
N
OTHING in racing’s 
1970s so excited like 
the starting of it: 1970 
and 1971; Nijinsky, Mill 
Reef and Brigadier 

Gerard, three ‘horses of the century’ 
in just two years. We couldn’t believe 
our luck. Still can’t.

Every decade begins with promises 
of ‘best ever’ and it’s hard to overstate 
how much Nijinsky seemed to be just 
that. He was a magnificent big bay 
colt by the then little known (on this 
side of the Atlantic) Kentucky Derby 
winner Northern Dancer and had 
cruised up four times in his native 
Ireland before cantering home in the 
Dewhurst to become hot favourite for 
the 2,000 Guineas and Derby. That 
might have been buzz enough but 
then you added Vincent O’Brien and 
Lester Piggott, already 20 years into 
history as trainer and jockey. 1970 
had the feeling that, with Nijinsky, we 
had the horse we, and they, had been 
waiting for.

It had been in March 1948 that the 
small, unnoticed figure of a 30-year-
old Vincent O’Brien had watched his 
Cottage Rake jump the last in the 
Cheltenham Gold Cup and, since he 
was by the fence and there was no 
public address, did not know he had 
won until he saw jockey Aubrey 
Brabazon acknowledge the cheers as 
he rode in. It was the first O’Brien-
trained runner in Britain. It was not to 
be the last.

Cottage Rake won the next two 

Gold Cups. Hatton’s Grace won three 
consecutive Champion Hurdles and, 
uniquely, Early Mist, Royal Tan and 
Quare Times won the 1953, ’54, and 
’55 Grand Nationals to seal their 
trainer’s place in jump racing history. 
But that was never going to be 
enough. By 1957, Vincent had also 
saddled Ballymoss to be second in 
the Derby and win the St Leger before 
taking the Arc de Triomphe in 1958.

What’s more, earlier in 1958, 
Vincent had sent the mare Gladness 
to win the Ascot Gold Cup under a 
jockey who had won his first race at 
the ripe old age of 12, just six months 
after Cottage Rake’s opening salvo. In 
the next ten years the Lester Piggott 
legend had only grown: first Derby 
ride and first Eclipse win at 15, first 
Derby winner at 18, second Derby on 
Crepello, beating Ballymoss, in 1957. 
Gladness was Lester’s first ride for 
Vincent and their stars were always 
set to align.

By 1970 they trailed glory and a fair 
degree of controversy in their wake. 
From his earliest days Lester had 
marched to his own drum. 
Suspensions for riding offences 
culminated in an unjust six-month 
ban at 1954’s Royal Ascot, albeit he 
was signed up by top trainer Noel 
Murless before it ended. In 1966 he 
ditched Murless to ride Oaks winner 
Valoris for O’Brien and then crowned 
the link by taking the 2,000 Guineas 
and Derby on Sir Ivor in 1968. 

In 1970 Lester Piggott was at his 

absolute peak. He had been 
champion jockey for the previous six 
seasons and had a wilful dominance 
that left you wondering what he 
might do next. With Nijinsky it 
seemed he might scoop the lot.

The aura around Nijinsky was 
magnified by the mystery. O’Brien 
was genuinely shy and never wanted 
to say much, Lester usually didn’t 
bother, and the way he and the big 
American-bred colt coasted home in 
the 2,000 Guineas spawned talk of 
“Nijinsky, The Wonder Horse”. 

That reticence helped too. In these 
transparent, video phone days, could 
Nijinsky’s pre-Epsom training at 
Sandown or his Derby eve colic attack 
have been kept secret? For the rest of 
us the only worry was whether 
Nijinsky would match French 
challenger Gyr’s punch when, as 
expected, jockey Bill Williamson cut 
for home in the straight.

It was the most golden of Derbys; 
still on a Wednesday, still on both 
BBC and ITV as centre of the sporting 
stage. On the Tuesday Geoff Hurst 
had scored as England beat Romania 
in the group stages of the Mexico 
World Cup. In Epsom’s final quarter 
mile Gyr led, Approval, Henry Cecil’s 
first Classic runner, attacked up the 
inside, Stintino, the other French 
horse, thrust up the outer. A furlong 
out Nijinsky still had not clinched it.

“I’d wanted to settle him,” Lester 
said laconically through the cigar 
smoke as he drove me and my broken 
leg to Epsom next morning, “but I 
overdid it a bit and when we turned 
in he’d gone to sleep on me. I had to 
give him one to wake up. Then he was 
good.”

Good enough to be close to the 
ultimate, something only reinforced 

when Nijinsky hacked up at the 
Curragh under O’Brien’s Irish jockey 
Liam Ward and then toyed with the 
1969 Derby winner and a top- class 
field in the King George VI and Queen 
Elizabeth Stakes in a way that Lester 
said bettered anything he ever sat on. 
For that alone Nijinsky would deserve 
his place in the Hall of Fame but he is 
best remembered for his next race, 
the St Leger, which made him the first 
horse in 35 years to win the Triple 
Crown and whose effects led to the 
two defeats that were to follow.

I
N THE St Leger, Nijinsky 
seemed to ease home from the 
hard-driven Meadowville but 
Piggott’s finesse had hidden 
the horse’s fatigue. Unbeknown 

and undeclared, the colt had been hit 
by ringworm that stripped his coat 
bald and late in August he could still 
not be ridden for more than ten 
minutes without bleeding. 

It has to be arguable that, without 
this debilitation, Nijinsky would have 
overcome the photo-finish verdict 
that lost him the Arc, however 
controversially severe a task Piggott 
had set him in the straight. That done, 
Nijinsky would have retired the 
undefeated ‘champion of champions’ 
instead of bowing out ignominiously 
with another muck-sweat defeat in 
Newmarket’s Champion Stakes a 
fortnight later.

But while we knew we had seen a 
horse for the ages, none of us could 
have imagined that by the time 
Nijinsky strolled home at Ascot in July 
two other horses of that calibre had 
already been twice to the winner’s 
enclosure. Brigadier Gerard was still 
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Make way for a giant: Nijinsky is led 
in after becoming the first horse in 35 
years to accomplish the Triple Crown;  
Mill Reef and his youthful trainer Ian 
Balding; an astonished crowd witness 
Brigadier Gerard go clear of Mill Reef 
and My Swallow in the 2,000 Guineas
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Giants of the 1970s 
join the Hall of Fame
LEGENDARY trainer Vincent 
O’Brien, together with three titans 
of the turf from the 1970s, 
Brigadier Gerard, Mill Reef and 
Nijinsky, were this week named as 
the next four stars to be inducted 
into the QIPCO British Champions 
Series Hall of Fame, which can be 
found at Horseracinghof.com.

Launched to mark the tenth 
year of QIPCO’s sponsorship of 
the British Champions Series, the 
first official Hall of Fame for 
British Flat racing immortalises 
modern greats of the sport, human 
and equine, from 1970 onwards. 
On the basis of their undisputed 
status and achievements the 
quartet join inaugural inductees 
Frankel and Lester Piggott in the 
Hall of Fame, with O’Brien the first 
trainer to gain membership.

Those associated with these 
four stars will receive a specially 
commissioned medal, designed by 
Asprey and unique within British 
racing, to mark their achievement. 
The four medals will be displayed 
today at Doncaster’s Cazoo St 
Leger day as part of a QIPCO 
British Champions Series Hall of 
Fame exhibition which can be 
found in the racecourse’s 
Grandstand Enclosure.

A place in the Hall of Fame is 
one of the highest accolades in 
racing, reflecting extraordinary 
achievements and contributions 
to the sport and we are delighted 
to introduce these Hall of Famers 
into the Class of 2021.

under the radar for, although he had 
been impressive enough, the races he 
won at Newbury and Salisbury had 
been minor and his next success in 
August was still only mid-grade. Mill 
Reef was in a different category.

If Nijinsky was massive, Mill Reef 
was a miniature. At 15.2 hands (5ft2in 
at the shoulder) he was so small you 
could put your arm over him. But he 
had the best action I have ever seen, 
so beautifully balanced that he could 
set track records on firm ground and 
skim over soggy turf hardly leaving a 
print. His six-length victory in the 
Coventry Stakes was hailed as two-
year-old perfection and any 
reservations raised by his subsequent 
short-head defeat in France by 
European champion My Swallow 
were dismissed when he floated over 
a sodden Knavesmire to leave the 
Gimcrack field floundering ten 
lengths in his wake. The way he 
signed off with a twinkle-toed four-
length victory in the Dewhurst meant 
that the following spring it was he, 
not the unbeaten My Swallow, who 
would start favourite for just about 
the best 2,000 Guineas ever run.

Make no mistake My Swallow had 
been a quite exceptional two-year-
old, landing France’s top four juvenile 
races the Prix Robert Papin, Morny, 
Salamandre and Grand Criterium. He 
was a formidable foe at Newmarket 
and while Mill Reef was 6-4 and he 
was 2-1 for that now fabled Classic, 
oh for a time machine to back 
Brigadier Gerard at 11-2.

Brigadier Gerard had done nothing 
wrong. He was a wonderful looking 
horse, beautifully proportioned and a 
whole hand bigger than Mill Reef. In 

hindsight, his ruthless Middle Park 
Stakes defeat of two colts who 
became top sprinters was a high 
credential, but that had been his only 
step in the limelight and, unlike his 
two main rivals, came to Newmarket 
without a warm-up race. For the first 
six furlongs of the Guineas mile we 
were so enthralled by the two 
favourites’ duel up that we missed 
how still Joe Mercer was sitting 
behind them. Then the jockey asked, 
and ‘the Brigadier’ powered past to 
have three decisive lengths at the line.

Mill Reef’s camp had no excuses. 
Brigadier Gerard sailed on to win five 
more races that season; the Sussex 
Stakes by five lengths, the Goodwood 
Mile by ten and the Queen Elizabeth 
II by eight, and yet it was Mill Reef 

and not his Newmarket conqueror 
who was made Horse of the Year. This 
was partly down to the struggles the 
Brigadier had with soft going, both 
his St James’s Palace victory and his 
first crack at a mile and a quarter for 
the Champion Stakes, going to a 
photo verdict. But most of all it was 
down to the brilliance of the unique 
and unrepeated sequence that Mill 
Reef now put together.

Despite stamina doubts raised by 
Mill Reef’s homebred American 
pedigree, his sire Never Bend had 
been a brilliant two-year-old but 
never won beyond a mile, the little 
colt went to Epsom for the mile and a 
half of the Derby and won by two 
extending lengths with much less fuss 
than either jockey Geoff Lewis or 
trainer Ian Balding had in getting 
there. Geoff had only just recovered 
from a bad fall at the end of Guineas 
day and Ian had to get out and run to 
the course to escape a traffic jam – 

good job he was a rugby blue.
From the Derby, Mill 
Reef went back to a mile 

and a quarter for the 
Eclipse, smashed the 
Sandown track record 
and broke the crack 
French four-year-old 
Caro by four lengths 

before sauntering home 
in the mile and a half 

King George VI and Queen 
Elizabeth Stakes by six. If that 

were not redemption enough, he was 
then aimed to become the first British 
horse in 22 years to win the Prix de 
l’Arc de Triomphe and, after a 
moment of crowded doubt in the 
straight, Mill Reef’s white noseband 

was through and he winged home by 
three lengths from the top French filly 
Pistol Packer in another record time.

T
HOSE triumphs may have 
edged things in 1971 but 
events of ’72 only 
complicate any final 
verdict. For while Mill 

Reef returned to Longchamp to leave 
his rivals 13 long lengths adrift in the 
Prix Ganay, he was almost certainly 
suffering from the virus when making 
heavy weather of beating Homeric in 
the Coronation Cup. That sickness 
ended the prospects of a rematch 
with Brigadier Gerard in the Eclipse 
Stakes, so hotly billed as “The Race of 
the Century” that I was 
commissioned to write a piece for the 
Sunday Times Magazine which had 
gone to print by the time news broke 
of Mill Reef’s defection. It remains, as 
does the race itself, a memory for the 
‘might-have-beens’.

For Brigadier Gerard had looked 
even better as a four-year-old and his 
two wins – in particular his brilliant, 
record-time Prince of Wales’s success 
over a mile and a quarter at Royal 
Ascot – were as awesome as anything 
Mill Reef did in the Ganay. But the 
1972 Eclipse came up as a mud-bath 
and the Brigadier would surely not 
have matched Mill Reef under those 
conditions even if an owner and 
trainer as bold as John Hislop and 
Dick Hern had risked him.

I remember watching in admiration 
as the Brigadier dug deep to claw 
back the usually much inferior Gold 
Rod at Sandown and did again next 
time as the great horse fought 
through fading stamina to lug home 

X
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ahead of Irish colt Parnell when 
tackling a mile and a half in the King 
George at Ascot. I also recall watching 
in astonishment as he loomed up but 
failed to catch the fleeing hare that 
was Roberto in the first Juddmonte 
International at York. As with the 
2,000 Guineas, none of us could 
believe it but the facts didn’t lie.

At York, Brigadier Gerard broke the 
track record despite finishing three 
lengths behind Roberto, and had 
Gold Rod, so close at Sandown, a 
further 15 lengths away in third. The 
Brigadier then closed out his career 
by stopping the clock at Ascot and 
handsomely winning a second 
Champion Stakes to sign off with 17 
wins out of 18 and be unanimously 
elected Horse of The Year for 1972. 
Roberto was a good horse and had 
won that year’s Derby, but never 
before or after did he hit the pitch the 
Panamanian Braulio Baeza got out of 
him that day at York. For Brigadier 
Gerard, conceding 12lb for the 
weight-for-age allowance, there was 
no disgrace in being defeated by the 
‘perfect day’.

The ifs, buts and maybes are always 
hard to navigate but it’s impossible 
not to wonder what would have 
happened if Nijinsky had stayed on 
another season and our three Hall of 
Famers had met. The view is further 
clouded by the theatrical memories of 
Piggott’s mastery on Nijinsky as of a 
great actor finding the part his life 
had led to, and of the warm glow of 
wonder that comes from the images 
of Mill Reef hobbling around the 
stable yard after a leg break on the 
gallops looked to have him bound to 
the cemetery not the stud.

In that way Brigadier Gerard shines 
less glamorous, his owner/breeder, 
ace amateur rider John Hislop, having 
a handful of mares compared to Mill 
Reef’s dam being one of Paul Mellon’s 
30. Trainer Dick Hern was a master of 
his profession and genial in private 
but bound by omerta in public 
compared to the youthful openness of 
the man who is now proud to be 
known as Clare and Andrew’s Dad.

But it is of the track we talk. This 
April, less than a month before he 
died, I sat at Newmarket with a 
wonderfully chipper Joe Mercer. 
“Over a mile,” he said with that 
strong, knowing smile, “The Brigadier 
would have picked up anything – 
even Frankel.” 

It was hard to disagree, yet 
Brigadier Gerard would be vulnerable 
on soft ground and further than a 
mile and a quarter. On a heavy 
surface Mill Reef would have been 
untouchable at any distance and it’s 
as hard to think of him being beaten 
on Eclipse day as it is to think that 
even he could cope with the double-
headed monster that was Nijinsky 
and Lester in the King George.

Mind you, in Valhalla the old 
heroes live splendidly but fight each 
other every day. So there can be 
plenty of reruns in our Hall of Fame.

Brough Scott shares his memories 
of the greats who illuminated  
a golden era on the turf
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