Greetings all,
 

As promised, here is the first installment of factoids, rumors, and unsubstantiated opinions about the Derby runners.  With a twenty horse field to cover I’ll be splitting this up into two emails.  Missing from my notes will be snarky comments about owners only entering horses to get seats for the Derby.  Last year’s results with Giacomo and Closing Argument finishing first and second at 50-1 and 71-1 odds, respectively, pretty much nipped those comments in the bud.  I will, however, have a few observations about deceased owners, karmic trainers, and trash-talking.
 

Below I've included the rankings from my mostly unsuccessful (3 winners in 10 years) Derby handicapping process.  You know the drill by now, I evaluate each horse in eight different categories, with each horse being assigned a purely subjective rating between 1 and 10.  Ten is the worst and 1 is the best.  The eight ratings are then weighted and totaled according to a secret formula.  In this system the lower the score the better.  The eight categories are as follows:
1.  Breeding (B) - includes not only dosage, but if I personally liked any of the horses in the pedigree or their half-siblings, cousins, stablemates,etc., if the pedigree contains Princequillo, Stage Door Johnny, Hatchet Man, LaTroienne, or if the pedigree does *not* contain Mr. Prospector or Storm Cat.
2.  Hype (H) - Bad marks if I hear a horse's/trainer's name on the local news, or if I see the horse's/trainer's name in The Roanoke Times prior to Sat. (A horse/trainer would have to be serious hype monster to make it past the NASCAR/NFL draft coverage around here.)
3.  Name (N) - Would the name look good on a Derby glass?   Is it a clever or poetic name?  What are the headline possibilities?  Holy Giacomoly! was an all time favorite from last year’s papers.  Thankfully there’s only one runallthewordstogethername in the field this year.   
4.  Mystery (M) - the dark horse category.  How stupefied will the pundits be if this horse wins?   The more stupefied the better. 
5.  Karma/best story (K) - Is there some touching, funny, sad story connected to the horse and/or his connections? Are the connections old timers ala Paul Mellon/Mack Miller with Sea Hero or are they refreshing newcomers like the Funny Cide group or the Smarty Party?  Have the connections won before or are they still looking for that first magical win?  
6.  Photos (P) - Do I have personal snapshots of the horse? Have I seen him run in person?  Most of the photos I have of this year’s entrants were taken at the Breeders’ Cup last year.  I was about a sixteenth of a mile away from the horses when I took the photos, so they’re all pretty indistinguishable from one another.  Still I’ll give them credit for having actually seen the horse in person.
7.  Annoyance (A) - How annoying will it be to me personally if this horse and/or connections win?  This entire system is most successful when I weight this category the highest in the ratings.  Many of the trainers and jockeys I find most annoying are either retired or have no horse in the race, but I still find twenty horse fields annoying, so I’m continuing to weight this category heavily.  Not a common approach, I know, but I am  "The Annoyed Handicapper."TM
8.  The usual handicapping stuff (H) - you know race records, workouts, post positions, speed figs, stuff that may or may not really matter come Derby Day anyway.
 

And now to the horses.
 

            B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Jazil

4
4
5
6
4
10
3
4
46
A late-running horse who made a visually impressive run from way, way back to finish 2nd to Bob and John in the Wood Memorial for his last race.  He’s owned by the Dubai Minister of Finance, Sheikh Hamdan.  He gets karma and irony points for the possibility of one of America’s favorite sporting events being won by someone from a country that sent Congress into conniptions when it bought a company that ran some of our seaports.  The horse has been working well at Churchill for about a week.  His closing run in the Wood was very impressive, but keep in mind the horses he was passing were all running very slowly at the end of that race.  He's also only won a single race in his career in six lifetime starts.  The connections get good karma points for not dumping 18 year old Fernando Jara as their jockey in favor of a more experienced rider.  The horse’s name rhymes with “dazzle” and means abundance in Arabic.  There’s some stamina in the pedigree, but most of it is a couple of generations back
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Steppenwolfer
5
3
4
5
4
10
2
5
42
A nice grey colt foaled on Mom’s birthday.  His trainer says he’s named for the rock band and they’re hoping he’ll take them on a magic carpet ride in the Derby.  He’s a son of Aptitude who ran 2nd in the Derby in 2000.  There’s some nice stamina influences in the pedigree and quite a bit of South African bloodlines.  He’s another horse who will be closing from the back of the pack.  He spent most of the spring running 2nd and 3rd behind Lawyer Ron in Arkansas.  His trainer, Daniel Peitz, is very involved in his care, doing a lot of the grooming and stall-mucking himself.  He also brought his two cats with him to Churchill to keep the horse company.  I figure cats are good karma, so I rated the horse accordingly.
            B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Keyed Entry
6
3
7
4
6
10
7
6
63
One of Todd Pletcher’s two horses in the race.  He’s run some very impressive races this spring, but as the distances have gotten longer he’s seemed progressively more pooped at the wire.  He ran 3rd to Bob and John in the Wood for his last race.  There are some stamina influences in the pedigree, but they’re a few generations back.  Pat Valenzuela gets the mount after Edgar Prado opted to ride Barbaro.  PVal is a master at getting speed horses to relax on the lead and extend their speed as far as possible.  He’s also responsible for the high annoyance rating, being pretty much the only jockey I find annoying after all the retirements in the ranks the last few years.  Pat has had addiction problems over the years (Marcus Vick has nothing on this guy when it comes to second chances), but appears to be doing well right now.  He previously won the Derby with Sunday Silence in 1989.
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Sinister Minister
6
4
4
4
6
10
4
6
52
Another of the frontrunners, he has only one gear, and that’s GO!. He ran off and hid from the field in the Bluegrass Stakes at Keeneland, winning by over 12 lengths over Storm Treasure and earning a huge speed figure.  Bouncy Bob Baffert has engaged in a bit of friendly trash-talking with Dale Romans, trainer of fellow speedball, Sharp Humor.  When informed Romans said he was sending Sharp Humor to the lead, Bouncy Bob responded that Sharp Humor will be the leader “…of the second wave.  Sinister Minister will be in the first wave by himself.”  He’s a son of Old Trieste who ran in the 1998 Derby.  There’s some stamina in the pedigree, but also some pretty serious sprinters as well.
            
B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Point Determined
3
6
3
6
4
10
3
4
45
Bouncy Bob Baffert’s second horse in the race is owned by Beverley Lewis.  She and her husband “Beaming” Bob Lewis owned many Derby starters over the years including winners Charismatic and Silver Charm.  Bob Lewis passed away in February, but Beverley has continued with the racing stable.  Point Determined is a son of 2001 beaten Derby favorite Point Given and appears to be a slowly improving horse.  He’s been running 2nd out in California to the likes of Brother Derek and A.P. Warrior.  His hype rating took a hit when a story and photo appeared in The Roanoke Times on Tuesday.  The photo showed him rearing up as he was arriving at Churchill.  Rumor has it he’s become quite energetic and aggressive in KY when previously he’s been rather mellow.  Maybe it’s all that lovely KY pollen he’s breathing.  He seems to prefer to stalk the pace, and he should have plenty of stamina to finish well.
            B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Showing Up
7
4
7
4
5
1
5
6
49
Funny Cide’s trainer, Barclay Tagg is back with a talented colt who’s run in a whopping 3 total races.  Of course he’s won all 3, but he’s still bucking some serious historical trends, such as no horse has won the Derby without a race at 2 since 1882.  His training has been disrupted by a foot bruise in early April and a puncture wound sustained in his last race, the Lexington Stakes, at Keeneland 2 weeks ago.  Tagg is a very conservative trainer though, so he wouldn’t run unless the horse was in top shape.  Showing Up seems to prefer to lay just off the leaders before making his move.  The pedigree seems a bit light on stamina.  The somewhat high annoyance rating comes from the fact that I dithered over choosing him for my fantasy stable and ultimately went with another horse that he beat in the Lexington.
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Bob and John
4
3
6
6
5
10
3
5
48
Another Bouncy Bob horse who’s named after his owner Bob McNair and his racing manager John Adger.  I keep thinking it’s the name of some local bar band.  Bob and John was foaled on May 17, so he’s really not 3 years old yet.  He’s spent most of his career in California running with some degree of success against Brother Derek and A.P. Warrior.  For his last race he came east and won the Wood Memorial on a sloppy track after pressing Keyed Entry through a fairly quick early pace.  He came home very slowly in that race and gives the impression of being a bit of a plodder.  Nevertheless, he’s been in the money in 8 races since last September.  He has something of a good race - bad race pattern and he’s due for a bad race this time.  Owner Bob McNair also owns the Houston Texans football team, and he’s hoping a Derby win will distract the Texan fans from what many have perceived as a poor choice of #1 draft pick in the NFL draft last week. 
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Barbaro

3
4
3
7
2
7
2
3
35
He’s undefeated in five starts and could possibly be a better runner on turf than dirt.  He gets a pretty low hype rating despite being undefeated; lots of people were not real impressed with the horses he was beating in Florida this spring, e.g. Sharp Humor and Flashy Bull.  They’re also not real happy with the five week gap since his last race.  It’s been 50 years since a Derby winner won after a 5 week layoff.  Lael Stables also owns Showing Up which makes them the first owners to have 2 undefeated starters in the same Derby.  His speed figures seem to be improving even as his margins of victory are decreasing.  He’s been running on or near the lead, but seems willing to rate off the pace.  Former Maryland Riding God, Edgar Prado, chose him as his Derby horse after riding several other good horses this spring.  Trainer Michael Matz won a silver medal in team showjumping at the 1996 Atlanta Olympics, and I was there for the event.  I even have pictures which accounts for the odd photo rating above.  If you read or watch any Derby coverage I’m sure you’ll hear a lot about his experiences surviving a plane crash in Iowa and rescuing 3 children from the wreckage; definitely gives him good karma points.  I also like the horse’s name.  It’s catchy even if he is named after a foxhound in a painting displayed by his owners.  There’s plenty of stamina from his sire’s side of the pedigree and some from the dam. 
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Sharp Humor

4
3
3
4
6
10
3
4
43
He’s a front-runner who finished a stubborn 2nd to Barbaro in his last race after leading into the stretch.  Trainer Dale Romans has decided it’s too late to teach a young horse new tricks, so he’s sending him to the front when the gates open.  His announcement of this fact is what prompted the trash-talking from Bouncy Bob.  Sharp Humor is also dealing with the 5 week layoff question.  He’s been working well at Churchill including a nice mile work a couple of weeks ago.  He’s a son of Distorted Humor who also sired Funny Cide.  He’s also a grandson of Danzig which makes him our first Polish horse in the field.  There are some stamina influences in the pedigree too.  This is the Louisville native Romans' first Derby starter.
            
B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
A.P. Warrior
4
3
5
5
5
10
5
5
52
Another of the California contingent of horses.  He seemed to really improve when new trainer John Shirreffs (trainer of Giacomo) took over two races back.  He’s beaten Point Determined and Bob and John and also run 3rd to Brother Derek.  He’s never won past 1 1/16 miles, but his pedigree does have quite a bit of stamina in it.  He appears to be most successful when stalking the pace.  He was bought for $1.3 million as a yearling.  He’s had a couple of nice 7 furlong works out in CA prior to his arriving at Churchill earlier this week.
 

That's the first half of the field ...
Now for the other half of the field.  
 

            
B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total 
Sweetnorthernsaint  3
4
3
6
5
10
3
2
42
He began his career at Colonial Downs last summer finishing 12th in a claiming race.  He was very fractious before the race and was therefore gelded prior to racing again.  He was much better behaved after that and proceeded to beat all his competition in Maryland by wide margins.  He ran 3rd behind Keyed Entry in NY, but came back to easily win the Illinois Derby by over 9 lengths beating Cause to Believe.  He’s consistently run the best speed figures of any horse in the race.  Rumor has it his figure from the Illinois Derby came out too high and was adjusted down to a more likely number.  He seems to have a fairly versatile running style, but tends to be near the lead.  Kent Desormeaux picked up the mount after current Maryland Riding Demigod Mario Pino had to have hernia surgery earlier in the spring.  Kent almost caused a few hernias himself when he overslept last Saturday and missed Sweetnorthernsaint’s last workout at Churchill.  Trainer Michael Trombetta managed to find a replacement exercise rider and the workout went smoothly.  Sweetnorthernsaint was born on Greg’s birthday.  I gave the name a good rating even though it runs the words together because it’s a clever combination of sire Sweetsouthernsaint and dam Ice Beauty.
            B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Private Vow
3
3
5
4
4
3
5
6
42
He showed a lot of promise as a 2 year old including winning once at Churchill Downs, but he hasn’t shown much of anything in two races this year against Lawyer Ron.  That accounts for the low hype rating, but the higher annoyance rating, since I’ve been waiting for to him to show something all year.  He’s been working well at Churchill though and he has quite a bit of stamina in his pedigree.  This will be Jamaican Shaun Bridgmohan’s first Derby mount.
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Bluegrass Cat
4
5
7
5
5
10
3
5
50
Todd Pletcher’s 2nd horse in the race had some early success this year at Tampa Bay Downs first beating Deputy Glitters in a small stakes race then running 2nd to him in the Tampa Bay Derby, and he was hyped accordingly.  He finished a distant fourth to Sinister Minister in the Bluegrass Stakes after that.  Actually two of his lowest speed figures came in 1 1/8 mile races.  His pedigree does have some stamina influences though.  His workouts at Churchill have been ok but not particularly eye-catching.  His regular jockey John Velazquez was injured at Keeneland a couple of weeks ago, so former Maryland Riding God Ramon Dominguez picks up the mount.    
      

B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total 
Deputy Glitters
6
3
5
3
3
10
3
6
45
Ran a very nice race in the Tampa Bay Derby to beat Bluegrass Cat and earned a high speed figure, but then came back and ran poorly in the slop to finish 6th to Bob and John.  His 2 worst races have been on off tracks, so his connections will be praying for sun on Saturday.  He had a somewhat slow workout at Churchill on Wednesday, but that could have been on purpose.  He appears to like running on or near the lead, but he might not be fast enough to keep up with the other speed horses.  He gets good karma points for his connections not dumping his 21 year old Panamanian jockey Jose Lezcano for a more experienced Derby rider.  His pedigree has some nice stamina influences on the sire’s side, but there’s some serious sprinting blood on his momma’s side.
            
B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Seaside Retreat
5
1
4
1
5
10
3
8
43
He ran in Canada as a 2 year old then came south this year where a 2nd place finish in the Lane’s End Stakes has been his best finish.  An excellent workout at Churchill Downs last week convinced the connections to throw their hat in the Derby ring and their horse to the Derby gods.  Lowest hype rating possible, since he didn’t get any kind of writeup at most of the industry websites until today.  The pedigree is slanted more towards turf, but there’s some stamina as well as Danzig a couple of generations back which makes him a Polish horse.  The trainer is a Louisville native who now trains in Canada.  Top Canadian jockey Patrick Husbands has the mount.  
               
B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Cause to Believe
4
3
7
3
4
10
3
4
44
Northern California Racing Gods Jerry Hollendorfer and Russell Baze bring the steadily improving Cause to Believe to the race.  He beat Sinister Minister in the California Derby, but then headed to the Illinois Derby where he finished a distant 3rd to Sweetnorthernsaint.  He had a decent workout at Churchill last week.  He’ll try to stalk the pace from mid-pack and will need a fast pace up front to show his best effort.  He’s sired by Maria’s Mon who also sired 2001 Derby winner, Monarchos.  That side of the family has some other stamina influences too.
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Lawyer Ron

3
6
5
7
3
10
2
4
44
He’s this year’s hot horse from Arkansas, like Smarty Jones and Afleet Alex the last two years.  He’s undefeated this year, regularly beating Steppenwolfer and Private Vow.  His speed figures have not been particularly high in these races, but the races themselves have been visually impressive.  He likes to run out front, but he has successfully rated in some races.  He also has nice tactical speed which could come in handy if jockey John McKee has to maneuver out of a traffic jam as they come from their outside post position.  He has a steady pattern of fast works in the morning, and by all accounts is a hard-working horse who loves to run.  He’s named for his owner’s attorney, Ron Bamberger.  Owner James Hines passed away in February shortly before Lawyer Ron’s (the horse) first start in Arkansas.  Lawyer Ron (the man) is the executor of the estate and just negotiated a deal to sell a majority interest in the horse to Stonewall Farm in KY.  The horse will continue to race in Hines’ silks though.  He’s another Polish horse, and he has a whole lot of stamina on his momma’s side of the pedigree. 
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Brother Derek
6
7
3
7
2
3
2
3
37
He’s the probable Derby favorite who’s been beating all the competition out in California.  He’s been running nice speed figures and decent final times, but he’s not really running very fast at the end of his races.  He also has a bit of a good race – less good race pattern, and now it’s time for a less good race.  He does have a nice workout at Churchill, and he sure is one pretty pony.  He’s another one that will want to be near the lead which could be difficult given his outside post position.  He’s named for the son of his previous owner.  The son is on a Mormon mission and such missionaries are usually referred to as “Brother”.  His current owner is Canadian oilman Cecil Peacock, so guess what his silks look like.  Yep, they have the spittin’ image of the old NBC peacock logo.  Surprisingly enough in today’s litigious society nobody seems to care about possible trademark infringement issues.  Of course you know NBC is desperately hoping he wins.  For them it’s practically the equivalent of sponsoring a Nascar team.  Trainer Dan Hendricks adds major karma points.  He was paralyzed in a motocross accident 2 years ago, but has continued to train horses with a great deal of success.  Brother Derek is his first Derby horse.  Jockey Alex Solis adds to the karma score after finishing 2nd in the Derby 3 times.  He's due for a win.  Pedigree-wise most of the stamina seems to be a few generations back, but he is a Polish horse.
            
B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Storm Treasure
5
2
4
3
5
10
3
5
43
He made a visually impressive run around the turn in the Bluegrass Stakes but still finished 12 lengths behind Sinister Minister.  Prior to that he was 6th in the Tampa Bay Derby behind Deputy Glitters.  He is the only horse in the race besides Private Vow to have won a race at Churchill Downs.  Trainer Steve Asmussen thinks the probable fast pace up front will help his horse’s closing kick.  The horse has been working well at Churchill, but he’s another horse with a good race – bad race pattern, and it’s now time for the bad race.  He’s also only actually won a race once, but he has finished 2nd four times.  The pedigree leans toward the sprinting side, but there is some stamina a few generations back.  He gets a new jockey in David Flores for the Derby.
                  B     H     N     M     K     P     A     H     Total
Flashy Bull

3
3
5
4
5
10
3
7
46
Here’s Mike Smith in the Derby on a grey son of beaten Derby favorite Holy Bull.  Sound familiar?  Think Giacomo, last year’s winner.  But is there any karma left from last year in that combination?  Flashy Bull has been racing behind Barbaro down in Florida.  In the Florida Derby he steadied on the 1st turn and never really ran much after that, ultimately finishing 7th.  He’s coming off that 5 week layoff like Barbaro and Sharp Humor.  He also has only won a single race and finished 2nd 4 times in 9 total starts.  This is trainer Kieran Mclaughlin’s 2nd horse in the race.
 

So there’s the field.  Finally.  If anyone is still with me it appears I will be picking Barbaro, Brother Derek, and Sweetnorthernsaint.
We’ll see what happens.    
Make sure to send me your picks by post time on Saturday.
 

 

 

May the Horse Be With You.
 

Libby  
