
It is rare that you will �nd a �rst-time racing-syndicate 
member who will not be an avid racing fan, but Oliver 
Durkin is an exception. ‘I knew almost nothing about the 
racing game when I joined the Sapphire Syndicate. 
I hadn’t been to a race meeting in almost 30 years.’

Oliver was once a regular visitor to the Listowel races, but 
stopped going after he was diagnosed with MS in 1987. 
Soon after, he stepped back from the clothing business he 
ran with his brother in Sligo and became a voluntary 
counsellor, working mainly with fellow MS su�erers. Oliver 
also sat as Vice Chairperson of MS Ireland, and served on 
their board of directors for ten years.

‘In many 
ways, I’m 
fortunate,’ 
says Pat, ‘my 
MS is quite 
mild, and by 
taking care of 
myself I can 
still live a 
relatively 
active life.’

One of the 
activities 
which Oliver 
engaged in 
was tracing 
the 
classmates 
with whom 
he had sat the 
Leaving 
Certi�cate 
exam at 
Gormanstown College in 1963. 

‘The 50th anniversary re-union of the class of ‘63 was 
coming up so I thought it would be a nice thing to do. My 
close friend, Austin O’Callaghan worked with me on it.’

Following an extraordinary amount of research, Oliver and 
Austin managed to trace all 73 of their original classmates, 
of whom 63 were still alive. One of those classmates, Pat 

O’Callaghan had become a successful racehorse breeder - 
he bred the Prix 1988 De L’arc De Triomphe winner Tony 
Bin. Another, Pat Conway was an avid racegoer who lived 
in England. 

Last December, three years after re-connecting with Pat 
Conway, Oliver called him to say ‘happy Christmas.’

‘During our conversation, Pat suggested that he, myself, 
Austin O’Callaghan, and Pat O’Callaghan form a racing 
syndicate together called ‘Class Of 63.’

Pat O’Callaghan had a better idea. Why not join a new 
three-horse syndicate, which the young Kildare-based 

trainer, Michael 
O’Callaghan 
had just set up 
called The 
Sapphire 
Syndicate?

‘I thought it 
was a great 
idea, and easier 
than setting up 
our own 
syndicate from 
scratch.’

Having 
become part of 
the Sapphire 
Racing 
Syndicate, all 
four visited 
Crotanstown 
stables in April, 
with Pat 

Conway �ying over from the U.K. for the occasion.

‘It was the �rst time I had seen Pat in 53 years. He hadn’t 
managed to make the re-union in 2013.’

Having met Michael O’Callaghan, who introduced them to 
their Sapphire horses, Randall Stevens, Moral Fibre and 
Mary Cockerill, the lads had their photograph taken with 
stable jockey Kieren Fallon.

www.michaelocallaghan.iewww.michaelocallaghan.ie

Pat Conway, Kieren Fallon, Austin O’Callaghan, 
Pat O’Callaghan and Oliver Durkin with Mary Cockerill.
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Profile: Oliver Durkin, Sapphire owner. ‘I had never heard of Kieren Fallon before! 
This was all completely new to me. But 
after talking to Michael and Kieren I 
couldn’t wait to go racing.’

Leopardstown in May was Oliver’s �rst day 
to attend a race meeting as an owner.

‘I’ll never forget being in a parade ring for 
the �rst time.’

Randall Stevens �nished down the �eld 
that but Michael told the syndicate 
members that there was more to come 
from the horse. He was right.

That beautiful summers evening at 
Roscommon in May, when Randall Stevens 

won his maiden, will remain etched in 
Oliver’s memory forever.

‘The atmosphere in the winner’s enclosure 
when Pat Smullen came back in on the 
horse was something else. Then Pat 
O’Callaghan said there was a presentation 
for the ‘Plus 10’ bonus. I said ‘what’s that?’ 
and he told me that we had just won an 
extra €10,000 because the horse had been 
bought at a designated ‘Plus 10’ sale!’
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Michael O’Callaghan

 andall Stevens’ recent run at Naas was the Sapphire 
Syndicate’s last racing day this term, and it was great 

to see so many members and their friends in the parade 
ring. Obviously, everybody hoped it would go that little bit 
better, but that’s racing – horses are not machines. That 
said, he ran a respectable race to �nish seventh in ground 
that had gone against him, and he was just one place 
away from winning some prize money. 

Some horses just don’t like 
that sort of ground. 
Yielding or heavy ground 
would probably have been 
�ne, but drying, gluey 
ground doesn’t really suit 
Randall Stevens. To be fair, 
he’s been on the go since 
the beginning of the 
season and he owes us 
nothing. He has won a 
good maiden, been placed 
twice, and run his heart out 
on every one of the seven 
occasions he hit the 
racecourse. He was a real 
�nd for his sales price of 
€21,000, and I’m glad that 
you all had the opportunity 
to be involved with the 
quirky little ‘terrier’ with the 
big heart.

I sincerely hope that the Sapphire syndicate been a good 
experience for everybody involved. For the �rst-timers, I 
am sure that it has been and an eye-opener as to the ups 

and downs of racing. We experienced the high of success 
on that beautiful Monday evening in Roscommon, but we 
also saw the other side of racing, when two of our three 
horses su�ered injuries that kept them o� the track. 

Thankfully, Moral Fibre and Mary Cockerill have recovered 
well, are both sound, and are doing lots of walking in 
preparation for sales day at Go�s on November 2nd.  

They will be joined by 
Randall Stevens, whom I 
am hoping will be an 
attractive proposition to 
buyers.  Having initially 
considered selling him at 
Newmarket, I spoke to 
some agents who felt that, 
with his pro�le and rating, 
he would be better suited 
to Go�s. 

I hope that many of you 
will get to attend the sales 
next week, as you won’t 
experience the buzz of an 
auction any more 
intensely than as an 
expectant seller! 

Randall Stevens looking a picture.

As the syndicate winds down and all three 
horses head to the sales, Oliver singles out 
one particular Crotanstown sta� member 
for a special mention.

‘Geraldine Brett who works in the o�ce 
does a wonderful job in organising tickets 
for race meetings. Nothing is too much 
trouble for her and her attention to detail 
has greatly added to the experience.’

Like the Sapphire Syndicate itself, Oliver, 
too, has had his ups and downs.

‘There were days when I was close to not 
being able to go racing, but I made it in 
the end. I have enjoyed every minute of it 
and I certainly want to be involved again.’

He often thinks about the now-retired 
former-champion-jockey who rode Randall 
Stevens on his �rst two outings.

‘Kieren Fallon was very nice to us the �rst 
day we met him and those impressions 
last. I know he is bravely battling an illness 
and I was very sorry to hear about his 
retirement. I pray for him and wish him the 
best.’

Pat, Austin, Pat and Oliver enjoy a day out at Leopardstown courtesy of Tattersalls.
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