APRIL 2003

$5.00 US/$5.50 Canada




Van Smith

%rrisl-na /

Mutt’s
Big Race

Whether you call him Mutt, Dandy or
Prince Hellstrom. he is ‘muy fuerte’

This is the story ol Mutt’s Big Race. Well,

actually, his name isnt Mutt. We started

calling, him Mutt because he looked like a

Muti, ﬁlthough he was also wellnamed as

_andy, as he had been very much the Dandy
ol a high-goal polo string. His real name is
Prince Hellstrom, per his Joeckey Club
papers. His breeders had high hopes for him,
as well they might, with many of the world’s
greatest racchorses in his pedigree. Also, it
wasn’t actually his big race. Those came nine
years ago, when he raced cight times as a 3-
year-old, with one third-place finish. In all his
races, he contended, then faded at the end,
the ideal prescription for a polo horse—quick
starts, repeatedly, over seven minutes. And he
definitely had that.

Podger el Effendi, who brought him into
polo, had intended to put a handle on him
and sell him, but he was so quick that he
could often score a goal or two right away
and so establish the tone of the game. So
Podger kept him, and then later he came to
us, [or his polo days were more or less over.
Ile was through the bridle, or fried, or
however else you deseribe a horse for whom
the rigor of rapid, full acceleration becomes
a habit, and thus a liability. So Muti became
one of our family hayburners. The only
problem: Despite his reputation and his
dashing good looks, he was all but
unrideable. How could we get any benefit
from all this expense?
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Not that Mutt isn’t fun—far
from it. He has an ability to
untie any lead rope he's tied
with. Maybe not funny for a
human, but for a horse, he’s a
laugh-riot. And, hanging out
with such a distinguished
animal is a privilege. It’s the
nature of the human-horse
relationship to want to mount
up and ride. But could we do

this with Mutt without taking our lives into
our hands? The only time we've seen him
being ridden, he was sprinting a prospective
buyer off the field. Were we next? Which
leads to the site of Mutt’s Big Race.

I'm speaking of Rancho Polo, an
equestrian facility in the desert at Indio,
California, and especially of its racetrack,
with its white rails, expansive infield and
hedge boundaries, which require only a
slight effort of the imagination (o turn into
the backstretch of Belmont Park on Triple
Crown Saturday. In addition to its racetrack,
the polo field, the jumps and the outside
trail, there’s also the round-pen, which
makes it possible to test the jom-up/horse
whisperer theories so much in favor today,
and at least put Mutt through his paces
without actually having to be on his back.

So it was on a bright summer afternoon
in the desert that Mutt’s Big Race was run.
As with so many miracles, there was no way
of planning for it. or even expecting it. Mutt
was in good form, to be sure, but probably
intended only to go over to the round-pen
with his stablemate, a tall, gray mare, for a
bracing jog belore going back to a quick
shower and graze.

And it's here that I have to insert mysell
into the story, as a horse tyro of the first
water. For without the absurd blunder which

i I'm about to confess, Mutt’s Big Race would
i never have been run, racing history would

not have been made, and we’d be without a
story. But. alas, when we got to the round
pen, located just exactly where the starting
gate would be for a sixfurlong race, it
occurred to me to start with the mare and
not, as | usually do, have hoth horses with
me, one running and one held by halter in
the center. in the round pen. In order to do
this, T had 1o tie the gelding to something.

But before finding some fatal object to tic
him to, we must have the equally fatal means
with which ta tie him, which without, like
the track and also the round pen, making
Mutt’s Big Race possible, at least kept it [rom
being a tragedy. lere we note the heretofore
unknown intervention of Bear, an Australian
shepherd who sometime earlier had hall-
chewed through a green nylon lungeline 1
use for a lead rope. For when it occurred to
me to tie the gelding via this half-chewed-
through lunge line to a white cavaletti, the
horses were all in the gate, so 1o speak, and
the race was about to begin. ‘

No sooner had 1 tied Mutt and stepped
into the round pen, leading the mare, than 1
heard the clank ol the long pole on the
ground. | stepped hack out of the round pen
with the mare just in time to see the start of
the race that will live in storied legend as
long as horses race and people remember.
For Mutt was in full stride, streaking down
the backstretch, towing the white pole which
must have reminded him of his ancient
enemies, the cougar, the panther, the jaguar.
This misapprehension on Mutt’s part was
entirely  understandable  under  the
circumstances because the half-chewed-
through lunge line connected him to his
pursuer. Now Mutt, the jokester, the
nonchalant, was faced with the coreqquestion
ol his being, not to be solved with his easy
charm, namely: Am I really fast, can I really
run, am I, in short, a pulseracing, heart-
pounding racehorse, or am | just an over-



bred candidate for [ree meals and, when

that runs out, the big pasture in the sky?

After a lifetime of these nagging doubts,
Mutt took this occasion of the mysterious
pursuer to prove them all wrong, and there
in that surreal, almost comical heat, rising
in waves and eversoslightly distorting the
sky, the trees, the white boundary of the
track, and the little bay gelding putting in
the race of his life, was the mirage ol racing
itself, of absolutely unrestrained, all-out
effort and success. No horse ever ran so fast,
and no horse was ever luckier, nor was I, for
right at the head of the clubhouse turn, at
the culmination of an effort brought forth
only by Mutt’s ancient enemy, and available
from no Fddie Arcaro, nor Earl Sande, nor
even the great Isaac Murphy, the half-
chewed-through lunge line tore all the way
through, dropping the long white pole in
the track and releasing Mutt from his
greatest test. He was still mighty keyed up
when he arrived back at his pen, as befits
such an accomplishment, and it took some
doing to catch him, cven in his paddock,
and remove any further hazard from his
hall of the lunge line.

Like Tiger Woods™ caddie, who's seen
more great shots than anyone who's ever
lived, I've seen the greatest race in the
history of horses. There was at least one
other witness to racing legend. A groom
from another barn, schooling a horse on
another lunge line, turned to me as I led
the mare past to, I was sure, pick up the
pieces from my incredible blunder, and
said, deadpan, “Es muy fuerte, no?” 1 could

only answer, “S1.”

Van Smith has been playing green horse
chuklers in Indio, California, for 10 years.
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| TAXES

LET US DEAL WITH THE

IRS

ON YOUR BEHALF
We are a
full service tax accounting office.
Serving the professional
Polo Player since 1980.
You give us
your shoebox full of records we
deliver your completed Tax Return.
We deal with the IRS
on your behalf.
Out of state returns.
prior year returns.
Free pick up and delivery, overnight

mail for out of state clients.
BRUNI HOLMBERG, EA, ATA
TAX PROFESSIONAL

Licensed by the IRS to represent
you the taxpayer

SADDLES & BRIDLES

COMPLETE SADDLES STARTING AT $395* 1|

We deal in the basics:
complete polo saddles and bridles
to get you in the game.

N
\r """ ® 2003 Petaluma Tack Co.

Take a gander at our great values... TEL (561) 964-1163
www.petalumatack.com Fax (561) 966-3120
A Lake Worth, Florida

*Pm‘,es subject to change. Tax and shipping net mr:lul;fed Email: Pa‘ mBea EA@aO1 >om
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And lush playing surfaces!
These self-traveling irrigation
systems operate unattended, shut _
off automatically, transport easily ... §
OFF THE FIELD TO LET YOU PLAY. L
Perfect for your polo fields. Improve
the playing conditions and promote
turf grass growth on your fields
today ... without breaking the bank!
Simply roll out KIFCO's
AG-RAIN Water-Reel and
reel in the rain ...and
BEAUTIFUL FIELDS.

Models available
s for any size fields.

Capacities
up 150 acres.

www. kifco.com AG"RAI“ Isilvigq'iéialsou

KIFCO « P.O. Box 290 » Havana, IL 62644 » 888-888-1290 « Fax: 309-543-4945
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