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I
T IS impossible to miss the Kingdom Centre in Riyadh. The
twin peaks of this ultra-modern, glass skyscraper are 300
metres high and joined by an accessible steel and glass bridge
on the 99th floor.

Those willing to brave the high-speed elevator to its summit
are rewarded with an unparalleled view. Far below, hemmed in by
desert, is a city in constant flux. Cars travel methodically around a
dizzying maze of highways and construction sites, including for a new
metro system expected to open later this year.

Riyadh is a blend of old and new. Historic mosques and souks have
stood resolutely against new designer malls and galleries, part of a
society-wide juggling act between tradition and modernisation.

The Kingdom Centre stands as testament to the city’s transformation

Racing in Saudi Arabia
Jonathan Harding heads to Riyadh to
witness the inaugural running of the
$20m Saudi Cup
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from a small fortified village in the 17th century
to the capital of one of the most powerful and
controversial countries in the world. Looking
down on this vast metropolis, it is easy to forget
Saudi Arabia is still in its relative infancy.
A reminder is nestled in the old quarter of

Riyadh. Masmak fort, a clay and mud-brick
structure, staged a pivotal date in the nation’s
history. It was captured in 1902 by King
Abdulaziz, who 30 years later united the
kingdoms of Nedj and Hijaz to establish a
sovereign state, becoming the kingdom’s first
monarch.
After decades of suspiciously peering out at

the world from behind its high walls, becoming
known by many only for its strict adherence to
Islamic laws, Saudi Arabia has begun opening
its doors.
There is a clear motivation for this. Four years

ago, a strategy to diversify the nation’s economy
and reduce its dependence on oil, which has
become less lucrative, was unveiled by the
Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman, the heir
to his father King Salman’s throne.
Tourism is at the heart of the project. Having

once been virtually off limits, Saudi Arabia

‘After decAdes of
suspiciously
peering out At the
world from
behind its high
wAlls, sAudi
ArAbiA hAs begun
opening its doors’
introduced online visas in September and has
since used sport as an incentive for people to
visit, hosting a number of high-profile events
such as the heavyweight boxing title fight
involving Anthony Joshua last year. The country
has also unveiled plans for a newmotorsport
circuit and is set to host Formula One from
2023.
Many believe Saudi Arabia is using sport as a

contentious form of diplomacy, popularly
known as sportwashing, to burnish the image of
its divisive regime, which has been challenged
by the international community in recent years
over the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi
and its involvement in the civil war in Yemen.
However, local organisers and supporters

have argued that sport can be an important
vehicle for change in the conservative country,
helping to drive incremental modernisation and
increase tolerance.

The world’s richest race
Racing took place against this complex
backdrop last weekend at an inaugural two-day
international meeting in Riyadh, headlined by
the world’s richest race, the $20 million
(£15.36m/€17.69m) Saudi Cup, a race over a
mile and a furlong on dirt worth almost as much
as the $12m Dubai World Cup and Royal Ascot
combined.
This fixture was devised by Prince Bandar bin

Khalid al Faisal, a distant relative of the king and
chairman of the Jockey Club of Saudi Arabia,
whose great uncle Khalid Abdullah owns
Juddmonte, the breeders of Frankel and Enable.
It was a logical choice. Horses have been an

integral part of Arab culture for centuries and
organised racing has taken place in Saudi
Arabia for 60 years, with about 9,000
thoroughbreds in the country.
Inspired by the Dubai World Cup, which

began almost 25 years ago, organisers leaped
into the unknown with an international meeting

touches made to the racecourse and were met
with the hypnotic combination of five tractors
driving in unison to level the dirt track, while a
group of men performed an Arabian sword
dance near the sizeable grandstand.
The riches on offer were beautifully embodied

by a bright purple Rolls-Royce, with matching
interior and a fold-out picnic set in the boot,
parked near the parade ring as some sort of
garish monument to excess. It caught the eye of
all passers-by, from international racing figures
to mainly local men in ankle-length white
thawbs.
With no gambling or drinking, there was a

sedate atmosphere until it was finally time for
the main event when the loudest cheer was
reserved for the arrival of the king, not least
because it signalled an end to the arduous task
of clearing the parade ring to allow him to take
his seat and hear a military band perform the
national anthem.
The race had unsurprisingly attracted the very

best dirt horses in the world, mostly from the
US, and there was a fittingly dramatic finish as
Maximum Security, who passed the post first in
the Kentucky Derby before being controversially
demoted for interference, narrowly held on
from top-level winners Midnight Bisou and
Benbatl.

(Previous page) Maximum Security and Luis
Saez are led in after winning the $20m Saudi
Cup at King Abdulaziz racecourse in Riyadh;
(above) Mike Smith makes all on Sun Hat to land
leg two of the international jockeys’ challenge;
(clockwise from top right) Frankie Dettori with
Smith; Lisa Allpress before becoming the first
female to ride a winner in Saudi Arabia; the
changing face of the country

carrying the hopes of becoming an established
player in global racing and to encourage visitors
to gain a fresh perspective on the country.
It was staged on the outskirts of the city at

King Abdulaziz racecourse. Built in 2003, this
tree-lined oasis in the middle of the desert
features a dirt track modelled on Belmont Park
and the country’s first turf surface, specifically
installed for three races on the Saudi Cup
undercard.
The facilities were upgraded ahead of its

flagship meeting. The quarantine zone was
renovated and changes were made to the
on-site clubhouse, where both sexes can swim,
but not at the same time.
Frankie Dettori and some of the world’s finest

riders kicked off the opening day in an
international jockeys’ challenge, which took
place over four legs worth $400,000 each, with

$30,000 awarded to the winning jockey Mike
Smith, aptly nicknamed ‘Big Money Mike’.
History wasmade in the first race of the contest

as New Zealand-based jockey Lisa Allpress
became the first woman to ride a winner in Saudi
Arabia, aboard a horse owned by King Salman,
which could surely never have been envisaged a
few years ago in a country where women only
won the right to drive in 2018.
She was one of seven women, including

Nicola Currie and Sibylle Vogt, who landed the
final leg, to ride competitively for the first time
in Saudi Arabia, almost 50 years after the Jockey
Club permitted female riders to do so in Britain.
While it is possible to question the motives of

these efforts, and it remains to be seen how
much of an impact it has for would-be Saudi
female jockeys, it represented a small milestone
in a country that has been heavily criticised over
its record on women’s rights.
The jockeys’ challenge set an international

tone that heightened the following day, as flags
of the world were hoisted above the straight and
connections from all over the globe came to
town for Saturday’s $29.2m seven-race card that
had attracted almost 1,000 entries, despite some
owners being reluctant to send runners.
A bus full of reporters and photographers

arrived in stifling heat to see the final decorative
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‘IF THE AMBITIONS
OF THE ORGANISERS
ARE TO BE BELIEVED,
THIS COULD ONLY BE
THE BEGINNING’

“A race worth $20m in the desert. Who would
have thought that would be possible 20 years
ago?” said Triple Crown-winning trainer Bob
Baffert, who trained the fourth home Mucho
Gusto and McKinzie, who finished 11th. “I never
dreamed there would be a race this valuable
growing up with quarter horses in Arizona.

“Sheikh Mohammed started this with the
racing in Dubai and he managed to attract the
best horses there. This was one of the toughest
groups of runners I’ve seen and we’ll probably
get to meet them all again in the Dubai World
Cup. It’s been pretty exciting and has been a
great challenge.

“It’s been good for racing because we’re used
to seeing a lot of good three-year-olds go out to
stud, but this race gives horses like McKinzie a
new target. It used to be all about the Kentucky
Derby but now there’s life after that. You have
the Breeders’ Cup, this race, then the Dubai
World Cup.”

The future of racing in
Saudi Arabia
The Saudi Cup has been a contentious addition
to the racing schedule, but regardless of the
political implications it is a significant new
event for the sport internationally and, if the

ambitions of the organisers are to be believed,
this could only be the beginning.

“It demonstrates our resolve to develop this
great sport in the Kingdom, and also our
ambition to become a leading player on racing’s
world stage,” said Prince Bandar. “This is an
event we plan to last for decades. We hope it will
be one of the most sought after races on the
international calendar.”

Timing is everything. The Saudi Cup was
scheduled to provide a stepping stone to the
Dubai World Cup and could form part of a
coordinated middle eastern programme, with
the notable exception of Qatar, with whom
Saudi Arabia has severed diplomatic ties.

“I think the Saudi Cup will have
complemented Dubai,” said strategic director

Tom Ryan, who managed Naas for more than a
decade. “There’s a wider range of international
runners in the region and they’ve come with a
two-race programme in mind. I think you’ll see
Saudi, Bahrain and Dubai trying to be collective
in their thinking.”

The ultimate aim is for the country to become
a tier one member of the International
Federation of Horseracing Authorities (IFHA),
which includes Great Britain, the US and the
UAE. It is currently tier three and would have to
improve the quality of its breeding industry to
climb the ladder, as well as its domestic
programme.

That could lead to more fixtures at the
country’s second track, King Khalid racecourse
at Taif, an agricultural town in a mountainous
region near Mecca that is cool enough to race
twice a week in the summer.

There are comparisons to be made with
neighbouring Dubai. Far less established than
Riyadh, it was little more than desert five
decades ago but underwent a rapid
transformation following the discovery of oil in
1966, making the country prosperous and
funding the development of its port, which
showed the world it was open for business.

Dubai had little oil, however, and planned
from the start for a diverse economy, with

trading and tourism at its heart. Sheikh
Mohammed’s Godolphin operation and
top-level racing at Meydan have been crucial
components of that plan.

The Dubai World Cup raised eyebrows among
the racing community when it was launched
but, if it is not curtailed by the global outbreak
of coronavirus, will celebrate its 25th
anniversary next March as one of the highlights
of international racing, while Dubai is now one
of the world’s leading travel and business hubs,
even if the events of recent days have cast a
cloud over the tiny nation.

Whether the world’s new richest race can
drive similar change from a standing start is
open to debate, especially as progress in Saudi
Arabia has often been slowed or even reversed
by powerful conservative forces.

Driving down the busy highways in Riyadh, as
stone buildings and fast-food chains blur into
one, it feels like the city and the nation is at a
crossroads, torn between its adherence to
tradition and the need to adapt.

Yet, much like the gleaming Kingdom Centre,
the Saudi Cup at least has the appearance of
belonging to a new era. Given the support for
the meeting and vast riches on offer, many in
the sport will be hoping this new frontier of
global racing is here to stay.

EDWARD WHITAKER (RACINGPOST.COM/PHOTOS)

21Racing Post Sunday, March 8, 2020


