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A Winning Team Mate
Shannon Rafacz discusses the importance of selecting the right horse.
BY WENDY LIND

S

HANNON RAFACZ RECENTLY

demonstrated just what a
force she is in the show pen
by winning the Level (L) 3
and 4 Non Pro divisions in
the Derby at the Florida Classic with a big 223.5 score. Her mount,
Lenas Whizabelle (West Coast Whiz x
Sugarmans Belle), a 4-year-old mare she
had purchased just a few months prior,
was a testament to the importance of
finding the right horse.
“When I tried her out, she was slightly
green, but I knew she fit me like a glove,”
recalls Rafacz. “Now that I’m a bit older,
I realize picking the right horse really
can make or break you. It’s not necessarily
who has the best horse; it’s the best
horse and rider team. You can have the
best horse in the whole world, but if it
doesn’t fit you, you’re not going to win.”
Shannon emphasized that there is one
primary question every buyer must first
ask themselves: ‘What is my goal?’
“Are you going for a world championship, or do you want to compete at
major NRHA events, or do you want to
show in the local affiliate events?” she
queried. “The individual I would choose
for a World title run isn’t the same as the
one I would choose for a derby horse.”
When looking for a horse to win a
World championship, she prioritizes
consistency and a good minded individual
that will tolerate many runs in the show
pen. However in futurity and derby
competition, a half-point difference in a

score can mean a difference of thousands
of dollars.
“For a World championship run, you’re
just going to go in as many times as possible, be correct and not make mistakes,”
Shannon said. “But when you’re going
to go run for a $35,000 paycheck in the
L4 Non Pro Derby at the NRBC, you’re
going to put your hand down, go as
hard as you can, and hope it all works.
There’s a big difference.”
Like most riders, Rafacz has her
strengths and weaknesses, and pays attention to those when selecting a horse.
“When I go look at a horse, I want one
that doesn’t have a lot of go to it,” she
said, while contrasting that with a client
of her husband’s, NRHA Professional
Mark Rafacz, who is a successful rider
but doesn’t have a lot of physical strength.
In that case, a more forward horse has
been a good fit. “That’s why it’s so important to have a trainer to help you
with the process of buying a horse and
understand what your ability is, both
physically and in terms of your skill set
as a rider.”
In buying and selling numerous horses
during her show career, Rafacz has developed a list of questions she asks about
potential purchases—a list that she says
has gotten longer over the years. “I want
to know about vices and any soundness
or maintenance issues. I’ve bought horses
that I knew had issues and it was fine
because I knew what I was getting into.
It’s all about what you can and can’t live
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with,” she said. “I might be willing to
take on more of a problem if I can get it
a little bit cheaper; maybe it has a bone
spur or a little bit of arthritis. I always
consult with our performance horse vet
to decide if it’s fixable or something we
can live with through maintenance or
shoeing. And again, it depends on if it’s
going to show six times a year, or 25
times a year.”
Rafacz said keeping an open mind is
crucial. She recalled a story from a few
years ago, when Mark was looking for a
horse for one of his limited non pro
clients, Jan Pence. Shannon happened
to see a mare being ridden at the NRHA
Futurity and was instantly impressed.
“This mare had a little hair on her and
she had just been shown in the Rookie
of the Year competition. Jan tried the
horse and it was amazingly good. The
mare had a few vet issues, but Jan purchased her anyway.”
The mare, Wimpys Dun Twistin, went
on to win the 2013 Limited Non Pro
World Championship with Pence. A few
months later, Mark showed the mare in
the 2014 Bill Horn Shootout and marked
a 225 in the Open. “And she’s supposedly
a rookie horse,” Shannon laughed. “So
don’t overlook a horse just because of a
stereotype based off of what level they’ve
been shown at.”
When “test driving” a horse, Shannon
cautioned against feeling self-conscious.
“That horse is going to cost a good amount
of money, and it’s my money I’m spending,”
she said. “So I’ll warm it up, and then I
test that horse out like I own it. I want to
feel in that first ride, in those first 15
minutes, that I can do everything proficiently because that’s probably going to
be my worst ride ever. If that checks out,
then I try to ride the horse a second time.
Don’t worry about breaking the horse;
people want to sell that horse and know
you have to try it out.”
Most of all, Shannon said to be patient.
“Identify what you’re looking for, and
stick to that list. Don’t get caught up in
the moment or get emotional—especially
at a horse show. Buyer beware, but in
this business, more people are willing
and reputable than not.” ✦

