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One of the exciting finishes on the day TWHA visited Golden Gate fields--photo by Gary Fitts.

TWHA Day at the Races

Continued next page

By Lisa McLaughlin

What has 1,200 horses, over 300 workers, 9 veterinarians,

and an on-site chaplain?  The ‘back side’ of Golden Gate Fields

Racetrack in Albany. About 30 members of TWHA toured this

small city the morning of February 27, getting a first hand look

at the complex operations, rituals, and horsemanship of the

racing business.

We arrived about 8 am, hours after the track’s daily routine

had started. We joined the trainers leaning on the outside rail,

watching the morning workout. Although it had rained hard the

day before, the artificial surface material was dry and fluffy – so

dry it had to be watered down periodically. About 30-40 horses

were out on the track. These sleek, muscular beauties really

took our breath away.

During a training session there are three types of horses/

riders on the track. The majority, or course, are the thorough-

breds, ridden not by jockeys but by ‘gallop’ riders. They put

each horse through whatever regimen the trainer has deter-

mined for that horse that day: some were simply trotting or

cantering, some worked in pairs holding back or passing, and

TWHA Spring Trail Work Day

Saturday, April 17.
Meet in the parking lot by the Tilden Steam Trains at 9:15

for coffee and bagels.

Work from 9:30 to 12:00 installing interlocking concrete

blocks on the Bay Are Ridge Trail section of Lupine Trail

connecting Vollmer Peak Trail with Seaview.

Have fun, enjoy great camaraderie, and do a good deed if

you come.

For more info contact Susan Palo, TWHA Trail Work Day

Coordinator, at  sepalo@Comcast.net
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On our tour  we talked with trainer Donna

Hjort, shown here with Preach the Gospel.

Photo by Gary Fitts

The View from

the stands

across the track

and up to the

East Bay hills is

pretty dramatic...

Photo by Gary

Fitts

some were speeding flat out along the

inside rail, racing for time. To be eligible

for a stakes race a horse must have a

clocked workout in the official track record

– the ‘racing form’ – that is used for set-

ting odds and wagering.

Green or nervous horses are assisted

by a pony rider, who leads, calms, and

helps control horses during the workout

and also before each race. Pony horses

wear leather shielding to protect them

from biting, flighty racers. Becky Ander-

son – our gracious tour leader – works

with a number of trainers. I watched

Becky’s horse eye every thoroughbred

as it came onto the track to work – sizing

them up, preparing for the unexpected.

This guy knows his job!

And when you’ve got 30-40 young,

hair-trigger horses training on the track,

you need ‘traffic cops.’ These are the

outriders, track officials who make sure

everyone follows the rules, will catch a

loose horse if a rider falls, and try to keep

everyone safe. We met two of the outrid-

ers, Nancy and her big roan quarter horse

and Bill Anderson.

Next we toured the track veterinary

hospital with Dr. Jerry Parker, DMV. Think

of a football locker room or an Olympic

training facility: the nine private-practice

doctors at GGF deal with the strains, pulls

and breaks that are an inevitable part of

high-level athletic competition. He told

us an average of 8 surgeries are performed

there each week. The wide doors and large

rooms attest to the size of the patients

this hospital treats. Portable x-ray and

digital MRI equipment help the doctors

identify and treat injuries.  Jerry told us

how a horse is anesthetized in a padded

area, transported by block-and-tackle to

the surgery area, and assisted back to itr

feet afterwards. It’s a tricky business keep-

ing the horse – and the doctors – safe

during a procedure. We all crowded

around a computer screen as Jerry showed

us before-and after examples of different

orthopedic injuries and repairs. He said

the artificial track surface has had a big

effect on the number and type of injuries:

there are fewer impact injuries, but be-

cause the material gives differently, other

TWHA Day at the Races
Continued from front  page

During a race a horse naturally

gallops on the left lead around the

oval of the track, but the jockey will

attempt a change to the right lead in

the home stretch. This is because the

horse’s left side is fatigued and

switching the right side can tap into

unused energy.

Racing

Strategy

Continued on next page
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long term injuries may yet result (the jury

is out…). Jerry also explained that suc-

cessful repair depends as much on the

temperament of the horse as it does on

the procedure – some horses simply can’t

remain quiet and heal. We all left the hos-

pital with a greater appreciation of the

delicate work done there.

After the hospital Becky led us on a

tour of several barns. GGF houses horses

in the final stages of training to race, those

actively racing, and the pony horses.

Though clearly business-like and profes-

sional, the barns still had the mellow,

homey feel of barns everywhere: stall

doors rubbed and worn by generations

of horse’s necks, freshly washed leg

wraps drying in the sun, and sweet bales

TWHA Day at the Races
Continued from previous page of hay and bedding. The bright-eyed,

curious residents of the stalls watched

and reached out for us as we passed.

Horses due to race that afternoon had

special ‘hands off’ warning signs posted

on their stalls, a precaution against tam-

pering. We chatted with a Head Groom

and with trainer Donna Hjort about their

charges. It was fun to see ‘Preach the

Gospel’ reach out to nibble on Donna as

she talked – he’s clearly her baby (see

the accompanying story).

The last stop on our tour was the

building where the days’ racers are iden-

tified, drug tested, numbered and lined

up. The Racing Commission and the state

take very seriously the task of keeping

racing fair and honest, and they also look

out for the welfare of the horses, check-

ing for performance-enhancing drugs

that could affect horse health.  Blood and

urine tests are routinely performed (race

horses are taught to pee on command!)

and the identity of each racer is triple-

checked. Then the horses go one by one

into separate areas to wait for their race.

The history and ritual of racing was evi-

dent in this circular building, where small,

numbered holding stalls around the pe-

rimeter face onto a grassy patch in the

center.  To me, this was the eye of the

storm, a circle of calm before the horses

faced the roaring grandstand and the ex-

plosive excitement of the race.

Our tour concluded, most TWHA

members left, but a few stalwarts headed

into the grandstand for lunch and wager-

ing. It was fun to see Becky Anderson at

work ponying horses into the starting

gates. The pageantry of the race had been

made personal by our tour.

Donna Hjort, trainer, captivated

TWHA members as they toured behind

the scenes at Golden Gate Fields. We were

led by Becky Anderson to Donna’s barn,

where she stables the four Thorough-

breds she trains to race and win. Other

stables may be larger, or smaller, but none

seemed more professional, meticulous, or

caring. As her clients' horses leaned over

her shoulder, Donna talked to us at

length, answering our questions about

conditioning, training, feeding, and car-

ing for race horses, day in and day out.

Becky Anderson very specifically re-

minded us that Donna’s livelihood is

those four horses and that when they do

well, so does she. They looked beauti-

fully cared for.

 We learned that, as a trainer, Donna

Hjort does not pay for stabling at Golden

Gate Fields, but her horses are expected,

by management, to contribute to racing.

She, of course, pays for their upkeep and

the owners pay her. The horses must run

(depending on health, fitness, etc) regu-

larly. She listens to owners’ needs, for

TWHA members Martha Mikesell, Eric

Schroeder, Susan Palo, and Ann Linsley stand

in the Winner’s Circle, with an unidentified

man, after the Seventh Race on February 27th,

with Donna Hjort, trainer, and her winner

Preach the Gospel, Leslie Mawing up. Official

track photo by Vassar Photography

TWHA in the Winner’s Circle
 by Susan Palo

example, to be in the Winner’s Circle, but

she has the final decision about what the

horse can and should do. She discussed

the calculations by which horses are as-

signed to races and to claiming prices.

Continued next page
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Unlike pasture horses, on non-race days, these Thorough-

breds are out of their box stalls for about an hour, but she

watches over them scrupulously, with deep straw bedding,

three meals a day, supplements, and grain. We were astounded

at the amount of LMF Race Horse, a grain, that they receive

daily pounds and pounds and understood, in part, the source

of that explosive horse energy we saw in the early morning

workouts.

One of Donna’s clients’ horses, Preach the Gospel, nuzzled

her hair as she talked, but we couldn’t pet him because a sign

TWHA in the
Winner's Circle
Continued from previous page

on his stall warned us not to touch him. Preach the Gospel,

looking like someone’s riding pony, calm and contented, was

not to be tampered with, as a scheduled racer who had been

given Lasix, a diuretic drug that mitigates internal bleeding

caused by racing stress. Preach the Gospel was down for the

Seventh Race, a five and a half furlong sprint.

Just before we moved on, Donna casually mentioned that

Preach the Gospel, that quiet, nuzzling pal, was actually a very

fast horse. He’s in the Seventh Race, she said;  If he wins, you

can come into the Winner’s Circle.

The rest is history, captured in the photo. By the Seventh

Race, only four TWHA diehards remained, since the day had

begun before 8:00 am. We bet; we cheered; we won. We were

photographed in the Winner’s Circle. Donna said, “Are you

the only ones left?” Ann Linsley even went into the Owners’

Clubroom, since the doorkeeper saw her, thought she was an

owner, and led her to a televised re-run of her horse’s race.

What a day!

About 45 TWHA members and friends gathered at the Griz-

zly Room at the Tilden Park Golf Course on January 25th for our

2010 Annual Membership Meeting. We were treated to a fasci-

nating presentation by Veterinarian Alana Alpern, whose ar-

ticle in this issue sums up her talk on acupressure and acu-

puncture for horses.

A number of members gave short reports on last year’s and

upcoming TWHA activities. Jenni Smith reported that TWHA

currently has 78 members, Susan reported on our 2009 Trail

Work Days, and announced our upcoming spring work day—

details are listed on the front page of this issue. Morris re-

ported on the TWHA Newsletter—keep those contributions

coming—and on the East Bay Area Trails Council, of which

TWHA is a member. Lisa announced the upcoming Day at the

Races. Karl reported on the campout he organized last summer

at Frank Valley on Mt. Tam. Morris spoke about the East Bay

Hills Trails Benefit Hike and Ride, and how we have distrib-

uted the funds so raised. We had a quick report on TWHA’s

participation in last year’s and this year’s upcoming Diablo

Trails Endurance Ride—volunteers needed—and a report on

former TWHA member Jesscia Dupre, who left this world in

December.

We approved by acclimation the nominated slate of TWHA

Board members for 2010, listed on the last page of this newslet-

ter. We thanked David Whittall, our outgoing Recording Sec-

retary, for his years of service. That position will now be shared

by Lila Abdul-Rahim and Ute Frey. Page Schorer replaces Jenni

Smith as our Membership Secretary, although Jenni remains

on the Board as Member-at-Large. Otherwise the Board re-

mains the same. We are fortunate to have generous volunteers

serving on the Board, contributing so much to TWHA  and the

trails and equestrian communities at large.

We broke into discussion groups at each table to discuss

TWHA activities and priorities to inform the new board in

planning for 2010 and beyond. Many ideas were discussed

and we should see some of them put into action going forward.

We finished the meeting with our presentation by Alana

Alpern, who stepped forward at the last minute when our pre-

viously announced speaker was unable to attend. We all felt

quite fortunate to have her talk.

TWHA Annual Meeting

Our speaker, Alana Alpern, DVM, spoke about integrating Eastern

and Western medicine for the benefirs of equine health. Drawing

courtesy of Alana Alpern.
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We are fortunate to live in a time when
so many western advances in medicine
are an available asset to prevention, di-
agnosis and treatment of disease.  By in-
corporating blood tests, ultrasound/digi-
tal radiographs, and specific medications
when appropriate, I can give horses a
great deal of opportunities to overcome
their health obstacles and live long
healthy lives.  But this is only half the
story. There are certain conditions that
are not satisfied by western offerings, and
even those that are seemingly  satisfied
could benefit from additional support
from a different school of thinking.  Hav-
ing trained in both eastern and western
avenues of veterinary medicine, it is the
opinion of this veterinarian that these dif-
ferent schools of medicine are not exclu-
sive; rather, it is an integrative approach
of the two that yields the most optimal
health in my patients.  The following is
an introduction to Traditional Chinese
Veterinary Medicine (TCVM) for those
who wish to become more familiar with
this aspect of equine health care.

An Integrative Approach
to Equine Medical Care

By Alana Alpern, DVM

ment of various diseases, injuries, and
preventative care, but this modality of
treatment is far from new.  Veterinary acu-
puncture dates back as far as 600 B.C.
Horses were important members of the
Chinese Military force, and therefore, re-
quired the same diligent medical care that
their human counterparts received.  Over
the last millennia, specific equine points
have been mapped in addition to those
points that were adapted from human
models.  Our equine athletes today have
the benefit of thousands of years of prac-
tice and observation, and while other com-
panion animals also greatly benefit from
this non-invasive medicine, it is the horse
that has the most backing for successful

A Brief History of T raditional
Chinese V eterinary Medicine

In recent years TCVM has been gain-
ing popularity in the west for the treat-

Photo at left shows some of the acupuncture
points on a horse's back. Above: current is
applied to thehorse at those points. Photos
courtesy of Alna Alpern, DVM.

Continued on next page


