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John Patterson has 
been breaking horses at 
Flemington for 50 years. 
His weathered stables 
are marked with a history 
of famous horses and 
wonderful stories of 
horsemanship. 
DANNY POWER reports.

‘I tired of that 
caper (being a 
jockey) – there had 
to be a better way 
of earning a living 
than starving.’

 W 
hen reporting 
on racing for The 
Herald in the late 
1980s, it was a 

labour of love to attend trackwork 
mornings at Flemington. After 
fi ling a story by phone from the 
vacant bar in the Racecourse 
Hotel, I would step into a stream 
of city-bound cars as the traffi c 
built to its peak.

It wasn’t uncommon, and it 
remains so, that amid all that 
morning mayhem a horse and cart 
could be seen dodging between 
trucks and trams. It was a scene 
of dramatic contrast. Imagine a 
painter incorporating a Grollo-
built skyscraper into an outback 
landscape and you get the picture.

The director in charge of the 
scene was John Patterson who 
was expertly steering a young 
Clydesdale strapped into a jinker 
with heavy wheels; the powerful 
young working horse anxiously 
stopped at an intersection on busy 
Flemington Road. The colt, with 
his nostrils nervously fl ared, sucks 
in the fumes of a more modern 
conveyance, and patiently waits 

Street, a furlong’s dash from the 
top of the famous straight six. (The 
apple rarely falls far from the tree. 
More than 50 years on, Patterson 
still lives in Crown Street).

Patterson, who outgrew the 
saddle while he was an apprentice, 
started breaking horses for a living 
“around 1958”, not long after he 
rode his last winner, a horse name 
Farquhar at Caulfi eld. “I tired of 
that caper (being a jockey) – there 
had to be a better way of earning a 
living than starving.

“I boarded with a renowned 
horse-breaker of the time, Vic 
Cowan, so when I wasn’t riding 
in races, I helped him with the 
breakers.” Teaching became 
Patterson’s profession. It was a 
school of hard knocks and the 
classmates were untamed, majestic, 
fi nely-bred thoroughbreds.

School is still in at Crown Street. 
Patterson doesn’t fi nd himself as 
busy as he was in the halcyon days 
of the 1970s, but there remains 

a steady fl ow of youngsters who 
feel the tenderness of a human’s 
hand. Patterson says there isn’t 
much difference between the 
thoroughbreds of 50 years ago and 
today, except that maybe the horses 
of today are more spoiled.

But life in Flemington in the 
1950s was vastly different to as it is 
now. “Then it was like a big country 
town in the middle of the city,” 
Patterson said.

With the famous Flemington 
sale yards and abattoirs across the 
road, Patterson remembers “two 
or three mobs” of sheep grazing 
on the Flemington racecourse fl ats 
between race meetings, oblivious to 
their fate of a few days later. These 
days his access to Flemington’s 
surrounds are limited by the 
sheer growth of suburbia and the 
development of the racecourse, but 
for Patterson and his son Shane 
and daughter Sheralee, the famous 
racecourse is their offi ce.

Patterson possesses a wit as 
dry as the back roads of Boort. 
Recently, an eager owner, dressed 
like a William Street lawyer, asked 
Patterson for his opinion of his 
yearling colt which arrived at 
Patterson’s Flemington stables. “He’s 
a chestnut with three white feet 
and a white blaze,” was Patterson’s 
matter-of-fact reply. Nothing more 
to say. In ‘Patto’ speak, it means that 
at this stage of this horse’s life, he is 
a horse like all the others.

for a masterly signal to move on 
between the traffi c and roadside 
obstacles. Clip clop, jingle jingle.

The Herald is long gone, and 
so too has the Racecourse Hotel, 
but despite the changing face of 
suburban Flemington and Ascot 
Vale, the same wily old horseman, 
wide-brimmed hat pulled down 
over his eyes, can still be seen 
gently cajoling a skittish horse 
between the never-ending rush of 
modern life.

Patterson, as weathered and 
historic as the old stables in 
the backyard of his suburban 
Edwardian house in Flemington, 
is a horseman of the ilk that 
his namesake, Banjo Patterson, 
waxed lyrical about in his poetry. 
A horseman from another time 
who quite happily co-exists, 
as he has done for 50 years, 
educating his horses around the 
streets of Flemington.

And Clancy of the Overfl ow came 
down to lend a hand. No better 
horseman ever held the reins; For never 
a horse could throw him while the 
saddle-girths would stand, He learnt to 
ride while droving on the plains.

From The Man From Snowy River, 
Banjo Patterson.

John Patterson was born in 
Coleraine. He moved to Melbourne 
at the age of 14 to try his luck as 
a jockey. He was apprenticed to 
leading Flemington trainer Phil 
Burke who had stables in Crown 

SchoolOld
with a gentle touch
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TIME FRAME: Although 
this portrait of veteran 

Flemington horse-breaker 
John Patterson was shot 

in 2007, it could have 
been a photo taken any 

time in the past 50 years.
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Six weeks later, on a crisp July 
morning, as that colt cantered 
around Flemington, head tucked 
and enjoying life as if he had done 
it for years, Patterson watched with 
the same group of expectant owners 
anxiously waiting for an appraisal 
of the racing future of the cheaply 
bought chestnut. “I have recently 
broken in horses who cost hundreds 
of thousands of dollars more than 
him, and they don’t move as well,” 
was Patterson’s only comment. In 
Patto’s class, that’s as good as a gold 
star on the school report.

Patterson is a shy and modest 
man. To ask him to rattle off the 
great horses he has broken in, is 
like asking Jack Denham for a tip. 
Patterson is no bragger, yet during 
our general conversation names of 
horses came up, like Melbourne 
Cup winner Gala Supreme and the 
brilliant Grey Spirit. Names that 
sparked Patto’s memory: “I broke 
him in” and “yeah, I picked him up 
from Cohuna and broke him for 
Billy McNabb”.

“Gala Supreme was big and 
gawky. I led him in (as clerk of 
the course) when he won the 
Melbourne Cup (in 1973).” It would 
have been an immensely proud 

A MAN AND HIS HORSE: John Patterson, on his trusty grey gelding, relaxes between races as the Clerk of the Course at Flemington.

‘Patterson is a shy 
and modest man. 
To ask him to rattle 
off the great horses 
he has broken in, 
is like asking Jack 
Denham for a tip.’
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“They were taught to lead by tying 
them to the back of a truck and 
dragging them along,” Patterson said 
in a tone of disgust.

Mike Keogh, head teamster for 
South Australia’s Cooper’s Brewery, 
found the black brothers and sent 
the rare pair to Patterson, who 
started breaking them after the 2002 
Melbourne Cup, won by Media 
Puzzle, and by February 2003, the 
two magnifi cent horses had made a 
clean sweep of the Canberra Show. 
They completed a stellar year in the 
show ring by winning at the Sydney 
Royal Easter Show and at the Royal 
Melbourne Show.

Patterson says his breaking 
methods haven’t changed in 50 
years. It remains an art of soothing 
voice and gentle hand. He has seen 
the harshness of some so-called 
horsemen, but it is rare. While he 
respects the modern day “showmen” 
breakers like American “horse 
whisperer” Monty Roberts for sheer 
horsemanship, he believes he and 
other Australian breakers have the 
same talent.

“I could do what Monty Roberts 
does with his selected horses, but I 
don’t have the same ability to talk. I 
couldn’t sell it,” he said. “We do the 
same, only he does it in public as 
part of a show.”

Crown Street became “the 
breakers’ street”. Patterson’s long-
time neighbour was noted trotting 
trainer and driver Les Turner, of 
Adios Bear and Never Say Die 
fame. While Patterson broke in 
thoroughbreds, and working and 
show horses, Turner was a master at 
the racing trotter and pacer.

Turner no longer works his 
magic through the streets of 
Flemington, the closure of the 
Showgrounds from harness 
racing, and the recent revamp of 
the grounds, sealed his fate. For 
Patterson, as he closes on 70 years 
of age, life goes on without any 
thought of stopping.

Besides, until computers can 
tame and educate a 16 hands, 
raucous thoroughbred colt, the John 
Pattersons of this world, horsemen 
from another time, will have 
something to do. 

THE HANDS OF A HORSEMAN: 
John Patterson’s calloused, hardened 
hands are in contrast to the gentle, 
reassuring rub they can offer a 
frightened yearling.

moment for Patterson, but the only 
indication of his achievement would 
have been a rub on the forelock of 
the bay gelding as jubilant jockey 
Frank Reys acknowledged the 
cheers of the crowd at Flemington.

Patterson began working as a 
clerk of the course at Flemington 
in 1961. He was second in charge 
to Reg Kent for 10 years, but 
took over as the headman in 
1969. “Rain Lover was the fi rst 
Melbourne Cup winner I led in,” 
he said. Patterson has led in every 
Cup winner since bar Gold And 
Black, in 1977, due to a bunged up 
knee from a tangle with a fl ighty 
yearling. An occupational hazard 
for any horse-breaker.

Patterson’s reputation as a 
breaker goes beyond the racetrack. 
One of his loves is the working 
Clydesdale, and it is rare to this day 
that the big head of an unbroken 
Clydesdale isn’t poking out of one 
of Patterson’s stalls.

In 2002, he was given the 
job of breaking two rare black 
Clydesdales, who had been rescued 
from the drought-ravaged back 
blocks of New South Wales. The 
brothers “Sam” and “Jack” were 
mistreated, and mistrusted humans. 
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