s are hard for chuck
{ But it wasn’t always so.
past, as the northern winter
Sylvester would be at his
irden Ranch base in Florida,
ladying the babies for their
racing debuts. He'd be fine-
sar-olds who might bring
| glory to Sylvester’'s Hall
eer He'd be enjoying fme

a bit more of the
gendary stable.
s since Troy




e‘ Jersey, Sylvester’s mornings have never
been the same. He now awakens to a
moment of warm twilight, when his
heart tells him his son will be at the barn
waiting for him. He will be hooking up
a horse for a training mile, and his eyes
and smile will greet his father, flashing
with mischief.

And then reality smothers Chuck
Sylvester, taking his breath away.

“It’s hard for me to get up, hard for
me to do anything,” Sylvester said qui-
etly. “But we have to exist. It’s not easy. A
big part of your life is gone. I don’t know
what else I would do if not get up and do
these horses.”

One horse, among all others, has
the greatest potential in 2010 of lifting
the veil of Sylvester’s grief, if only for
briefest moments. As Sylvester’s first
n trotting champion since the

Mack Lobell 24 years ago,
Chucky would already have a

ace in his trainer’s heart. But his
; at truly the worst of times
family, has made him a
that better days are yet

ed winning more than
s driver and Sylvester’s

ipbell. “He thought
a good colt, and
that horse races

[roy—and it

BITTERSWEET
SEASON: Clockwise
from left: Sylvester
was bedside in a hos-
pital room with his
son, Troy, as Lucky
Chucky finished
third in the Peter
Haughton Memorial
on Hambletonian
Day. Lucky Chucky
(4) finished second
to a hard-charging
Pilgrims Taj in the
Breeders Crown final.
Warming up before
the Breeders Crown.

the son of a former Sylvester pupil, the
Muscles Yankee mare Aerobics, who
turned out to have a good reason for her
poor performance and overweight phy-
sique as a 2-year-old: An unsupervised
chance encounter in the spring of 2002
at the Meadowlands with claiming pacer
Do Not Disturb left her in foal (see side-
bar on next page).

Retired that fall to owner Perretti
Farm’s New Jersey facility, Aerobics
birthed a colt by her pacing paramour.
She followed with two mediocre trot-
ting fillies, before heading to the court of
Windsong’s Legacy.

And that was the pairing that made
Sylvester take notice.

“She was good gaited, and [ wanted to
see what the colt looked like,” he recalled.

HOOF BEATS - MARCH 2010

] thought I'd try a Windsong’s Legacy,
since 1 had the filly, Southwind Wasabi,
who was good, and I couldn’t afford to
buy a Muscles Yankee for myself. This
colt was a good-looking horse—kind of
big and athletic looking.”

Sylvester thought the trotter would
bring $30,000. For a $10,000 final bid,
he took the colt home.

But there was a problem: namely, his
name.

Lucky Chucky is now, of course, chris-
tened for his Hall of Fame conditioner.
But he started out as Winchonization,
which even Bob Marks at Perretti
Farms—who named the colt—admit-
ted is an unpronounceable moniker he
blamed on a typographical error.

And then the USTA rejected Sylvester’s

75
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Lucky Chucky

STRETCHING OUT: Clockwi
Sylvester out for a jog on a balmy so

se from top left: Lucky Chucky and
uth Florida morning in

February. Sylvester said Lucky Chucky is always eager to “do

right for you.” Chuck a

first renaming choice: e Chuck.
“We argued USTA for
ot tired of

rwo months, and
Wwas geting
d Lucky
¢ stuck.”

L1 Lud\'_\

it,” Sylvester a
late, and my dé
Chucky. That
There was
Chucky from
according @
and aiming
ing to “do ¥
impressed |
more tha
pronu
lame

nd Troy at Spring Garden Ranch in 1997

look sore, but he was never lame. He

just wanted to grab the left line and run

out.”

In following what Campbell called a
“normal pattern” for Sylvester, Lucky
Chucky baby-raced twice before mak-
ing his first purse start July 2 in the
Harriman Cup at the Meadowlands. The
colt got away fifth and was far enough
back coming around the Jast turn to
make second place look like an accom-
plishment, but when leader Ripken made

a break an eighth of a mile from the tin-

P

ish line, Lucky Chucky inherited the lead
and his first victory.

Three weeks later in a Peter | laughton
Memorial prep race, Campbell let Lucky
Chucky float out from post 8 to drop
into the t\\'l\-hulc. Once he took the lead
at the half, the race was virtually over.
Lucky Chucky drew away by 5+ widen-
ing lengths to win in 1:56.2.

o1 didn't ask him to trot in either of
his baby races, but 1 knew 1 was sitting
on something that could go.” Campbell
said. “That conditioned race was the
first time he showed a sign of
what he could really do.”

Though 1t was clear
Lucky Chucky could trot
fast, the colt wanted to go
a bit more than his connec-
tions wanted of him in his
early starts and was prone to
bearing out. That prompted
Svlvester to put on hum a
steering bit, which showed
good results n his July 31

Peter Haughton elimination,
when Lucky Chucky won
wire-to-wire in 1:56.2.

In the davs that tollowed,

VESTERS BY ED KEYS » ALL OTHER PHOTOS BY MARK MALL




[ucky Chucky trained strongly for the
K52 4.600 final, and the Sylvester barii
put s focus an the colt that conldd

become the st protege ol the 1Ll o

Fame conditioner o captare the presmies

event lor freshian trofters
bt that focus soon shifed

Reports st carme out Aug. 6 that Troy
Sylvester had been “seriously injured
the day hefore i an ATV accident at the
familys Magical Acres in Chesterfield,
N.J. Known as an eversmling practi al
joker, with a burning need for speed, who
liberally used the nickname “Dawg,” the
45-year-old Sylvester had been speeding
along the trails with his nephew, Ryan
when his ATV fhipped end over end, and
smashed to bits,

Sylvester was flung to the ground
with such force that he suffered two
collapsed lungs, a broken pe lvis and
tailbone, broken facial bones, punctured
spleen and brain injury. Transported to
Capital Health Hospital near Trenton,
Sy|vv&lcr underwent emergency surgery
to reduce brain swelling, but remained in
a coma and on a ventilator.

The horses were all but forgotten, as
the Sylvester family gathered by his bed
side, facing the incomprehensible realiry
that Troy, who never seemed to stay still,
was the prone form before them. As
machines beeped and pumps whooshed,
Troy Sylvester clung to life, and his fam-
ily clung to hope.

But racing stops for no one person,
and three days after Troy’s accident,
while hope for his recovery was begin-
ning to wane, Lucky Chucky went post-
ward for the Peter Haughton Memonal,
for the first time on the undercard of the
Hambletonian. .

Hambletonian Day had been, for
decades, Chuck Sylvester’s playground,
as he captured four editions of trot-
ting’s greatest race between 1987 (Mack
Lobell) and 2002 (Chip Chip Hooray},
but this one would go on without him.
While he sat 67 miles south in a hushed
hospital room, Lucky Chucky was sent
off as the odds-on Haughton favorite
from post 2.

Campbell was comfortable with the
colt sitting third going mto the back-
stretch, but Lucky Chucky wasn't
Gaiming aggression when Bnan Sears
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Chuck Sylvester welcomed the 2-year-
old Muscles Yankee filly Aerobics to
his Meadowlands barn in July 2002,
and knew three things about her: She

had been trained by Ron Gurfein, she -

seemed fairly thick-bodied, and she

was slow. -

“She was a big mare, and Beats? “

he recalled of the Perretti Farms-owned
mare. “We mon

’ we got her to Lexington, I trained and
‘ trained her, and she wasn’t losing any
weight. We knew something was going

| AR :
‘ on, so we had her examined.”

It was then Sylvester learned some-

thing new about Aerobics: She was

C its course that summer '
wlands, when a power

Ited in claiming pacer Do

' ing loose and joining
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" ‘Lucky’Mare | —

onkeyed around with her -
but couldn’t get her to do much. When

could not go on after suc

started to move with Holiday Road,
Lucky Chucky made his move and had
the lead as the 10-horse field pushed past
three-quarters in 1:25.3. But the effort
cost him.

Holiday Road trotted right by him in
the stretch to win in 1:54, giving trainer
Greg Peck a day to remember, with an
astounding daily double of the Haughton
and Hambletonian.

It was too, for Chuck Sylvester, a day
that he would never forget—for the most

devastating of reasons.
Troy Sylvester died that second

Saturday of August, his body unable to
cope with the violations of his injuries.
The announcement from Ken Warkentin
came across the Meadowlands loud
speaker late in the afternoon, after the
Hambletonian hoopla had quieted and
much of the crowd had left.

The words seemed to force
from those in attendance a col-
lective sigh, deflating the hope
that had lingered, the belief a
miracle would come.

“We just sat there, the whole
family,” Sylvester recalled of
Aug. 8. “We knew it was com-
ing to the end for Troy. There
was no hope. It didn’t matter to
me what the horse did. Nothing
mattered.”

Three days after Troy’s
death, his family and friends—
more than 600 strong—came
together to celebrate his life in a
three-hour service at Hamilton
Manor in Hamilton, N.J. And it was
a true celebration, as memories were
shared and jokes told, with the only
instructions to those attending to dress
casually—preferably in Sylvester green.

The next day, an aptly named 2-year-
old was the first Sylvester horse tocompete
after Troy’s death. Andthemusicplayson
did more than just finish fourth at
Freehold on Aug. 12—she also put back
family that felt it

in motion a racing
h a heartbreak-

ing loss.

But go on it did.

«Chuck knew he had to get back to
» said Campbell. “I think that was
or him than not having something
‘He had some horses racing very

well. I think that helped a lot, too. Going
to work is one thing, but if you are not
having success, that almost makes like
it's piling on. Having good horses was
a benefit for Chuck, for the family and
entire stable.”

“Keeping busy 1is what keeps you
busy,” Sylvester agreed. “The only way to
stay sane is to stay busy. I'm not sure what
1rd do if T did not have [the horses].”

And Lucky Chucky more than did
his part. After a three-week rest, he was
at Harrah’s Chester, romping in his elim
for the Valley Victory. A week later, with
$450,000 on the line, he was a length the

LOVING CARE: Below: Caretaker Tiffany Pease
tries to figure out if Lucky Chucky is yawning

or trying to bite her. Right: Pease gives Lucky

Chucky a bath after his morning jog.

best in the Valley Victory final in 1:56.
And front and center in the winner’s
circle was his trainer, a smile on his lips,
if not in his eyes.

“«That win meant a lot to the whole
family,” admitted Sylvester. “All the kids
are involved in the barn—we have a fam-
ily operation. The grandkids all worked
the farm and worked the horses. It's so
hard to believe Troy is not part of it.”

“As soon as I came back [to the
winner’s circle], my first thought was of
Troy and for everyone,” said Campbell.
“And I had to think how much the win
would mean to him.”

And the wins kept coming for Luck:
Chucky—the Bluegrass and Internazion
Stallion Stakes at The Red Mile and




Breeders Crown elim at Woodbine. A
tough journey in the Breeders Crown
final on an unforgiving night resulted n
a runner-up finish to Pilgrims Taj, but
Lucky Chucky rallied to end his year
in the winner’s circle, by capturing the
Matron Stakes at Dover, wrapping up
the division.

“He raced well in the Breeders
Crown—he fought so hard to be second,”
said Campbell. “You don’t see horses do
that that often. It was a tough night with
the wind. He raced well—he just didn’t
win. We were pretty proud of him.”

Lucky Chucky wintered in
Florida like all Sylvester champi-
have, and his dance card is
od with the big-money events
10. Only time will tell if
himself worthy of a
ide the Sylvester stars
§ gone by, bur there is
@ that, for these chal-
time, he is the right

“My granddaughter goes right up and
brushes him, he is so gentle,” Sylvester
said. “She could walk him all day long.
He is so well-mannered in the barn and
on the track—I never have to worry for a
minute. | ask myself, ‘How is he so good
mannered?’”

The Sylvester barn, which once held
dozens, is now down to 12 filled stalls.
The conditioner said those numbers will
continue to dwindle, for Chuck did not
realize how much work had been shoul-
dered by his son until his son was there
no more. For now, the trainer who long

“That win meant a lot
to the whole family,” said
Sylvester. “All the kids are

involved in the barn—we have a

family operation.”

dominated trotting concentrates on the
simplest tasks of every day—getting up
and out of bed, putting one foot in front
of the other, and letting the horses help
him pack away the sorrow for just a few
moments at a time.

“I go through the motions,” said
Sylvester, “but I don’t worry about cer-
tain things. I know that no matter what
happens, it can’t be any worse. [ wonder
a lot if it’s a dream. Is he coming back?
I realize more and more, though, that it’s
over. That’s life. We have to go on.

“I cry every day. And I ask a million
times, “Why?’ And I get mad at
him for being gone. But then we
get up the next morning and do
the best we can. And a horse like
this makes you look forward to
seeing him every day. A horse like
this makes you dream again.”

To comment on this article, e-mail us

at readerforum@ustrotting.com.
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