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Turning for Home - Racing Commentary

His name was Fast Dance.
The Arabian gelding was the first winner I ever picked,

at the ripe old age of five, sitting on the aluminum bleach-
ers at Mt. Pleasant Meadows in 1992.

Beside me was my grandpa, John Murphy,
who was teaching me the cryptic language of
the racing program. While the horses were
saddled in the paddock, he ran his finger across
each entry’s past-performance lines and ex-
plained the importance of each tiny number
while I peered over his shoulder.

Using my best five-year-old logic, I picked
Fast Dance because I liked the name.

That was the first of many afternoons spent
hunched over programs and standing at the
rail with my grandpa. Learning from him in-
stilled in me an appreciation for the sport that
since has evolved into a career path.

Last week, my grandpa passed away at the age of 88.
Preparing for his funeral and hearing stories from the
racetrackers who attended his visitation provided an 
opportunity to reflect on our time together at the races.

Grandpa had a son, four daughters, and a slew of grand-
kids. We affectionately called him “Buddy,” although no
one can remember why. 

Few things brought the family together like one of
Buddy’s horses being entered in a race. 

When they ran at Detroit Race Course, we comman-
deered the non-smoking room of the Mt. Pleasant simul-
cast and shouted encouragement at the fuzzy feed as if
our claiming race was a Triple Crown event. If a curious
patron asked the bartender about the commotion, he sim-
ply would reply, “Murph’s got one in.” No further expla-
nation was needed or given.

When Detroit Race Course was shuttered, we crammed
into Grandpa’s Buick, nicknamed “the clown car” for its
claustrophobic voyages, and drove to Great Lakes Downs
to watch the races in person. 

More so than almost any other sport, horse racing is
a family affair. Parents pass the morning chores on to
their kids and grandparents pass their hard-earned knowl-

edge to their grandchildren.
It is rare to come across someone at the

racetrack who was not brought into the sport
through a family member. My grandpa not
only taught me how to read the program, he
was responsible for getting my name in it as
well.

When it became clear that my interest in
horse racing was going to be more than a
fleeting infatuation, Buddy suggested we go
in together on a horse. At the time, I was too
young and not prepared to tackle such a 
venture.

The right opportunity presented itself a few
years later, ironically, as Buddy was getting out of the
business. To help pay for my grandparents’ home care,
our family dispersed the farm’s two-horse operation to
our trainer under the stipulation that Buddy and I would
be named co-breeders of the foals out of our broodmare.
We finally were partners.

The first foal from the arrangement was a filly named
Mrs. Murphy, in honor of my late grandmother. 

By the time Mrs. Murphy made it to the track, Buddy
was firmly in the clutches of Alzheimer’s disease and had
lost most of his ability to communicate, outside of the oc-
casional mischievous grin when he knew he was causing
trouble. He had been moved to a nursing home and never
got to see the horse in person.

Mrs. Murphy notched her maiden victory last Octo-
ber at Pinnacle Race Course. During my visit the follow-
ing week, I held up her win photo and told Buddy about
our filly’s gutsy performance.

In a rare moment of clarity, he looked at the picture,
smiled, and said, “That’s one hell of a horse.”

Buddy never lost the ability to spot a winner. 
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