
Success Beyond Expectations:
Malibu Moon’s Rise To Stardom

By Natalie Voss
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The Paulick Report continues our 
“Success Beyond Expectations” 
series, focusing on influential 
stallions whose success at stud 
far exceeded expectations at the 
end of their racing careers. 

When Malibu Moon left the track 
with a slab fracture in his knee in 
late May of his 2-year-old season, 
winner of just one race from two 
starts, owner/breeder B. Wayne 
Hughes knew Kentucky was not the 
place for the colt, however much he 
might have wished it was. 

“He would have been more than lost (in 
Kentucky),” Hughes told Alicia Wincze-Hughes of the Lexing-
ton Herald-Leader in 2010. “People would have said, ‘What’s 
he doing here?’ because he would have been here on his 
looks and his pedigree, and it’s hard to make a stallion on 
looks and pedigree if they don’t run.”

Malibu Moon, a son of A.P. Indy and the stakes-winning Mr. 
Prospector mare Macoumba, had started extraordinarily 
early in his juvenile season, running his first race for Califor-
nia-based trainer Mel Stute in April 1999. His female family 
was impressive, as Macoumba was a half sister to Grade 1 
winner and French sire Septieme Ciel. On July 1, Josh Pons, 
co-owner of Country Life Farm in Maryland with brother Mike, 
crossed paths with bloodstock agent John Stuart at a Lexing-
ton, Ky., memorial for Kent Hollingsworth, the longtime editor 
of Blood-Horse magazine where Pons once worked. Pons 
asked Stuart if he knew of any stallion prospects that might 
be a good fit for County Life Farm, and Stuart mentioned 
Hughes’ A.P. Indy colt. Pons flew out to California to see the 
horse and was immediately sold on his conformation alone. 

“I remember Mr. Hughes said to us, 
‘Boys, make him so valuable he’s got 
to come to Central Kentucky,” Pons 
told the Daily Racing Form’s Joe 
Nevills in 2013. 

The Pons brothers took the request 
to heart and set about getting as 
many mares as they could to Malibu 
Moon, who started his first sea-
son with a $3,000 stud fee. From 
his first crops, the stallion proved 
himself to be one of those rare 
types who indiscriminately elevates 
the mares he’s crossed with. As his 
first foals began hitting the ground, 

ASK RAY
QUESTION:  Why are there so many different 
organizations in horse racing? I can’t even keep 
track of them all.

ANSWER:  Many of them – horsemen’s groups and racing 
commissions – are necessary in every state because of the 
sport’s structure. But the number of national groups can 
and should be reduced, both to save money and be more 
efficient. There are too many chefs in racing’s alphabet soup.
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Stallion Spotlight

One of the greatest attainments of a lead-
ing sire is to become known as a “sire of 
sires.” This is particularly true for the com-
mercial value of a stallion’s second-genera-
tion offspring and for the sales value of his 
colts, which will skyrocket if a sire’s initial 
sons gain early success.

The prototype of this is Northern Dancer, 
whose immediate success as a sire was 
bolstered by racing excellence of his great 
son Nijinsky, who then became a leading 
international sire. This created greater de-
mand for succeeding sons and also gave 
them better opportunities at stud.

Usually, however, the opposite is true. A stal-
lion’s first few sons do little to enhance his reputation as a sire 
of sires. That’s the norm because most stallions do not suc-
ceed at a grand level, and few sons of a great sire become very 
good or great sires themselves. 

Unbridled, for instance, was an excellent sire, one of the most 
consistent sources of classic quality in American breeding. He 
got a boxcar full of sons, but it appears that his influence will be 
carried on principally by Empire Maker and Unbridled’s Song. 

The latter came from Unbridled’s first crop and was notable 
both for his exceptional speed and for his size. Unbridled was 
big, his sire Fappiano was big, and Unbridled’s Song was thump-
ing big, as well.

That has appeared to be something of a limitation for the sons 
of Unbridled’s Song, as they have tried to establish themselves 
as sires. Despite ability and opportunity, none has become a 
sire of great distinction to date, and most horsemen blame size 
and speed on that shortcoming.

But one of the most appealing young 
sires of the early sales scene is the Un-
bridled’s Song stallion Will Take Charge. 
A striking chestnut colt who emerged 
from the Triple Crown to become the 
late-season leader of his generation and 
eventually also the Eclipse Award winner 
as champion 3-year-old colt, Will Take 
Charge is a “typical” son of his sire.

He is tall, long, and most horsemen 
would not want him to be any bigger.

So the impression of the first-crop year-
lings by Will Take Charge means a lot. 
Grant Williamson of Three Chimneys 

Farm, which owns part of the stallion and 
stands him, has seen nearly all the stallion’s foals. 

“They are good-sized, not oversized, athletic, and attrac-
tive individuals who have balance and quality,” said Wil-
liamson. “I would not be surprised if some of them make 
good 2-year-olds.”

Not surprisingly, a good number of the Will Take Charge 
yearlings have appeared at Fasig-Tipton’s July select sale 
and are cataloged for the Saratoga select sale, as well. 
There were a trio in July and 10 more are set for the Sara-
toga select auction.

Will Take Charge is the front man in a trio of the best stallion 
prospects sired by Unbridled’s Song. In addition to the chest-
nut champion, Liam’s Map, winner of the 2015 Breeders’ 
Cup Dirt Mile, has first-crop weanlings of 2017, and cham-
pion Arrogate, the leading racehorse of 2017, is expected to 
try to repeat his Breeders’ Cup Classic victory later this year 
and enter stud in 2018. PRS

Will Take Charge

Sizing Up Will Take Charge
By Frank Mitchell

Emilie Taylor 615.429.6195 racing@farmvet.com
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Bay colt, by Candy Ride – Union City, by Dixie Union. 
Consigned by Lane’s End, agent, to 2015 Fasig-Tipton 
Saratoga Selected Yearling Sale, purchased by Cen-
tennial Farms for $325,000.

When Centennial Farm sets out to locate prospects for 
its racing partnerships, the goal is simple: find a good 
colt, develop him into a top-class runner and retire him 
to a stallion career. The odds, said Donald V. Little Jr., 
president of the 35-year-old entity offering racing part-
nerships, are much better when Centennial does its 
shopping at the select sales.

“Dr. Stephen Carr and Paula Parsons have been picking all 
the good horses for us since we started in ’82,” Little said. 
“They have certain criteria in terms of conformation and 
the type of pedigree that we look for; a horse that, if suc-
cessful, will be desirable to the stallion farms in Kentucky.”

The selection of Unified from the 2014 Fasig-Tipton Saratoga 
Selected Yearling Sale has confirmed Centennial’s method. A 
son of Candy Ride, the colt commanded $325,000 and he’s 
now won three graded stakes in seven starts. Unified also 
finished second in this year’s Grade 1 Carter Handicap.

“We looked at all the colts, and he was the only one 
we liked that year,” Little recalled. “We were fortunate 
enough to get him in our price range. They loved the way 
he stood, his walk was very athletic and precocious, he 
had that sort of look and was very attentive and alert.”

Those physical attributes are among Centennial’s primary 
criteria.

“Primarily conformation first and pedigree second is the 
way we do it,” Little said. “They have to have a certain 

look, and he just happened to fit the mold, like all our 
other good ones.”

Bred in Kentucky by Marc Holliday, Unified is out of a 
stakes-placed daughter of Dixie Union. Named Union 
City, she was bred and raced by the prominent Edward 
P. Evans; Holliday’s Blue Devil Racing Stable picked her 
up for $260,000 at the Evans dispersal at the 2011 
Keeneland November sale.

In foal to Bluegrass Cat at the time, Dixie Union’s result-
ing colt was the stakes-placed winner Honkeytonk Man. 
Unified was her third foal and she was bred back to 
Candy Ride for 2015, producing another colt. Named 
Atmos, he is still owned by Blue Devil Racing.

Unified’s family, responsible for juvenile champion Dehere, 
appears to be continuing to move in the right direction, and 
Centennial is looking forward to seeing the dark bay back 
on the track in the future. Unified is currently getting a well-
earned vacation at Centennial’s Middleburg, Va., farm. PRS

Honor Roll
Unified ‘Fit The Mold’ For Centennial

By Chelsea Hackbarth
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PRS

QUESTION: When you report your 
scope findings to clients, does your 
advice differ for those who race 
versus those who plan to pinhook?

DR. SCOTT PIERCE: The results of 
my upper airway exam are re-
ported to all clients using the same 
grading system. I am fortunate to 
have worked with my clients for 
many years and this relationship 

makes my job easier.  This would be a brief recommen-
dation for all potential buyers; i.e., find a vet and develop a 
good working relationship.  

Some of my clients are buying yearlings to pinhook and 
some for racing.  I don’t always know what group the 
yearling falls into, so the information is reported as an 
opinion of the airway for all the yearlings.  The informa-
tion given is used by the client to determine if the airway 
score is suitable for pinhooking.

After saying this, the upper airway is the most important 
feature of buying a yearling to resell.  It sounds crazy that 
a horse’s airway is OK to race but not OK to pinhook.  
However, some buyers will spend a significant invest-
ment to purchase a yearling to resell at a 2-year-old sale 
and cannot risk that a potential buyer at a 2-year-old 
sale will be as tolerant.  The upper airway is significantly 
scrutinized at the 2-year-old sales.

The basic grades of arytenoid function are Grade 1, Grade 
2A, Grade 2B and Grades 3 (full abduction cannot be 
achieved or maintained) and 4 (paralyzed).  Grades 3 and 
4 arytenoid functions are not purchased as we know they 
do not perform well.  Conditions of the sales at the major 
U.S. sale companies protect buyers from these airways.  

That brings us to 1, 2A and 2B.  The grade 1 and grade 
2A arytenoid function (full abduction easily achieved and 
maintained) are very good airways and the vast majority 
of horses (80 percent plus) fall into these categories.  
Most pinhookers will buy only these two airways.  When 
it comes to the 2B airways, full abduction is achieved 
with difficulty and we usually have to nasal occlude the 
horses to get them to breathe deeply in order to fully 
abduct.  These airways are severely discounted at pub-
lic auction.

Even though buyers and vets have problems with 2B 
airways, many have proven to be very good racehorses 
although not good pinhooks.  It is my opinion that signifi-
cant value can be achieved when purchasing some of 
these “less than perfect” airways especially for the buy-
ers who intend to race.  Pinhooking is a different story. 

Scott Pierce is a managing partner in Rood and Riddle’s 
Saratoga and Wellington practices. He began working at 
Rood & Riddle in 1985, and specializes in juvenile Thorough-
breds, upper airway endoscopy, public and private sales.  

ASK YOUR VETERINARIAN
Endoscopic Exams
By Dr. Scott Pierce, DVM

Dr. Scott Pierce
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breeders called the Ponses and told them these were the 
nicest foals they’d seen from their mares. 

“Mr. Hughes tells the joke that Josh threw himself in front 
of a horse van if he thought there was a mare in there to be 
bred to Malibu Moon,” Mike Pons told the Form.

The hustle paid off. In his first crop, Malibu Moon sired 
Perfect Moon, multiple graded stakes winner. In his second 
crop came Declan’s Moon, who won an Eclipse Award in 
2004 for his juvenile season, which included three consecu-
tive graded stakes in California. After four seasons at Coun-
try Life, the Ponses sold half of their 50 percent interest in 
the horse to Castleton Lyons, in Kentucky. 

“He basically saved us,” Mike Pons told the Form. “When the 
Maryland industry didn’t have slots, and when it took so long 
for the slot money to find its way to the purse account, he 
was the oxygen we survived on. It’s fun all of a sudden to play 
offense again. Moon’s a ‘change your life’ kind of horse. It’s 
been really fun to just stand on the sidelines and watch him.”

After the death of Castleton Lyons owner Tony Ryan in late 
2007, Hughes brought Malibu Moon home to Spendthrift 
for stud duty. He began his first season there in 2008 at 
$40,000, and nearly 10 years later is up to $75,000.
For anyone watching on those sidelines, Malibu Moon has 
continued to shine, adding millionaires Stanford, Life At Ten, 

Continued from Page 1
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Born to Run.
Born to Work.

Mr. Z, Carina Mia, and Gormley to his list, and in 2013, 
Kentucky Derby winner Orb. Perhaps equally impressive is 
the fact Malibu Moon came to prominence in the midst of the 
recent economic recession. Despite competition from the 
Tapits and War Fronts of the sales world, he has also main-
tained steady numbers for commercial breeders: his average 
yearling price last year was $230,511 and weanlings sold for 
an average of $160,429. Unbridled, Storm Cat, and Blush-
ing Groom lines are all considered successful crosses with 
Malibu Moon, and there’s no shortage of them.

Why not raise that stud, fee then? 

“I think he’s a horse we certainly could have done that 
with, but Mr. Hughes is very committed to trying to be ‘The 
Breeders’ Farm’ and keep these stallions priced where 
breeders that breed to him have a chance to make money 
on their end,” said Mark Toothaker, stallion sales manager 
at Spendthrift. “He had all of the ability you could ever hope 
a horse to have. The works he was doing every morning 
in California were turning peoples’ heads. I think the thing 
Mr. Hughes said he learned from Malibu Moon when 
looking at stallion prospects was, ‘They’ve got to have that 
brilliance.’”

After starting his career in a regional market, Malibu Moon 
is now a fixture among the leading sires each year by prog-
eny earnings.
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Hip 135 Dark bay filly by War Front x Maryinsky, by 
Sadler’s Wells: This filly is out of the G1-placed Sadler’s 
Wells mare Maryinsky. Filly is a half-sister to a pair of G1 
winners: Thewayyouare (Kingmambo) and Peeping Fawn 
(Danehill). The latter won two classics, the English and Irish 
Oaks, and three other G1 races and is the dam of the highly 
regarded September (Deep Impact), winner of the Chesham 
Stakes at Royal Ascot.

Hip 150 Bay colt by Uncle Mo x Bullville Belle, by Holy 
Bull: Progressive-looking colt by champion 2-year-old Uncle 
Mo is a half-brother to G1 winner Connect (Curlin), winner 
of the Cigar Mile and Pennsylvania Derby, and to stakes win-
ner Tani Maru (Cherokee Run). They are out of an unraced 
Holy Bull mare who is a half-sister to four stakes winners.

Hip 162 Bay colt by Broken Vow x Classic Strike, by 
Smart Strike: Strikingly good-looking colt by the very good 
Unbridled stallion Broken Vow, sire of 2016 champion 
2-year-old filly Champagne Room (Breeders’ Cup Juvenile Fil-
lies) and Kentucky Oaks winner Rosalind among 67 stakes 

winners. This colt is a half-brother to G1 winner Union Strike 
(Union Rags), winner of the Del Mar Debutante, and G2 
Pennsylvania Derby winner Handsome Mike (Scat Daddy).

Hip 205 On the Ball: Bay colt by Lemon Drop Kid x Home 
Run, by Empire Maker: This colt is a very forward son of 
classic winner Lemon Drop Kid (Kingmambo), showing ex-
cellent muscle development and good balance. Colt is out of 
a young mare by Empire Maker who has already produced 
two winners, including G1-placed Fun (Harlan’s Holiday), who 
was third in the 2016 Alcibiades Stakes. Second dam is G2 
Astarita Stakes winner Ninth Inning (Meadowlake).

Hip 207 Bad Dude: Bay colt by Eskendereya x Im a Dixie 
Girl, by Dixie Union: Full brother to G1 Metropolitan Handi-
cap winner Mor Spirit, the best son of his sire who also won 
the G1 Los Alamitos Futurity in 2015. He is out of stakes 
winner Im a Dixie Girl, a half-sister to stakes winner First 
Ascent (Cherokee Run). The second dam is stakes winner 
Im Out First, a half-sister to the dams of champion Stellar 
Wind (Curlin) and G1 winner Great Hunter. PRS

Five to Watch: 
A Look at Some of the Sale’s Top Hips

By Frank Mitchell


