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                                             Hal Hennessey

Oh Lord, here we go again -  ‘Ain’t it funny how time slips away?’  That line from a Willie Nelson song seems to fit the bill, or perhaps I could have gone with Yogi Berra and ‘It’s déjà vu all over again.’  Ready or not you are about to be subjected once more to my somewhat irreverent views of the politics and complexities of Harness Racing and the people in it.  Per usual this column won’t be a PR vehicle for racetracks, their management, or the industry.  It will be my take on the horses, the folks who love them and the game as I see it today.  Above all, this column will try to give the average fan a look at what harness racing insiders are talking about, or in some cases not talking about, on a weekly basis. And you know me, as always we’ll also do our best to afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted.  

                               -------------------------------------------

One of my biggest disappointments in racing today is the state of affairs at the CDPEC, and not just the financial results.  On that score I’ll simply say again, as I have before - this is a major initiative to revive an industry and has only just completed it’s first 2 full years of operation.  Any businessman will tell you it needs more time before success or failure can be measured.  Although I do concede that the joint should be doing better.  However, the bigger issues the complex faces can be partially ascribed to the operational arrangement the former Conservative government put in place. That is the divided management structure between the racing side and the gambling/food service people.  Near as I can tell and from what folks are saying, a major problem is that Atlantic Lotto and Harness Racing PEI are usually at odds with each other, mostly it’s said because AlC just doesn’t ‘get’ racing.  Many will tell you that in part, the less than stellar financial results in general and this past OHW in particular, are directly rooted in the two organizations conflicting philosophies.  If true, they both need a swift kick in the butt.  One way or another, they are playing their games on the taxpayers dime and messing with an industry trying to survive. Personally I think a hard-nosed CEO has to come in and take control of all operations.   Hopefully this would be a person with some grit in their craw and a plethora of experience in both harness racing and gambling, capable of telling this bunch where to go and how to get there.

                                   ------------------------------

 As a side note; for those of you calling for changes on the board of HRPEI, that’s a little tough for the new Premier right now. A couple of well-known horsemen are angling for Bert Honkoop’s job, but given Ghiz’s statements about patronage and firings during the McGuire kerfuffle, it’s hard to see him making wholesale changes at the moment. However horsemen will be pleased when the new chairman-in-waiting’s name is revealed - trust me.

                          ---------------------------------

It seems the folks at Summerside Raceway are supposed to get their grandstand in time for next summer’s racing, albeit not exactly as promised.  Apparently a couple of government ministers have been running about giving assurances re the new digs to some highly placed horsemen.  The peons will hear about it eventually of course – but then again - given past history, maybe not until the last moment.  All of this is presuming that the Premier is on board and these ministers weren’t just pumping sunshine up somebody’s derriere to make themselves look good.

                                    --------------------------------------

Lots of discussion about Ralph Annear and Maple Leaf Noble’s recent loss and thus their shot at the record for wins by a trotter.  I spent some time with the long fellow OHW and I have no doubt he’d like to have garnered that distinction.  More so for his partner and grandson Jack Panting’s sake than himself - but hold the pity parties.  I know Ralph well enough to say with certainty that he’d be the first one to tell you he’s got a lot to be thankful for.  This ride has been the culmination of over half a century spent in a sport the man loves and in which he has become known as the Maritime’s ‘Mr. Trot’.  Ralph’s also had the pleasure of sharing Noble’s 27 wins over 3 years with young Jack, who looks like he’s preparing to carry on the family tradition in harness racing.  Then there’s the horse’s successful return from what could have been a career ending accident and his two great trips over Ch’town OHW, one that came within a tick of the track trotting record.  Finally and this is the most important thing of all, Ralph himself has come back from major heart surgery this past winter and is as hale and hearty and even curmudgeonly as ever.  So don’t worry about Ralph Annear, just look for him coming to a track near you soon with one of his trotters. Drive on Pal.

                                     --------------------------------

Quick Brushes: … Great story about this 2 YO colt Somebeachsomewhere.   6 Maritimers (Schooner Stables), all in the car business buy a yearling at a sale last fall for $40K (or so it’s said).  He qualifies a couple of times at Truro and goes to Ontario, wins his Battle of Waterloo elimination (track record of 1:54) and also the final.  About this time ‘tis said the owners turn down $600K for him.  Next he wins the elimination and final of the Metro Pace (purse – 1 million smackaroos) at Mohawk, setting a world record for 2 YOs of 1:49.3.  Last Saturday was another stroll on the beach – wins the $115,884 Champlain Stakes in 1:50.2 under wraps.  Kind of gives us all hope doesn’t it?

…. This will drive some folks in NB crazy, but I’m still being told there’ll be a new racetrack and racino in Moncton.  A reliable source, who should know, says the new Liberal government can’t justify the bad PR they’d get from investing in EPR, when the owners there are sitting on a ton of cash and won’t spend it.  Hence the choice of the Hub City.

…. And finally to give you a taste of some netchat, here’s an edited version of Jamie Palmer’s recent post on last Saturday’s racing action in the Maritimes: 

 ‘Man o' man! Seems like all the Merry-time tracks were buzzing Saturday.  

At Northside Downs, Lexus Bandito scorches it in 1:56.3 to win the Neil Campbell Memorial for $1400.00.
At the CDP, Lakota Hall wins the W/O for $2500.00 in 1:55.2 , Pans O Silver cruises to victory in a $1500 class in 1:55.4, Out N At Em takes an $1800.00 class in 1:57, not to mention Briannas Attitude winning a N/W of $251 L5 class in 1:57.3 !
Then at the Frex (Fredericton) Power Flex wins a W/O $1200 L5 for $2500.00 in 1:57.4, Woodmere Quickpeek takes the $3000.00 open in 1:57 and Phil Pinkney shaves 1/5 of a second off the 3yo colt Force Ore Finesse's record winning an $8000.00 A.S. Stake division in 1:56 and then just misses the track record by 1/5 of a second winning the $7500.00 Jennie & Joe Chippin Memorial in 1:55.1 ! Nice summary Jamie, we’ll do it again!

Well that’s it - haven’t got my mojo completely working yet, but it’ll come and next week you can look for the return of The Artful Dodger (Jerry McCabe) & his Fastlane Notes.  Catch you on the turns. 

Questions/Comments?     hal.al@sympatico.ca
. 

