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Rain, royalty and recovery at Epsom Derby

7 June 2026

Epsom Derby Day drew its biggest crowd since 2022 as The King and Queen joined more than 28,000
racegoers at Epsom Downs on Saturday 6th June.

The Jockey Club confirmed that 28,557 people attended Betfred Derby Day, a marked improvement on last year’s modern
low and part of a two-day Derby Festival attendance of 48,261.

That total was 10,662 higher than last year, an increase of 28%, and will be seen by Epsom Downs Racecourse as
evidence that the first year of its five-year revival plan has made a positive start.

However, the Derby Day figure remained below the 40,000-plus crowd that had been hoped for in some pre-meeting
reporting and well below the historic crowds once associated with Britain’s most famous Flat race.

The 2025 Derby Day crowd had fallen to just 22,312 in the paid enclosures, described by the Racing Post as the lowest
number in modern history. This year’s figure therefore represents a recovery of more than 6,000 on Derby Day, but not
yet a return to the scale of attendance seen in earlier decades.

The Jockey Club said there had been a sold-out Queen Elizabeth II Stand and Grandstand Enclosure, with thousands more
across the racecourse, DerbyFest and The Hill.

The presence of Their Majesties gave the day added national profile. The King and Queen arrived after attending the
wedding of Peter Phillips and Harriet Sperling in the Cotswolds, and their attendance was widely reported by national
racing and news outlets.

The weather was less helpful. Rain fell overnight and for much of Saturday, with the ground officially changing from good-
to-soft to soft before the Derby. The Guardian’s live coverage described the event as rain-soaked, and images from the day
showed racegoers sheltering under umbrellas.

On the track, Christmas Day won the 247th running of the Derby, ridden by Ronan Whelan and trained by Aidan O’Brien.
The victory gave O’Brien a record-extending 12th Derby win and his 50th British Classic success.

The race was not without controversy. Favourite Benvenuto Cellini, also trained by O’Brien, finished the race but was
later declared a non-runner after a stewards’ inquiry found that he had been denied a fair start when his hind leg became
caught in the stalls.

For Epsom, however, the wider question was whether the meeting itself could begin to recover its place as one of the
great public sporting occasions of the year.

The Jockey Club has embarked on a £6 million, five-year plan to revive the Derby Festival. This year’s changes included
increased prize money, free admission for under-18s, free parking, the new DerbyFest area on The Hill, entertainment
partnerships and efforts to reconnect the event with the local community.

Ahead of the meeting, Epsom Downs general manager Jim Allen said more than 22,000 people had registered for
DerbyFest over the two days, and that the racecourse was expecting more than 60,000 people across the Festival.

The final total of 48,261 fell below that aspiration, but still marked a substantial improvement on 2025. The Jockey Club’s
own post-event assessment was upbeat.

Jim Allen said initial feedback on the changes to the customer experience had been “extremely positive”. He said selling
out the standside enclosures in advance was testament to the continuing appeal of the race and to the work of the Epsom
and wider teams.

He added: “Clearly the weather did not get the memo, but ultimately when you run an outdoor event in this country, you
are always slightly in the lap of the gods.”

Mr Allen described 2026 as “year one of a five-year journey” and said the racecourse would be guided by customer
feedback before making decisions for future years.

The Jockey Club’s use of open-top buses and community-facing measures formed part of the attempt to restore the
Derby’s traditional local character. At present, however, no published figures appear to isolate the effect of those buses or
say how many additional attendees came specifically through local community group involvement.

The fairest conclusion is therefore that the 2026 Derby was neither a full return to former glories nor another year of
decline. It was a measurable recovery: helped by royal attendance, a stronger entertainment offer and sold-out principal
stands, but held back by rain and still some distance from the crowds Epsom once took for granted.

For a racecourse seeking to rebuild the Derby as both a world-class sporting occasion and a people’s festival on the
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Downs, Saturday was a step forward. The test will be whether that recovery can be sustained — and expanded — in 2027
and whether a change of day in the week should be tested.

Sam Jones - Reporter

Photo: Grandstand and Racecourse at Epsom Derby Day at 14:15pm

Related reports:

Derby Prize Money to Rise to £2m as Epsom Seeks to Reassert Its Place at the Top of British Racing
Should Epsom’s Derby revert to Wednesday?
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