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HEN Minella Times and Rachael 
Blackmore crossed the line in 
front in this year’s Randox Grand 

National, Britain’s most famous race entered 
uncharted waters. It was an outcome that 
made headlines across the globe.

Blackmore became the first female to 
ride a winner of the historic race and as a 
result carved her name into the pages of 
racing folklore.

However, John Nallen’s accomplishments 
last season would also not be out of place on 
the scrolls of bloodstock legend, with the 
man from Tipperary achieving a lifetime of 
triumphs in the space of three weeks.

Nallen, owner of the Hotel Minella in 
Clonmel, can lay claim to a unique and 
amazing feat, having purchased both the 
Henry de Bromhead-trained Minella Times 
and his stablemate Minella Indo, who  
landed the Cheltenham Gold Cup the 
previous month, at the same sale in 2013.

Eight months have passed since those 
remarkable three weeks, but Nallen 
(right) says he is still feeling the after-
effects of both victories, admitting he 
had underestimated the magnitude of 
the feat at the time.

“I was just at the Tattersalls 
Autumn Horses In Training 

Sale for the first time and every man, woman 
and child over there seemed to know who 
I was,” he explains. “Everybody was very 
kind and came up to say well done, it was 
incredible.

“Even Saad bin Mishraf [representative 
of Najd Stud], who bought all the dear 

horses, knew who I was and I joked, 
‘We’ll find you a jumping horse and get 
you going!’”

This was the first year Nallen, whose 
horses all bear the hallmark ‘Minella’, 
had anything to do with the winners of 
either big race, although he had come 

very close when Minella Rocco  
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finished an agonising second in the 2017 
edition of the Gold Cup. 

“Winning these sorts of races is not what 
you think about when you set out buying 
these horses as foals, but when it happens 
it does feel surreal,” he says. “It’s funny to 
think that I have been in this game for 25 
or 30 years and Minella Indo and Minella 
Times would come along at the same time.”

Minella Times and Minella Indo came 
into Nallen’s life eight years ago when 
he purchased the pair as foals from the 
Tattersalls Ireland November Sale, paying 
breeder Cathal Ennis !31,000 for Minella 
Times, while he snapped up Minella Indo 
from Rathkenty Stud for !24,000.

Bred by John Lalor and his family, 
Minella Indo is by Beat Hollow and is the 
final foal out of their four-time winning 
chaser Carrigeen Lily, a daughter of Supreme 
Leader and multiple Listed-winning chaser 
Carrigeensharragh.

“When I saw him, I knew he was the one 
for me,” recalls Nallen. “He was a big, strong 
foal with plenty of bone and he had a lot 
of quality about him. He had the presence; 

he was the one you would notice straight 
away. 

“He was by a sire who perhaps back then 
was not that well known as a National Hunt 
stallion, but he was from a good family.”

Minella Times, meanwhile, is by the 
former Grange Stud sire Oscar and is out of 
the Anshan mare Triptoshan, 
a daughter of Irish Listed 
hurdle winner Triptodicks, 
and looking back Nallen 
rated him a more refined 
specimen than Minella 
Indo.

“Minella Times 
was a quality foal 
but he was a finer 
type than Indo,” he 
remembers. “I guess if 
you would have asked me 
at the time which of the 
two would have been a 
National winner, I would 
have probably picked Indo 
over Times when they were 
foals. I would have said Indo was a big, 

strong horse for four miles-plus and Times 
looked more of a nimble type.

“I liked the stallion as well. Oscar 
constantly gets top-class racehorses and 
performers, but I don’t think he was ever as 
fashionable as he should have been.”

Once back at the farm, Nallen has found 
the best way of making a return is preparing 
them to win at a young age from his Lavally 
base and selling them on, and he is assisted 
in this venture by head man James ‘Corky’ 

Carroll and nephew Seanie 
Bowen.

“We used to race them 
ourselves at the beginning with 

Aidan and Annemarie O’Brien, 
and then Annemarie’s father 

Joe Crowley. But then, 15 
or 20 years ago, I thought 
that if you wanted to stay 
going at this job you can’t 
afford to race them, they’re 
too valuable and the cost is 

too big; if you want to keep 
at it you have to keep trading 

them.
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“Horses are like turkeys on Christmas 
Eve, you have to sell them when you get the 
offer, and the point-to-point form is very 
fickle, there are only a couple of weeks in it 
when you do your stuff and you just hope 
it stands up.

“After they’ve won their point, you are 
a talking horse for a weekend, but there is a 
new talking horse the next weekend, so you 
go out of fashion quick enough. If you’re 
offered the right price, you sell.”

He adds: “The most important thing is 
to keep them healthy and happy, and then 
you have to be ready to press that button 
when you think you’re going to get paid for 
pressing the button.”

This best-laid plan was pulled off by 
Minella Indo, who breezed to a six-length 
victory at Dromahane, and that turned out 
to be a case of job done when De Bromhead 
came knocking.

“After the race Henry and his wife 
Heather came and looked at Indo and she 
was mad about him, she really wanted him, 
and I guess that was end of story,” explains 
Nallen. 

Minella Times’s point at Belclare was not 
as straightforward, with the gelding fluffing 
his lines at the final fence and falling when 
looking like he had the race at his mercy.

However, things were derailed only 

temporarily because it wasn’t too long 
before Frank Berry – racing manager to JP 
McManus – was on the phone inquiring 
about the gelding, and a deal for him was 
struck within days.

Both horses ended up at De Bromhead’s 
County Waterford Stable, with Minella 
Times the winner of three of his 17 starts   

vvRachael Blackmore with the Grand National trophy (left) after 
riding Minella Times to a famous victory at Aintree (page 63); 
(above) Minella Indo winning his point-to-point at Dromahane
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before his victory over the Aintree fences, 
while Minella Indo – who races in the 
colours of well-known owner Barry Maloney 
– had notched up five wins prior to his 
triumph in the Gold Cup, including in the 
Grade 1 Albert Bartlett Novices’ Hurdle at 
the same venue two years before.

Nallen remembers being confident 
ahead of this year’s Cheltenham Grade 1 
assignment, saying: “The vibes ahead of the 
Gold Cup were very good and I suppose I 
was expecting a good run from the horse. 
When the race went off, I could see that he 
was loving it and Jack [Kennedy] gave him 
a positive ride, it was ‘bang’, and away he 
went. 

“After he had jumped two fences, I really 
thought, ‘This horse wins this’. He just got 
into such a good rhythm and his jumping 
was effortless, which is what you need to 
see around Cheltenham. When he crossed 
the line in front, I was relieved. The Gold 
Cup is like winning the gold medal at the 
Olympics, it’s the pinnacle.”

Fast-forward to Aintree three weeks 
later and Nallen found himself in familiar 
territory but terrain no-one had conquered 
before. However, given De Bromhead 
and Blackmore’s domination of both the 

Cheltenham and Aintree meetings by the 
time of the Grand National, he knew he 
was probably on the right team.

“When you look at the Grand National 
now it really is a fairy-tale story,” he says. 
“The horse was on the dream team with 
Henry, Rachael and JP McManus. In a race 
where everything can go wrong and luck is 
very important, everything thankfully went 
right and Rachael gave him a beautiful ride. 
When the horse crossed the line, it was an 
unbelievable feeling.”

The coronavirus pandemic meant 
that most of Europe was in lockdown and 
therefore Nallen was forced to watch the 
races from his sitting room, with low-key 
celebrations the order of the day.

“We got over 1,000 cards and postcards 
from people all over the world wishing us 
well and sending their congratulations,” he 
reveals. “There were cards from the prime 
minister to the man walking his dog, it was 
really incredible.

“Winning both races was amazing, but 
I think the Grand National especially was 
great because after a tough couple of years 
it showcased the best side of the sport and it 
gave people a huge lift when they needed it.

“Racing was incredible throughout the 
pandemic and I do think it punched well 
above its weight throughout lockdown, when 
people were sat at home doing nothing, it 
was live action every day and it definitely 
made a positive impact on people coping 
with tough situations.

“But, on top of all that, the fact that 
Rachael rode the horse did nothing but  
good things for racing. She is unbelievable 
and the dream ticket for the sport. Forget 
about the man/woman thing, from a 
sporting point of view she has just worked 
and worked. She has got herself to where she 
is today through pure grit, determination 
and obviously huge talent. She’s very  
special.”

For now, there is no time for Nallen to 
rest on his laurels; unearthing two superstars 
in one year has not quenched his thirst and 
he is now on the hunt for his next big name 
to carry the famous Minella brand.

He says: “We have 50-60 horses on 
the farm at the moment. Whether we 
have another Gold Cup winner or Grand 
National winner, I don’t know, that’s the 
golden question.”

Given Nallen’s record and the justification 
for him dreaming big, it would take a brave 
man or woman to bet against another horse 
bearing the prefix Minella from adding 
their name to the history books over the 
next few years. t

 Rachael’s got where she is
 today through pure grit,
 determination and talent

vvMinella Indo initiates a dream month for John Nallen, 
who bought the Cheltenham Gold Cup winner along 

with subsequent Grand National hero Minella Times at 
the same Tattersalls Ireland sale in November 2013


