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Getting The Job
DUNN

Dexter Dunn has the hottest hands in  
New Zealand and looks ready to topple  

every record he can find.

There has always been a debate as 
to whether or not top drivers are 
born or made. It’s a bit like trying 

to compare horses of different eras and 
there is no definitive answer.

But when a young man at the age of 
19 appears to be on the verge of break-
ing just about every meaningful driving 
record in New Zealand, the word phenom 
has to come to mind.

Dexter Dunn won $1.3 million in his 
first (get that first) season in the sulky. 
Now he’s just four months into his second 
and he’s well on pace to win more races 
in a single season than any driver before 
him as well as having the potential to be 
the first to win 200 races in a 12 month 
period.

By North American standards, or at 
least those of American Tim Tetrick, that 
is what he accomplishes in a month, but 
New Zealand is not the United States. 

There is nowhere near the amount of rac-
ing or the ability to drive at two tracks in 
a single day.

Through Christmas, young Dunn had 
won 79 races from 513 starts for purse 
earnings of $562,370. Maurice McKendry 
set the record for most wins in a season 
with 162 back in the 1988/1989 season 
but that mark would appear ready to top-
ple.  At the moment the world is Dunn’s 
oyster.

But behind Dunn’s success is his boss 
Cran Dalgety, one of the more insight-
ful and successful trainers in the south-
ern hemisphere. For the past decade 
Christchurch based Dalgety has sent out 
a stream of good horses that are always 
in the headlines. It was he who identified 
Dunn and has been instrumental in get-
ting him to the plateau he is at today.

“I was in the position that I was 
unable to secure a commitment from any 

driver for all my horses. You can do more 
of that as a trainer in North America but 
here everyone of note is locked into sev-
eral other stables so I felt the only choice 
open to me was to develop another 
myself,” explains Dalgety who operates 
a 40 horse stable. His farm is called Ken-
tuckiana Lodge.

It should be noted that Dalgety had 
been down this path previously with Mark 
Jones who he took on at age 17. Over the 
next eight years Jones won the nation-
wide premiership (number of races won 
means more in the southern hemisphere 
than purse winnings) and the World Driv-
ing Championship along the way to victo-
ries in some of the top races.

Dalgety was forced to look abroad, 
that being across the Tasman Sea, to Aus-
tralia to find Dexter Dunn. The young 
man had left his native land of New 
Zealand and landed a job working with 

the view downunder ~ Harold HOwe
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trainer Andy Gath in Victoria with every 
intention of making that his home.

“I approached Dexter with my plan 
but it took three months to persuade him. 
I’m not sure he realized what I was offer-
ing which really was putting my own neck 
on the block. I had owners who were not 
happy in having to deal with different 
drivers every start but some were dubi-
ous about bringing along a junior (proba-
tionary) driver. But finally he decided to 
come.”

Dexter explains his recollection of 
the series of events.

“I was very happy being in Australia 
where I was treated very well. I was away 
from home and things were going great. 
What finally tipped the scales was that I 
thought it was just too good an opportu-
nity to let go by. I never thought I would 
be the main driver for a stable. Here a 
team will have their main driver and then 
a junior driver to fill in.”

Like every racing jurisdiction in the 
world, Dalgety was second guessed by 
everyone.

“There were several reasons I picked 
him. For one he looks like the modern day 
driver, not very heavy, athletic and looks 
right in the cart. He also appeared to be 
very patient in driving the horses; maybe 
an old head on young shoulders. 

Most importantly the horses wanted 
to race for him. I’ve never been able to 
explain that but some drivers can bring 
out a desire in horses to give it their all. I 
thought I saw that in him.”

Three months into the exercise, Dal-
gety and his critics thought he’d made the 
biggest mistake of his life.

“It looked like a disaster. Everything 
he did seemed to be wrong. If he was on 
the front he should have been in the back. 
If he was on the outside he should have 
been in front. I thought I had completely 
screwed up and let me tell you there were 
some pretty heated discussions about it 
too.”

Dunn lays much of the blame on 
the different style of racing that the 
Kiwis have compared to their Australian 
neighbours.

“The Aussie fields are smaller and 
there is not as much pushing out as there 
is in New Zealand. There are more lead 
changes in New Zealand and all that 

made it difficult for me to get my mind 
around things.”	

Gradually he got the hang of it and in 
no small part because of Dalgety’s stead-
fast refusal to give up. He provided plenty 
of horsepower and eventually it paid off.

“As the wins began to come and it 
looked like he might have a chance to 

win the premiership I took him aside and 
told him that if he was game we’d really 
take a run at it. Once he had that commit-
ment from me he just took off. He won 
two Group 1 races and became the first 
junior driver ever to win $1 million which 
are quite the accomplishments here.”

The pace has never slacken and actu-

At just 19, Dexter Dunn has become the hottest driver in New Zealand, where he 
was the first driver to win over a million dollars in purses in his first year.
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ally is speeding up as other trainers are 
calling upon his services whenever it does 
not conflict with Dalgety’s needs.

“I am chuffed at the way things 
turned out last year and know that Cran 
had a lot to do with it. Going into the year 
I was hoping for 20 wins and ended up 
with 146. This season Cran has a lot of top 
class horses and I think we can make a real 
run before the year is done. His horses 
love it here and that means a lot.”

Dalgety has proven to be a stern task-
master which is hardly a surprise given 
his own father Jim was much the same. 
No one ever worked harder or expected 
more than Jim, a good horseman in his 
own right.

“If there is one thing Dex has to 
develop it’s a thick hide. Doing what he’s 
done has ruffled the feathers of some of 
the older drivers and he has not taken too 
well to a bit of physical and verbal abuse. 
I’ve explained to him that is just the way 

the world is and he has to stand up to these 
guys and make them like it,” says Dalgety.

“But when you talk with this boy 
about racing you’d think you were talk-
ing to someone 40 years old. He’s intelli-
gent and takes constructive criticism well. 
He can speak in public and as I said before 
the horses are responding to him. They 
want to please him and keep giving all 
they can. 

“The only other thing I’ve said is that 
he’s almost too dedicated and needs to 
loosen up a bit. The odd girlfriend would 
not hurt matters and he’s had plenty of 
chances.”

Dunn comes from a racing back-
ground. His father Robert has been a 
quality trainer in his own right with $2 
million earner Master Musician and the 
standout mare of a few years ago Main-
land Banner, arguably one of the best 
female pacers ever to emerge from the 
southern hemisphere.

“Like Cran, my father has been in my 
ear all the time pointing out my mistakes. 
But the two are pretty much on the same 
page so it must be right. It was hard to 
leave Australia but it’s been the best deci-
sion I could have made.”

Unlike so many young North Ameri-
can hotshots, Dunn is not in a rush to 
strike out on his own.

“There’s just not enough work here 
to become an independent like there is 
in Canada or the U.S. I’m with Cran for 
some time but maybe 10 years down the 
track I would get into training but it’s not 
something on my mind now. Cran runs a 
great stable and as I watch the decisions 
he makes, it makes sense.”

As this column has chronicled in pre-
vious issues, the racing industry in New 
Zealand is probably having its finest hour 
at least in terms of purse monies. Dunn’s 
arrival on the scene could not have been 
timed better. 
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PAYMENTS DUE FEBRUARY 15

Confederation Cup
(3PC, Open)

Purse $650,000 E
Nominating Fee: $500

Bud Light Stakes
(3-Year-Olds)

Total Purses in excess of $1,000,000
Sustaining Fee: $300

Upper Canada Cup
(3PC, Ontario-sired)
Purse $500,000 E

Nominating Fee: $500

Earl Rowe Memorial Cup
(Aged Trotters)

Purse $150,000 E
Nominating Fee: $500
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