Never Look A Gift Horse In The Mouth!
Phar Lap is undoubtedly the icon of Australian Thoroughbred Racing History. When he won the 1930 Melbourne Cup, particularly when Australians were in the depths of the great depression of that era, he showed the true Australian character of ‘She’ll Be Right, Mate!  See How We Go!
Gambling on horse racing has been, and remains, one of Australian’s most loved sports. You wouldn’t be a true Australian, if you didn’t like to have a punt, particularly on the first Tuesday in November of each year. Each Saturday, I remember sitting on a rail opposite the winning post, studying the names of the racehorses before their race, in search of a winner.  I’d pick the name of a horse I liked but I couldn’t place a bet because I was only ten years old, but more times than not, it would win.  

I could never get out of my mind the thrill of hearing the thunder sound of hooves, seeing horses heads turn for home, racing in full gallop toward the winner post, with a little man in funny colours whipping his horse to make it go faster and throwing my arms up in the air when my horse crossed the winning line first. My heart felt it was going to burst from my chest with the thrill of picking a winner. My body shook uncontrollably.  There was no better thrill then when my horse won. I still haven’t worked out why I felt this instant thrill of winning.
I grew up to manhood holding onto that feeling of ‘backing a winner’.  Unfortunately the winners have been few and far between. At times I was lucky and won whilst other times my pride was dented, when I ripped up my losing ticket and donated my losses to the Bookmakers Retirement Fund.

When I was sixteen years of age I shouldn’t even have been on a racecourse, little wonder, gambling. Weeks before since the nominations and acceptances had appeared in the newspapers I wanted to save all my money and bet it all on Prunda. He couldn’t lose, I thought, he was a certainty. I saved five pounds. It was before the 14th February 1966 when our money changed from pounds shillings and pence to dollars and cents.  

To save that amount of money was difficult, because at the time, I was in my second year as an apprentice. I only earned seven pounds ten shillings and sixpence a week. It took me a few weeks to save five pounds. I didn’t have very much money left after paying board and keeping a little bit for myself.

All I ever wanted to do was to have one bet of five pounds, on one horse in one race. I was so certain Prunda was going to win. Days before the race, all I could think about was Prunda winning. I saw him past the winning post, ridden by the best jockey in the world, Lester Piggott, in front of the Queen, crossing the finishing line in first place.  

To make matters worse, my uncle raced a horse in the same race, named Desert Glance. He skited about his horse beating Prunda and I sat in silence. Each to their own, may the better horse win, I thought, wishing the race had been won and my mind could rest.

Race day couldn’t come around quickly enough, tension between my uncle and I became strained, in as much, that he constantly teased me every time he saw me, telling me that Prunda had only one eye, and couldn’t beat his mare if he had two good ones. Prunda did have only one eye, I knew that, but that didn’t stop him from using his four good legs and a huge heart, I told him.

Throughout the morning of the race, I kept counting the five pounds I’d saved to place it for one bet on one horse in one race to win. If I lost, the five pounds it would be gone forever and it was a gamble I had to take. Five pounds was a lot of money and I was going to place it all on one bet to win.  My gut feeling told me the horse was going to win.
I’d worked it out it was a matter of probabilities. First a local Brisbane trainer trained the horse his name Alby Pratt whose ability as a horse trainer was second to none; and I’d followed his horses for many years. The best horse he’s trained to date was Prunda. Second Lester Piggott, the World Champion of Jockeys was to ride Prunda. Last but by no means least, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 11 was to attend the races and present the trophy to the winning owner and jockey. Who better would Lester Piggott want to receive a trophy from, but his own Queen? All of the marbles fell into place for me and nothing could possibly go wrong. 

On the morning of the race, I dressed, wearing my lucky shirt and lucky trousers with the shoes and socks I’d worn each Saturday to the races for the past six years. Every detail had to fall into place, so nothing would go wrong. I looked into the mirror before leaving my bedroom, I saw a person who was about to do something in his life that he’d never done before. I was ready to place a bet, with money I’d saved, accepting my fate if Prunda lost.
Was time for me to meet with destiny? Will I be like all of the other mug punters throwing their hard earned cash into the pockets of Bookmakers or would I be one of those smart punters who stole money from them?  Time would tell.
I travelled to the racecourse with my uncle. It was the only way I could gain admission to the course without being asked for my age. On our journey I looked Desert Glance and noted in my mind how great she looked.  She was lean and looked tough enough to win and shined like a new pin, her coat glossing with sheen, you could see your face in it. She looked great.
We arrived on course and unloaded Desert Glance and walked her to the stall near the parade ring. Her stall number was 13. Many people would take that number as an omen and think it lucky. I left my uncle with his horse and walked toward the betting ring. She looked great all right I pondered, comparing both horses in my mind. I wanted to have a look at Prunda before I placed my bet. It was another hour before the race.  

Prunda was in stall 16 which happened to be my age, there’s another omen for me, I thought. He too looked in top condition, standing alert with his eyes, or one eye, focused on the work he needed to do. I saw one of his eyes was coloured blue to show he was blind in his nearside, which was the side furthest away from the running rail. He could see a horse coming up on his inside, but he couldn’t see a horse coming up from the outside until the horse was in front of him, and that could be too late, especially if it was near to the finish line. That was a risk I had to take, he still had four strong legs and a huge heart.
I walked up to the bookmaker and looked at the price board and saw Prunda was priced at 5-1 to win. Desert Glance was priced at 25-1 to win.  Five pounds at five to one would give me thirty pounds that was a fortune, I thought, but five pounds at twenty-five to one would give me one hundred and thirty pounds. I would be wealthy. That would be an extra one hundred pounds if Desert Glance won.
I held my hand outstretched and held my five-pound note for the last time. I handed it to the bookmaker, muttered my bet. He scribbled something on a small piece of paper and handed it over to me. I looked at the scribble on the ticket and placed the piece of paper into my pocket and made certain not to lose it. I felt pleased with my investment.

What is it about being on a racecourse? Each week for the past six years before a race started, I always walked in one particular path to my spot on the rail opposite the winning post. Was it a habit or was I superstitious? I didn’t want to change anything of my normal routine, especially today. This time, it was different my mind spun with the thought that this time, I actually invested my hard earned cash on a horse to win.

I watched the horses’ parade around being lead by their groom my heart was in my mouth, convincing my conscience that I was doing the right thing. Prunda looked a treat and so did Desert Glance prancing herself around the ring as if she was a real prima donna.

Shortly those little men in their coloured costumes came out alongside of their horse, listened to their last instructions from the trainers, then being legged up by the trainer landed on top of their mount. How a small person can balance on top of those huge fit animals without falling off amazed me.

I enjoy how each horse arches their necks striding out with their forelegs so graceful and smooth. It’s a different story though when they’re in full gallop with their necks stretched out showing every muscle in their body working to its full capacity. Each time the horses are placed in the barrier to stand and wait for the starter to press his button for the gates to open, my heart beats out of control. I can’t wait for the race to start.
The race caller bellowed out each horse’s name as they jumped sending shivers down my spine the race was on. Prunda and Desert Glance jumped away from the barrier together and both took up a position at the tail of the field. Each horse in front of them appeared to travel faster but there was a long way to go. At the home turn with two furlongs to travel Prunda moved to the outside of the field closely followed by Desert Glance. At the top of the straight with one furlong to the finish line Prunda edged closer to the front with Desert Glance on his tail. Piggott pulled the whip on Prunda, urging him on, Desert Glance moving up on the outside.

In the blink of an eyelid they crossed the finish line, head to head, Prunda on the inside and Desert Glance on his outside. Everything was a blur. I couldn’t pick the winner it was too close. The judge called for a photo finish. My heart pounded and my hand clenched the ticket I had in my pocket. I waited and the winning number appear in the frame, seemed like forever, Number 1 appeared – Prunda Won.
I walked away holding onto the ticket in my pocket and threw it onto the ground together with the thousands of other losing tickets to make another contribution to the Bookmakers Retirement Fund. I thought never look a gift horse in the mouth.
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