
IT’S 5.30am and far too early for nasty 
surprises when the phone rings in the 
kitchen at Somerville Lodge. The 
trainer rolls his eyes, puts down his 
tea and considers the possibilities. 
“Somebody copping off sick,” he 
ventures, sounding as though he’s 
been down this road before.

It’s not a crisis, but this is the kind 
of thing a man can do without when 
he’s a meticulous planner who has 
designed an intricate but hopefully 
foolproof system to facilitate the 
smooth running of a racing yard 
containing 170 horses, “but we 
employ about 80 people, so there’s 
always going to be somebody in bad 
form one way or another”.

From the outside looking in, this is 
a prestigious Newmarket stable that 
has turned out more than 2,000 
winners in the past 33 years. From the 
inside, what William Haggas sees is a 
large and complex operation that has 
turned out more than 2,000 winners 
because it is run in a way that 
minimises the opportunities for error 
and maximises the chances of getting 
the best out of every horse.

The 59-year-old Yorkshireman has 
been up since 4.30am, priming the 
system for a 6.30am start. Before 
then, he’ll be dictating messages, to 
be typed up by his racing secretary 
Rob Shackleford, then checked and 
sent so that owners can enjoy them 
over their cornflakes.

In the yard, his wife Maureen – 
forever stoking the coals of the 
operation and finessing the detail – 
teams up with three assistants to put 
plans into action, turning the long 
Sunday morning strategy discussions 
and exhaustive lists into a reality that 
hopefully will bear fruit, all in good 
time. 

“There’s nothing clever about it, 
we’re just doing a simple job that is 
not quite as easy as rolling up, 
winning a race and drinking 
champagne,” says Haggas, heading 
out to greet his horses and all the staff 
who haven’t called in sick.

AT 6.30am in Lambourn, Roger Teal 

Swearing, sickies and 
success: inside two 
of Britain’s top yards

Secrets of racing
Peter Thomas gets an inside 
look at the training operations of 
William Haggas and Roger Teal 

START OF A NEW WEEKLY SERIES

and his wife Sue are both to be found 
on the end of pitchforks, doing jobs 
that Group 1-winning trainers usually 
don’t. Roger may have landed the July 
Cup with Oxted last month at William 
Haggas’s local track and the pair may 
be fellow top-level winners and fine 
professionals, but Teal’s education 
was perfunctory and certainly didn’t 
include a stint at Harrow, while 
Haggas isn’t planning on pushing a 
muck barrow this morning.

The thrust of their missions is very 
similar. How they get there, though, is 
another matter entirely.

Teal has a mere 50 horses – albeit 
double what he had before he moved 
here last year – and the emphasis is 
on family mucking in wherever 
possible. With one more man starting 
on Monday, he’ll soon be up to 14 
staff, although the new arrival wants 
Wednesday off and one of the others 
is suffering with toothache – “I’ve told 
him to go to the dentist rather than 
keep poking it” – so the trainer may 
be on pitchfork duty for a while 
longer, much to the chagrin of his 
son, former jockey Harry.

“When Harry came as my assistant 
he didn’t want me mucking out but 
I’ve got a couple I always do, 
otherwise you just stand around 
scratching your arse,” says Roger. “We 
have a lot of office hours to do but we 
organise that later in the day. Mind 

you, I don’t even know how to turn 
the printer on.”

BURIED in a vault somewhere at 
Somerville Lodge are pile upon pile of 
ledgers containing handwritten 
details of every piece of work done by 
every horse that’s been housed here 
since 1994.

“Sometimes I wonder why I do it 
because I know when I die the kids 
will pick it all up, say ‘what the f**k’s 

this?’ and burn the lot. But I keep 
every one, so I can tell you what [1996 
Derby winner] Shaamit did every day 
he was here, what he weighed before 
and after – pathetic really but I think 
it’s very important for me to write it 
down, not put it on a computer, 
because if you write it down you’re 
actually thinking about it. It’s not 
guesswork, it’s fact and it never lies.”

The weekly and daily lists are 
compiled in similarly painstaking 
fashion; targets identified, workloads 
pencilled in and altered on the hoof – 
“changing every day with every limp 
and every cough and every owner 
that wants to come and watch his 
horse” – colour-coded and forwarded 
to assistants Harry Eustace, Josh 
Hamer and Andy McIntyre, to be 
turned into a feasible work schedule 
and posted on electronic boards at 
each of Haggas’s three yards, so all 
staff can take responsibility for their 
morning’s work.

It’s all part of the interlocking cogs 

and wheels that make up a 
powerhouse stable run by a 
borderline obsessive with a position 
to maintain. It’s no ego trip, though; 
the inner workings of the machine are 
all designed for the benefit of the 
horses, and everybody here is a 
crucial part of the function, with the 
best interests of the yard at heart.

Well, almost everybody. In the 
workforce of any big business there 
are bad apples and they, along with 
workplace legislation, are one of the 
headaches a modern trainer must 
deal with.

“I’ve had a couple of nasty staff,” 
says Haggas, “but it’s no different 
from anywhere else. We think our 
business is different but it isn’t – it’s 
just the problems you have when you 
employ people.

“The thing is, ours is still labour-
intensive, so we’ll always have people 
to look after, which is what we try to 
do.

“If somebody needs money quickly 
and they’re loyal and I trust them, 
then I’m happy to lend it to them, but 
then there are the people who borrow 
money and f**k off without paying it 
back. I must lend thousands at any 
one time, and if you’re trying to build 
up a community spirit, that kind of 
thing helps, but then you get the odd 
one that takes advantage and it p****s 
you off.”

ROGER TEAL sprang to prominence 
a couple of years ago when his Tip 
Two Win bagged second place in the 
2,000 Guineas at 50-1, but he’s been 
around the block a few times, with 
John Jenkins and Philip Mitchell back 
in the day, so when he took a licence 
in 2007 he knew what he was doing, 
even though he didn’t quite know 
why he was doing it.

“I suppose it’s because we’re 
stupid,” he shrugs. “We don’t do it for 
the money, we do it for love. I’m a 
wealthy stable lad is the way I look at 
it.

“You have your days when you 
wonder why we put ourselves 
through it all, but what else would we 
do? I’ve always had dreams of getting 
a B&B down in Torquay, but this 
game is in your blood and so you 
can’t stop.”

Teal has a loyal band of patrons 
that have stuck with him through the 
recent Covid-19 hardships, but down 
the years he has seen the carnage a 
bad owner can wreak on a smaller 
yard. You might imagine that when 
Running Stag was limbering up to win 
big races around the globe, Mitchell 
would have found life plain sailing, 
yet it was anything but.

“When I started working for Philip 
he had a full yard, then there was the 
Lloyd’s crash and we lost half of them 
overnight,” he explains. “It was hard 
for him to recover, then ‘Stag’ came 
along, but even that was tough.

“You get the sulky owners that 
don’t understand racing, and that’s 
the key. It happened with Stag’s 
original owner. He invested a lot in 
horses in a bigger yard and they 
didn’t work out as well as the price 
tag said they should, so he wanted to 
sell the whole lot, including Stag, 
which left Philip quite probably losing 
a really good horse because the 
owner had got upset.

“Fortunately we managed to sell 
him in the yard, but you’re dealing 
with all sorts of characters who need 
to understand that you have good 
days but you have far more bad days. 
The worst ones are the ones who have 

‘a mate’, who’d be scared to give a 
horse a Polo but is always chipping 
away with an opinion. The outside 
pressures, from mates and social 
media, are massive. Harry’s got to 
learn that a jockey can just walk away 
but a trainer has to pick up the 
pieces.”

Then Teal’s mobile phone rings and 
there’s a pause that suggests all isn’t 
well. The horse Harry was riding has 
slipped up on a newly resurfaced 
back road between yard and gallops 
and there’s talk of ambulances, no 
doubt fleeting visions of hospital beds 
and life-changing injuries.

By the time we arrive at the scene, 
Harry is on his feet, limping, one arm 
swinging limply at his side, but 
basically unscathed and claiming to 
be fine for another couple of lots. The 
only serious casualty is a pair of 
Armani jeans that have taken a 
scuffing, and all thoughts of feeling 
sorry for the lad have evaporated.

“There’s no sympathy round here,” 
Roger claims, not entirely 
convincingly. “You have to get on 
with it.”

GAIL HACKING is the woman 
William Haggas regards as “my eyes 
in the yard”. She is nominally a 
physiotherapist (a role she once filled 
for Saracens RFC) but “she’s on the 
ground all the time and she buys into 
what we do here. If somebody’s 
unsettled or has a problem, she can’t 
wait to let me know. She knows the 
system and the horses and she can 
spot the telltale flags that mean 
they’re going to break down if we’re 
not careful.”

Hacking is not so much the glue 
that holds the system together as the 
oil that lubricates it. She liaises with 
health and safety manager Svetlana 
Zinchenko to make sure all the 
required procedures are followed and 
the staff are looked after, then listens 
to everybody connected with the 
horses and passes concerns from 
their source to the point where they 
can be best addressed.

Farrier Billy Mulqueen sees at first 

hand just how the process works: 
“The vets will trot horses up daily and 
if they see something I need to 
address they’ll let me know. Every 
horse is checked by me twice a week 
and written up on the list, and once 
it’s been shod, its dates go up on this 
board and William gets a list – he likes 
lists – then he lets us get on and do 
our thing. I take the responsibility 
away from him so he can train the 
horses.”

There are steel shoes, aluminium 
shoes, custom-built shoes, plastic 
shoes that flex with the hoof, which 
are “good for an unbalanced horse 
that lands more on one side than 
another”.

“From looking at the hoof you can 
tell if it’s moving properly, so I can 
pre-empt what might happen higher 
up the body and the vets and physios 
can take over,” he explains. “It’s a 
team effort.”

“Our role is to have everyone doing 
their thing to get the right end result,” 
concludes the trainer. “What we’re 
trying to do between us is to break 
fewer horses down, and if Gail 
believes there’s a problem, we do 
something about it, because we’ve 
learned that taking a risk doesn’t 
usually pay off.

“Everyone talks about our strike-
rate but we’re not about that, we’re 
about getting all the ducks in a row 
and giving every horse the best 
chance of winning.”

IN THE absence of a food collection 
operative in the yard, Roger Teal has 

popped down to the local Co-op to 
pick up bacon and cheese puffs, 
sausage rolls and apple pastries for 
breakfast. Actually he went down 
there twice but forgot his mask the 
first time and had to come back and 
fetch it, which was time he could 
scarce afford to waste.

Like Haggas, he has a tight morning 
schedule. By midday, though, we’ll all 
have time to take a breath, which is 
when Sue will get to grips with the 
paperwork her husband can’t, or 
won’t, understand.

“Do we have office staff? Yes, you’re 
talking to her,” she says, with a 
pointed glance in the direction of the 
trainer, who is nonetheless beginning 
to grasp the financial implications of 
running his new yard.

“We really do work for nothing,” he 
says with a raised eyebrow. “I found 
that out the other day when Sue was 
doing all the invoicing. Our rent has 
trebled, staff bills have gone up, feed 
and bedding likewise, but our prices 
have stayed the same.

“It’s tough, and prize-money being 
down really hurts, because you really 
only break even on the training. We 
chose the wrong year to win the July 
Cup because there was £200,000 less 
for the winner, but it is what it is, 
although a few more quid in the bank 
account would have been nice, and 
some extra pool money for the team.

“Harry might be able to progress 
what we’ve got here – even though 
the small trainers are being slowly 
squeezed out of the game – but the 
one thing I’d say to any trainer 
starting out is that when an owner 
comes to you with a horse and tries to 
knock you down on your fees, say no.

“You might be getting the horse, 
but if you’re not getting the fees, how 
are you going to provide the service 
you need to? The daily rate has to pay 
our rent, staff, business rates, feed 
and bedding, and if you cut it down 
you’ve not got the money coming in 
to pay the bills.

“Us mucking out or driving the box 
means we can save money and 
maintain standards. We’ve worked 

our way up the ladder and we want to 
stay here.”

“WHATSAPP has changed my life,” 
says Haggas with an evangelical tone. 
It is, apparently, the best way for a 
busy trainer to keep his owners 
informed – affording him the time to 
inspect each of his 170 horses at least 
once a week – and the ideal method 
for making staff aware of their tasks 
for the morning.

“The whole place is run on 
WhatsApp groups because you can 
tell everybody with one message,” 
confirms Maureen, “as long as they 
read it!”

At the coalface, assistant trainer 
Harry Eustace is equally enthusiastic, 
but young enough at 32 to be less 
surprised: “We have a yard WhatsApp 
with everyone on, so we can say 
‘please check the board’, rather than 
having to find individuals and tell 
them.

“There’s got to be a lot of 
organisation in a place this size, 
otherwise it’d be chaos. That’s why 
every horse has its own bridle, 
grooming kit, chamois and 
equipment in a box outside the stable 
door, so it’s difficult to get it wrong 
and so nobody has to chase after a 
head lad.

“Yes, it’s relentless, but while there 
are a lot of jobs where the satisfaction 
is your wage slip at the end of the 
week, there’s no bigger thrill than 
cheering your horse home in a race 
and knowing you’re a part of the 
winning team.”

‘I can tell you what 
Shaamit did every 
day he was here, 
what he weighed 
before and after 
– pathetic really’
William Haggas

‘I’ve always had 
dreams of getting a 
B&B down in 
Torquay, but this 
game is in your blood 
and so you can’t stop’
Roger Teal
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William Haggas
Somerville Lodge, Fordham Road, 
Newmarket, Suffolk
Established 1987
Horses in training 170
Staff employed 80
Assistants Harry Eustace, Josh 
Hamer, Andy McIntyre
Latest big-race wins Addeybb (G1 
Queen Elizabeth Stakes, Randwick 
& G1 Ranvet Stakes, Rosehill, 2020); 
One Master (G1 Prix de la Foret, 
Longchamp, 2018 & 2019)

Roger Teal
Windsor House Stables, Crowle 
Road, Lambourn, Berkshire
Established 2007
Horses in training 150
Staff employed 14
Assistant Harry Teal
Latest big-race wins Oxted (G1 
July Cup & G3 Abernant Stakes, 
Newmarket, 2020); Kenzai Warrior 
(G3 Horris Hill Stakes, Newmarket, 
2019); Tip Two Win (Al Biddah Mile, 
Doha, 2018) 
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From left: 
William Haggas 
fills in his daily 
exercise ledger; 
with assistants 
Josh Hamer 
(nearest) and 
Harry Eustace; 
marshalling 
operations; 
Gail Hacking, 
Haggas’s 
“eyes in the 
yard”; with wife 
Maureen and 
Monica Sheriff

From left: Roger 
Teal at the head 
of operations 
at Windsor 
House Stables; 
the Teal team; 
Harry, Sue and 
Roger mucking 
out; Whelans 
Way enjoys  
a swim; home 
sweet home
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