


A CONVERSATION WITH...

The Harness Edge • February 2012

A CONVERSATION WITH...

BRUCE
SAUNDERS

BRUCE SAUNDERS DOES NOT

LOOK 67.  HE’S FIT AND DIS-
TINGUISHED AND HAS SEEN

MORE IN HIS LIFETIME THUS FAR

THAN MOST.

ROCK N ROLL HEAVEN, HIS SIG-
NATURE HORSE, IS BUT A MEMORY

NOW.  HE’S OFF TO STUD IN TWO

HEMISPHERES WHILE BRUCE KEEPS

LOOKING FOR ANOTHER TO

REPLACE HIM BUT IT WON’T BE IN THE SAME STALL AS THAT $2.7 MILLION WINNER OCCUPIED AS SAUNDERS
HAS RELOCATED TO MAGICAL ACRES AFTER CHANGES AT THE MEADOWLANDS.

FOR BRUCE SAUNDERS THERE WAS A QUALITY LIFE BEFORE ROCK N ROLL HEAVEN AND THE SAME APPLIES

NOW THAT THE HORSE HAS RETIRED.  HE IS A REPUTABLE HORSE TRAINER WHO DESCRIBES HIMSELF AS PART

OF THE OLD GUARD.

IT’S ALWAYS INTERESTING TO REFLECT BACK ON EVENTS WITH THE BENEFIT OF TIME TO PUT THEM IN PER-
SPECTIVE WHICH IS WHY WE SELECTED NOW AS THE TIME TO TALK WITH BRUCE ABOUT THAT GREAT HORSE

AND A NUMBER OF OTHER ISSUES.

IN JANUARY HE SPOKE WITH HAROLD HOWE ABOUT THAT TIME AND THE ADRENALIN RUSH HE HAD OFF

THE RACETRACK LAST FALL WHEN HE PURCHASED ROCK N ROLL HEAVEN'S HALF-BROTHER FOR $450,000.
(MARK HALL PHOTO)



As we do this interview it’s a little over a

year since Rock N Roll Heaven retired.

How is life in the wake of that 2010 sea-

son?

I have a very good, happy life for
many reasons.  I enjoy what I do; this is
my career of choice.

With the changes at the
Meadowlands I’m based at Magical Acres
which does not make me happy being a
commuter.  It’s about an hour each way
from East Rutherford.  The farm is great
but it’s not fun being on the road.

Getting a horse like Rock N Roll
Heaven was not expected and I do not
expect to find another like him again.

It’s been said that the difference between

a great horse and a good one is the

slimmest of margins because so many fac-

tors come into play.  Do you believe that?

I’ve reflected a lot on that.  When I
watched last year’s group of three-year-
olds they all seemed to take their turn
winning, there was no dominant horse.
They were really good horses but truth-
fully, they could not scratch the surface
of Heaven.  

He handled different tracks, the size
of the tracks, the travel, the kind of trip,

he did it all.  When one watches others
trying to duplicate what he did it puts
into perspective what Heaven did accom-
plish.  I’m sure Brent MacGrath (trainer
of Somebeachsomewhere) feels the
same way.

I put it down to mojo.  In Heaven’s
case it wasn’t until after the Oliver
Wendell Holmes that he began to realize
how good he was.  And don’t kid your-
self, these horses understand more than
we give them credit for.

He came out and won the Battle Of
Brandywine after finally getting a good
trip.  It was almost like at that point he
said ‘okay, I’m just way better than these
other guys.’   His self-confidence just kept
growing.  

You see that with the great ones,
they even have a swagger in the way
they carry themselves.  Winning breeds a
habit.  They get a mindset they just will

not get beaten and we can name a
bunch of horses that had that and a
whole lot more that didn’t.

So how do you categorize a good horse?

Good horses aren’t hard to identify.
Their performance lines show it.  Look at
the better horses on Saturday night at
the Meadowlands.  They all look the part
when they set foot on the track, you
don’t see any tail swishing at this level.

But finding and developing a horse
into that level of animal is the challenge
and for me it’s the part of the job I love.

We have Heaven’s brother that Mr.
Bellino paid $450,000 for.  (Frank Bellino,
the owner of Rock N Roll Heaven, pur-
chased his Somebeachsomewhere half-
brother Bigrisk at last year’s Harrisburg
sale.)

Forgetting about the price for a
moment I did love this horse.  I loved his
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“That Jug win was the game changer for us,” said Bruce Saunders of Rock N Roll
Heaven’s victory in the 2010 Little Brown Jug which may be watched by clicking
here. “They had no chance against him the rest of the year. He just got better
and better every week.” After that race Rock N Roll Heaven captured his next
seven straight starts, all stakes races, including the Breeders Crown, Messenger,
Tattersalls, Bluegrass and Matron.



NSPE SELECT SALE

9th Annual Sale

Friday, October 19, 2012 
6:30 p.m.

Agridome Complex
Nova Scotia Provincial Exhibition Grounds

Truro, Nova Scotia

It’s A Proven Fact….
Yearling Buyers Go Where 

The Good Horses Sell.

NSPE SELECT SALE

NOW ACCEPTING ENTRIES FOR THE 2012 Yearling Sale

Deadline for entries is June 4. This is a great opportunity to be part 
of a fixture on the harness racing scene in Atlantic Canada.

For entry forms or further information contact Diane Daniels.

73 Ryland Ave
Truro, Nova Scotia  B2N 2V5

Tel (902) 893-8075 • Fax (902) 897-9066
Email: truroraceway@eastlink.ca • www.truroraceway.ca
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head because he had an eye that I like in
a horse.  They tend to love their job.
Time will tell how much he loves it but
horses are different.

You’ve been training horses for over 30

years and Rock N Roll Heaven has been

your finest.  Did you learn anything from

the experience of having him?

Trainers are only as good as the
horses they get.  I suppose Heaven
showed that we made more right deci-
sions than wrong ones.  But truthfully, a
horse of his calibre is difficult to mess up. 

I was lucky enough to have a great
horse.  If I give myself any credit it is stay-
ing on the program.  In terms of sound-
ness that was easy as he was a very low
maintenance horse because he hit the
ground so lightly.  

After that was laying out a racing
schedule that was uncomplicated and
made sense and stay out of his way and
let him become what he became.

Last year you had Lookinforadventure and

like Rock N Roll Heaven he was another

Rocknroll Hanover son. He was an $85,000

yearling who won $200,000 at two and

looked like he belonged at the top level,

but as a three-year-old he struggled.  What

happened?

Quite simply it was not meant to be
for him.  I thought early on at two that
we’d got the brass ring again.  His first
four starts were carbon copy races (two
New Jersey Sire Stakes and the $200,000
final and his division of the Niatross), just
great trips, but then little things went
wrong.

He was supposed to race in Canada
for the Nassagaweya and the power
went out at Mohawk so no race.  The
Metro eliminations were in five days.
That meant going into the Metro he had
not raced in 22 days.  He finished fifth
and did not make the final. He finished
seventh in the consolation.

He goes into the Breeders Crown
final with a driver change (from John
Campbell to Dan Dube) and finishes sixth
and out of the money.

We went to Lexington but he’s get-

ting caught in the stretch both starts (fin-
ishing third in the Bluegrass stake and a
close second in the International Stallion
Stake).

We go to the Matron and he races
terrible, he’s not finishing.  We did some
rerigging, changed drivers but at the end
of the day he has no mojo.

Last year very little worked out for
him.  He was not a terrible colt but never
developed to be a top line horse.  

I’ve thought about what could have
been done differently but I don’t spend a
lot of time second guessing.  A program
was set for him trying to consider all the
variables.  

You just cannot sit on the sidelines
with these horses for fear things won’t
work out.  The stake payments have
been made and yes, you could say he had
some bad luck but the great ones they
find a way to overcome adversity and
win.  It really is that simple.
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Lookinforadventure got off to a terrific start in his freshman season winning his
first four starts in a row including the $200,000 New Jersey Sire Stake final
which may be watched by clicking here.
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Going into last season I thought a
bad year with Lookinforadventure might
be $300,000 to $400,000.  He struggled
to win $131,000 which was what he was
capable of.

He was in the January sale at the
Meadowlands but was taken out and
should never have been in there in the
first place.  He’s a useful horse but just is
not champion material.

Unlike Brent McGrath with Somebeach-

somewhere you entered into the Little

Brown Jug with Rock  N Roll Heaven.  But

going into the race all he had won was the

Battle Of Brandywine.  Post position

means everything in the Jug.  As luck had

it you drew well but was there any trepida-

tion in making the decision to enter?

I was very disappointed in getting
beaten in the Holmes.  I could not
believe it because it was not a bad day
for Heaven, he raced great but Jimmy
Takter’s horse Rockin Image had the win
of his life.  

So we go next to the Battle of
Brandywine and as I said he got a good
trip and won. He felt good and I felt
good.  That left us one month to the Jug
and we had a game plan.

He’d never raced on a half-mile and
I did not want to qualify him at Yonkers
because I felt he would not have to go
fast enough.   

We did take him there and Dan
(Dube) took him a mile in 1:56 very
handy and a week later I took him to
Pocono to work a fast mile and he ran
off.  He was super on the turns at both
places and I was encouraged further.

I know the situation about post posi-
tions at the Jug.  There are not many
Well Saids out there (Well Said overcame
post eight in his elimination to go on to
win in 2009).  That left a concern about
who we were facing and we hoped it
would be a friendly bunch.

I have to admit I have never been a
big supporter of the Jug because there is
just too much racing luck involved.  For
the most part if you do not win your heat
there is little or no chance to win the
final.

But we drew well and did go on to
win it all.   That Jug win was the game
changer for us.  They had no chance

against him the rest of the year.  He just
got better and better every week.

Given that there were just half a
dozen or so races left it also allowed me
to train him harder.  He was fresh and fit-
ter than ever.  He was a horse who liked
the work.  When I said work him harder
it was nothing crazy because I do not
train hard.  I’m talking 2:15 to 2:20.

Heaven had learned how good he
was by then.  He would not have been a
happy horse if he were beaten.  He was
the smartest horse I ever had.

You went right back in the fall of 2010 and

bought the Bettors Delight half-sister for

$250,000 who has yet to win a race.

I turned her out after her last start
at Lexington.  I kept going with her
because I thought she would blossom in
the fall.  She was not getting around the
last turn.  

I figured she’d get a record of 1:52
last year.  She’s a little small but smart.
I’m not sure if she is going to be a great
filly even though she does have lots of
the characteristics of her brother.  

Last year there were some aches and
pains and splint bone problems.  Maybe
she was trying to do a little more than
she was ready for.  I don’t see her being
an issue from an investment point of
view as long as the game holds up.

You and Frank Bellino came back last

October and bought the Somebeach-

somewhere half-brother for $450,000.

Obviously, you like that family.

I never believed this horse or any
yearling is worth $300,000 let alone
$450,000.  Having said that we have seen
a trend in recent years that the expensive
horses have turned out far better than
they did 30 years ago.  

It all began with Mr. Bellino asking me
about the colt.  I liked him because he was
a great mover in the field but I was not
crazy about any of the Somebeachsome-
wheres on video.  I’m thinking that he’d
bring between $175,000 and $200,000.

Anyway, the sale got underway and
he’s hip number 103.  After 30 or 40 sell I
see the prices they are bringing and I
looked at all of the Beachs.  I was
impressed with the overall look of them,
they were not clumsy or geeky looking
but that still did not justify the money
that was being spent.  

So I spoke to Mr. Bellino by phone
and said I didn’t think $200,000 would do
it.  I’m thinking more $230,000 to
$240,000.  I told him that knowing he
really wanted to own the horse.

But the sale prices got bizarre that
night.  So I’m back on the phone with
him and tell him the story.  He says go to

$300,000 and I said okay but for him to
stay on the line.

Now earlier in the evening I’m talk-
ing with the Cancelliere boys whom I’ve
known from over the years.  We made
small talk and they said they were buy-
ing fillies.  

So I never gave it much thought
until I look over and saw John bidding on
this colt.  Right then I knew it was going
to get ugly.  

I told Mr. Bellino it was more than
enough when the bidding hit $340,000
but he said go to $400,000 when I told
him who he was bidding against and he
said he didn’t care who it was.

In the end we got him at $450,000
and right now I don’t know who was
lucky or unlucky.  Let me tell you the
adrenaline was pumping.  It was some
kind of exciting especially when it was
not my money.

“I put it down to mojo. In Heaven’s case it wasn’t until
after the Oliver Wendell Holmes that he began to realize
how good he was. And don’t kid yourself, these horses
understand more than we give them credit for.”
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How do you like him?

I guess at this stage I’ve got to like him don’t I? He’s done
everything I’ve asked of him. He found his gait quickly. 

He has good size and is always wanting to go forward. He
has plenty of go and I hope he has as much in July.

I have three Somebeachsomewheres and like them all for
now.

Prior to recently big ticket yearlings were not your game. How do

you like the change?

I don’t mind a bit. I’m not concerned with public percep-
tion. My job is to please my owners. 

The bad side is that I have been spoiled with Rock N Roll
Heaven. He has raised the bar of my expectations to where it is
not fair for other horses.

I force myself to stay grounded. Every horse is what it is.
I’m happy to get the big ticket items. In Mr. Bellino’s case he is
playing with house money even if he did spent $700,000 on
yearlings last fall.

You embraced the idea of shuttling the horse to Australia very

quickly. Why?

We live in a new age. I suppose what caught our attention
was the fact that so many people from downunder spoke to us
about it. Mr. Bellino had decided that he did not want to race
the horse at four; we had squeezed enough out of him. Why
wait? Maybe the gloss would be off the rose.

Pepper Tree Farm bred close to 200 mares in Australia and
another 100 in New Zealand if my numbers are right. That
could mean somewhere around $1.5 million income. 

The offer the farm came with was substantial, the deal was
easy and we were comfortable with it. Now we just hope those
offspring show up which I think they will.

You must have some thoughts about Jeff Gural’s push to have

horses come back to race at four in order to have their offspring

eligible to many of the premier races.

Had that ruling been in effect when Rock N Roll Heaven was
about to go to stud, Mr. Gural would have met Mr. Bellino in court. 

There is absolutely no way Mr. Bellino was going to be told
what he can or cannot do with his horse. It’s that simple.

Was there any residual result for your stable in the wake of Rock

N Roll Heaven’s season?

It made Mr. Bellino more aggressive in acquiring horses.
But it did not bring any more clients my way. No one walked in
out of the blue.

I know the odds of that happening to me again are
remote. Having a great horse has not changed my life.
Remember we are not seeing a lot of horse people in the game
like we once did. I focus on my own thing. 

Actually, I had more horses before Rock N Roll Heaven than
after. Over the years I had a lot of support from many people and
appreciate that.

Your post secondary education was in the financial field. Has that

background helped you over the years?

It’s been no help at all. But education in general at that
level teaches you to problem solve. The teaching tries to help
you make good decisions which is what life is all about.

I got into the horses by chance. I had worked for the State
of Delaware and in 1978 found myself unemployed so I went
with this buddy of mine to Maryland to help with his chores
around the barn. I was 34 and just hanging out.

Then I went to Liberty Bell Park with him and learned a bit.
Then some friends sent me a couple to fool with and a year or
two later I’m in it full time. But for a long time the horses were
eating better than I was.

I then ended up in New Jersey where horses like Misfit,
Master Barney and Casimir Camotion came along and they all
helped the cause.

So now what?

There is Mybrothergeorge, another Rocknroll Hanover. He
was a very good two-year-old winning $196,000 but he didn’t
have the brilliance of Sweet Lou.

At Lexington the second start he was as good as any of
them in my view but not as good the next week. He did have a
little sickness late in the year but did not disappoint me. 

The Bellinos chose not race in either the Metro or Breeders
Crown because their luck in Canada has not been that great.

He’s a big, strong boy with the pedigree but in order to
compete he will have to advance because this is a very good
crop of horses.

I’m 67 years old and as I said I very much enjoy what I do.
My wife Karen and I just celebrated our third anniversary. I’m
content. �
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THE BARTER HOUSE
TO PLACE ADVERTISING, CONTACT HAROLD HOWE (519) 752-2800 • hhowe@theharnessedge.com • PRICE – $40 PER COLUMN INCH.

Receive spot colour for an extra $15 per column inch.

Installers of 3 or 4 Board Oak Fence
1-800-923-4488 • 1-519-475-4868

www.highlandfence.ca

JOANNE’S STAKING
SERVICE INC.
Tel: 905-854-9881
Fax: 905-854-0886

Toll Free: 1-877-608-0188
joanne@joannesstaking.com

HIDDEN ACRES
Equine Facility

Est. 1978

• Quality broodmare
care/foaling

• Yearlings
• Lay-ups & turnouts

Tel/Fax: 519-448-1020

Close to major tracks & training
centres (south of Cambridge).

Email: ha-equine@xplornet.com
www.hiddenacresequine.com

WANTED - AMISH BUGGY HORSES
Highest prices paid for trotters & also 

good pacing bred horses.

Can Trot Stables
c/o Lloyd Martin

(519) 669-1006

BUGGY HORSES
WANTED
519-595-2033
Allan J. Kuepfer

Transport De Chevaux

RICK BODI
Horse Transport

7440 Decarie Blvd.
Montreal, Que. H4P 2H1

(514) 591-6223

601-331 Cooper St.
Ottawa, Ont. K2P 0G5

613-769-6223

For up to the minute inventory, pics, 
prices and payments visit 

www.hepburnsales.com

905-939-2279 
Hwy 9 (just east of 27) Schomberg, ON

TO ADVERTISE IN THIS SPACE 
CONTACT HAROLD HOWE AT

hhowe@theharnessedge.com
519-752-2800

Contact 

Worldwide
Bloodstock

Today!
(800) 455-8885

2012 BREEDINGS
FOR SALE




