’t the 

best ride, but he went very, very well. Then his next start was about 10 days later and 

he ran third at Warrnambool”. At his fourth jumps race,  

[h]e was in front and he was bowling along beautifully and, just as he landed 

over a jump, his feet just went straight out in front from underneath him and he 

just slipped and just went on his side. And then, as he got up, a horse poleaxed 

him again, in where his hip was, where he had his broken pelvis, and when he 

come back, he was walking like he’d done his pelvis again.  

Dandy survived with bruising and “five weeks later and the last jumps for the season, 

he ran third at Coleraine and he went really good. And that was the end of the season, 

so then we put him out”. Although this horse “never won a race, he got very, very 

consistent. That’s why [jockey name withheld] loves him and he always used to say 

he’s as game as Ned Kelly, cos he just tries his heart out all day”. Harry consistently 

described each and every one of Dandy’s races as a “good race”. The next year, “he 

got a little knock on his leg and a staphylococcus infection in his fetlock. I had to give 

him two weeks off and then slowly bring him up again. It was about nearly eight weeks 

between runs”. Harry’s description of Dandy’s race, when he finally started jumping 

again, reflected his empathy with Dandy: “he was only beaten about 15 lengths. He ran 

fifth and that was a huge run. He was so uncomfortable on the ground all the way 

round, you could just feel, he was feeling every stride. He just tried his heart out”. 

Dandy’s last season of racing in 2012 involved Harry and Dandy “doing miles and 

miles and miles on the beach.” That year, Dandy ran in the one of the most prestigious 

jumps races at Warrnambool: “He ran in the [name withheld]. He did all the chasing, 

all the way he chased. He was second when they jumped the last jump, and that run, 

50 metres, he just started to fade. It was a travesty of justice that Dandy didn’t run a 

place”. 

To Harry, Dandy always ran a good race, and what he loved in Dandy was that “he just 

tries his heart out all day”. This relationship between Harry and Dandy was based on 



172 

 

working together, of “miles and miles and miles of work”, patience and empathy over 

an extended period of nearly 10 years. Harry acknowledged Dandy’s part in 

constructing and maintaining their longer-term relationship: “I love Dandy, he’s just an 

old warhorse.” Harry then acknowledged Dandy’s role in constructing their 

relationship: “I think it’s more him [than me] though. He’s just, he was just a super 

horse, and he’s a great old horse. He was a good old, good, hard-trying horse”. It was 

then that Harry’s wife, who had listened to our discussion, interrupted with, “It’s the 

combination though. He puts a lot of work into all his jumpers. Any of them would do 

what Dandy did”.  

I was introduced to Dandy in the paddock he lived in, just outside of Harry’s home. As 

we went into his paddock, Dandy strolled up to Harry and rested his head on his 

shoulder. Harry turned to me and pointed to his stables and horse truck and said: “You 

know Dandy paid for all of this. He’s just special, yeah, he’ll never leave the place”. 

 ‘Just something about him’: Socks and Cathy 

The following narrative describes Socks, a now retired 15-year-old thoroughbred 

racehorse, owned by Cathy, a Warrnambool trainer, and his current owner. The 

narrative sheds light on how humans choose a thoroughbred for a jumps racing career. 

The narrative also illustrates the coproduction of a longer-term human-horse 

relationship and is an example of an “intimate coproduced encounter” (Dashper 2017, 

p X). This narrative also shows how humans can experience conflicting emotions, both 

deeply loving their horse, but at the same time acknowledging the risk of their horse 

partner dying through “what he loved doing”.  

Socks now lives with Cathy on a small acreage, following his retirement from racing. 

Cathy rides Socks on the beach at Warrnambool and also hunts him with her local hunt 

club. Cathy lives on the outskirts of Warrnambool and has trained and worked with 

jumps horses for around 20 years. This narrative describes the intimate and special 

relationship between Cathy and Socks. As shown in this narrative, Socks coconstructed 

their relationship. Cathy described Socks as “a gentle big horse, and a safe jumper”, 

who would call to her and come running to her in the paddock, a horse she trusted, and 

a horse who “has never broken that trust” who had “found his home for life with me 

[Cathy]”. 
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Before he started jumps racing, Socks was a successful Western Australian racehorse 

who was originally brought to Victoria to continue his flat racing career. According to 

Cathy, he had a “long career over in Perth. He'd won the WA Derby in Perth, the Cup 

and that”. At the time, his owners were keen for him to run in “the better races over 

here. He was supposed to be in preparation for the Melbourne Cup, but he kept coming 

down with injuries”. He was then sold, as his owners “decided they were pulling the pin 

on him, so that's when [trainer two name withheld] got a heap of owners together and 

bought him”. According to Cathy, “[trainer one name withheld] originally earmarked 

him for a jumping horse because he's a stayer and he had his previous success over in 

Perth. They're the ones you look for as a jumper”. By that time, Socks had “lost any 

interest on the flat. He just didn't want to race. He'd go out there and just canter 

around behind them. He just lost that fighting spirit”. When Socks raced at the country 

race tracks of “Edenhope and Donald, he ran last on the flat”. His race performances at 

that point of his career were so bad that the “stewards warned [trainer two name 

withheld] about running a slow horse that didn't want to race anymore”. But, 

according to Cathy, “[trainer two name withheld] said, ‘well, put a jump in front of him. 

He'll want to race’”. Cathy thought that “it was always their aim to jump him”. 

For Cathy, there: “was just something about him and me that just clicked from when he 

first came to me. I think it was 2009 or 2008, something like that”. Socks had been with 

another trainer in “preparation for the Melbourne Cup that year”, but he “had trouble 

catching him. He gave him to me and he said, ‘don't put him out in one of your 

paddocks, because you won't be able to catch him’, because it took them hours to catch 

him this day”. In any event, Cathy had forgotten that advice and she “worked him the 

next morning. I didn't even think; just threw him out in the little paddock. Got there that 

afternoon [and] thought, ‘oh, I'm not going to be able to catch it’. Anyway, he walked 

straight to me with ears pricked”. 

This “bit of a special horse” won the Brierly Steeplechase while he was in training with 

[trainer two name withheld], “a race I've always wanted to win.” Cathy described her 

emotions when Socks won the Brierly: 

Oh, I cried. I just cried. I've watched the race a thousand times, but yeah, I 

shake. I used to shake every time, even so long beforehand, because he was a 

horse. It was surreal. I was dreaming he would win, but I'd never really 

believed that he would win it. It was amazing when he did. I think I screamed. 
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The boys were with me, my kids. They said I just screamed and yelled and then 

started crying. 

Reflecting Liam’s earlier comments about trusting the horse to work the jump out, 

Cathy regarded Socks as a “very safe jumper” and thus he was: 

good to watch, because I trusted him. He was very sure-footed. If he got in 

close, you knew he was going to get himself out of it. He had the ability to stand 

right off them too, so he never had - I was never really worried about him 

falling, which is probably a bit arrogant of me. 

Because she had such a close relationship with Socks, “it was hard watching him”, 

Cathy acknowledged the inherent conflict that existed between her love for this horse 

and the knowledge that Socks could fall or even die in a jumps race. “You're excited, 

but then there's a little bit of anxiety you always have in the back of your head. I mean, 

it would have been devastating if something happened to him. If it did, at least he died 

doing what he loved doing”. 

Cathy described how she came to own Socks when he retired from jumps racing: “I 

don’t think anybody had a say in whether he came to me or not. They were told. I just 

said, ‘he's my horse’, and there was just no question”. Cathy acknowledged her 

relationship with Socks was exceptional; a closeness with a horse that she had never 

before experienced: “I'm obsessed with him. It's pathetic. I've never had a bond like that 

with another horse. My very first thoroughbred, she was a real sweetheart, a real softy. 

She was really kind, but not like him.” 

Cathy described Socks as “He's just a girl's horse, loves girls” and then recalled how 

Socks would “call to me. He'd come trotting down the paddock, and when you hear 

things like [that] other people can't catch him, it's nice to have this horse that comes up 

to you”. But Socks was also “just so gentle with me” and this set him apart from other 

horses: “A lot of horses, they come up and you catch them and give them a pat, and 

they might give you a little nudge or something, but he would just be in your face. I’ve 

always been obsessed with the horse and he’s always been obsessed with me”.   

  Cathy related how she and Socks work together on Warrnambool’s beach:  

I'd take him and my other horse to the beach. I ride my other horse and Socks 

just follows us. So, he's off the lead and I wouldn't do that with any other horse. 

I wouldn't trust another horse. Him, you just let him loose and he just follows. 
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He has never broken that trust. I don’t know anybody who's got a connection 

with a horse like I do with Socks. 

  ‘He died doing what he loved’: Star and Cathy 

The final narrative explores the death of a jumps horse and how this was represented by 

his human partner and by those opposed to jumps racing. Star’s death provides both an 

example of an intimate relationship between a human and horse and of what McKee 

(2016) characterised as the ‘darker side’ of jumps racing, and the tragic death of a horse 

while jumping.  

In an eight year career, Star spent only 12 months racing on the flat before he 

transitioned to hurdle races and, later, to steeplechases. Star raced in both 

South Australia and Victoria, and competed in several of the more prestigious 

steeplechases, such as the Brierly and von Doussa. He was perhaps typical of the sort of 

horse described by Gary as “honest” or, as put by Liam, “just one of those horses 

everyone loves”, a horse that “had determination and guts”. When Star retired from 

racing, he was given to Cathy. She described him as “beautiful, that horse, an absolute 

gentleman. He was a nice horse. He loved his jumps. He was retired. He won a few big 

jumps races with him and they retired him. I had him for about three months”. After 

those three months, his owner took him back to test a new training procedure “because 

they knew him so well, [they] wanted to use him as a guinea pig to see if it improved 

their lung capacity and all that stuff.” According to Cathy, he did so well in this new 

training regime that “they took him back and put him into work”. Star recommenced 

steeplechasing and at “his first jump start, then he went. That was jockey error. He had 

some useless little jockey on him over at Oakbank. He was a big, safe jumper, but five 

strides out, the jockey's like this [laughs]”. Cathy did not speak of death, but rather, “he 

went to heaven”. Cathy related how she had watched Star fall, smashing his shoulder: 

I felt gutted, betrayed. I watched it on the big screen. I had to delete his race. I 

kept it there for about two years. In the end, I had to delete it, and I couldn't 

ever see that again. I watched it heaps, trying to work out what happened, but 

it's just the jockey. He wasn't even looking up, just head down and, at the last 

minute, and he's took off about a stride-and-a-half out. 
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Star was euthanized after this fall. In the aftermath, Cathy was unable to speak to her 

colleague, the trainer, who had taken him back and recommenced Star’s steeplechasing 

career: 

I didn't speak to [trainer name withheld] for 12 months. It took me starting to 

say hello to him before he would speak to me. I blamed [trainer name withheld] 

for a long time, but then you get past it and you realise he didn't want it to 

happen. He was, was one of the stable's - well, he was the stable's favourite 

horse. [Trainer name withheld] has got all these good horses. The lane ways at 

his stables are named after the favourites, the good horses. One of them's 

‘Star’s Lane’. It’s not as if he [trainer name withheld] wanted the horse to die. 

He loved the horse too. 

What was it about Star’s death and their relationship that made this ordinary jumps 

horse so grieved? According to Redmalm (2016), grief may be considered as a 

phenomenon of interdependence, such that for someone to be grieved, that being has to 

be considered irreplaceable (Redmalm 2016). In addressing grieving for pets, Redmalm 

uses the construct of Butler (2009), who suggests that three things contribute to such 

grieving. Firstly, the loss must be unique and not replaceable. To Cathy, Star was 

“beautiful, an absolute gentleman”, who, “loved his jumps”. Star was “one of mine”, 

unique and special to her. Secondly, his death at his first jumps start back in racing was 

not predictable. Cathy was both “gutted” and “betrayed”. Finally, Cathy shared bodily 

empathy with this horse. Care giving requires empathetic engagement (Jones and Gruen 

2016). Star lived in very close physical proximity to Cathy’s house. The horse was 

woven into the fabric of Cathy’s daily life, a daily presence, a source of routine and 

stability through her riding, feeding and caring for him. In the aftermath of Star’s death, 

Cathy reconfigured how she related to her social world within racing, and she changed 

the sub-community in which she was part, by not speaking to the horse’s trainer for 

over two years. Redmalm also references Butler’s (2009) concept that grievable loss is 

always an embodied experience. It is not only human life that is finite and precious. 

When pets pass away, they leave not only a relational void, but also a physical one, 

reflecting the physical nature of many personal human-animal interactions (Redmalm 

2016). Although Cathy added, “[y]ou get over it as time goes by”, she still grieved for 

this horse. Cathy still retained a physical memento of him, a rug: “I kept a rug, his rug. 
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I bought it for him the night before. It’s still in its bag. It’s his rug. It’s in the shed”. 

Cathy was unable to bring herself to use it on another horse, such was her sense of loss.  

The Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses conducted a memorial service and 

eulogy for Star at Oakbank where he died, describing his death as “reprehensible” and a 

“public execution” that damaged the racing industry, turning people away from racing 

(Iannella 2012). His death was broadcast nationally on television for several days 

(Sexton 2012). Angry letters to the editor about his death protested the widespread 

cruelty of jumps racing and deaths of horses (The Advertiser 2012). The Coalition for 

the Protection of Racehorses subsequently used Star’s fall, captioned with his name and 

fall date with the logo R.I.P. on their banners. In death, Star became an ongoing symbol 

of opposition to jumps racing and his image continues to be used by the Coalition for 

the Protection of Racehorses (see Figure 7.1  

 

 

Figure 7-1: A fatal fall at Oakbank, May 2012. (Photograph reproduced with permission of Liss 

Ralston (banjumpsracing.com) and is used by the Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses) 
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 Conclusions 

Participants who are involved in jumps racing believe that most horses love jumping 

and that jumps racing gives horses a rejuvenated attitude to racing. Jumps horses were 

characteristically described as being of kind character, having individual personalities 

and being loved by their human partners, not simply for their racing performances, but 

also for their characters and bonds with their humans. In contrast, opponents of jumps 

racing represented jumps horses as failed racehorses who were involved in jumps 

racing through coercion and human dominance. 

Human empathy and patience were presented by members of the jumps racing 

fraternity as the skills required to successfully train and compete a jumps horse. Several 

participants acknowledged a sustained and deep connection to individual horses. Such 

human-horse relationships were longer-term and extended beyond the racing career of 

these horses. Several horses remained with their human partners well into their 

retirement from jumps racing. 

Horses contributed to the human-horse relationship, with their behaviours often 

influencing their training and the human-horse partnership. To adequately train a jumps 

horse required engagement with the agency of individual horses. For the human 

participants engaged in jumps racing, training horses to jump was all about engaging 

the natural behaviours and abilities of the horses, letting the horses take control of 

jumping obstacles and working this out for themselves. The trainer’s role was to 

recognise the horse’s natural ability and engage with the agency of the horse.  

The human-horse relationship in jumps racing may differ from that in flat racing. It is 

characteristically a partnership involving mutual trust between human and horse to 

successfully jump obstacles. Many of these human-horse relationships are sustained 

well into the retirement of individual horses. This continuing regard and affection for 

horses, keeping them in close proximity to their human partner after their racing career 

ends, forms part of the fraternity values. 
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Chapter 8:  The Future of Australian Jumps Racing  

 Introduction 

In Chapter 8, I present an analysis of participant views about the future of jumps racing 

that are organised around four emergent themes derived from the analysis of interviews. 

These themes collectively explore the ethical, economic and political challenges facing 

the future of Australian jumps racing as perceived by participants against a background 

of continuing opposition to jumps racing and the uncertainty generated by the South 

Australian parliamentary enquiry.   

 ‘We’re 99% of the way there’ 

At the time of the interviews, the South Australian parliamentary enquiry into a 

possible ban of jumps racing in that state was recently announced. The enquiry 

reflected an apparently widespread public opposition to jumps racing in 

South Australia. This enquiry was initiated by the minister for racing, Leon Bignell, 

after the Greens’ member of the legislative assembly, Tammy Franks, introduced a bill 

to ban jumps racing (Australian Broadcasting Corporation 2016; Franks 2015). 

Concurrently, the South Australian Jockey Club publicly announced their intention to 

withdraw from jumps racing, highlighting the divisions between Thoroughbred Racing 

South Australia (who remain supportive of jumps racing) and the South Australian 

Jockey Club (who wish to end jumps racing at Morphettville) (see Chapter 6). For some 

participants involved in jumps racing, this alignment of the parliamentary inquiry, the 

publicly hostile Racing Minister Bignell and an unsupportive South Australian Jockey 

Club, prompted a feeling of betrayal and a sense of uncertainty about the future of 

jumps racing in Australia (see also Chapter 6). The 2016 South Australian 

parliamentary inquiry emerged as a key issue for many participants, with regard to their 

sense of this future, regardless of whether they were Victorian, South Australian, 

supporters or opponents of jumps racing.  

Dianna, a long-time public opponent of jumps racing, reflected on the divisive politics 

of jumps racing in South Australia and her concern that the South Australian 

parliamentary committee “will simply just drag it on for a few more years and it’ll 

[jumps racing] get propped up for a little bit longer”. However, despite Dianna’s sense 

that political machinations will delay the end of jumps racing, she was confident that 
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“it will eventually peter out. That’s how I think it will end”. Dianna’s confidence stems, 

not just from her perception of unwavering political opposition for jumps racing, but 

from her interactions with members of the South Australian parliament who publicly 

support jumps racing: 

Everyone tells me in this place [South Australian parliament], even those who 

support jumps racing and will get out publicly and back it to the hilt, say, 

‘Don’t worry. [Dianna] it’s going to die out pretty soon anyway’. [This] is what 

they always end the conversations with. That’s their attitude and these are the 

people who are in this place that are pro jumps. 

In Dianna’s view, jumps racing was retained on the South Australian racing programme 

due to “a few families here really, and a handful of, a small coterie of people” who 

fought for this sport even though they understood that they no longer had the support of 

the wider community. In using the term ‘coterie’, Dianna implicitly identifies the 

fraternity of jumps racing and their influence within the South Australian parliament. 

Dianna opined that an end to jumps racing in South Australia, would eventually lead to 

an end of jumps racing in Victoria because of the co-dependencies between the two 

states to find sufficient horses and trainers to fill the race programme: 

I think if one state goes, the other state goes, to be honest. And I’m pretty sure 

advocates on both sides of the pro and anti-jumps debate believe that because, 

where are the animals going to be coming from, and the trainers? If one state 

goes, the other state goes, in terms of ending jumps. 

Stevie, an animal activist and prominent public opponent of jumps racing, viewed the 

parliamentary inquiry as a successful consequence of the prolonged campaign of 

opposition to jumps racing. He also regarded the inquiry as evidence that public values 

about the treatment of animals have shifted decisively in favour of arguments that 

jumps racing was no longer defensible. Like Dianna, Stevie therefore anticipated that a 

ban on jumps racing in South Australian would place increased pressure on Victorian 

racing authorities to also end jumps racing: “If jumps racing does end very shortly in 

South Australia, to have one state go at it alone will immensely increase the amount of 

pressure on that state to get rid of it. Whereas previously, we had a stalemate”. 

Although Stevie was confident that, “in South Australia, we feel that we’re 99% of the 

way there. It just needs that final push”. He added that “it still may take a few more 
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years to finally stamp it out. I think jumps racing will be one of those things that 

probably takes about five or 10 years to stamp out”, which is a reflection of the strong 

base of support for jumps racing in Victoria’s regional communities and their racing 

clubs.  

Like opponents, Dianna and Stevie, some members of the jumps racing fraternity saw 

the prospect of the end of jumps racing in South Australia as spelling the end of this 

activity in Australia altogether. Gary, a successful long-term trainer and advocate for 

jumps racing, described what he perceived to be the interdependence of the Victorian 

and South Australian jumps race programmes:  

It has a big roll-on effect to Victoria if it’s banned in South Australia, because it 

helps balance the season. And for different levels of horses, there are races. 

Like, the South Australian races are probably a level below our top races here. 

So there's a place for those horses that are in between the maiden and the elite 

level. There are races there that cater for them. South Australian horses come 

over here and go very well too. 

Reflecting on the divided politics of South Australian racing, especially the position 

taken by the South Australian Jockey Club, Monty said: “Would racing care if jumps 

racing disappeared? Well, it wouldn’t in South Australia. It would in Victoria. 

Absolutely. It won’t do, actually [laugh] anything for racing, apart from destroy 

something of the fabric of it”. Monty also believed that the impacts of a 

South Australian ban on jumps racing would affect South Australian country race clubs, 

including the iconic Oakbank Racing Club. He said, “In the end, if this bill goes 

through, that’s Oakbank gone. That’s Gawler gone.” In contrast, Jim, a long-term 

Victorian supporter of jumps racing, dismissed the effects of a possible ban in 

South Australia. He said, “It’s got no impact on Victoria at all if it finished in 

South Australia”. In Jim’s opinion:  

The South Australian Jockey Club don't want it [jumps racing].  It's going to 

finish. There's a little interest among the trainers in South Australia. It is going 

to finish in South Australia. It's just a matter of when it finishes. Once Frances 

[Frances Nelson] goes as chairperson of Thoroughbred Racing South Australia, 

it [jumps racing] will finish. There's no question. 
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This uncertainty about the future of jumps racing was reflected in the declining industry 

participation in South Australian jumps racing. As shown in Chapter 6, the number of 

South Australian jumps horse numbers had decreased by 22% from the 2014/15 race 

year to the 2015/2016 race year; the highest decline in the past ten years (see 

Table 6.1). Ian, a South Australian racing club official and jumps horse owner, 

expressed his concerns about this uncertainty and the flow-on impacts of low 

participation by South Australian owners and trainers on economic investment in jumps 

racing. 

From here on, I don’t know where we’re going to go. We haven’t got any young 

riders at this stage. How do I get a person [a prospective owner] to pay up for a 

jumper when they haven’t even told us whether we’re going to be racing at all? 

We don’t know what we’re programming for the next four months. What do you 

think would happen to the trainers? Do you think the owners are going to pay 

$70 a day and wait for everybody to make up their minds [laugh]? It takes you 

four or five months to find out, you know, by the time you try them [jumps 

horses]. You school them and he’s [a horse] at the end of his preparation. You 

give him a spell and you bring him all back, so it’s not as easy as these people 

think it is. 

Doug, a racing club official, was emotive and emphatic in his comments about the split 

between the South Australian Jockey Club and Thoroughbred Racing South Australia 

and about the future of jumps racing: “There’s almost too much antagonism in racing 

between those who are in favour of jumps racing and those who oppose jumps racing, 

and they keep hitting like this [mimes action of fists clashing]”. Doug believed that the 

South Australian Jockey Club is 

not doing things to make their racing profitable, so they’re relying on their non-

racing. They’d much rather have a conference a year than put money into 

running the race meeting and promoting the racing. They’re not looking at how 

the hell do we ensure that we’re going to survive over the next 10 years? 

As put by Monty, an enthusiastic supporter of jumps racing and race club member, 

lamenting the dispute between Thoroughbred Racing South Australia and the 

South Australian Jockey Club: “You know Australia has few enough long-standing 

traditions as it is, so again, to sort of destroy another one, wilfully and negligibly, 
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seems sad”. Bill, a well-regarded long-term South Australian trainer, was acutely aware 

of the declining numbers of jumps horses trained and domiciled in South Australia. 

According to him, a “lack of South Australian trainer support” signalled the inevitable 

“natural death of jumps racing in South Australia. My personal view is [that] if we can 

keep going for another three years, we’ll be doing well”. 

However, Fred, a prominent supporter of jumps racing, saw a better future if increased 

cooperation between South Australian and Victoria could overcome the existing 

interstate rivalry. Fred understood jumps racing to be a valued tradition, strongly 

connected to locations and the identity of rural communities. Fred recognised that “one 

of the unique things they (South Australia) have, that nobody else can duplicate, is 

Oakbank. Oakbank is absolutely special and unique. It attracts a huge crowd”. Fred 

wanted to build on Oakbank’s distinctive traditional character “to build it up as one of 

our special, unique features”, but also to make it more cosmopolitan, with wider 

appeal, by changing its current Easter format to 

make sure Oakbank works. I'd be looking for a long weekend, a night where 

there's a footy match on the Saturday night at Adelaide Oval involving one of 

the interstate teams. I'd put together a package to bring Victorians across to go 

to the races. Just make it an event to bring thousands of people across, busloads 

of Victorians, to come to the races [and] spend dollars in our community. 

Fred also saw jumps racing as not just generating direct economic benefit and serving 

as a social hub for its regional communities. Fred thought that overcoming rivalries 

within jumps racing and building on its traditions could help to ensure the future. 

We [South Australia and Victoria] don’t work together enough. We have to 

grow the interest and grow the betting across the whole of Australia. If no 

Victorians went across to South Australia, [the] industry would be even smaller. 

And what the South Australians have got to realise, they've got to be less 

parochial and they've got to realise [that] they come across and win races over 

here [Victoria] occasionally and that's good for the industry. 

  ‘Massive costs and no return to racing’ 

According to Lemon (2012, p 103), thoroughbred racing in Australia as a whole “is 

driven by new imperatives to increase betting turnover and revenue, to cut costs by 



184 

 

closing less profitable racetracks and to generate commercial sponsorship.” As 

explained in Chapter 6, and as noted by several participants, horse racing is now 

competing with a variety of other activities and entertainments, for both public 

attendance and for gambling dollars. New forms of competing entertainments, leisure 

pursuits and gambling experiences have changed the environment in which horse racing 

now operates. This means that racing must retain public and consumer support in order 

to remain relevant and attractive as an entertainment and gambling medium. In this 

context, Lemon observes that jumps races are especially vulnerable because they “are 

expensive to run, attract less betting and become the target of protesters” (Lemon 2013, 

p 103). 

Some participants agreed with Lemon’s assessment that the cost of conducting jumps 

racing, together with reduced gambling interest, were problematic. Peter, a racing 

administrator, regarded thoroughbred racing as not simply a sport or recreation, but an 

activity that “is now a business”. Even though Peter was connected closely to jumps 

racing through his employment as a racing administrator, he regarded this activity as 

incurring “massive costs and no return to racing. The gambling turnover's not there. 

We don't have a strong turnover on jumps racing. We don't make any money out of 

jumps racing”. 

In contrast to those participants who thought that jumps racing faced a limited and 

shorter-term future, some participants offered an industry based explanation of how 

they thought jumps racing might survive in the shorter to medium term. Fred, a 

Victorian supporter of jumps racing, also took an economic lens to the future of jumps 

racing, but regarded the challenges of jumps racing as essentially the same as those 

facing thoroughbred racing as a whole. According to Fred, this challenge is to adapt 

and maintain its social relevance as an entertainment and gambling medium, and to 

attract the next generation of racegoers.  

To continue to grow racing, we've got to attract new entrants as people go 

through the gate and in gambling. One of the challenges, if you go back 20 

years or 15 years, (for) 85% of the people, their first bet was on a horse race. 

Now 85% of people's first bet is actually on a sporting event. It's a significant 

shift. 
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So, we've actually got to get those young people exposed to racing and the joy 

of racing very early. That’s why the emphasis on the entertainment and the 

other things is really important and the race day attraction programme. I 

believe [that] one of the challenges for the racing industry is how to come up 

with those new ideas, just to get people who would otherwise not go to the 

races, to come along, have a good time and perhaps come back again, or think 

about having a bet in other circumstances. 

Neil, a racing administrator closely connected to jumps racing, also linked the prospect 

of a “new history” for jumps racing, with the need for economically rational decision-

making, but he also articulated some challenges specific to this activity:  

It’s about the economics of the sport around gambling turnover and field sizes 

[number of horses in each race] and things like that, and the costs to run it, that 

we need to start improving on. So, field sizes need to go up, wagering needs to 

improve, costs around running it need to start coming down. My view is, don't 

have unrealistic expectations around the growth of jumps racing. At 70 races, I 

don't think the volume's there for enough people to get involved. There's not 

enough money available. There's already two or three stables that heavily 

dominate the sport. 

Peter, another racing administrator, believed that a metropolitan presence for jumps 

racing was unnecessary and that the immediate future of jumps racing lay in a 

geographical retreat of this activity to its regional and rural heartlands as he believed 

that “a metropolitan presence is not necessary for its [economic] survival”. Peter’s 

comments reflect the low metropolitan attendances at the winter jumps race meetings at 

Sandown race track, Melbourne’s only metropolitan jumping venue. Peter spoke about 

the need to have generational change to the administration of racing and have “the right 

people running racing, people who love racing, know and understand racing, but also 

who are twenty first century enough to know that they're actually in a business… an 

entertainment and gambling business.” Although Peter agreed that jumps racing “is a 

traditional sport and we should hold on to a little bit of tradition”, he also believed that 

“it's not good enough to continue to run [jumps] racing as it is”. 

  ‘One day they will just say, ‘that’s it’’ 

Although the previous two sections document the ways in which some participants 
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think that jumps racing can continue to be economically and socially viable, supporters, 

as well as opponents, envisaged the end of jumps racing in Australia. The view from 

within racing foreshadowed an eventual decision by racing authorities to end jumps 

racing, so as to protect the reputation of their “business” (Neil). 

Eddie, a racing photographer, forecast the abrupt end of jumps racing in Victoria: “The 

whole decision is going to be made by Racing Victoria eventually. They will just say, 

‘right, we've had enough’”. Peter, a racing administrator, also believed that Racing 

Victoria might abruptly end jumps racing: “It's not going to end gradually. One day 

they'll just say, ‘that's it’, which has been done before by Rob Hulls at Warrnambool. 

He just stopped the jumps racing and it's not going to just float off. It's just going to, 

one day, they'll just say, ‘okay, that's enough’”. The scenario Peter refers to reflects the 

circumstances of 2009, when the then racing minister, Rob Hulls, forced Racing 

Victoria to act and stop jumps racing in the middle of the Warrnambool Carnival 

following the deaths of three horses (see Chapters 5 and 6). Peter understood that 

changed community attitudes to horse welfare and safety, promoted through campaigns 

to end jumps racing, had impacted Racing Victoria and the business of racing. “Racing 

Victoria have got a brand to protect and they don't want to see their brand being 

dragged through the mud by horses falling and causing injury to themselves and 

others”. Neil, another racing administrator, believed that the end of jumps racing could 

be brought about “if we [Victoria] had multiple seasons of high fatalities and we (racing 

authorities) didn't feel like that there was a solution to address that”. Neil 

acknowledged that “the government now, they're not so generous. I would think, if 

there was a public perception that jumps racing was cruel and it was going to damage 

the racing minister's profile, it wouldn’t continue”. 

Although a longer term and confirmed jumps racing enthusiast, Jim was unemotional 

about the impact of a decision to end jumps racing: “All that would happen if jumps 

racing finished, would be a pool of 20 jockeys that would just go back to riding in the 

few high weights and, eventually, would just be lost to the industry. The trainers would 

adapt”. Although Jim believed that Victorian jumps racing would continue in the 

medium term, regardless of the outcomes of the South Australian enquiry, he was 

conflicted about the longer-term future, citing overseas examples of signs that, 

worldwide, jumps racing was under pressure and struggling to maintain its place on the 
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racing programme. This is a reflection of the global economic pressures facing 

thoroughbred racing, and especially jumps racing, with its lower participation base. 

The trend worldwide has been that jumps racing has gone. It's phased out. It 

went in South Africa, it went in Canada, and it just went in three other states in 

Australia. The number of owners in the United Kingdom has dropped [from] 

something like 4,000 to 2,700. It was a dramatic fall away in the ownership of 

jumps racing, compared to flat racing.  

 ‘Protecting their territory’ 

In late 2016, the South Australian parliamentary committee concluded its inquiry. The 

committee received 30 submissions from individual members of the public, from peak 

racing bodies and racing clubs in both Victoria and South Australia, and also from 

prominent animal advocacy groups and opponents of jumps racing, such as the 

Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses and the Royal Society for the Protection of 

Animals. Several Victorian racing clubs, including Warrnambool and Casterton, made 

submissions reflecting their interest in maintaining the South Australian jumps racing 

programme. The committee did not recommend a ban on jumps racing and gave the 

activity a three-year reprieve from further enquiry in South Australia. Significantly, the 

committee acknowledged that changing community attitudes and values required the 

thoroughbred racing industry to implement further accountable and transparent 

protections to safeguard the wellbeing of both jockeys and jumps horses. As part of 

this, the committee, noting widespread public sentiment for a duty of care toward 

animals, particularly those in sport, said that “society has a duty of care to consider the 

psychological and physical effects on animals and to act accordingly to afford animals a 

positive experience and minimise harm and suffering wherever possible” (Select 

Committee on Jumps Racing, South Australian Parliament 2016, p 5).  

In line with Peter’s observation about the need for jumps racing to return to its 

heartlands, the immediate future of jumps racing seems tied to a move to the country 

and a continuing association with the rural communities that are the historical 

heartlands of jumps racing, especially Warrnambool in western Victoria, and Oakbank 

in South Australia. In 2017, there will be only two jumps race meetings held in 

Melbourne and the remainder of the 68 Victorian jumps racing programme will be 

conducted at regional locations. For the first time in over a century, an entire jumps 
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race meeting, comprising of a six-race jumps programme, will be held at Ballarat 

(Racing Victoria 2016). Consistent with this increased regional focus, jumps races will 

recommence at Sale and a jumps trial will be held at Terang (Racing Victoria 2016). In 

South Australia, only two jumps race meetings are programmed for metropolitan 

Morphettville, with the remainder of the programme to be held at country racing clubs. 

And, in South Australia, the newly elected chair of Oakbank Racing Club has signalled 

reconsideration of racing on Easter Monday given the continuing low attendances on 

the second day of the annual Easter carnival (Wilson 2017). 

Dianna, a prominent and well-known opponent of jumps racing, viewed the move of 

jumps racing to regional areas as “protecting their territory and that industry”. To 

Dianna, moving jumps racing to its regional heartlands would make it harder to 

promote anti-jumps racing messages: “Putting it in the rural areas, and the restrictions 

that are placed on people who attempt to take any footage of jumps racing, no publicity 

is able to be put out online or on television that is adverse to the jumps industry”. The 

restrictions Dianna refers to involve restricting photography of races and race meetings 

to formally accredited racing photographers, a means to protect the copyrights of 

images taken at racecourses. Secondly, there are also regulations that prevent 

photographers getting too physically close to horses during a race, a safety measure 

intended to protect horses, jockeys and photographers. Dianna maintained that it would 

be preferable if jumps racing remained in the metropolitan area:  

I think the best thing for the anti-jumps campaigners would be if it stayed in the 

metropolitan area and it was able to be videoed more easily by anyone with a 

mobile phone with a camera function. At Morphettville, who would put it up on 

YouTube? I think that would be quite damaging to the jumps industry. I’d like it 

to stay at Morphettville for a strategic reason of the greater exposure that there 

would be of when events do go wrong. 

Many supporters of jumps racing welcomed the move out of the metropolitan areas to 

those country locations where jumps racing is maintained as a tradition, as a sense of 

place, as a sense of community, as a craft and, therefore, anti-jumps messages will meet 

much sterner resistance than in the city. Doug, a South Australian racing club official, 

opined that “there is a legitimate place for jumps racing still on the calendar” and he 

welcomed the move of jumps racing to regional and country areas: “I think a lot of 
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people have been really glad that Sandown was closed. It's now going to Casterton, 

Warrnambool and Ballarat and Bendigo. It's making it more a country thing. It's out of 

city sight”. Liam, another successful trainer, also welcomed the move to regional areas 

and out of the city: “I don't personally think it [metropolitan presence] matters. I'm 

quite happy if it's away from the limelight of the city”. He believed that this move 

would reduce the media pressure because when “you have an accident, everyone sees it 

and there'll be a big thing made of it because half of the media are anti-jumps racing”. 

Jim, a long-time jumps racing enthusiast, believed that jumps racing’s future lay in the 

regional areas where jumps race horses and their trainers were based:  

You've got to go get Werribee, Geelong, Kyneton, and Kilmore. You’ve got to 

get the tracks around where the horse population [is] - you've got to go and get 

them back. You've got to race on the tracks here. Not Melbourne, Coleraine and 

Warrnambool. You’ve got to race them locally. That's the first thing I'd do. 

 The immediate outlook, the 2017 season 

The 2017 jumps racing season in South Australia has recorded its first horse fatality 

with a two-horse fall in the first (hurdle) race at the Oakbank 2017 Easter Carnival. In 

the aftermath of this death, there are renewed public calls to ban jumps racing and the 

South Australian racing minister again publicly labelled jumps racing to be “cruel” and 

“barbaric” (Fairfax 2017). Jumps racing may have received a reprieve in the South 

Australian parliamentary inquiry, but any accident or horse fatality continues to fuel 

opposition campaigns for its end. Then, at the 2017 Warrnambool May carnival, a 

horse fell and broke its shoulder in the Galleywood hurdle, and was subsequently 

euthanized, resulting in calls by the Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses to cancel 

the carnival (Auld 2017; Stewart 2017). 

The immediate outlook remains one of continuing societal pressure about horse safety 

and welfare issues, not only in jumps racing, but for thoroughbred racing overall. The 

2017 season of jumps racing faces many ongoing challenges. The move back to its 

regional and rural heartlands may strengthen jump racing’s self-identity as a traditional 

rural activity, further consolidate the fraternity and reinforce its traditional and 

historical values. Although this move is welcomed by many supporters, jumps racing 

will need the support of trainers and to ensure adequate participation in order to 

maintain the broader gambling interest in jumps racing. It will also be important to 
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maintain and encourage the continuing support of local communities and to maintain 

attendances at jumps race meetings.  
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Chapter 9:  Values on the run: Learning from Australian 

jumps racing 

 Introduction 

In this concluding Chapter, I address the research sub-questions and draw together the 

original contribution made by the findings presented in this thesis. This synthesis 

provides a comprehensive basis for addressing the overarching research question of this 

thesis. Finally, I identify crucial areas for future research that will further contribute to 

understanding the complexities of the human-horse bond.  

As outlined in Chapter 1, humans and horses have now coevolved for more than 6,000 

years. The specialisations of equine physiology and behaviour, in particular, and the 

combination of horse size and speed, have shaped the history of human interaction with 

horses, including their eventual domestication, a process that fundamentally changed 

horse and human lives, as well as the global course of human history. The subsequent 

diffusion of horse transport and horse-driven technological innovation have 

transformed agriculture and commerce. The ways in which humans valued horses have 

also been subject to continual evolution, reflecting the wider dynamics of social and 

cultural change, of which horses have been no small part.  

As explained in Chapter 2, humans have utilised horses for entertainment since the 

earliest days of domestication, particularly in the form of horse racing. For over 300 

years, the thoroughbred horse and horse racing have been intertwined in human 

cultures, social institutions, political systems and forms of identity. The history of the 

thoroughbred horse and the rise of the English racing model demonstrate many of the 

complexities and contradictions inherent in human-horse relationships. The origins of 

the thoroughbred horse are entwined with political power and the elite status of those 

associated with early horse racing and breeding. Thoroughbred horses have 

subsequently been implicated in processes of local and national identity formation 

around the world. The story of the thoroughbred horse and horse racing therefore 

provides insight into the shifting ways humans have encountered, shaped, represented 

and valued horses in modern societies, in the process offering insight more generally 

into changing understandings of animals.  
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This research has addressed the human-thoroughbred horse relationship, thoroughbred 

race practices, representations of the thoroughbred racehorse and the ways in which the 

human-thoroughbred relationship is situated, experienced, narrated and mediated 

through the context of Australian thoroughbred jumps racing. The central focus has 

been on what can be learnt from Australian jumps racing about the ways in which 

horses are valued. Jumps racing was chosen as the focus for this study because it 

represents an activity that is at the centre of a polarised controversy about competing 

perceptions of horse welfare and the use of animals for human entertainment. This, 

therefore, offers insight into the modern societal construction of animal identities and 

the continuing way in which human societies embody diverse and changing values 

about animals. This research is also timely, given the protests, inquiries and changes 

made to Australian jumps racing in recent years to improve horse and jockey safety and 

horse welfare. This research unearths the underlying values held by advocates and 

opponents of jumps racing to provide a basis for better understanding these competing 

positions and for crafting policy responses which can minimise, resolve and potentially 

transcend conflict on this topic. 

 Addressing the research questions 

The overarching research question that guided the field work and interviews was: How 

are changing values regarding human-animal relationships in general and human-horse 

relationships in particular, reflected and represented in the past, present and future of 

Australian thoroughbred jumps racing? This question was divided into five sub-

research questions, as outlined in Chapter 4. In what follows, I synthesise the key 

findings under each of these research sub-questions.  

Sub-question 1: What economic, social, cultural and political histories have shaped 

jumps racing in contemporary Australia? 

The people of jumps racing regard themselves as a fraternity, a group of like-minded 

horse people motivated by a strong sense of tradition, place, community and skilled 

horsemanship. Within jumps racing, being with horses is part of a way of life; their 

lives are structured around training horses, caring for horses, jumping horses and living 

with horses. Horses, jumps racing and riding horses are central to their lives and the 

jumps racing horse is used concurrently for racing, for pony club, for recreation and for 



193 

 

hunting. This concurrent use of horses for racing and for private sports and leisure, 

marks jumps racing as a distinct equine sub-community within thoroughbred racing. 

Jumps horses are often strongly associated with human jumps racing families and many 

people involved in jumps racing grow up around horses and spend their entire working 

lives within the sub-community of jumps racing. For such people, horse knowledge is 

embodied and experiential and often passed down through generations. In this sense, 

jumps racing people were often described as having an affinity with horses, and that 

horses and jumps racing was ‘in their blood’. Jumps racing provides both a sense of 

place and a distinct identity within thoroughbred racing and contemporary rural 

Australia. Within thoroughbred racing, jumps racing is a winter racing activity, 

characterised by a small human and horse participation base, poor economic returns to 

racing and its rural and regional communities of practice and locations.  

Many rural and regional locations regard jumps racing as integral to their identity in 

modern Australia, representing ‘country’ Australia and traditional rural values, distinct 

from those of city dwellers. This includes a sense of nostalgia about a vibrant past, as 

well as strong historical, social and cultural connections to iconic jumps events and 

locations. Jumps racing remains especially important to its historical heartlands of 

support and practice around the townships of Warrnambool in south-western Victoria, 

and Oakbank in South Australia. Jumps racing’s identity is connected to the 

construction of locations, such as Warrnambool and Oakbank, and their iconic jumps 

racing events, such as the May and Easter Carnivals. These activities draw both people 

and revenue to winter racing, providing a valuable economic boost that underpins 

important social events. With the demise of jumps racing in all other states of Australia 

over the past 70 years, and with the recent signs that Melbourne and Adelaide may also 

cease to host jumps racing in the near future, these locations and events have become, if 

anything, ever more central to the present and the future of jumps racing.  

As explained in earlier chapters, much of the history of Australian jumps racing has 

been shaped by politics, including those of identity formation, both nationally and 

locally, as well as through the politics of class, status, gender and gambling. Oakbank’s 

identity as a significant jumps racing carnival was defined in the twentieth century by 

the politics of gambling, with Alfred von Doussa’s early implementation of the 

totaliser. The implementation of the totaliser broadened the social basis of gambling, 
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even allowing women to bet in public. The South Australian parliament’s subsequent 

ban on gambling and the totaliser had disastrous economic consequences, not just for 

horse racing, but for the overall South Australian economy. Political activism about the 

treatment and use of animals by the Greens’ Party resulted in the 1997 ban of jumps 

racing in New South Wales. Following the multiple deaths of horses in 2009, jumps 

racing survived in Victoria, only through the election of a new state government and 

supportive new premier and racing minster, who was also the local member for 

Warrnambool. The 2016 season of jumps racing in South Australia was conducted in an 

environment of considerable political uncertainty and, at times, open hostility. The 

South Australian Jockey Club’s announcement in 2015 that it wished to cease jumps 

racing at metropolitan Morphettville resulted in a unique alignment between the Jockey 

Club, the racing minister and the Greens’ Party member of parliament, Tammy Franks, 

and raised the possibility of an imminent ban on jumps racing in that state. For the 

jumps racing fraternity, this public split within racing and the position of the 

South Australian Jockey Club, was viewed as a betrayal. However, this public split 

within racing may be unsurprising, given the need for the South Australian Jockey Club 

to maintain public support and attendances at the only metropolitan racecourse in 

Adelaide in the face of negative public attitudes towards jumps racing.  

Despite the reprieve given to jumps racing in South Australia by the parliamentary 

committee, the current racing minister, Leon Bignell, remains steadfastly opposed and 

publicly hostile to jumps racing. Within thoroughbred racing’s administrative and 

regulatory bodies, opinions about the future of jumps racing are divided. Some people 

regard jumps racing as a high-cost activity, with little return to racing. In 2017, jumps 

racing appears to be retained on the racing programmes of South Australia and 

Victoria, due to a coterie of key influential individuals, a tiny part of horseracing 

tradition, repositioned by racings authorities to a country activity in its heartland 

regional and rural communities of practice.  

Sub-question 2: How have differences between locations and scales of activity within 

Australia shaped jumps racing in particular places? 

Australian jumps racing commenced in 1832 with a steeplechase in what is now central 

Sydney, 44 years after the colony was founded (see Chapter 3). Although jumps racing 

spread throughout the Australian colonies, its heartlands, from the beginning, were the 
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southern-most states of South Australia, Tasmania and Victoria, especially the rural and 

regional communities of south-western Victoria. By 1950, the Australian jumps racing 

season was confined to Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia (although there was an 

annual exhibition hurdle race at Sydney’s Rosehill Racecourse until 1985). In twenty 

first century Australia, jumps racing is currently practised only in Victoria and 

South Australia. The locations of Warrnambool in south-western Victoria and Oakbank 

in South Australia remain central for jumps racing in each state, where they host iconic 

annual carnivals that serve as a social hub and economic generator for their local 

communities. The link between the activity of jumps racing and the places of 

Warrnambool and Oakbank remain examples of what Tuan (1974) called ‘topophilia’, 

the strong affective bond of people and communities for places associated with 

nostalgic memories of a past ‘golden age’.  

In 2017, jumps racing comprises less than 1% of the overall Australian thoroughbred 

racing programme and less than 2% of the races in South Australia and Victoria. Its 

modern practice is characterised by a low human and horse participant base. 

Geographically and, in terms of the human participant base, this activity is highly 

concentrated. Previously, three race tracks, Morphettville (Adelaide), Sandown 

(Melbourne) and Warrnambool (south-west Victoria), accounted for over half (55%) of 

this activity, with south-west Victoria its vital heartland. Three trainers in Victoria 

trained one in four of all jumps horses in Australia, including almost one in three in 

South Australia. Three jockeys accounted for over one quarter of all jump race starts 

(25.3%), with each participating in a majority of races. These data also indicate that the 

presence of jumps racing in South Australia is highly dependent upon participation 

from the Victorian racing industry. Despite separate administration, the 

South Australian and Victorian jumps race programs complement each other, providing 

opportunities for horses from maiden events to the more prestigious high-value 

steeplechases.  

The empirical analysis presented in Chapter 6 demonstrates that, currently, jumps 

racing is neither expanding nor contracting in activity levels and participation rates. 

Since 2009, jumps racing appears to have achieved a period of relative stability, in 

terms of the number of races and horse and human participants, compared with the 

decline in participation and activity levels over the years 1999-2008. However, more 

detailed spatial analysis reveals that this stability masks an increase in Victoria and a 
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decline in South Australia in the number of jumps races, horses and jumps starters. 

Given the much larger scale of jumps racing in Victoria, compared to South Australia, 

the increase in the former is proportionately small while the decline in the latter is 

significant and leaves jumps racing in South Australia at a historical low point in 2016. 

This decline was viewed by many within jumps racing as reflecting the uncertainty 

about the future of this activity and a consequential reluctance by owners and trainers to 

invest in the long timeframes involved in training, accrediting and competing a jumps 

horse. The 2017 Australian jumps racing season will be mainly conducted at rural or 

regionally based locations, which marks a significant contraction of jumps racing away 

from capital cities to country and regional race clubs in Victoria and South Australia. 

This contraction of jumps racing to a majority of county race clubs reflects the 

combined effects of the historical outworking of processes of indifference (such as 

reduced interest in jumps racing as a leisure activity and revenue source for 

thoroughbred racing) and active opposition by animal activist and welfare groups, 

whose constituencies are predominantly urban.  

Sub-question 3: How do participants in jumps racing experience, represent and value 

the horse? 

The analysis of human-horse relationships within Australian jumps racing presented in 

Chapter 7 reveals that thoroughbred horses are valued in complex, and occasionally 

contradictory ways; as mates, as members of the family, for their courage, their 

stamina, for their temperament and for their inherent ‘character’, as sources of income 

and as livelihoods. Jumps horses are also valued as sources of employment, income and 

status, especially in those regional locations where jumps racing remains an important 

social hub and economic generator for the community. Jumps horses were 

characteristically described as being of kind character, having individual personalities 

and being loved by their human partners, not simply for their racing performances, but 

for their personalities and bonds with their humans. These narratives show how horses 

enter jumps racing, the development of longer-term relationships between humans and 

their horse partners, how working partnerships are formed and how humans describe 

horses’ roles and agency in forming and contributing to these relationships. The 

narratives also reveal sustained and deep connections to individual horses. Such 

human-horse relationships were longer-term and extended beyond the racing career of 

these horses and well into their retirement from jumps racing. 
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The human-horse relationship in jumps racing is characteristically a partnership 

involving mutual trust between human and horse, required to successfully jump 

obstacles. Several participants described their continuing regard and affection for 

particular jumps racing horses and kept these horse partners in close physical proximity 

after their racing career ended. This embracing of horses within trans-human jumps 

racing families forms a core part of the values of the jumps fraternity. 

Horses contributed to the human-horse relationship, with their behaviours often 

influencing their training and the human-horse partnership. To adequately train a jumps 

horse required engagement with the agency of individual horses. For the human 

participants engaged in jumps racing, training horses to jump was all about engaging 

the natural behaviours and abilities of the horses, letting them take control of jumping 

obstacles and working it out for themselves. The trainer’s craft and skill centred on 

recognising the horse’s natural ability and engaging with the agency of the horse. While 

some stressed the technical nature of the challenge of producing a successful jumps 

horse, human empathy and patience were presented by members of the jumps racing 

fraternity as being key to successfully training and competing a jumps horse. Working 

with and being with jumps horses requires, not just skills in diet, veterinary knowledge 

or equine science, but the highly qualitative virtues of human character, such as 

patience and empathy. The very nature of training a jumps horse, with the miles and 

miles of longer, slower work, and the accompanying human patience, explains, in part, 

why such horses are so valued by their human partners. These are partnerships founded 

in time, empathy and patience, partnerships involving understanding each other, 

developing mutual trust and the horse learning to jump while carrying a jockey. These 

are thus coevolved relationships, based on the intimate knowledge of each other, 

founded in sharing so much time together and, often, living in close proximity to each 

other. 

Sub-question 4: Have the practices, perceptions and values of jumps racing advocates 

and supporters changed in light of the recent controversy and media debate about horse 

welfare? 

Since the late 1980s, jumps racing has come under public and political scrutiny as a 

result of increasing concerns about the welfare and safety of horses. This reflects public 

awareness of, and opposition to, the deaths of jumps horses, as well as increased 

political opposition and the activities of animal activist and welfare organisations that 
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are opposed to jumps racing. Since 1990, jumps racing has been repeatedly reviewed by 

racing authorities and government, resulting in the mandating of additional safety 

measures.  

The practices, perceptions and values of jumps racing advocates and supporters have 

been influenced by recent debate and controversy. Objectively, the safety record of 

jumps racing has improved since the peak in horse death rates (in races) that occurred 

in 2008 and 2009. As described in Chapter 3, this study does not include the deaths of 

horses in training or from other circumstances (for example, injury/illness), as such data 

is neither publicly available, nor systematically collected. All participants in this study 

acknowledged that the previous safety record and deaths and injuries to horses are 

unacceptable. For thoroughbred racing peak bodies and administrators, this former 

safety record negatively affects broader community public opinion, not just about 

jumps racing, but the overall reputation of racing. Racing administrators know that 

fatalities and accidents in jumps racing put the spotlight on the totality of thoroughbred 

racing and all racehorses’ welfare. The increased jumps racing regulations implemented 

post 2008, are regarded as important, not just for the safety and the welfare of all race 

horses, but for also protecting the brand of racing. 

A key change is the recent reduction in the frequency of metropolitan jumps racing in 

both Melbourne and Adelaide. The current jumps racing season will be conducted at 

mainly regional and rural locations in the heartlands of jumps racing’s communities of 

support. Supporters of jumps racing have welcomed the move out of metropolitan 

areas. In contrast, one prominent opponent viewed the move as undesirable, believing 

that it would make it more difficult for anti-jumps racing media coverage.  

The Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses (2017) has signaled that it intends to 

build on popular and majority public opposition to challenge the “social license” of 

horse racing and practices, such as whipping and jumps racing (Coalition for the 

Protection of Racehorses 2017). As shown in these interviews, participants opposed to 

jumps racing foresee a perhaps ten-year campaign to end Australian jumps racing and 

will continue their efforts to influence broader public opinion and promote community 

attitudes to ban, or as put by Stevie, “stamp out” jumps racing. These opponents believe 

that jumps racing could last another 10 years and they will, therefore, continue their 
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current campaigns, with any fall or fatality in a jumps race providing them with 

opportunities to lobby the public and politicians to ban jumps racing.  

Sub-question 5: What are the major challenges to jumps racing in the medium to 

longer term?  

The pressure on the thoroughbred racing industry from organizations, such as the 

Coalition for Protection of Racehorses, is unlikely to disappear and may even increase 

in the short term, especially if there are further horse deaths in jumps races. In 2016, the 

Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses’ anti-jumps campaign was given new 

momentum by a ban imposed on greyhound racing in New South Wales. In announcing 

the ban, the New South Wales premier, Mike Baird, was quoted by Mullholland (2016) 

and Nicholls (2016) as saying that a sport which utilises animals cannot afford to 

operate without a social licence and that greyhound racing has lost popular public 

support to exist. The ensuing public debate about animal welfare and allegations of 

cruelty in greyhound racing highlights both the continuing shift, as well as division, in 

community attitudes about animal welfare and the use of animals for human 

entertainment. The ultimate and politically costly reversal of this ban, only months after 

it was announced, is also instructive about the political lobbying power of rural 

constituencies that feel increasingly marginalised in mainstream politics (Cooper 2016; 

Godfrey 2016; Tin 2016). Most recently, the announcement that the harness racing 

industry will phase out the use of whips in harness racing has also encouraged more 

general media campaigns against practices in the racing industry and allegations of 

cruelty about the whipping of racehorses (Australian Harness Racing 2016; Coalition 

for the Protection of Racehorses 2016). 

This research shows that there are three main types of challenges faced by jumps 

racing: 

• economic challenges posed by the small scale of jumps racing, the length of the 

training investment required for jumps horses, increasing competition for the 

gambling dollar and the difficultly of attracting metropolitan racegoers;  

• ethical challenges about the safety and welfare of jumps horses that reflect 

changed societal values and attitudes about animals and their use for human 

entertainment that are linked to growing levels of urbanisation and the rise of 

new social movements that are linked to environmental values, animal rights 

and sustainability; and 
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• political challenges created by differences between jumps racing and flats 

racing, interstate rivalry between jumps racing interests in Victoria and 

South Australia, divergence between the interests of urban and rural 

communities, political volatility generated by highly public animal welfare 

campaigns against jumps racing and the prominence of a few individual 

politicians with strong views (for and against) on jumps racing.  

 

The ethical challenges to safeguard the safety and welfare of jumps horses will remain 

significant over the foreseeable future, and may grow more significant, depending on 

ongoing social processes related to questions of the status of nature and animals in 

wealthy modern societies. Although jumps racing has received a three-year reprieve in 

South Australia, the outlook is for continued societal pressure about horse safety and 

welfare issues, not only in jumps racing, but for thoroughbred racing overall.  

The repositioning of the 2017 jumps racing season to mainly rural and regional 

locations poses economic challenges for jumps racing in an industry that is already 

struggling to maintain adequate numbers of participants, both horse and human. In 

South Australia, the number of jumps horses has declined significantly over the last two 

jumps race seasons, with participants pessimistic about its survival beyond three years, 

reflecting the dwindling interest in training jumps horses in South Australia. The 

challenge of this move to the country will be to maintain adequate attendances at race 

meetings, community support and gambling interest. While an end to Australian jumps 

racing might affect only a relatively small number of industry livelihoods, racing clubs 

and regional communities, the extent of this impact on these individuals, groups and 

places will be profound. This is particularly so for those whose lives and identities, both 

horse and human, are constructed around jumps racing.  

Racing itself remains internally divided over jumps racing. Racing administrators 

could, as happened in Tasmania, precipitously end jump racing in the light of its 

relatively poor economic basis and the public controversy that any death of a jumps 

racing horse will promote, not just for jumps racing, but the social licence of 

thoroughbred racing itself (Coalition for the Protection of Racehorses 2016). Amongst 

racing administrators, opinions about jumps racing are divided. Some acknowledge that 

jumps racing is a high-cost and low-return-to-racing activity, maintained on the annual 
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race program as a bit of tradition, reflecting the influence of a coterie of committee 

members in both Victoria and South Australia. Given the low number of 

South Australian jumps horses, there may well be pressure from within racing to reduce 

the numbers of jumps races, and with that, reduce further the incentive to train jumps 

horses in South Australia. It is likely that this decline will flow on to Victoria, reducing 

overall opportunities for jumps racing, although not all participants foresaw this 

outcome. 

The ongoing support of state governments for jumps racing cannot be guaranteed. 

South Australia’s racing minster is steadfast in his opposition to the activity. In 

Victoria, the current minster for racing has left the fate of jumps racing to Racing 

Victoria (Stewart 2017). Any horse death will bring adverse publicity and, with this, 

calls for the minister to act to ban jumps racing. As noted by the South Australian 

parliament, jumps racing remains on notice: “If the traditions of the past are to continue 

into the twenty-first century, we need to ensure that adequate protections and 

appropriate whole-of-life animal welfare and safety standards are in place” (Select 

Committee on Jumps Racing, South Australian Parliament 2016, p 5). 

 Areas for future research 

Current debate about the future of Australian jumps racing is characteristically one of 

conflicting and value-based perceptions about horses, horse-based social activities, 

horse welfare and safety and human-horse relationships. This debate also pivots around 

a number of entrenched and widening divides in Australian society more generally: 

between the advocacy of long-valued traditions and appeals to new social standards; 

between the experiences and interests of regional and urban Australia; and between 

economic imperatives stemming from ever-intensifying competition and values that 

resist translation into economic metrics.  

The majority of research about the thoroughbred horse is focused on its physiology and 

improving its racing performance. This is unsurprising, given that the thoroughbred 

horse has been bred for over 300 years for the singular characteristic of speed for 

competition in the form of horseracing. What is surprising, is that, given the 6,000-year 

history of human-horse relationships, and the recent blossoming of academic enquiry 

into the human-horse partnership in the leisure horse context (Dashper 2017; Davis and 

Maurstad 2016; Nyman and Schuurman 2015; Schuurman and Franklin 2015), there 
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has been relatively little academic interest in the human-horse relationships within 

thoroughbred racing. This neglect is especially noteworthy in light of the ongoing 

debate about horse safety and welfare in thoroughbred racing. It is to this neglect that 

the present study has been directed, offering important and novel insight into the 

perspectives and experiences of human participants in Australian jumps racing, 

extending understanding of this particular human-animal activity. 

There is much that remains to be understood and it was not possible for the present 

study to encompass all areas of interest. For example, there remain important questions 

about the role of gender in Australian jumps racing and in the human-horse 

relationships on which it is based. Another area of enquiry might be the role of Ireland 

in supporting Australian jumps racing through the recruitment of Irish jockeys.  

More generally, there is a need to progress further social science research to understand 

better and improve the understanding of the human values and the cultural importance 

of animal-based traditions such as jumps racing. This research could focus on how 

historical practices, like horse racing, are socio-culturally normalized, why they are 

resistant to change and what practices are likely to be valued or tolerated by which 

sections of society. An understanding of values and attitudes towards horses and the 

human-horse relationships at the center of thoroughbred racing is needed, as this is an 

area that has been lacking in previous scholarship. This may help to better explain what 

is at stake for societies in such debates over how humans relate to, value and regard 

animals, and thereby to inform social choices relating to animal lives. 
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Letter of invitation 

 

The past and future of Australian Jumps Racing: Invitation to participate in 

national research 

 

Date 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

I invite you to participate in research exploring issues relating to Australian jumps 

racing as part of my doctoral research at the University of Tasmania.  

I am interested in talking to people with expert knowledge of the history and current 

state of Australian jumps racing.  

Your participation will involve a face-to face and conversational interview of 

approximately 1 to 1.5 hours. The interview will cover the social, historical and 

economic context of jumps racing to communities in Tasmania, South Australia and 

Victoria, as well as public and policy debate about the future of jumps racing and the 

care and well-being of thoroughbred race-horses.  

An information sheet providing additional information about my project is attached for 

your consideration. Also attached is a participant consent form. If you are interested in 

participating could you please sign the attached consent form and return via Email: 

Karen.Ruse@utas.edu.au or by post to the above address, also providing your preferred 

contact details, by [date].  

On receiving your consent form, I will contact you to arrange an interview at a time and 

venue suitable to you. Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Yours Sincerely 

 

 

Karen Ruse 

 

University of Tasmania 

School of Land and Food 

Discipline of Geography and Spatial Sciences 

Private Bag 78 Hobart  

mailto:Karen.Ruse@utas.edu.au
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Tasmania 7001 
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Participant information statement 

 

The past and future of Australian Jumps Racing 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

Invitation 

This study is being conducted by Karen Ruse in partial fulfilment of a PhD under the 

supervision of Dr. Aidan Davison and Dr. Kerry Bridle at the University of Tasmania.   

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

This study addresses differences between Tasmania, South Australia and Victoria in 

relation to jumps racing (hurdles, steeplechasing and point-to point). This study also 

considers the social, economic and historical context of different jumps racing practices 

between these regions and the significance of jumps racing to local communities. The 

study will also seek your views on current public and policy debate about the future of 

jumps racing and the care and well-being of thoroughbred horses. 

 

Why have I been invited to participate? 

You are invited to participate because of your knowledge of Australian jumps racing as 

well as of thoroughbred racing more generally.   

 

What will I be asked to do? 

You will be asked to participate in an interview of approximately 1-1.5 hours. The 

interview will be recorded (with your consent) and involve questions relating to social, 

historical and economic context of jumps racing in Tasmania, South Australia and 

Victoria, as well about the care and well-being of horses and the future of jumps racing. 

For example, likely questions include:   

How did you originally become involved in jumps racing? [Participants within the 

racing industry] 

What is your interest in jumps racing? [Participants outside of the racing industry] 

What is the importance of local places for the jumps racing industry? 
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What do you see as the short to medium term future for jumps racing? 

What do you see as the main challenges facing jumps racing? 

What do you think are the reasons for the media prominence of debates about jumps 

racing? 

 

Will I be identified in this study? 

All information you provide will be treated as confidential, will be accessed only by the 

researchers, and will be reported anonymously. While you will not be identified 

individually in this study, organisations or communities to which you belong may be 

named provided this does not compromise the anonymity of individuals.  

 

Are there any possible benefits from participation in this study? 

We cannot and do not guarantee that you will receive any personal benefits from my 

study. More broadly however, the study aims to contribute to constructive deliberation 

about the future of jumps racing, its overall significance and longer term sustainability 

as a part of thoroughbred racing.  

 

Are there any possible risks from participation in this study? 

Given the protections of confidentiality and anonymity, there are no foreseeable risks 

with the study.  

 

What if I change my mind during or after the study? 

Your participation is voluntary, and there are no consequences if you should decide not 

to participate.  You are free to withdraw at any time, and to withdraw any information 

you have provided up until one month after your interview. You may do so without 

providing an explanation and without affecting your relationship with The University of 

Tasmania. You may stop the interview at any time if you do not wish to continue, and 

to request that part or the whole audio recording be erased. 

 

Can I have access to the results of the study? 

A copy of the final thesis and any publications that arise from this work will be 

provided to participants on request. 
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  What will happen to the information when this study is over? 

The interview recordings and transcripts will be stored confidentially and securely at 

the University of Tasmania for a minimum of 5 years after the completion of the study 

and then will be destroyed consistent with UTas requirements for secure storage and 

destruction.  

 

What if I have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions or would like more information then please contact Karen 

Ruse by email at Karen.Ruse@utas.edu.au or Dr. Aidan Davison, by telephone +61  3 

6226 7590  or: Aidan.Davison@Utas.edu.au 

 

 “This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Sciences Human Research 

Ethics Committee. If you have concerns or complaints about the conduct of this study, 

please contact the Executive Officer of the HREC (Tasmania) Network on +61 3 6226 

6254 or email human.ethics@utas.edu.au. The Executive Officer is the person 

nominated to receive complaints from research participants. Please quote ethics 

reference number [Hxxxxx].” 

 

This information sheet is for you to keep. Your written consent form will be retained by 

the project. 

 

  

mailto:Karen.Ruse@utas.edu.au
mailto:Aidan.Davison@Utas.edu.au
mailto:human.ethics@utas.edu.au
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Participant Consent Form 

Australian Jumps Racing 

Participant Statement of Consent 

I agree to take part in the research study named above. 

I have read and understood the Information Sheet for this study. 

The nature and possible effects of the study have been explained to me and I have had 

any questions answered to my satisfaction. 

I understand that the study involves a face to face interview of 1-1.5 h duration that will 

be audio-recorded. 

I understand that participation involves does not involve any specific risk to me as a 

participant as any material I provide will be treated as confidential and anonymous. 

I understand that all research data will be securely stored on the University of 

Tasmania’s premises for at least five years from the completion of the study, and will 

then be destroyed  

I understand that any information I supply to the researchers will be used only for the 

purposes of the research. 

I understand that the results of the study will be published so that I cannot be identified 

as a participant.  

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time 

without any effect.  

If I so wish, I may request that any data I have supplied be withdrawn from the research 

until one month after the date of the interview.   

 

Participant’s name:  

_______________________________________________________  

 

Participant’s signature: 

____________________________________________________ 

 

Date:  ________________________ 
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Statement by Investigator  

 I have explained the project and the implications of participation in it to this 

volunteer and I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she understands the 

implications of participation. 

If the Investigator has not had an opportunity to talk to participants prior to them participating, 

the following must be ticked. 

 The participant has received the Information Sheet where my details have been 

provided so participants have had the opportunity to contact me prior to consenting 

to participate in this project. 

 

Investigator’s name:  

_______________________________________________________  

 

Investigator’s signature: 

____________________________________________________ 

 

Date:  ________________________ 
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Interview Questions 

  

SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND HORSE CARE ISSUES IN AUSTRALIAN JUMPS 

RACING 

 

Industry Participants 

Indicative interview questions (The questions will vary depending on location and 

position of interviewees within the racing industry for example, racing officials, 

trainers, jockeys or owners. The term jumps racing includes steeplechasing and 

hurdling). 

Introductory Statement about project to all participants 

 

Approach: Open-ended questions selected from the attached list, interview to last 1-1.5 

hours. 

 

Introduce myself to participant and broadly outline my research proposal consistent 

with participant information sheets.  Outline the process; questions, that this interview 

will last around an hour plus, no more than 1.5 h. State I may take notes during the 

interview in addition to recording it. 

Check they signed the consent form and read the other material.  

Ask if they would like water/tea/coffee and that they are happy to have the interview 

recorded. 

Check list: Name/position (e.g. trainer/jockey/club 

official/regulator/title/activist/welfare); location of interview, gender/occupation/age 

category (?) 
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Owners and Trainers 

 

How did you first become involved in jumps racing (JR)? Role and duration? 

How many jump racing horses have you owned, do you currently own/have in training? 

How long have you had them for?   

Can you tell me about the horses? (Names, stable names, age, origins) 

Are there some horses that stand out for you, tell me about them—discuss who, 

language used 

Could you tell me about this seasons jump racing-what was good, the standout horses 

and races? 

Have you had any bad injuries this year? What were they? How did they happen? 

What is a typical jumps racing career for your horse? How long does it take to get your 

horses ready for a jumps race/ start a horse/transition to steeplechasing? 

What is the youngest/oldest horse you have had jumping? 

How do you choose jumps horses?  

Do jumps horses need different training than horses that run in flat races? If yes, then 

how are they trained/key differences?  

How many jumps races a year would your horses do? 

How many flat races do they run in? Why do you run your horses in flat races? 

How many high weight races do your horses enter in a season? 

Where do you source your horses from?  

What happens to the horses when they finish a jumps racing career? 

What jumps races meetings do you think are the most significant or important races in 

this state-why? 

Has JR changed since you first became involved? Why? 

Can you tell me about some of these changes? Which have had the most effect on 

jumps racing?  

Are there differences between jumps racing SA and Vic? Can you tell me about these? 

Does Victoria influence SA jumps racing?  
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What do you think about the media debate about jumps racing? 

Have the decisions/debate in SA impacted on Victorian jumps racing? 

How important is jumps racing is to racing overall in SA, Vic (or was, in Tas) 

Do you think there is a role for welfare groups in racing/JR? 

Does jump racing affect the image of racing? Can you tell me about this?  

Who supports jumps racing? 

Is there a future for jumps racing, locally/ interstate/ overall?  

What is it that keeps you involved in jumps racing? 

What will you do with the horses if JR finishes?  

What will you do if JR finishes? 

What would the impacts be on the racing industry if whips were banned? Opportunity 

basis only 

 Why should two- year old horses be racing or not racing?  On opportunity basis only  
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Jockeys  

Could you tell me how you first became involved in jumps racing? 

 

How long have you been involved in the industry? Or had an interest in jumps racing? 

HM flat racing do you do? 

What is it that you like about jumps racing? 

Is the jumps horse special to you? 

Stand out horses for you? 

 How many races have you ridden in this year? (Jockeys) 

 What sort of skills do you need as a jumps jockey? What training do you have to 

establish/maintain these skills?  

Do you think the horses like jump races? 

Have you ridden any that didn’t like JR/loved JR? Tell me about them? 

 There have been more horse deaths this year than last year. 

Have you been involved in any falls/fatal this year? Tell me about what happened? Is 

there anything you think could be done to prevent such incidents? 

How do you feel about the fatal accidents this year? opportunity only and if 

rapport/trust is established 

Can you describe any changes that you have noticed to JR since you were first 

involved? 

What are the key risks to the horse, from your perspective, in a jumps race? 

What would you do to improve JRs safety record-for horses, for jockeys? 

What would the impacts be on the racing industry if whips were banned? Opportunity 

basis only 

 Why should two- year old horses be racing or not racing?  On opportunity basis only  

How important/why are hi weight races important? 

What do you think about the media debate about jumps racing? 

What do you think of the future for jumps racing? 
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Racing Regulators and Officials (TRSA, RVL) 

 

Could you tell me how you first became involved in jumps racing?  

Role and duration 

How long have you been involved in the industry? Or had an interest in jumps racing?  

 

Could you tell me about your role and responsibilities on the Jump Review Panel? Are 

any changes planned for the JRP next season?  

Has jumps racing changed since you were first involved? 

What regulatory changes have been implemented in the past 3 years? What are the key 

things that have been done to change jr in the past 3 years? 

Can you identify the main safety improvements for me? 

Are more changes are now required-if any? 

Will jump racing stay on the 2015 racing calendar? 

How many races are planned for next year? 

Are these to be metropolitan or country races? 

Has   the debate about jump racing affected considerations about next years 

racing/jump racing program?  

How many horses/jockeys/races are required in your opinion to maintain a races 

program in 2015?  Minimum nos?  

Is JR sustainable over the medium to longer term?  Have the decisions/debate in SA 

impacted on Victorian jumps racing? 

Where do you see jump racing in 5 years time? 

What do you think will make JR disappear/continue? 

Is jump racing more expensive to hold than flat racing? Why? 

Opportunity basis: Ask about community public attitudes to welfare of the horse and 

how this affects racing and jr. Why they think the Coalition uses social media-

opportunity basis only 

What would the impacts be on the racing industry if whips were banned? Opportunity 

basis only 
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 Why should two- year old horses be racing or not racing?  On opportunity basis only  
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Racing Clubs (Includes Country Racing Vic inc.) 

Could you describe your role for me please? How did you first become involved in 

racing/JR? 

When was the first race held in this region?  

When did the club hold its first race?  

What was the organisation structure of the race club at that time?  

Who attends the race meetings?  

What are the estimated attendances for the events? Has that changed since you were 

first involved?  

Who owns the jumps? Where do the jumps come from?  

Do you have to water the track for the required condition rating? How many times a 

year does that happen? 

Does jumps racing benefit the local community? How? 

Is jumps racing important to the local community? 

How many people come to a race meeting?  Do you track attendances? Differences 

between jr and flat racing. Opportunity basis only-e.g. Casterton only holds 3 jumps 

meetings a year-no flat races 

What would happen to the community/town/area if jumps racing stopped? 

Trainers/horses?  

Local influences 

How would you describe the Warrnambool carnival? 

Are there differences between Australian jumps racing and UK/Ireland? Can you 

explain these to me? 

Does Victoria influence SA jumps racing (and vice versa)? 

Do you consider jumps racing to be an economically viable industry? 

How important is political support? 

Who bets on Jumps Racing?  

Has jumps racing changed over the past 5 years. What are these changes and/or can you 

describe these changes for me? 

What changes would you like to see implemented in the future?  
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How do you characterise the debate about jumps racing? Do you think there is 

sufficient discussion about jumps racing? 

Has the media debate affected jumps racing in your community? 

Does jumps racing impact on the image of racing? 

Should animal welfare groups play a role in the racing industry? 

Where would you like to see jumps racing in 5 -10 years from now? 

What is the largest opportunity for jumps racing? 

What can be done to improve gambling revenue on jumps racing?  

If you had the chance, what are the 3 things you would do to improve the safety/image 

of JR? 

What would the impacts be on the racing industry if whips were banned? Opportunity 

basis only 

 Why should two- year old horses be racing or not racing?  On opportunity basis only  

 

Tassie specific: Devonport RC 

Tell me what you can remember about that last racing year in 2006? 

The last jumps race in Tasmania? 

How the Club made the decision? 

Who took the decision? Consultation or purely a racing decisions?  

Were the crowds there? 

How big/small was local industry? Trainers/jockeys horses? 

What happened when it closed, did trainers and horses go to Vic or just stopped? 

Any horses you can recall? Any trainers?  

How did this affect the local community? 

How did it affect racing in Tas? 

Can you tell me about the Victorian influence and participation in JR?   

Could JR recommence?  

What factors were considered in making the decision to abandon JR? 
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Impact on Tas racing? 

Report, can I have a copy or is there one?* absolutely impossible to locate. Anything to 

help! 
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Welfare and Activist Groups 

Can you tell me about your role and responsibilities? 

Is this a full time role? 

How long have you been involved? How did you start? 

What activities do you undertake personally, organisationally? 

How many hours a week do you work on this issue? 

Would you describe yourself as a welfare or animal activist or both? (Can you tell me 

what these terms mean to you.) 

Is your organisation a Charity? 

How would you describe it then? 

Could you describe the governance framework for the Coalition/ your organisation? 

Can you explain to me how you use social media such as fb/the significance of fb 

friends/likes on fb posts in promoting debate on JR? 

What legislation applies to jumps racing—welfare standards? Do you think these could 

be strengthened? Do they matter? 

Do you talk with RVL, SAJC, TRSA, the mainstream press, other welfare groups, eg 

RSPCA or activist groups?(PETA, AJP, )? 

How often? 

How many horses do you think are engaged in JR overall?  

Are there any of the JR horses that especially stand out for you? Who are they? Have 

you placed any jumps racing horses into a retirement home? 

How would you characterise the current debate about jumps racing? 

Why is this such an important issue? 

Do you think this will result in any changes and why? 

Potential follow up qs if rapport and trust are established? 

What impact would a move to Murray Bridge have on SA jump racing? Do you think it 

will have an impact on the Oakbank carnival? Why? 

Will this affect Victorian Jump racing? 

What sort of impact will it have on the horses if there is no jump racing at 

Morphettville next year? 
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Does your organisation have plans to assist with placing horses if there is an end to jr? 

What are the barriers to stopping JR once and for all? 

What are the opportunities to stop JR?  What is the next major activity you have 

planned to forward this goal? 

What is next, if jumps racing finishes? 

If you could do 3 things to make a race horse life better what would these be? 

What would the impacts be on the racing industry if whips were banned? Opportunity 

basis only 

 Why should two- year old horses be racing or not racing?  On opportunity basis only  

 

Others (Journalists, politicians, other interested parties) 

Could you tell me how you first became interested in jumps racing? 

 

How long have you had an interest in jumps racing?  

Is JR different to flat racing-please explain?   

What is it that you like/dislike about jumps racing? 

 

How would you characterise the current debate about jumps racing? 

Why is this such an important issue? 

Do you think this will result in any changes and why? 

Potential follow up qs if rapport and trust are established? 

What impact would a move to Murray Bridge have on SA jump racing? Do you think it 

will have an impact on the Oakbank carnival? Why? 

Will this affect Victorian Jump racing? 

What sort of impact will it have on the horses if there is no jump racing at 

Morphettville next year? 

Is JR sustainable over the medium to longer term?  Have the decisions/debate in SA 

impacted on Victorian jumps racing? 

Where do you see jump racing in 5 years’ time? 
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What do you think will make JR disappear/continue? 

Opportunity basis: Ask about community public attitudes to welfare of the horse and 

how this affects racing and jr. Why they think the Coalition uses social media-

opportunity basis only 

What would the impacts be on the racing industry if whips were banned? Opportunity 

basis only 

 Why should two- year old horses be racing or not racing?  On opportunity basis only  
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