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$75,000 Southern Park kicks off 2017 Stakes Season
For Immediate Release:  March 23, 2017                                       by Kimberly Rinker for the Ohio Thoroughbred Race Fund

The 2017 Ohio Thoroughbred stakes season kicks off this Saturday (March 25) with the third running of the $75,000 Southern Park Stakes at Mahoning Valley Racetrack.  Post time for the afternoon card is 12:15 pm, ET, with the featured six-furlong contest for Ohio-registered 3-year-old fillies—race seven—set for 3:02 pm, ET.
Named in honor of Southern Park racetrack that operated more than 101 years ago in nearby Boardman, OH, this event honors the memory of a prized facility that offered various types of entertainment for the local community. Thoroughbred, Standardbred, greyhound, and auto races were contested at Southern Park, as well as flying exhibitions and track meets.  
A special railway line was constructed so horses shipping in from out of town could be brought directly to the track, and accommodations built to house the numerous trainers, grooms, exercise riders, and jockeys who competed there.  

Sadly, the Great Depression ended the Southern Park era and today lives on via the stakes named in its honor, due to the vision of Ohio State Racing Commissioner Mark Munroe, who lives within walking distance of the remains of the defunct race course. 
“I was struck by the twist of fate that brought the new Mahoning Valley Race Course to life 100 years after the first race at Southern Park,” Munroe acknowledged. “Because of the history of racing and back room wagering in the Mahoning Valley, it seemed natural to propose that Ohio’s first stakes race of the season should be named after Southern Park.”

The 2015 inaugural edition of the Southern Park Stakes was won by the Robert Gorham-trained sophomore Justalittlesmoke in 1:10.69, with Terry Houghton in the irons. That talented filly went on to be named the 2015 Ohio 3-Year-Old Filly Champion.

Last year, trainer Wesley Ward saddled Barefoot Gypsy to a gate-to-wire victory in the second edition of the Southern Park, as the Daaher filly held off Heavenly Mine by a head in 1:14.55 for rider Albin Jimenez in the final strides.
Ali Blue—a daughter of Bluegrass Cat—hails from the Tim Hamm barn for breeder-owner Duncan Lloyd in Saturday’s Southern Park Stakes, with rider Jamie Rodriquez up.   This hardy homebred has one victory, five seconds and a trio of thirds in ten career starts and $66,790 in her coffers.  She comes into this race sharp off a second-place effort in a $27,100 Mahoning allowance on March 8 and is stakes placed—having finished third to Someday Soon in the 2016 edition of the $150,000 John Galbreath Stakes on Best Of Ohio day, Oct. 29, 2106.

Trainer Jeff Radosevich will tighten the girth on Nikki My Darling—the filly that captured that March 8 allowance test against Ali Blue.  This daughter of Creative Cause—Zamindarling, by Zamindar, was originally a $47,000 yearling at the November 2014 Keeneland Sale.  She sold again for $47,000 at the September 2015 Keeneland Sale, then nabbed a $100,000 bid at the March 2016 Ocala 2-year-olds in training sale.  To date she’s had five starts with two victories—this latest at Mahoning and on Aug. 1 at Thistledown and shows a proclivity for the sprint distances—with earnings of $38,713.  
Bred by the Sheltowee Farm and James Evans, Nikki My Darling is owned by Loooch Racing Stables Inc and Imaginary Stables and will be ridden by Luis Colon in this year’s Southern Park Stakes.
Radosevich also sends out the lightly raced Blanconia for owner Michael Annechino.  This $48,984-winning daughter of Vaquero was fourth against her aforementioned rivals on March 8, with two starts as a freshman, winning the $75,000 Miss Ohio Stakes on July 23 for these same connections.  Luis Rivera will be in the saddle for the Southern Park.

Trainer Robert Gorham saddles a trio of homebred contestants in Ohio’s first stake of 2017—$41,640 earner Cali Dream, a winner of one race in eight tries; Cut Rates, a daughter of US Ranger with a $35,789 bankroll and a Mahoning allowance victory on Feb. 13 at this same distance; and Tiz A Charm, a winner of $36,403 lifetime who’ll be trying for her first stakes victory.

This well-rounded field also includes recent winners Signora Shipman—a Midshipman lass who won her career debut in a six furlong maiden special weight at Mahoning on March 7 by 11½ lengths in the slop for trainer Penny Rone and owner-breeder Tiffany Rainmonde; Grizabella, a winner of $46,385 lifetime who’ll be trying for career victory number three;  Cat’s Rhythm, a lightly-raced Wildcat Heir lass who also likes a muddy surface, having won a Mahoning six-furlong allowance on Jan 11 impressively by nearly five lengths for owner-trainer and co-breeder Kris Nemann; and Conumdrum Red, who makes her second lifetime start for trainer William Cowans and owner Michael Foster.  This Trappe Shot daughter won her lone start on July 1, 2016 at Thistledown and makes her 2017 in the Southern Park.
Ohio runners have seen an upswing in participants since racinos were approved by the Buckeye State legislature in 2011. Breeders, especially, reap the benefits of a strong program administered by the Ohio Thoroughbred Race Fund (OTRF), as when any registered OTRF eligible foal finishes first, second or third in any Ohio race—stake or overnight—the broodmare owner of that foal receives 15% of the winner’s share of the purse. 

Ohio stallion owners receive a 10% reward when their “accredited” foals (those from an Ohio-registered stallion & Ohio-residing and registered broodmare) finish first, second or third in any Ohio event.
This season, the OTRF will supplement the Ohio overnight events by $3 million, with thirty-six, $75,000 restricted stakes for OTRF-eligible foals and five $150,000 stakes for OTRF-eligible foals to be contested on the Best of Ohio program, Oct. 7 at Belterra Park. 

Broodmare registrations have increased; from 570 in 2014 to 624 in 2016, with accredited foals up from 89 in 2013 to 164 in 2016.  The number of mares bred in-state rose from 124 in 2011 to 376 in 2015.  Of the 164 Ohio-sired registered foals, 157 were born in-state in 2015, while the conception area of these same youngsters grew from 43 in-state in 2011 to 156 in-state in 2015.
Next up:  April 15 at Mahoning Valley, The $75,000 Howard B. Noonan Stakes, a six-furlong test for 3-year-olds; April 29 at Belterra Park, The $75,000 Ed Babst/Alert Palacios Memorial Stakes, a six-furlong event for 3-year-olds & up.

Cutline:  Nikki My Darling—shown here winning a Mahoning Allowance Race on March 8 —headlines the $75,000 Southern Park Stakes on Saturday, March 25 at Mahoning Valley Racetrack.  Photo by Brad Conrad
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