Budweiser Irish Derby
 
     The first horse race at the Curragh was recorded in 1751 but there is evidence of chariot races taking place on the Curragh plains back in the third century.

     As the English Derby, first run at Epsom in 1780, became popular and was accepted as the ultimate test for three year olds, the Irish Turf Club felt that a race on similar lines would benefit Irish racing. The first Irish Derby was run on Wednesday,27th June 1866 and was won by the English owned horse, Selim.

     It was an uphill struggle to establish the race in it’s formative years,with small fields being the rule rather than the exception. The first real step forward came in 1907, when the brillant Orby won the English/Irish Derby double. The dual winner was owned by the controversial County Cork born Richard “Boss” Croker, who was associated with Tammany Hall politics in New York, where he made his fortune.

     Croker returned to Ireland after a brief stay in England and set up a stud farm and training establishment on the Glencairn estate near the Leopardstown racecourse, which is a few miles outside of Dublin. It was from here that Orby set out to make history and be the first Irish owned and trained winner of the most coveted race in England.

     At the subsequent victory parade in Dublin, the enthusiasm and delight of the Irish was highlighted by an old Dublin woman’s remarkto Orby’s owner: “Thank God and you, Sir, that we have lived to see a Catholic horse win the English Derby”. When Orby went on to win the Irish Derby a few weeks later, it gave the race a great lift.

     However, as time passed, the Irish Derby again lost it’s status. Victory in it was looked upon as a consolation prize for unsuccessful contestants in the English Derby. It would be over 50 years later, in 1962, that the race had it’s biggest boost ever.

     Joe McGrath, that colossus of Irish racing, was instrumental in having the Derby sponsored to the tune of 30,000 pounds through the Irish Hospitals Sweepstakes, of which he was founder and managing director. Overnight, the Irish Sweeps Derby, as it was now known, became a race of international importance. But if Joe McGrath was responsible for raising the status of the race to a new level, a fascinating tale had been unfolding from thirty years beforehand.

     In the early years of the last century, John Roarty emigrated from Meenara, County Donegal and made his home in America. He never lost his love for Ireland or his passion for his favorite sport, horse racing.

     When the Irish Sweeps was launched in 1930 he became a ticket agent. The commission he earned enabled him to make annual visits back to Ireland and to see the Irish Derby. As the years passed, his son Michael accompanied him on these trips and he too developed a love for Ireland and the Irish Derby.

     In the early eighties it became evident that the Irish Sweeps were in decline and the last sponsored Irish Sweeps Derby was run in 1985. Across the Atlantic in far away St.Louis, Missouri, Michael Roarty monitored the situation closely. By now he had long been associated with the giant Anheuser-Busch Incorporated, brewer of Budweiser beer and was Senior Executive Vice-President and Director of Marketing.

     It just happened to be that he was looking for a high profile event to market the beer in Europe. What more suitable event could there be than the Irish Derby? The Roarty family’s great interest in the race made it an automatic choice.

     The sponsorship negotiations with the Turf Club were a formality. On 28th June 1986, his Highness the Aga Khan,s Shahrastani won a sum just short of 300,000 pounds for his owner, making the Budweiser Irish Derby the richest race ever run in Europe. The race had regained and surpassed its former glory.

     It was a coincidence that the Aga Khan should be involved on an even more exciting level in 2003. Sportingly letting his two outstanding three year olds clash in the race, the vast attendance saw the Irish-trained Alamshar, third in the English Derby, beat the French-trained Dalakhani, winner of the French Derby, in a pulsating finish by half a length.

     These victories proved beyond a doubt that the Budweiser Irish Derby was the outstanding Derby of the year.

     Andrew Day is the present Vice-President and Managing Director of Anheuser-Busch Europe and although Michael Roarty is now retired, he still has a vital part in the promotion of the race.
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