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Smokey, ridden by Bob Baffert 
assistant trainer Jimmy Barnes,
leads American Pharoah at 
Belmont Park racetrack last June.
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OR FIVE WEEKS THIS SUMMER, ALL EYES WERE ON A

leggy bay Thoroughbred colt on the cusp of his-
tory. And all those weeks--from Louisville, Ken-
tucky, to Baltimore, Maryland, to Belmont, New
York—a not-so-leggy buckskin gelding was his
escort. While American Pharoah captured the

country’s attention with his
blistering speed and domina-
tion of each Triple Crown race,
his pony horse, Smokey,
turned heads, as well.

Smokey wasn’t just in the
limelight as the eventual cham-
pion Thoroughbred’s travel
and track companion; he also
charmed audiences on national
television as racing commenta-
tor, and retired jockey, Donna
Barton Brothers’ mount during
the NBC broadcasts. 

“Smokey is definitely the best horse I’ve ridden,” says Brothers.
“He’s only 6 years old, and he has a really good mind.”

Perhaps that good mind came from the breeding of Lori
Waters’ mare Si Rositas Whiz to Shiners Chex Olena. Or per-
haps that mind started in the round pen with Waters or in the
arena with NRHA Professional Jarvis Anderson. But it’s his
cool and calm demeanor, on top of his good looks, that has
garnered the nation’s attention.

Humble Beginnings
Tax Day 2009 dawned with a foot of fresh snow on the ground

in Montana, and Waters knew her maiden mare was due at
any time. Upon one last barn check that evening, her husband
and their veterinarian found a buckskin colt laying in the
snow with a swollen tongue, while his mother stood in the
barn eating hay. The veterinarian stuffed a cup of sugar in the
colt’s mouth to reduce the swelling and help him start salivat-

ing, and he recovered fully. 
“Once the mare figured out

he was hers, she was a pretty
good mom,” laughs Waters.

Waters recalls the colt, whom
she called “Whizard,” as being
a typical stud colt in the morn-
ing—a little bit of a “stinker”
when you’d first start handling
him, but after a little work, he’d
turn into a “dog on a leash” and
was very laid back. 

“He was well-built and nice
to handle,” she says. “He was

nice to be around, so we just left him as a stud colt and didn’t
geld him until he was four.”

Waters sent Whizard to trainer Jarvis Anderson as a 2-year-
old prospect to be started for the futurities. Anderson was im-
mediately impressed by his work ethic and laid-back
personality, even as a young stallion.

“He was one of those horses that looked for the answer
when you trained him,” he recalls. “He always tried to figure
things out, and he worked to please you.”

Whizard went on to please his owner and trainer in the show
pen, finishing well at the Southwest Futurity. But after a not-
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so-stellar showing at the 2012 NRHA Futurity, Anderson
started grooming him to be Waters’ non pro horse. 

From Reining to Ranching
After a year with Waters at the helm, she had to decide be-
tween the buckskin and her other horse. She knew it was time
for Whizard to move on, so she decided to sell him in the fall
of 2014. She reached out to Dan Twombly in Bayard,
Nebraska, about the now-gelded buckskin, and Whizard
moved to the Coyote Slide Ranch to learn to be a ranch horse. 

Again, Whizard’s personality and looks caught the
Twombly’s attention as soon as he stepped on the ranch. “His
looks were overwhelming,” recalls Dan. “He’s about perfect
to look at, and his disposition was really good, and he was re-
ally broke.”

While on the ranch, Whizard’s barn name was changed to
Smokey, and the gelding started working with cattle and gain-
ing different experiences in preparation for the ranch’s big
December sale in Las Vegas.

Twombly and family rode Smokey and their other sale
horses through rough Nebraska terrain, introducing them to
wildlife and other new encounters—all in hopes of creating a
bombproof horse. Smokey took it in stride. 

When it came time for the Las Vegas sale, Twombly already
had a buyer interested in Smokey. A returning customer had
been emailing with one of Dan’s sons that he was looking for

a horse to pony Thoroughbreds at the track. He wanted the
horse to be bombproof enough that his 10-year-old son, Bode,
could learn to ride on him. Twombly had exactly what the
customer was looking for in Smokey—flashy looks, athletic
ability, and that bombproof demeanor. 

From Ranching to Racing
That customer was none other than Hall of Famer Thorough-
bred trainer Bob Baffert, a former Quarter Horse racing
trainer/jockey and earner of more than $223,000,000. 

“I always get on the Internet looking for horses for ponies
on the racetrack,” says Baffert. “I wanted something with a
soft eye, a really kind horse.”

Baffert and Twombly discussed Smokey’s attributes and
Baffert saw a short video and conformation photos of the geld-
ing, and he purchased him over the phone. 

“I can’t believe what I paid for him, everyone thinks I’m
crazy,” laughs Baffert. “But once he got off the trailer, I didn’t
feel that [I was crazy]. Bode will be able to learn to ride on
him because he’s quiet—he’s like a kid horse. You can’t pay
too much for a very gentle, quiet pony.”

Baffert explains that normally when new pony horses come
onto the track, even if they’re the quietest and most stable
horse on the ranch, they tend to be spooky at first. Smokey
wasn’t that way, though, even from the beginning. In fact, he’s
a favorite among the horses, as well as the humans. 
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It’s Smokey’s cool and calm demeanor, on top of his
good looks, that has garnered the nation’s attention.
Those traits were evident in this photo from the 2012
NRHA Futurity.



“He doesn’t kick—he’ll never kick a horse … he’ll pin his
ears, but he’s not mean,” says Baffert. “These horses are big,
and they’ll come at him and try to bump him, but he handles
it really well. And I think they know that he’s a nice horse.”

Even before the Triple Crown excitement, Smokey was al-
ready a favorite among visitors to Baffert’s barn at Santa Anita
Park in Arcadia, California. “He’s such a big ham, that every-
one who came to see American Pharoah had to pay attention
to him,” he says.

Smokey’s work schedule is pretty consistent, no matter
what racetrack they’re based at. From 5:30 to 9:30 in the
morning, he’s escorting Baffert trainees to and from the race-
track, under the guidance of Baffert’s assistant trainer Jimmy
Barnes. If they’re working young horses, he’ll escort them to
the starting gates and help them become accustomed to the
sounds and action. 

On special race days, such as the Kentucky Derby, he works
in the afternoons with Brothers aboard as a commentator. 

Brothers believes Smokey was an integral part in the his-
tory-making run. “The crowds don’t bother him at all. You
can surround Smokey with 200,000 people, and he’s like
‘whatever, I don’t care,’” she explains. “He’s nonplussed. I
think that’s one of the things that makes him a really good
pony horse and may have helped Pharoah win the Triple
Crown, because as a pony on the racetrack they’re usually the
chaperone. A lot of times the lead horse is the one that sets
the tone as to what we should be bothered about and what we
shouldn’t be bothered about. So when Pharoah steps onto the
track at Churchill Downs, Smokey is going to be by his side.

A lot of that stuff doesn’t bother Smokey, and I think that in
some way it did help Pharoah because he felt like, ‘Well, I
guess it’s alright.’”

Because of everything Brothers has to worry about while on
the track during the race broadcasts—listening to the an-
nouncer’s call of the race, being in position to not block any-
one’s view, thinking about what to say or ask when riding up
to the winning jockey after the race—she appreciates Smokey’s
laid-back attitude and willingness to do everything asked. 

“He takes a lot of the extra work that I have to do on a horse
out of the equation. He’s pretty straight forward and very re-
sponsive. I wear a little English spur. Even things he does not
want to do, he does willingly.”

One of the difficult things for Smokey to learn while work-
ing with Brothers was approaching horses on the right side
and escorting them during the interview. Baffert explains that’s
because, as a pony horse, the horses are typically on Smokey’s
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This Whiz Shines … in the Movies?
Smokey fans will have another chance to see Smokey, and not just on
the racetrack. Baffert was approached by movie producers in January
because they were filming a scene at Santa Anita Park and they needed
a horse for a movie starring Julia Roberts. 

“They needed a horse that they could run up to,” explains Baffert.
“There’s a moment where an actor comes up and is talking to a horse,
and it was Smokey.”

The movie stars Roberts and Nicole Kidman. “Secret in Their Eyes”
is slated to come out in the fall of 2015. 

This Whiz Shines, a.k.a. Smokey,  and NRHA 
Professional Jarvis Anderson



left side. After a few rides, though, it was like everything else
that Smokey has faced—he just went with the flow.

Also, there’s the comparison in the length of stride between
American Pharoah, who is about 16.2 hands, and Smokey, who
stands barely 15 hands. “It’s hard for him to keep up with Pharoah
because when he walks, he has a really long stride—Smokey has
to trot to keep up with Pharoah’s walk,” says Baffert.

A Star is Born
Visitors to Baffert’s stalls know they can’t go into the office
without first giving Smokey a treat. While he’ll eat just about
anything, his favorites might be the granola bars Baffert’s wife
buys for him.

Smokey has been such a star that he has two different pages
on Facebook, with approximately 20,000 likes (as of press
time). Of course, one of those fans is Lori Waters. 

“I am a fan of his on Facebook,” she admits. “It makes me sad
to see the photos of him posted as ‘Grumpy Smokey’ because
he’s not a grumpy boy. I have lots of pictures of him happy.”

She’s referring to the numerous photos you see of Smokey
on the track with his ears pinned back. But both Baffert and
Barton-Brothers say it’s not the gelding misbehaving but him
just trying to be the boss in the situation. 

“Smokey gives (Pharoah) a hard time,” says Barton-Brothers.
“Smokey’s like ‘hey, don’t lay on me … hey don’t think about
biting me.’ You see pictures of them sharing the same bale of
hay and Pharoah is just eating it up with his ears pricked for-
ward, but when Smokey’s taking a bite he has his ears pinned
back looking at Pharoah saying ‘that’s my hay you’re eating.’”

On top of his Facebook fans, Smokey’s original fan club has
been cheering him on since his discovery at the Kentucky Derby.

After checking to see how her Whizard had done at the
Twombly Las Vegas sale, Waters saw that a repeat buyer by
the name of Bob Baffert had purchased the buckskin. It wasn’t
until she read an article in AQHA’s member magazine about
Baffert that she put two and two together, and she watched
the Derby in hopes of seeing her horse.

“I was thrilled. It made me so proud. It’s like having a kid
and having him excel at something,” she says.

Anderson had learned that one of his former trainees had
made it on the small screen after the Derby, so he continued
to watch the Preakness and Belmont Stakes to see
Whizard/Smokey. 

“It was cool to see him on national TV like that,” says
Anderson. “I don’t take credit for making him a good pony
horse, but it’s cool to see him.

“It makes me excited for our industry that our horses can go
on and do other things and have value in other areas,” he contin-
ues. “It’s good to have that national attention; good for Reining.”

And for the Twomblys, they continue to stay in touch with
Baffert. Still in the thick of celebrating the Kentucky Derby
win, Baffert took the time to send an email to the Twomblys
thanking them for selling him Smokey. 

Smokey’s Future
After the stress of the Triple Crown campaign, Smokey went
to Baffert’s private farm in Southern California for some rest
and relaxation, while another pony horse filled in. 

Baffert plans to keep Smokey in the work rotation for a
while, explaining that he usually has pony horses for six or
seven years before he retires them from the track and gives
them to family and friends. Smokey, however, has a perma-
nent home with the Bafferts. While he’s been home, Baffert’s
son Bode has started to ride him. 

“I’d like to have a horse where we can go riding in the af-
ternoons around the trails in Burbank,” says Baffert. “I want
Bode to learn to ride Western. I could use a few lessons my-
self—my riding needs some pointers.

“I just enjoy the pony horses. For me, they’re my favorites.
Unfortunately, the good race horses I only have a year or two,
or three, then they go off for breeding,” says Baffert. “They’re
too valuable to keep at the barn. But Smokey, he’ll always be
around—I’ve become attached to him.” ✦W
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This Whiz Shines and 
Jarvis Anderson at the
2012 NRHA Futurity.


