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‘I WASN’T HAPPY TO 
START OFF WITH 
THAT I WAS HELD UP 
AS SOME KIND OF’ 
AMBASSADOR’

‘RIDING AGAINST THE 
PROFESSIONALS IS ALL 
ABOUT EQUALITY’
IT NEVER hurt Lizzie Kelly that she grew up in a 
racing family and among good horses, but 
ultimately it was up to her to survive in one of 
the toughest sports of all. There was, however, 
always maternal encouragement to be had.

“Mum always pushed me to be a level ahead 
of where I really should have been,” she 
explains, “and riding against professionals when 
you’re only good enough to ride against 
amateurs really makes you grow up.

“I remember at the start at Sandown one day, 
with a downhill run to the first and a maximum 
field, I’ve got McCoy on my inside bellowing, 
we’re trotting round faster and faster and faster 
and I haven’t got a clue what’s going on, I’m 
absolutely terrified, but you learn very quickly 
how it’s all going to work.

“Then when you go back to riding against 
amateurs, you start calling the shots down at the 
start, you grow yourself a pair of big b******s, 
trying to be something you’re probably not, but 
in that environment you can make it work.

“Riding against the professionals is all about 
equality. They don’t care if you’re a woman, but 
there’s a fine line between being clever in a race 
and being a pain in the arse. You may raise a 
couple of eyebrows but I don’t think I ever 
landed on the wrong side, and that’s part of the 
game. It’s about earning respect and it’s a hard 
path to tread, but everyone’s trying to tread it.

“I was always happy to go back in and 
apologise, and the jockeys are gentlemen if you 
do things the right way. I never got a proper 
dressing down because I always wanted to fit in, 
just as a jockey, not as a woman in a man’s 
world.”

Before she knew it, she had become not only a 
success but also an icon in the mould of her 
heroines, even if she still has some 
uncomplimentary words to say about the 
standard of some of the female riders she was 
called upon to champion.

“Nina Carberry was as strong as an ox and 
clever with it, and she was better than everyone 
else because she understood racing,” says Kelly. 
“Her outlook meant she was as good as she 
could be and I think a huge part of my 
resentment when I started was that I felt other 
female jockeys didn’t try hard enough to be 
good. Lady amateurs’ races were terrifying back 
then, lots of screaming and nothing professional 
about them at all.

“I couldn’t understand it. We all start at the 
same level, people don’t come out of the womb 
knowing how to ride a finish, and if you can’t be 
bothered to make the effort, to go away and 
learn – I didn’t want to represent riders like that. 
Nowadays it’s an entirely different ball game.”

As she racked up the big wins – on Coo Star 
Sivola and Siruh Du Lac at the festival, in 
multiple Graded hurdles on Agrapart – she 
raised the standard and became, like Carberry 

and Katie Walsh, like Hayley Turner and Hollie 
Doyle, something of a reluctant feminist when 
what she really wanted to be known as was a 
wholehearted and gifted rider.

While the racing media embraced Kelly for 
her talents, the outside world remained far 
more interested in her as a campaign leader, 
and she found the line wearing thinner and 
thinner.

“I wasn’t happy to start off with that I was 
held up as some kind of ambassador,” she 

recalls. “You’re trying so hard to fit in but I felt I 
got a lot more coverage than some people who 
were doing better than me, simply because I 
was a girl, and I was worried that would cause 
tension. As I got older and I settled into the 
weighing room, though, it became easier to 
understand.

“I didn’t want to be portrayed as the main 
character in a big race like the Gold Cup, but I 
knew it was going to push racing forward, help 
it market itself. After a while, though, it got to 
the point where I felt it was ruining my day, 
riding a winner at Cheltenham and then 
standing there talking utter rubbish to people 
who didn’t get what was going on. You want to 
say the right thing but the other half of you is 
thinking ‘**** off’.

“You want to be taken seriously and that kind 
of interview, you sometimes feel it’s taking you 
back 20 years. Hopefully, though, my career has 
done for other people what Nina Carberry did 
for me.”

And then she was gone. She spoke of 
mounting problems with her weight; of a run of 
“grim falls” that had become harder to bounce 
back from; and then of a baby on the way. She 

and Ed [Partridge, formerly of Tweenhills, 
Watership Down and Oakgrove studs, then 
pupil assistant at Culverhill] were expecting and 
the time seemed right to sever her ties with the 
weighing room, hand in her notice to mum, 
make the announcement in her own time in the 
useful hiatus provided by lockdown, and set up 
Valentine Bloodstock.

“When you look back at the career I’ve had, 
you remember all the good times, so it’s hard to 
stop, you don’t want to stop,” she explains, “but 
the last year had been really difficult and having 
a baby is a very nice reason to retire from a 
sport. The family are all delighted, especially 
[her brother, fellow jockey] Chester, who goes 
up a rung in the yard.

“In a funny way, it was a shame I never had 
the chance to go out and knowingly ride in my 
last race, but I’ve often joked with mum that the 
last thing you want to do is go to the races to 
ride something with top weight that you really 
like riding and it wins. My last ride was on 
something that couldn’t jump in a novice hurdle 
and I put up a pound over, so I knew I was 
making the right call, and if I come back at all 
it’ll be a fairly relaxed affair on something that’s 
as safe as houses, just to be able to say I’ve done 
it.”

In the meantime, Kelly has had the chance to 
relish the high-profile send-off she was given by 
the sport she gave so generously to for a decade. 
She may have been slightly overshadowed by 
the departure of Barry Geraghty, but he was her 
idol growing up, so that didn’t matter. What 
counted was that she had a career that scaled 
plenty of heights, working alongside a family 
that supported her and offered plenty of full and 
frank advice along the way – “far worse than the 
bollockings I had from anyone else” – on horses 
she nurtured and understood.

Now she can devote her time to becoming a 
mother and sourcing a pony and boots for a 
new generation of riding talent – work 
permitting.
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whole of her 27 years on the planet to riding 
racehorses better than most women before or 
since.

“Well, I’m the oldest of four, so I have some 
experience with kids, and we’ve bought a 
puppy,” she says, looking to her husband Ed for 
moral support and lifting up a cuddly donkey, 
made by her mum, as evidence of her 
commitment to the parenting cause. “Can’t I 
just push the pram into the tack room and say 
I’ll be back in an hour?”

It’s hardly out of the Dr Spock manual, but 
before social services start planning a pre-
emptive visit, it’s worth mentioning that what 
Lizzie Kelly sets out to do – from being the first 
woman to ride a Grade 1 winner over jumps to 
recording two victories at the Cheltenham 
Festival – Lizzie Kelly normally achieves, so 
incorporating a small child into the schedule of 
a busy pre-training yard and bloodstock 
business should be, well, child’s play.

“It’s something I’ll have to learn to fit in,” she 
says, warming to her subject. “We’ll be finding 
our way in the dark a little bit, but I’m very 
excited by it, especially the bit where we have to 
find a pony and a little saddle and some tiny 
jodhpur boots.”

It’s tempting to point out to the mum-to-be 

‘I’M VERY EXCITED, 
ESPECIALLY THE BIT 
WHERE WE HAVE TO 
FIND A PONY AND A 
LITTLE SADDLE’
that she may be getting slightly ahead of herself 
here, until she points out that for her normal 
family life involved starting riding lessons at 18 
months and schooling over fences by the age of 
11. She may even be leaving it a little late to find 
the pony, but when it does arrive her dream is 
to see her tiny offspring – the force of nature 
that will shape her mid-life – being led by the 
creature that defined her sporting life: the 
wonderful bay chaser Tea For Two.

O
UT in a nearby field, in one corner 
of a tiny village in the rolling, rain-
spattered hills of Devon, the now 
11-year-old, with the muscular heft 
of an athlete not long into 

retirement, is enjoying the respect of a clutch 
of young horses who would do well to follow 
his lead. More than any other, he helped Kelly 
make her mark on the British jump racing 
scene in a way that the history books will 
never let us forget.

“I was a point-to-point rider who managed to 
turn professional because of Tea For Two,” she 
recalls. “At every stage of my career he did 
something that made the next step easier. 
Winning a bumper on him as a student, an 
amateur against professionals, was massive for 
me, on a horse I’d grown up with at home. 
When I turned professional he won a Lanzarote 
for me as a 7lb claimer; then I won my first 
Grade 1 on him as a 3lb claimer, then the 
Aintree Bowl, and he took me to Gold Cups and 
Grand Nationals.

“He’s the fairytale horse, my National Velvet. 
He was the horse who held my hand through 
my entire career. No matter how badly things 
were going, you knew you were going to have 
some good days on him.”

There were bad days as well, when Kelly 
admits to having made errors that cost him 
races early in his career, but the pair learned 
together and turned into a quite remarkable 
team, capable of sitting proudly at the top table.

“Len Jakeman, his co-owner, was amazing,” 
says the woman whose 2015 Kauto Star Novices’ 
Chase success was that first Grade 1 over jumps 
by a female rider. “He’d have been well within 
his rights to get a proper jockey on him after the 

strong opinions flew back and forth like 
missiles, but for all the talk of a forthright 
woman standing firm in a man’s world, she 
plainly suffered the same psychological trials as 
the rest of the planet and had to skirt round 
them or blast her way through them before she 
could move on. Not to mention her weight.

“I could never use all of my claim, even when 
I started, and trainers didn’t like that I was 
handing them a tiny saddle with a piece of 
paper as a cloth,” she remembers of all those 
outside relationships that never quite gelled. So 
she “reset my outlook”, improved her fitness, 
both physical and mental, by mucking out at 
five in the morning rather than sitting in a car, 
and her career settled into a productive groove. 

F
OLLOWING the advice of seasoned 
staff at Culverhill Farm, like point-to-
point champion Neil Harris, she had 
spent summer stints with the likes of 
Henrietta Knight, Alan King and 

Willie Mullins, but now it was time to hunker 
down at home, shelve plans to follow her 
degree course at Winchester with a spell in 
event management and be a proper jockey. 

(Clockwise from left) Tea For Two and Lizzie 
Kelly at home in the Devon countryside; with 
husband Ed Partridge at Culverhill Farm; and 
celebrating her top-level breakthrough on  
Tea For Tea at Kempton in December 2015; 
(inset from left) more happy days in the saddle 
with Siruh Du Lac, Agrapart and Coo Star Sivola

mistakes I made. There were days when even I 
wasn’t sure I was good enough to be associated 
with a horse like him, but Len stuck with me, 
and although he wasn’t the very best he put me 
on the map and took me places I never dreamed 
I’d go.”

Kelly went to most of the big meetings with 
Tea For Two and others, but she stayed in 
Devon, riding all but a handful of her 72 
winners for her stepfather Nick Williams and 
her mother Jane Williams at their yards in the 
village of George Nympton – once conjoined but 
now operationally separate, like the famously 
volatile couple – where she both began and 
ended her all-too-brief riding career.

It was an arrangement that suited her well, 
not least given the quality of the horses 

routinely housed there, but it also drew criticism 
her way, that she was a hometown girl who 
couldn’t cut it in the outside world. The truth 
was that she had seen the outside world and 
learned a lot from it, but ultimately she knew 
which side her bread was buttered.

“I suppose riding elsewhere taught me how 
good the horses were that I rode here,” she 
explains. “I wanted to ride for other people but I 
eventually realised I was driving a long way to 
not get paid and get very few rides, most of 
them on horses you couldn’t trust.

“Ultimately I found it very demoralising and I 
started getting upset and questioning how good 
I was. Then one day I asked Paddy Brennan 
whether there’d be any point in me going to ride 
out at a particular yard he was going to. He said: 
‘There’s no point being a busy fool.’ I thought 
f**k it, and that was that.”

It’s interesting to hear Kelly speak of her 
career with equal measures of assuredness and 
vulnerability. She’s not known for her 
backwardness in coming forward – her husband 
describes her as “very fiery but able to leave it 
all outside the front door when she comes home 
in the evening” – and grew up in a family where 


