
Henry Birtles has a mission: to broaden the global audience of horse racing and return the sport to the 

standing it once held. To get there, he has a concept: take the best races in the world and build a specially 

produced, one-hour live show around them, ready-made for network television any time, anywhere. With 

the Melbourne Cup and the Breeders’ Cup already on board, Birtles is refining the model.

By James Emmett. Photographs by Tom Lakeman.
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Trip to Paris makes a move as 
the 24-horse eld bunch up 
around the turn before home. 
The crowd – high-heeled, 

hatted, as well-oiled as they are well-
sunned – crackles with anticipation. But 
Fame Game, the Japanese raider and a 
short-priced favourite, is well back, a 
good 20 lengths off  the lead. 

Even the most hopeful punters can 
see this running of  the Melbourne 
Cup, Australia’s richest thoroughbred 
horse race with a total prize purse of  
AUS$6.2 million (US$4.4 million), won’t 
be going with the form guide. Who Shot 
Thebarman, a New Zealand horse who 

nished third in this race last year, makes 
a move to follow Trip to Paris. The ‘race 
that stops a nation’ has got them royally 
revved up in the stands at Flemington 
and the roar from the 100,000-strong 

full house echoes across the Melbourne 
suburbs. From the pack, little-fancied 
Prince of  Penzance glides through the 
middle, forwards towards the leaders. 

A burst of  pace, another kick, a few 
lengths to go. The win. No exultant roar, 
but that’s to be expected for a winning horse 
that went off  at 100-1, a rank outsider. Soon 
enough, though, the crowd realise they’ve 
witnessed history. On board the Prince of  
Penzance is Michelle Payne, a local Victorian 
jockey who has just written her name into 
Australian folklore. Payne is the rst woman 
to win the Melbourne Cup in the 155-
year history of  the race. She beams in the 
shimmering Australian sunshine.

Back in the UK a few days later, it’s 
raining. Water gushes down the main street 
of  the pretty market town of  Malmesbury, 
nestled in the Wiltshire Cotswolds, and 
the atmosphere is typically English in 

its gloom. Halfway up the street, Henry 
Birtles is reviewing footage of  the race. 
Birtles, who could also be described as 
typically English, but certainly not on 
account of  gloom, is beaming, too. “You 
get a 100-1 horse, and you think, oh no, 
what a disaster! No-one cares,” says Birtles. 
“But a story like that! She will be part 
of  Australian history, not just Australian 
sporting history. Because that’s what this 
race means to that country.” 

Malmesbury is not a typical location 
for a sports industry of ce, but Birtles is 
not a typical sports industry executive. A 
racing media rights specialist, he has run 
his own rights distribution consultancy, 
Henry Birtles Associates (HBA), since 
leaving Sunset + Vine in 2006. It was 
at Sunset + Vine that he developed a 
particular expertise in the Middle Eastern 
broadcast market, working closely, as he 

Michelle Payne (left) makes history, riding Prince of 

Penzance to victory in the 2015 Melbourne Cup, becoming 

the first woman to win the race in its 155-year history
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did, with the Dubai World Cup and the 
Emirates World Series. It was in another 
place entirely that he developed his 
passion and air for poetry.

Birtles is not the only sports television 
executive with a penchant for verse. Peter 
Hutton, chief  executive of  pan-European 
broadcaster Eurosport, and John Skipper, 
president of  US broadcast giant ESPN, 
both dabble. Neither are as proli c or as 
public as Birtles, who has had his poetry 
recited in front of  royalty at Westminster 
Abbey – and was later presented to Queen 
Elizabeth II alongside the poet laureate 
at Buckingham Palace – and has done the 
honours himself  at racecourses and on 
racing broadcasts around the world. 

Happy as he is to go under the moniker 
of  ‘the racing poet’, it’s dif cult to tell 
whether Birtles is a racing TV rights 
executive who does a sideline in poetry, or a 
poet with a sideline in racing TV rights. The 
distinction doesn’t matter; his work in both 

elds serves a united purpose: to broaden 
the global audience of  horse racing.

It was poetry that got Birtles a foot 
in the door at the Victoria Racing Club 
(VRC), the rights holder and organiser 
of  the annual Melbourne Cup, when he 
was introduced as the racing poet to the 
vice chairman, Amanda Elliott. HBA 

assisted the VRC with the distribution 
of  the international broadcast of  the 
race last year but for the 2015 event, 
won by Payne, Birtles and his team went 
one better, conceiving, guiding and 
distributing a special one-hour programme, 
including live coverage of  the race itself, 
for dissemination across major television 
networks around the world.

The concept had already been trialled 
successfully at the Breeders’ Cup, another 
of  thoroughbred horse racing’s great 
global events, and one with which Birtles 
has a close and evolving relationship.

“I just felt that racing is one of  those 
sports that many years ago was a hell of  a 
lot bigger than it is now,” explains Birtles 
of  the thinking behind the production 
concept. “What way can we get it back 
out there to mainstream television? 
Because racing channel coverage is not 
representative of  international distribution. 
Apart from anything else, on the racing 
channels they would switch from 
something like the Melbourne Cup to 
Newton Abbot or somewhere smaller. You 
don’t know you’re watching greatness. It’s 
one betting product after another.”

By way of  explanation, Birtles shows 
SportsPro a tape of  a recent running of  
a European classic. It doesn’t matter 

speci cally where it took place, Birtles 
explains, as most standard racing 
coverage for international distribution is 
like this: no frills, no on-screen presenter, 
minimal graphics, fairly disinterested 
voiceover, and no sense, whatsoever, of  
any pomp, ceremony or greatness. When 
it’s over, it’s over, and it’s on to the odds 
for the next race. If  modern day sport 
is fond of  thinking of  itself  as a ‘sport 
and entertainment’ product, this sort of  
coverage is stuck in the past. It’s certainly 
not the sort of  thing that’s going to pique 
the interest of  a major television network 
outside the race’s host country.

“These international programmes need to 
be directed at the mainstream, and should 
not follow the typical domestic model,” says 
Birtles. “This is the only way we feel we can 
get major network patronage.”

Back to the Melbourne Cup coverage 
and David Raphael, the onscreen 
presenter for Birtles’ international 
programme, is waxing lyrical about the 
race winner. “What an incredible moment 
for the Payne family, a big racing family 
here in Australia,” he says, the pitch kept 
high in his voice. The live pictures, taken 
for the programme from Australian 
broadcaster Channel Seven, switch to 
Payne’s brother, who also works as the 

Henry Birtles, founder and director of Henry Birtles Associates, at the company’s headquarters in Malmesbury, UK on Friday 6th November 2015
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horse’s strapper, at the side of  the course. 
“And that man there,” Raphael says, 
“Stevie Payne, he suffers from Down’s 
syndrome, he walked into the barrier draw 
earlier in the week and they said, ‘What 
gate?’ And he said, ‘I want to draw gate 
one.’ And he picked up the cup and it had 
a number one underneath it.”

Taking his cue from the pictures, 
Raphael links to a Channel Seven 
presenter, on horseback, riding alongside 
Payne with a microphone as she trots to 
the winners’ enclosure. 

A real Australian winner. “Far out!” 
Payne says, “I didn’t think he’d be that 
strong. It’s just unbelievable. It’s unreal.”

“We’re 54 minutes into the programme 
here and running out of  time,” explains 
Birtles. “We get her back into the winner’s 
enclosure on the hour. I spoke to David 
Raphael this morning and I said what a 
great job he’d done, but I think next year 
we’ve got to be very mindful that we need 
an out, and we’ll have an out on the hour, 
and if  broadcasters want to stay with it, 
they can stay with it.”

The live race is of  course the crux of  
the coverage and, taken directly from 
Channel Seven, it doesn’t differ greatly 
from what’s on offer in the domestic 
market. Graphics have been stripped 
away, partly to rid the production of  its 
domestic identity, allowing broadcasters 
around the world to overlay their own 
‘bugs’, and partly to ensure that betting 
graphics – confusing to a non-racing 
audience, and illicit in territories where 
gambling is outlawed – are replaced with 
something more readily understandable: 
a starring system, a universally 

comprehensible marker to a horse’s 
chances in the race. 

But it is further back in the 
transmission where the programme 
really earns its crust, as major event 
presentation is spliced with features on 
the history of  the race, contextualising 
and building, live presentation of  the 
jockeys on course, and digestible, scripted 
pre-recorded segments introducing the 
key horses. Language is simple without 
being dumbed-down, and the overly 
confusing elements of  racing are either 
stripped away or not dwelt on. The heft 
of  the occasion and the drama of  the 
sport are the focus.

Birtles conceptualised the programme, 
pushed it through with the rights 
holder, and convinced Channel Seven 
to assist him with the production. He 
also produced the running order for the 
broadcasters who bought it – allowing 
them to go to the pre-de ned ad 
breaks if  they want, and to easily dub 
in translations for the largely scripted 
content – and, in the case of  a similar 
programme he produces for the Breeders’ 
Cup, wrote elements of  the script itself. 

“I do that because it’s easier,” he says, 
tapping his head, “because in here I know 
that Miesque was a dual winner of  the 
Breeders’ Cup Mile for France back in the 
80s;  I know that Goldikova won the race 
three times in 2000s; I know the stories so 
that when they’re setting up the races and 
the highlights packages, I can just write a 
script for the presenter to attach to it, but 
trying to keep away from racing language, 
trying not to be ‘racing clever’. You have 
to give them the feeling of  what they’re 

going to be watching with the emotional 
stories of  the past, and also the stories of  
why the horses have come to be there on 
that day to contest in that race.” 

Of  course, Birtles’ air for language 
makes scriptwriting that little bit easier. He 
has just returned from Kentucky, where 
he oversaw the production of  a one-hour 
programme leading up to live coverage of  
the Breeders’ Cup Classic, the self-styled 
world championship of  thoroughbred horse 
racing. An introductory clip from the show, 
beautifully edited with a classic bombastic 
US sports montage backing track, provides 
a good example. “They’re here to ght,” 
the voiceover declares, “on one track in 
Kentucky, on one day in the fall, for one 
chance for the right to call themselves kings 
and queens. Every year the best of  the best 
assemble. But this year is different. He’s not 
just a king, he is pharaoh.” 

American Pharoah, the rst triple 
crown winner for 37 years and possibly 
the greatest champion in US racing 
history, provided Birtles with another 
great story this year, going on to crown 
his career with a dominant Breeders’ Cup 
win. The horse will retire to stud now, and 
is estimated to earn US$40 million in stud 
fees next year alone. 

“Two minutes of  action in 40 minutes, 
we think, is not enough, especially for a 
non-racing audience,” Birtles explains, 
before he shows SportsPro how relevant 
race highlights are inserted into the 
programme, alternating with build-up and 
features focusing on the incredible story of  
American Pharoah. In one of  the features 
in the Melbourne Cup programme, 
Glenn Boss, who won the cup for three 
consecutive years in the 2000s on Makybe 
Diva, talks to camera on horseback, riding 
around the track, giving the viewers a step-
by-step guide to his last, greatest triumph 
in 2005. It’s compelling, and unusual for a 
racing broadcast.

Channel Seven, which directed the 
Melbourne Cup production, had more 
of  Raphael on screen, coming back to 
the presenter near enough after each 
feature. Birtles, who had initially not 
wanted to alienate international audiences 
with too much of  an unfamiliar gure, 
was surprised to nd he liked it. “It does 
give the feeling of  being live and in the 
moment,” he says. It’s an element he’d like 
to repeat, and replicate with his Breeders’ 
Cup coverage in the future. Likewise, 

American Pharoah (right) storms to victory in the final race of his career at the 2015 Breeders’ Cup
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the Breeders’ Cup programme’s use of  
highlights, mixing in  ve-minute clips of  
key races in the build-up to the main event, 
is something he’d like to bring over into his 
future coverage of  the Melbourne Cup.

HBA’s deals with the Breeders’ Cup 
and the VRC are both rolling one-year 
affairs, and Birtles is con  dent that 
both will be extended. The feedback 
from the broadcasters, particularly for 
the  rst edition of  the Melbourne Cup 
programme, has been “fantastic”.

In the build-up to both events, Birtles 
struck carriage deals with the likes of  
NTV+ in Russia, Neo Sports across the 
Indian sub-continent, and Eurosport in 
54 territories across Europe and a swathe 
of  Asia-Paci  c.

“The feedback from Eurosport was 
enough to make us think, that’s fantastic, 
what a great start, really happy with it,” says 
Laura Crocken Stevens, who joined HBA 
as commercial director two and a half  years 
ago. “The only thing against the Melbourne 
Cup is that, in terms of  time zone, it’s  ve 
o’clock in the morning in Europe. But by 
producing a programme that effectively 
can be played as a highlights show, it can be 
replayed later in the day as-live.  

“Commercially, the federations will 
know they can go back to their sponsors 

with this hugely improved distribution, 
knowing they’ve given them added value, 
and that will help them when they come 
to renegotiating their sponsorship deals.”

Stevens readily accepts that the one-
hour programmes are at their nascent 
stage and do not represent a large 
percentage of  HBA just yet. Their bread 
and butter, she explains – pointing to a 
large, magnetic yearly calendar hung on 
the wall of  his of  ce – is in taking racing 
from around the world and piping it into 
various broadcasters across the Middle 
East, a process the company is engaged in 
on a weekly basis. 

But there are big plans afoot for 
the one-hour shows, and Birtles has 
established relationships with racing 
authorities around the world and a shiny 
new broadcast product to show them.

“We’re talking to networks with a view 
of  putting a package of  the top races 
together in a similar format,” he says. 
“But we’re also going to be talking to 
the federations as well. There’s no doubt 
about it, if  you can package up ten of  the 
best in a consistent format, it’s going to 
be much more appealing to a network to 
say we’re going to be running this series 
of  great races from around the world. It 
doesn’t have to be complicated. 

“The trouble is that horses in the 
southern hemisphere are not going to run 
in the northern hemisphere very often 
– so a competitive element to any kind 
of  series is going to be dif  cult. We just 
feel it should be uncomplicated, that we 
should say, ‘these are the best horse races 
in the world, they are in a package here.’ 
And then if  we can get rights holders and 
federations to agree, they’d contribute 
to the production of  their programme, 
each rights holder, on the premise their 
programme will look like the one in 
Germany, the one in Ireland, the one in 
Japan, the one in Australia. 

“You don’t need to complicate it by 
calling it the ‘mile championships’ or 
something. Just simply get these brilliant 
races, paint a picture around them. 
Make it a programme that people who 
aren’t necessarily interested in racing 
understand, and get them to see the 
drama that this sport has in spades. And 
ensure that you  ll out the lead-up to the 
race itself  with enough entertainment 
and interest and excitement and relevance 
with previous races that the contenders 
have been in. 

“Year one,” he concludes in summary, 
“overall, extremely happy. It proves the 
concept and it’s building momentum.”

Birtles (right) with HBA commercial director Laura Crocken Stevens, in front of the giant calendar which plots race meets from around the world

SportsPro Magazine  |  75


