I’m sending this along to you all as an extra this week.  It appears in the June issue of Trot Magazine.  My apologies to Bobby Seaman as contrary to a typo in Trot, he is very much alive and doing well and visited with us recently at our barn in Montreal.
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Profile:  The Marcel Barrieau Stable

                                          By

                                     Hal Hennessey

               “ I wouldn’t have wanted to do anything else”

                                                ---- Marcel ‘Pops’Barrieau

Love of the horses and of Harness Racing, plus the economic facts of life, has traditionally made Maritimers the gypsies of the sport.  We recently visited with three of those East Coast gypsies at the Hippodrome de Montreal’s Marcel Barrieau Stable

When a professional in any sport, after a career spanning more then 30 years, makes a statement like the one we’ve quoted above, that pretty well says it all about the life he has chosen.  When he’s had over 3000 career victories and won nearly $20 million dollars in purses, that only confirms he made the right choice.  Just ask Marcel Barrieau. We recently visited him and his crew at the Hippodrome de Montreal for a wide-ranging discussion about all things horse.  It was evident that not only the boss, but also staffers like Wally MacInnis and Don Seaman, Maritimers all, still have that fire in the belly and love of Harness Racing, that drew them to the game many years ago.  For these guys, Harness Racing is not a job or even a career, it is truly a life well lived.

The Barrieau Family has long been an institution in Maritime Harness Racing.  Their story began with father Leonard importing western mustangs to the family farm in Acadieville.  This led to a move to Moncton in the late 40’s and the opening of a public racing stable.  The senior Barrieau had 16 children, 11 girls and 5 boys, including the youngest Marcel.  The others were Yvon, Alfred, Rufin, and Michel (Mike).  All the boys were active in the business, as owners, trainers and drivers and some continue to be so today.  Perhaps the best known in his time was Rufin, who died at the height of his career, when only 35 and is a member of the New Brunswick Sports Hall of Fame.  The eldest Yvon, a Catholic priest, still owns horses today in partnership with brother Marcel.  He was a professional driver in the Maritimes for a number of years, even after entering the priesthood, until asked to stop by his bishop.  The family tradition continues in New Brunswick today, with Alfred’s son Gilles, the Maritime’s leading driver the past few years and winner of the 2005 O’Brien Award for Horsemanship. 

 Marcel began driving at 20 and along the way acquired the nickname Pops, in recognition of his leadership on various racetrack hockey and baseball teams.  Racing throughout the Maritimes, he also spent some time in the U.S. and Quebec before basing himself in Saint John, N.B. It was there he met and married his wife, the former Susan Sullivan.  The couple have two daughters Jocelyn and Lindsay, both of whom attend University in Montreal.  Jocelyn will be familiar to rugby fans as a member of the Canadian women’s squad and last year’s MVP at McGill.  

It was after 13 years in the New Brunswick port city, that the Barrieau Stable made the move to settle in Montreal.  In 1984 Pops took his top performers, among them Silent Class, Angels Shadow and Big D to Blue Bonnets for the winter racing season.  He had a good meet and returned in the spring to the Maritimes, but the decision had been made to relocate to Montreal permanently.  It was at this juncture that he joined forces with an old friend.  Wally MacInnis, as a youngster, had worked around the horses with his grandfather George and his Uncle Buddy Shepherd at the Charlottetown Driving Park. Like many a Maritime horseman, he led a wandering lifestyle in his early years.  His first real job in racing was training and driving for the late Don MacNeil.  They had a good stable of horses, including the great Midnight Bold and traveled the circuit throughout Canada and the U.S.  Wally then worked for a time with well-known Island horseman James ‘Roach’ McGregor, before hooking up with the popular and talented Francis McIssac, also a PEI native.  Their partnership lasted 11 years before McIssac was tragically killed in a racing accident in St. John in 1979.  MacInnis then moved on to join Bobby Stevenson’s operation at Northfield Ohio, but returned 3 years later to Exhibition Park Raceway in St. John.  There he and Wally Hennessey operated a public stable for a couple of years, until Hennessey left for the U.S. to try his fortune.   MacInnis then teamed up with Barrieau, who was planning his move to Montreal and the rest, as they say, is history.  The two have now worked together for 22 years.

As Wally, Marcel and I chatted recently on the Hippodrome De Montreal’s backstretch, Don Seaman joined us.  Part of the Barrieau operation for the past 16 years, he hails originally from Moncton and spent 13 years in New York working for Duncan MacTavish before moving to Montreal.  He and his brothers Bobby and David now deceased, have been part of that Maritime gypsy tradition as well, following the horses all over the U.S. and Canada.  

The talk, as it always does when horsemen gather, turned to special horses and to the stable’s big races.  Both Wally and Pops were of the opinion that it wasn’t so much the race, but the horses you beat that made them memorable.  In that category comes the New Brunswick Provincial Cups they’ve won, particularly the upset by Angel’s Shadow in 1984 over Waveore and Supreme Jade.  Other career highlights for the Barrieau stable include winning the Gold Cup & Saucer in Charlottetown with Silent Class, Gaines Memorial & Meadowland Sires Stakes victories with Miraculous Moment, appearances in Montreal’s Prix d’ Ete, as well as taking the Mohawk Series with the great Sherwood Abe.  However, Marcel’s not resting on his laurels.  Like every horseman, he continually seeks the next good one for all the major dances.  Immediate plans are hopefully, to have a top contender this summer for a return to the Maritime’s premier event, PEI’s Gold Cup & Saucer race.

A hot topic in the barn these days, and amongst the province’s horsemen is Quebec Racing’s future.  Barrieau served on the executive of the horsemen’s association the past 5 years, but didn’t offer to run this year, as new owners took over the Quebec tracks.  While he says everybody hates to leave the Hippodrome de Montreal for another location, the size of the facility and the value of the land on Montreal Island make it a necessity.  The bright side he points out, will be a smaller venue, with a 5/8-mile track, that will be great for fans and bettors.  MacInnis had only one quibble and has yet to be convinced that VLTs will do the job, as opposed to the slots in jurisdictions like Ontario.  Suffice it to say though, that all hands at the Barrieau stable are pleased a decision has finally been made and are hopeful of Quebec racing’s future.   

Meantime with 24 horses to be looked after, the work is seemingly never done.  It’s a busy life for Marcel, Wally and Don, along with their two francophone colleagues Henri Hebert and Dan Senecal.  However, it doesn’t take the visitor long to understand, as we said going in, that they love every minute of it and wouldn’t have it any other way.  Hard working Maritimers and beautiful horses – although far from ‘Downhome’, at the Barrieau Stable in Montreal that tradition continues.

