
Will Omaha Beach Be The One?
By Ray Paulick

During an annual pilgrimage to Del Mar racetrack near 
San Diego last summer I ran into trainer Richard Mandella 
in the stable area.

“How are things going? I asked the California native who 
has been conditioning Thoroughbreds since the mid-
1970s.

Mandella paused, shook his head, and said with a straight 
face, “I think I forgot how to train.”

Though the 2001 inductee into the National Museum of 
Racing Hall of Famer may have been pulling my leg, it was 
Mandella’s way of saying he was not having a very good 
year. For the first time since 1985, he failed to saddle a 
single American Graded Stakes winner throughout 2018. 
Mandella’s earnings output slipped below $2 million for 
just the third time in 30 years.

Knowing the restorative powers a good young horse can 
have on any Thoroughbred horseman, I asked Mandella 
about his 2-year-olds.

“I’ve got a few good ones,” he responded with a knowing 
smile. 

Patience has been a hallmark of Mandella’s career. He nur-
tured grass star The Tin Man though seven racing seasons, 
winning a Grade 1 race with him at the age of 9 in 2007. 
Pleasantly Perfect was 5 when he won the G1 Breeders’ 
Cup Classic in 2003 (he was among four Mandella trainees 
to win the eighth Breeders’ Cup races that day) and 6 when 
he won the G1 Dubai World Cup the following year. 

But to typecast Mandella as a trainer who does his best 
with older horses or grass runners wouldn’t be accurate.

Four of the five champions he’s trained earned Eclipse 
Awards as 2-year-olds, including Beholder, who added 
three more divisional championships at ages 3, 5 and 6, 
winning 18 of 26 races over five years. 

One of those “good” 2-year-olds Mandella referred to last 
summer was a War Front colt named Omaha Beach, 
who made his debut at Del Mar on the turf last Sept. 2 
for Rick Porter’s Fox Hill Farms. He rallied to get third 
in that one-mile maiden race on turf, then narrowly lost 
two more grass races before Mandella tried him on dirt 
in early January. After a tough beat again, Omaha Beach 
rattled off three consecutive wins, defeating champion 
Game Winner in the G2 Rebel at Oaklawn Park, then 
returning to Hot Springs to win the G1 Arkansas Derby 
over Improbable. 

For the first time in his career, Mandella has a Kentucky 
Derby favorite. His best previous chance of six starters 
from 1984 to 2004 was with music man Burt Bacha-
rach’s West Virginia-bred Afternoon Deelites, a G1 winner 
at 2 and 3 who finished eighth behind Thunder Gulch at 
8-1 odds in the 1995 Derby.

Mandella, 68, doesn’t need a Kentucky Derby triumph on his 
resume to validate a Hall of Fame career any more than Char-
lie Whittingham did when Ferdinand won the Roses in 1986 
or Shug McGaughey did when Orb was victorious in 2013. 

But Mandella would be pulling your leg if he said he doesn’t 
want to win.

“I’ve never had a 3-year-old doing this well this early,” he 
said of Omaha Beach. “He’s just special.” 

The Hall of Famer has waited 15 years for a Derby starter, 
for the right horse. Will Omaha Beach be the one?
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Each first week of May, Louisville welcomes bucket listers, 
longtime fans and Thoroughbred connections who are ex-
periencing the Kentucky Derby in person for the first time. 

Here are a few suggestions of what to do — and not do — 
to help make the Derby experience as positive as it can be. 

Do get up early one or more mornings during the week to 
watch Derby and Oaks horses gallop. It’s a great way to 
see the contenders up close and pick a horse to bet on. 
Reserve tickets online for Dawn at the Downs and have 
breakfast while listening to commentary about each horse 
as they pass by.

Don’t pay for parking. The Derby is expensive enough, and 
these days you can’t park at the track anymore. There are 
neighborhoods nearby where people charge to park on 
their street but just beyond those zones is street park-
ing for free. If you don’t mind a leisurely 10-minute stroll, 
this is the way to save money for your life-changing Derby 
wager.

Do wear comfortable shoes, not only for your stroll but 
Churchill Downs is a massive complex. Walking from one 
end to the other is a long way. Dressing to the nines for 
the Derby is cool, but blisters and sprained ankles are not. 
Take this one seriously.

Do bring a raincoat or poncho but don’t bring an umbrella. 
The former is essential gear Derby week but the latter 
isn’t getting into the racetrack. Also, don’t pay attention 
to the weather forecasts. Just assume it’s going to rain 
like the apocalypse is coming and you’ll be fine. But wear a PRS

hat and sunscreen in case the forecasts say rain because 
then it’ll be sunny and hot.

Do make use of the Big Board. The TV you can see from 
Indiana has dramatically changed the Derby viewing expe-
rience for almost anyone sitting anywhere, even the infield. 
It’s the size of three NBA basketball courts or 320,000 
smart phone screens. Enjoy it!

Don’t blow all your money on Thurby or Oaks Day. Speak-
ing from personal experience, it’s tempting to dump your 
bankroll on the great opportunities available those days. 
Choose a few but save money for Derby day and the Derby 
in particular. It’s a bummer to get to the Derby and have 
nothing but lint balls in your pockets. 

Do explore Louisville. It’s a city with a lot of character and 
charm and parks, museums, bars and restaurants to rival 
anywhere. The Highlands is my favorite scene but be pre-
pared for gnarly traffic Derby week. Uber!

Don’t miss the singing of My Old Kentucky Home before 
the start of the Derby. There’s nothing quite like it in sports 
and the lyrics are provided on the Big Board, so you can 
sing along. Pretty sure I haven’t made it through one rendi-
tion without at least a tearful eye.

Do pick a longshot in the Derby and bet him. Favorites 
have won the last six Derbies but history is filled with long 
odds horses winning and almost every year, a longshot fills 
out a place or show spot. Don’t let anyone talk you off your 
horse, no matter what. I did once. It was Mine That Bird, 
who won the Derby at 50-1.

Kentucky Derby
Do’s and Don’ts

 By Scott Jagow
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Tyler Alexander (left) & Clint Joiner

Plus Que Parfait’s
Tennessee Roots

By Chelsea Hackbarth

Best friends since 
their childhood in 
rural Tennessee, 
Clint Joiner and Ty-
ler Alexander are 
on the ride of a life-
time with Plus Que 
Parfait (meaning 
“more than per-
fect” in French). The 
Point of Entry colt 
they bred earned a 
big paycheck and a 
guaranteed slot in 
the Kentucky Derby 
when he won the 
Grade 2 UAE Derby 
on March 30.

A big win like that would be a triumph for any breeder, but it is 
especially sweet because Plus Que Parfait is just the second 
foal bred under the friends’ banner of Calloway Stable.

“We’re probably the world’s smallest breeding operation,” 
said Joiner, laughing.

Joiner, whose equine experience included wrangling horses 
on a Colorado dude ranch, has been involved with Thorough-
bred racing for nearly 10 years. It took him a while to con-
vince his friend to join him, however. 

Alexander grew up as a fourth-generation horseman in 
the Quarter Horse and Tennessee Walking Horse indus-
tries, but he was eventually seduced by the thrill of racing. 
“You just don’t get that excitement anywhere else,” Alex-
ander said.

In 2014, the fledgling Calloway partnership purchased its 
first broodmare for $20,000 at the Keeneland November 
sale: Belvedera (Awesome Again) is a half-sister to Canadian 
Oaks winner Touch Dial. 

She was in foal to Breeders’ Cup Classic winner Fort Larned 
and also sold with a season back to Adena Springs’ Point of 
Entry. Bloodstock agent Josh Stevens advised the purchase, 
and in 2017, the ridgling by Point of Entry sold for $135,000 
as a yearling to trainer Brendan Walsh on behalf of his Dubai-
based ownership group.

“We started this with a small budget,” Alexander said. “Our 
goals were to stay in the black, find smart people to be in-
volved with and to see if we can have a little fun with it. It 
doesn’t have to be a rich man’s game if you listen to those 
smart people.”

Originally the Calloway operation was based on a family 
friend’s farm in Western Kentucky, but Plus Que Parfait was 
foaled in Lexington at Oak Lodge because it “made more 
sense” to be closer to the stallions, explained Alexander.

Currently Calloway is involved in several pinhooking ventures 
and has a couple racehorses with trainer Grant Forster.

“Each of our sales has created a new opportunity, which al-
lows us to spring forward to the next level,” said Alexander. 

As for Kentucky Derby day. Alexander and Joiner said they will 
attend the “Team Forster” Derby party just outside Churchill 
Downs, which Alexander calls the best Derby party in Louisville.

“What’s really amazing is how this horse has touched all cor-
ners of the globe,” said Joiner. “His Dubai-based owners are 
originally from Russia, his name is French, his trainer is Irish, 
his jockey is from Puerto Rico, and his breeders are a couple 
of rednecks from Tennessee!” PRS
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Clyde Van Dusen

– all at two, when he started 17 times. He’d finished behind 
Blue Larkspur, who won four of his seven races at two and was 
generally thought to be better-bred.

One thing he did have going for him though, was a quick-mind-
ed trainer and farrier. Rain had come down in sheets over the 
Churchill Downs track, turning the track into a sea of mud. The 
human Clyde Van Dusen had the forethought to have mud 
caulks, little removable studs or cleats, added to Clyde’s shoes 
in anticipation of the deep going. Over in Blue Larkspur’s barn 
however, there was chaos. Trainer Derby Dick Thompson had 
been struck down with appendicitis and no one thought about 
changing the horse’s shoes. 

Clyde Van Dusen (the human) was a former jockey who became 
a trainer for Herbert P. Gardner and later Charles Fisher’s Dixi-

Derby Flashback: 
A Tiny Gelding And His Magic Shoes

By Natalie Voss

After the finish of the 1929 Kentucky Derby, a stunned and rain 
soaked Col. E.R. Bradley told reporters the race had crowned the 
worst Derby winner in 20 years. Bradley’s highly accomplished 
Blue Larkspur had fallen to a horse so little and unfortunate-
looking, his trainer had warned his jockey about the dangers of 
judging a book by its cover.

Clyde Van Dusen, conditioned by a trainer of the same name, 
was not what people typically thought of when they conjured 
images of sleek Thoroughbreds. The son of Man o’ War and 
Uncle’s Lassie was a tiny chestnut of rather unfortunate propor-
tions, prompting one writer to describe him as “a mere pony of 
a horse with a weedy frame.” He had come into the race with 
a respectable resume, having won the Kentucky Jockey Club 
Stakes, Orphanage Stakes, Valley Stakes, and Idle Hour Stakes 

Continued on Page 7
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ana Farm and Louis B. Mayer. Van Dusen would become one of 
the more dominant trainers of the 1930s and take the Santa 
Anita training title in 1941, but in 1929 he had yet to reach that 
level of fame. The horse Gardner named for him certainly didn’t 
look like he was on the verge of becoming famous. 

“Clyde is a little horse and that is why Mr. Gardner named him 
after me,” the human Van Dusen joked.

The equine Clyde was a homebred for Gardner, raised on Few 
Acres Farm, on Todd’s Road just outside Lexington, Ky., and his 
trainer knew him well. He also knew the horse was better than 
he looked on first impressions, so he went up to the jockeys’ 
quarters to have a chat with rider J. Linus “Pony” McAtee be-
fore saddling the horse. McAtee, was a last-minute rider substi-
tute and had never seen his Derby mount before. 

“I was kinda scared when I first saw Clyde because he is so little, 
but now I can say he is one of the finest and gamest horses of 
them all,” McAtee said after the race.

Clyde Van Dusen, McAtee and his weather-ready shoes went 
to the post alongside 20 others (down from the 26 horses 
originally entered), in what would be the last edition of the Derby 
without a starting gate. McAtee got him away from the start 
quickly and never looked back. While other horses struggled in 
the mud, McAtee stayed clean with just a single spot of mud on 

his face while talking to reporters after the contest. 

As if it weren’t insulting enough to Bradley that he lost the roses 
over a set of mud caulks, he’d also lost to a gelding. Because of 
Clyde’s neutered status in fact, he was banned from competing 
in the 1929 Belmont, where Blue Larkspur regained his win-
ning form handily despite a wet surface there. In those days, 
Thoroughbred owners were more often also breeders who did 
not want their future studs to lose value being shown up by a 
horse who had no future in the breeding shed. In fact, geldings 
wouldn’t be permitted to start in the Belmont until 1957. 

For his part, Clyde Van Dusen was never quite the same after 
the Derby, though one horseman close to him attributed this 
to a swift kick from a pony horse. He won one race in 1930, 
sat out the next two seasons and returned in 1933, strug-
gling to win a claiming race. His trainer decided it was time 
to retire his Derby winner, and Clyde Van Dusen returned to 
his home at Few Acres Farm. There, he lived alongside Pony 
Bill, the lead pony who took him to the track (though no word 
whether this was the same pony who gave him that nagging 
injury). 

After Pony Bill died of old age around 1941, Clyde Van Dusen 
returned to the racetrack as his trainer’s personal mount, tak-
ing horses to the track in the mornings. He died in 1948 at 
the age of 23.
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While favorites have remarkably captured the last six 
Kentucky Derbies, there are decades of history with 
longshots either winning or ensuring large payouts by 
finishing in the top three or four. Here we are looking for 
“bombs” to potentially win but at least light up the betting 
boards. Five colts who could surprise, with projected 
massive morning line odds:

SpinoFF (30-1): 
Beware a longshot from Todd Pletcher’s barn rounding 
into top form for Derby. Pletcher had “high hopes” for 
him as a juvenile but a setback put this Hard Spun colt 
on the shelf for six months. Returned with an 11-length 
score in 2019 and ran very well in the Louisiana Derby 
despite outside post. Sire was stubborn second in the 
Derby and first-time Derby owners, Alain and Gerard 
Wertheimer, have raced many top-class horses, includ-
ing three-time Breeders’ Cup winner Goldikova. Intriguing.

Win Win Win (30-1): 
This horse can’t get a trip to save his life. Not only did 
he face tough circumstances in his final two preps, his 
last workout was nearly derailed when he unexpectedly 
hooked up in a mini-race with a pair of Derby rivals in 
Tacitus and Country House. The workout and both preps 
showed a competitive colt with a desire to finish that will 
serve him well in the Derby. No worse than 3rd in six 
starts.

Long RAngE ToDDy (30-1): 
Did not like the sloppy Arkansas Derby track but other-
wise this Take Charge Indy colt has been a model of con-
sistency. 58-year-old Jon Court will become oldest jockey 
to ride in the Derby and while trainer Steve Asmussen 
hasn’t won one, his horses always run well on the first 
Saturday in May. Solid pace will help this deep closer’s 
kick.

HAiKAL (30-1): 
Despite its dodgy history for the Derby, the Wood Memo-
rial came back strong this year on figures. One-two finish-
ers Tacitus and Tax took advantage of solid early pace 
but they were close enough to do so. Haikal made up a 
lot of ground to get up for third. Love the way he finished.

pLuS QuE pARFAiT (50-1): 
Yeah I know the history of the UAE Derby, particularly 
the last two years where the winner finished dead last in 
Kentucky. But that’s just setting things up for this colt to 
shock, right? Don’t forget, he was 2nd a neck in the G2 
Kentucky Jockey Club at Churchill Downs last year, and 
trainer Brendan Walsh has proven he’s an up-and-com-
ing talent in recent years. Will be ignored in the betting, 
but that’s what we’re looking for.

Five Longshots to Watch
By Scott Jagow
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