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For example, “You can tell
how relaxed they are if a horse is
pricking its ears,” Martinez said.
“It’s a good sign they’re either
waiting on company or happy
with themselves. When a horse
has its ears pinned (back), you
just hope the horse can carry on.

“It’s not so much about speed
or how fast you’re going, it’s how
the horse is doing it. There are
times you know three jumps out
of the race that ‘I can win this
race.’ And there are times when
you might be in a golden spot, but
you know, ‘This is not going to
work out for me.’ ”

Other successful riders say
they assimilate cues from a
mount’s body language.

“You can feel when they’re
tense, when they’re relaxed,”
said jockey Rosemary Homeister
Jr. “The horse is talking to you,
but we don’t always listen, or
we’re not paying attention.”

Split-second decisions
In racetrack lexicon, the best

jockeys are said to have clocks in
their heads, meaning they have a
keen sense of a horse’s pace. A
more apt analogy might be a com-
puter.

Perched lightly on an 1,100-
pound animal going 35 mph, not
only do they have to know how
fast they are going, but the speed
of the competition. They have to
judge if their horse is happy or re-
sentful at that position and handi-
cap traffic around them. Some
have an exit strategy in case a
competitor bolts, falls or comes
over on them.

“There’s probably not enough
lines on that (reporter‘s note-
book) to go through what goes
through my mind in the first
three jumps,” said jockey Gar-
rett Gomez, who will ride Daddy
Nose Best in the Derby.

“There are a million things
you’re looking for: The way
they’re moving over the race-
track. The way they’re traveling
into your hands. Horses that en-
joy everything going on around
them, they’re going to run really
huge. There are horses that don’t
like the inside, and all of a sudden
they don’t enjoy what they’re do-
ing.

“It’s your job to try to find an-
other position to make them hap-
py. Sometimes it’s not doable, like
if you’ve got six horses outside
you. And you have to go to anoth-
er plan.”

Jockeys also say that even as
they read their horses, they know
the horses are reading them
back.

“I used to tell myself that if I
needed to be patient on a horse,
don’t even breathe,” said retired
Hall of Fame jockey Gary Ste-
vens, a three-time Kentucky Der-
by winner. “Breathe as quietly as
you can because the first time
you move a finger on this horse,
he’s going to jump in it and go.
And you better make sure it’s the

right time.”
Shaun Bridgmohan said he has

ridden horses over sloppy tracks
where he’s afraid to even pull
down a set of goggles to get to a
clean pair underneath, fearing
that moving his hand off a rein
will encourage his horse to accel-
erate prematurely.

“You’ve just got to sit there
hoping your goggle doesn’t get
dirty to where you can’t see out of
it,” he said.

Changing plans
When things aren’t going well,

jockeys must make tough
choices.

“Sometimes they’re fighting
you and not listening,” said John
Velazquez, who won last year’s
Derby on Animal Kingdom and
rides Went the Day Well this year.
“By the half-mile pole, his way is
not going to work. So sometimes
you have to take into considera-
tion, ‘Do I maybe take a chance of
not winning today and have this
horse learn something and give
him a chance to be a good horse?
Or do I let him do it his way and he
might be worse next time?’ His
career, mentally, might be short-
lived.

“Their minds are one of the
most precious parts of a horse. If
you can get a horse to understand
what you’re asking him to do all
the time, you can turn a mediocre
horse into a pretty good horse.
You can make a horse faster by
five lengths just by the horse pay-
ing attention to you.”

Getting that connection isn’t
easy. On a typical day, half a jock-
ey’s mounts might be horses he or
she has never ridden. But riders
say they pick up invaluable infor-
mation in the post parade, the
warmup and going to the starting
gate.

Many jockeys also pore over
their mount’s race charts and
video archives, looking for dos
and don’ts, especially for the Der-
by and other stakes. They don’t
necessarily like detailed instruc-
tions from trainers, because
there are so many variables in a
race, but jockeys love getting
good information about a horse
from a trainer or the exercise rid-
er.

Still, once the gates spring
open, it’s up to the rider to proc-

ess all the fast-moving conditions
— and then adjust.

‘An intuitive rider’
Pat Day — who won 8,803

races before retiring in 2005 and
long ago was nicknamed “Baby
Hands” by trainer D. Wayne Lu-
kas — had a simple approach,
calling himself “an intuitive rid-
er.”

“My way of riding was, ‘Want
to get them out of the gate clean,
get them relaxed and pull the
trigger when I deemed the time
was right,’ ” said Day, the all-time
wins leader at Churchill and
Keeneland. “I was never one, ‘Oh
man, they’re going too fast, I’ve
got to slow down.’ Or, ‘They’re go-
ing too slow, I need to jump up
there.’ It was the way he felt
through the reins and felt under-
neath you.

“A lot of riders would come
back and say, ‘How did you get
that horse to settle?’ And I didn’t
know what I’d done. I’d drop my
hands back, I was relaxed and
they were relaxed. They’d be on
the horse next time and drop
their hands back and he’d just run
off. ... Horses wanted to do what I
wanted them to do with the mini-
mum amount of encouragement
on my part.”

Jockeys’ tricks
Jockeys have different tricks

to get their horses to pick up the
pace a little or a lot. Kent Desor-
meaux, who’ll ride Dullahan in
the Derby, said some horses re-
spond to a simple squeeze with
the rider’s heels or, in the case of
some European horses, “bounce
your butt right on the saddle.”

Gomez has his own informal
list of cues for the horse.

“Say, I want to get just a little
bit closer going into the far turn,”
he said. “I might just pick my
hand up a little bit, or move my
toe. Or pick your body up a little
bit. If that doesn’t work, you go to
a little more aggressive hand ges-
ture, and if that doesn’t work then
you smooch or tap them on the
shoulder and a little rein action.

“If that doesn’t work, you
throw them a cross (quick flip of
reins) or reach back and tap them
on their rump.”

If that doesn’t work?
“You’re in trouble.”

Jennie Rees can be reached at (502)
582-4042.
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“There are a million things you’re looking for,” Garrett Gomez said,
referring to how he reads his mounts. SAM UPSHAW JR./THE COURIER-JOURNAL

“You can feel when
they’re tense, when they’re

relaxed. The horse is
talking to you, but we
don’t always listen, or

we’re not paying
attention.”

ROSEMARY HOMEISTER JR.
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