Cheltenham Festival kicks off with excitement and a record turnout
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The Cheltenham Festival, a highlight of the horse racing calendar, commenced this week with tremendous enthusiasm as over 55,000 spectators gathered at the famed course for its 101st iteration. The event officially opened on Tuesday with an atmosphere electrified by fans eagerly anticipating a day of competitive racing. The festival kicked off with its renowned "Cheltenham roar," a tradition that underscores the excitement of the racegoers as they cheered for the favourite horse, Kopek Des Bordes, which clinched victory in its race.
Held at the Cheltenham Racecourse in Gloucestershire, the festival has not been without its challenges, particularly in recent years marked by the impact of COVID-19 which resulted in an empty racecourse. Attendance had seen a decline, reported to be seven per cent last year. However, this year’s full turnout indicates a resurgence in interest, bolstered by new management and a focus on enhancing the racegoer experience. Jamie Lavendar, a former British army officer and lifelong racing enthusiast, took over the operations of the racecourse in January, overseeing this year's event.
Ticket prices have remained consistent with the previous year, starting from £37, alongside introduced meal deals priced at £15, aimed at providing better value for attendees. While the cost of refreshments has seen an uptick—most notably, the price of Guinness reaching £7.80 and a bottle of Moet champagne priced at £110—the event remains popular among its visitors. It is estimated that over 350,000 pints of beer will be consumed throughout the duration of the festival.
Changes aimed at improving the visitor experience include the expansion of alcohol-drinking zones along the trackside, enabling attendees to enjoy beverages without rushing between races. Bookmaker Graham Thorpe commented on this shift, stating, "People want to stay and enjoy a drink outside, especially when the weather is good," when speaking to The Independent, highlighting the emphasis on responsible drinking at the festival.
Feedback from visitors about the relaxed drinking restrictions has generally been positive. Michael Muldoon from Greater Manchester, a regular attendee for 15 years, noted, “It’s a sensible change as the drinking here is responsible in large,” reinforcing the notion that the ability to drink outside reduces the hassle for attendees. 
Racecourse facilities have seen improvements as well, boasting 2km of bar counters and an elongated 85-metre bar located in the Best Mate Enclosure, which has reportedly improved service at busy times. Tom Barnes from Portsmouth expressed acceptance of the pricing, stating, “Drink prices are fairly standard here compared to other sporting events” and affirming that the cost did not deter him from the overall experience.
The festival also draws a wide demographic of attendees, from families forging traditions year after year to individual racing fans. Gillian Dunwoody, at 93 years old, celebrated her long-standing tradition of attending, recalling, “It’s always a good first day. The first race always has the roar… It’s fantastic.” In contrast, the youngest attendee at the opening day of the festival was just 12 weeks old, with mother Sophie Lee sharing her family's love for the event.
Overall, the Cheltenham Festival continues to hold a significant place in the sporting calendar, attracting diverse crowds and adapting to modern demands while maintaining its rich traditions.
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