
             elcome to our inaugural 
             Michael O’Callaghan Racing Newsletter.

We are in September now and our season has had quite a few 
highlights so far. Now Or Never winning the Group 3 Guineas 
trial at Leopardstown, followed by both her and Blue De Vega 
�nishing third in both the 1,000 and 
2,000 Guineas, respectively, were two 
of the early-season memories. Now Or 
Never’s Leopardstown win also 
provided a personal career highlight 
for me, as she was ridden by Kieren 
Fallon who came on board as stable 
jockey in April. 

Some people might feel that Kieren’s 
retirement in July because of 
depression was a sad ending to a 
brilliant career, but although it was 
disappointing for me, I believe that it 
was the right thing for him to do in the 
long run. I have spoken to Kieren 
recently, and he sounds great. It was 
wonderful to have him in the yard, to 
learn from him, and I know that 
everybody else here feels the same. I 
wish him the very best.

After running third in the Irish 1,000 
Guineas, Now Or Never shone again at 
Royal Ascot, �nishing fourth in the 
Coronation Stakes. It was a massive 
run as she was only just beaten for 
third place that day, having hit the front at the furlong pole.

Other highlights of the season were getting some nice 
two-year-olds, including Mirdif and Mur Hiba, from our new 
owner, Sheikh Mohammed Bin Khalifa Al Maktoum. Both horses 
won their maidens and were placed in Stakes races. We also 
found another two-year-old gem in Qatar Racing’s Holy Cat who, 
after her brilliant Leopardstown win, and second placing in the 
Group 3 Round Tower Stakes at The Curragh, could possibly be 
the best juvenile in the yard. She is certainly the kind of horse 
that a yard like ours is always striving to �nd. 

Magical Fire did well, too, winning her maiden for the Whitehead 
family and �nishing second at 33/1 in the Group  2 Duchess Of 
Cambridge Stakes at Newmarket. Unfortunately, she has now 
been retired after su�ering a career-ending injury in the Lowther 
Stakes at York.  

Take A Deep Breath winning her maiden at Naas and changing 
ownership to Craig Bernick and Scott Heider, before going on to 
�nish second in the Group 3 Silver Flash Stakes at 
Leopardstown, was super as well, while De Boss Man following 
up his maiden win by �nishing third in the Group 3 Round 
Tower was a big step up the ladder for him.

Syndicates are an important part of our 
operation and the Sapphire Syndicate 
(see feature), made up of mainly 
�rst-time-owners, including four 
members based in New York, has had a 
great season so far. Overall, I’m very 
happy with how the year has gone so 
far. We’re on 17 winners - including nine 
individual two-year-old winners, we 
have won over €350,000 in prize money, 
and around 50% of our runners have 
�nished in the �rst four. With over two 
months still remaining in the season, 
we’re just three winners o� my initial 
pre-season target of twenty winners. 
Apart from those 17 winners, one of 
which was a Group 3 contest, we have 
had seven Group placings, two of which 
came in Classics at Group1 level. 

We still have some nice cards to play. 
Holy Cat is being aimed at either the 
Firth Of Clyde stakes at Ayr, or the 
Cheveley Park Stakes at Newmarket. 
Blue De Vega will be out again in the 

autumn and Now Or Never heads to the Matron Stakes at 
Leopardstown on Irish Champions Weekend. I think the Matron 
Stakes will really suit her, as her G3 win in the spring was also 
over course and distance at Leopardstown. 

Obviously, none of the above would be possible without the 
support of the owners, syndicate members, and our sta� who 
work so hard, day in, day out, in the rain, hail and snow, not to 
mention the horses who try their hearts out and get us all out of 
bed in the mornings.
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    was brought up in County    
    Kilkenny, where my 
neighbour, just over the 
border in Carlow, was Jim 
Bolger. I loved horses, but it 
took a lot of persuading to 
get my parents to 
let me spend the 
summer in 
Coolcullen when I 
was 15. I think the 
reason that they 

did allow me to work there was that they were 
hoping it might persuade me to pursue my 
studies, and forget about horse racing. But I got 
the racing bug, and did another summer with Jim 
Bolger. I really enjoyed being there and learnt a lot.

After my leaving cert, I went to West Oxfordshire 
College in England where I did a National 
Diploma in The Breeding And Training Of 
Thoroughbred Horses. While I was over there I 
rode out for Nicky Henderson, and spent a summer with Ian 
Balding, Andrew Balding’s father. I really, really enjoyed it 
there. 
By that time I knew that racing was going to be my life. I also 
knew I’d come back to Ireland, eventually, and when I did, in 
2000, I spent two years in Derrinstown Stud working with 
the yearlings, mares and foals. 

After that I decided it was time to move myself indoors.
My �rst o�ce job was with the trainer Pat Hughes at 
Fenniscourt Stables In Carlow. It was during the time when 
he had a lot of success at the Galway festival, with horses like 
Quinze, the Galway Plate winner. I really enjoyed the 
secretarial side, and interacting with the owners, and I went 
racing quite a lot. 

I then spent seven years working in an equine 
veterinary practice, which is where I got to know 
Michael. When the job here at Crotanstown 
eventually came up, I went for it without 
hesitation. 
WhatsApp is a great invention as it has made it 
very easy to communicate with syndicate 
members, which is a very important part of what I 

do here. 

When you work in a stud farm it’s thrilling when a 
mare goes in foal, is born, and is eventually sold on, but 

in a successful racing yard the buzz is greater. You see 
them coming in as yearlings, then you see the lads breaking 
them in, Michael training them, Siobhan doing her hands-on 
work behind the scenes. And when you eventually see them 
winning at the track that’s the best buzz ever. 

What this yard has that makes it special is that everything 
that happens here is absolutely a team e�ort. It’s also a happy 
yard with a great atmosphere and Michael is fantastic at 
praising and encouraging the sta�. His enthusiasm makes us 
enthusiastic, and his success is our success, too.

What this yard 
has that makes it
special is that 
everything that 
happens here is 
absolutely a 
team e�ort.

Anybody interested in becoming an owner in the yard, 
or becoming involved in future syndicates please don’t 
hesitate to contact Geraldine at: 045 456 502.

       If you wish to 
      have a copy of 
     our newsletter 
     emailed, or 
    have a 
    printed copy 
   sent to you, 
  please drop 
  Geraldine 
 a line at: 
info@michaelocallaghan.ie

Meeting The Team
Geraldine Brett, racing secretary to Michael O' Callaghan, 

tells us about her life in the racing world.
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We are in August now and our season has had quite a few highlights so far. Now Or Never winning the Group 3 Guineas trial at Leopardstown, followed by both her and Blue De Vega’s Irish Classics placings were two of the early-season memories. Now Or Never’s Leopardstown win (main photo) also provided a personal career highlight for me, as she was ridden by Kieren Fallon who came on board as stable jockey in April. 

Some people might feel that Kieren’s retirement in July because of depression was a sad ending to a brilliant career, but although it was disappointing for me, I believe that it was the right thing for him to do in the long run. I have spoken to Kieren recently, and he sounds great. It was wonderful to have him in the yard, to learn from him, and I know that everybody else here feels the same. I wish him the very best.

After running third in the Irish 1,000 Guineas, Now Or Never shone again at Royal Ascot, �nishing fourth in the Coronation Stakes. It was a massive run as she was only just beaten for third place that day, having hit the front at the furlong pole.
Other highlights of the season were getting some nice 2yos, including Mirdif and Mur Hiba, from our new owner, Sheikh Mohammed Bin Khalifa Al Maktoum. Both horses won their maidens and were placed in Stakes races. We also found another 2yo gem in Qatar Racing’s Holy Cat who, after her brilliant 

Leopardstown win could be the best juvenile in the yard. She is certainly the kind of horse that a yard like ours is 
always striving to 
�nd. 

Magical Fire did well, 
too, winning her 
maiden for the 
Whitehead family 
and �nishing second 
at 33/1 in the 
Duchess Of 
Cambridge Stakes at 
Newmarket. 
Unfortunately, she 
has now been retired after su�ering a career-ending injury in the Lowther Stakes at York.  Take A Deep Breath winning her maiden at Naas and changing ownership to Craig Bernick and Scott Heider, before going on to second in the Silver Flash Stakes at Leopardstown, was super as well.

Syndicates are an important part of our operation and the Sapphire Syndicate (see feature), made up of mainly �rst-time-owners, including four members based in New York, has had a great season so far with Randall Stevens winning once and being placed twice. The Sapphires have two more bullets to �re before the season is out (Moral Fibre and Mary Cockerill), plus Randall Stevens is being aimed at the big sales race at The Curragh on Champions Weekend.

Overall, I’m very happy with how the year has gone so far. We’re on 16 winners - including nine individual 2yo winners, we have won over €350,000 in prize money, and around 50% of our runners have �nished in the �rst four. With over two months still 
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        he Sapphire Syndicate was formed by Michael O’Callaghan in  
        January to create an a�ordable all-in opportunity, primarily 
for those who had not experienced racehorse ownership before. 
The three-horse syndicate was priced at €6,000 per �ve percent 
share, inclusive of all fees up until October 2016, with all three 
horses being sold at the end of the season.

 ‘I felt it was important,’ says Michael, ‘to have an early 
type, a mid-season type, plus a later-maturing horse 
that could run in late summer, all going well.’ 

To make it work �nancially for the trainer, they had to 
be horses that were bought cheaply enough to make 
the price structure work. There would be no Galileos 
amongst them.

There was, however, a good-looking son of Tamayuz, 
bought by Michael as a yearling at Tattersalls Ireland 
for €21,000. He was the precocious one, marked out 
to be ‘�rst out of the gates’ for the Sapphires.

Yearling number two was a spirited �lly by 
Bushranger, a sire Michael likes a lot, who was a €16,000 
Tattersalls Ireland acquisition. She was 
athletic, but still had some growing to do, and thus was 
designated the mid-season slot.

Finally, the stoutly-built Henrythenavigator was also bought at 
Tattersalls Ireland for €25,000. This colt was earmarked for a 
late-summer start, echoing the path taken by his winning 
half-brother, Moral High Ground, who, following his maiden win 
last September, was purchased to race in America.

Through word of mouth, the syndicate sold out 
quickly. The new members were an interesting lot, a 
mixum-gatherum of racing enthusiasts from all walks 
of life including farming, university lecturing, 
printing, bookmaking and membership of An Garda 
Síochána. There was nothing surprising in that. Flat 
racing’s image as the Sport of Kings has long been 
trampled on, at least in Ireland, by those who share 
the passion of the jumps boys but prefer the game 

that begins in spring and ends in the autumn. What 
did surprise Michael was that four of the Sapphire 

members were based in America.

‘A friend of mine, who has ex-pat and second generation 
Irish friends suggested introducing the Sapphire concept to 

them and they went for it straight away.’

The American angle added an international zest to the syndicate, 
the structure of which is a simple one. The buy-in payment is paid 
up front, and all returns from the sales (minus fees), plus all 
prizemoney accrued by the horses throughout the season is 
distributed amongst the members in November. 

David Donohue looks at The MDOC Sapphire Racing Syndicate and sees a real success story .

The Sapphire Syndicate

T

No matter what
happens from 
here on in, the 
Sapphire 
members won’t
forget that 
moment, ever.

Randall Stevens gets the better of Brutal to win his maiden at Roscommon.



‘I stressed from the beginning that the Sapphire Syndicate is not 
being presented as an investment opportunity, but as a racing 
experience. We arrange yard visits, free racecourse admission on 
race days, plus everybody gets a copy of the monthly newsletter 
and regular WhatsApp updates. Essentially it’s a group 
experience and people have gotten to know each other through 
going racing, who would never have met any other way.’ 

So, what has the racing experience been for the MDOC Sapphire 
Racing Syndicate? Pretty darn exciting is the answer, and that’s 
with only one of their horses, Randall Stevens (by Tamayuz), 
having performed in public so far. 

After an introductory run at Leopardstown, where a wide draw 
and a slow start did him no favours, Randall Stevens posted an 
eye-catching second in a maiden at Roscommon, followed by 
another solid e�ort when third behind the subsequently 
twice-Group-placed Intricately.

The big day came on the July 4th, when Randall Stevens and his 
Sapphire entourage returned to Roscommon where, under a 
vintage Pat Smullen ride he ran his heart out to beat the 
subsequent winner, Brutal by a neck.

While almost all of the Irish-based syndicate members crammed 
into the winner’s enclosure to welcome in their hero, the boys in 
New York turned their Fourth of July party in Pearl River into a 
celebration which continued well into the 5th!

The Sapphire Syndicate members living the dream at Roscommon.

There was more good news. The maiden at Roscommon was a 
Plus 10 sales race which meant that Randall had nabbed a bonus 
of €10,000 on top of the winner’s prize of €8,610.

There have been some ups and down on the way. Randall 
Stevens su�ered sore shins which kept him o� the track until 
May, while Mary Cockerill, the Bushranger �lly, and the 
Henrythenavigator colt, Moral Fibre, have had their racecourse 
debut’s delayed through injury. 

‘Mary Cockerill is back on the gallops and still on tracks for a late 
autumn debut,’ Michael says. ‘She was seven weeks standing in 
her box but she’s back cantering now. To be honest, the break 
has done her the world of good. She has �lled out and gotten a 
lot stronger.

Moral Fibre is a big strong colt who was showing plenty of ability 
before his setback, but no matter what happens from here on in, 
the Sapphire members won’t forget that day at Roscommon, 
ever.’

While Mary Cockerill is still on tracks for a late-season run, 
Randall Stevens has his biggest date with destiny on 11th 
September, in the Tattersalls Ireland Super Auction Sales Race at 
The Curragh.

For the Sapphire Racing Syndicate members the big dream has 
already come true, but there are more dreams to dream, not least 
the one in which the dark blue silks, dotted with red stars, lights 
up the winner’s enclosure at The Curragh this weekend. If it does 
happen, expect the roar to be heard all the way to New York.



          hatever it is, 
         Michael O’Callaghan 
has it – the knack of 
buying, or acquiring, 
two-year-olds from the 
breeze-up sales and 
turning them into 
winners in an instant, like 
a conjurer turning a 
random card 
into the ace 
you had in 
your head. 

Now Or Never, Blue De Vega and Letters Of Note are 
just some of the breeze-up graduates that have put 
the 27-year-old Kerry man on the map since he 
became a fully-licensed trainer in 2014. 

It’s no coincidence, of course, as the breeze-up world 
was where Michael cut his teeth. It was where he 
honed the craft of assessing what kind of thoroughbred 
could make a racehorse, and what was less likely to. He 
also learned how to turn the horses he thought ‘had 
it’ into horses that could win, often �rst time out, for 
their new owners and trainers. 

One day it dawned on him that ‘instead of preparing 
horses to win for others trainers, I could be preparing them to win 
for myself,’ so he took out a 
licence to train. 

‘I love buying horses at the 
breeze-ups. I time every 
breeze and the physical is 
hugely important to me, 
more important than what’s 
on the page.’

Although not bought directly 
by O’Callaghan, Holy Cat, 
Crotanstown’s new star 
juvenile, was bought on his 
strong recommendation. 
‘I saw her gallop a few times 
on The Curragh while she was 
being prepped for the sales and 
I liked her,’  Michael says. ‘She was 
pin-hooked by a good friend of 
mine,  Tom Whitehead from Powerstown Stud, and Tom had sold 
a lot of good breezers over the years, including the Group 1 Royal 
Ascot winner, Quiet Re�ection.’

David Donohue tells us about the Michael O’Callaghan-trained two-year-old 
who blitzed the opposition �rst time out at Leopardstown and �nished second in a Group 3 on her second start.

Holy Cat winning at Leopardstown August 8th 2016. 
Photos: David Betts

Holy Cat could be a Star
Michael had no hesitation in �agging up the Kittens Joy chestnut 
to Qatar Racing’s representative, David Redvers. 

Impressed by her breeze at the sales in France, Redvers bought 
Holy Cat privately after she had gone through the ring, passing 
her on to O’Callaghan to add to his growing portfolio of Qatar 
Racing-owned horses, which include G3 winners Blue De Vega 
and Now Or Never, and the promising maiden winner, Spy Ring.

‘Ever since coming to me,’ says Michael, ‘Holy Cat has 
been a pleasure to train. She’s a real professional with 
a great attitude and has improved with every piece of 
work.’

Despite marking her out as a ‘good one’ from day one, 
O’Callaghan was still somewhat surprised to witness 
Holy Cat win the way she did when storming away 
with the six-furlong maiden at Leopardstown on Aug 
11th.

‘You never know how good they are until you run them, 
but she may be as good a two-year-old as I have here at 

the minute, and I’ve got quite a nice bunch.’

Holy Cat followed up with a staying-on second behind 
Intelligence Cross in the Group 3 Round Tower at The Curragh on 
Sunday 28th August, just in front of another promising 
Crotanstown juvenile winner, De Boss Man.

'I was very happy with her 
run in the Round Tower at 
The Curragh. Her next race 
may be the Firth Of Clyde at 
Ayr, or the Cheveley Park 
Stakes at Newmarket.’

While there are many 
opportunities for Michael’s 
unraced juvenile bunch to 
spring similar surprises 
during the �nal two months 
of the current �at season, 
those who have run so far 
have won nine individual 
races between them, with 
six, including Holy Cat  
(see gallery) – going on to 

                                                                       pick up black type for their  
                                                                       owners in Group races. 

‘There are a lot of options with a �lly like Holy Cat. It’s nice to have 
an exciting horse for Sheikh Fahad, to reward all the support he 
has given me in the last couple of years.’

She’s a real 
professional 
with a great 
attitude and 
has improved 
with every 
piece of work.



De Boss Man winning his maiden victory in impessive style at 
The Curragh. He �nished third in the G3 Round Tower Stakes at the 
same venue next time out. Photo: David Betts

Holy Cat annihilated the opposition at Leopardstown. She followed up 
by �nishing second in the G3 Round Tower Stakes at The Curragh.

Magical Fire winning her maiden at Fairyhouse in June before going on 
to �nish second in the G2 Duchess Of Cambridge Stakes at Newmarket.

Take A Deep Breath wins easily at Naas. She went on to �nish second 
in the G3 Silver Flash Stakes at Leopardstown  on her next start.

Mur Hiba's Curragh maiden win set her up for a tilt at the �ve furlong 
G3 Jimmy O'Neill Excellence Curragh Stakes, in which she �nished a 
gallant second, beaten just by 1/2 length.

Mirdif has picked up black type twice this season in both Listed and 
G3 races. Seen here winning her maiden at Leopardstown in June.

Six of this season's nine Crotanstown-trained two-year-olds have gone on to be placed in Group races


