The Feeling Is Mutual
Oklahoma’s Thoroughbred Athletes Inc. brings together
teens and off-track racehorses
By Shelby O’Neill

Melissa Lessig and Oklahoma-bred Zee Oh Six take flight
at last year’s Sport of Kings Challenge horse show to
benefit retired racehorses. The event was held at
Easy J Stables in Harrah, Oklahoma.
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Zee Oh Six excelled on the racetrack with 12 wins and more than $440,000 in earnings, and now he’s
taking on a new challenge on the show circuit.
On the track, Oklahoma-bred Zee Oh Six had a bit of a
reputation for his brutish tendencies. In fact, those tendencies
may be what helped him accomplish so much, retiring with $442,311
in earnings for breeders and owners Barbara and John Smicklas and
an impressive record of 47-12-9-3. Along the way, the Alphabet
Soup gelding racked up nine stakes victories against both open and
state-bred company, including three wins in the Oklahoma Classics
Classic Stakes.
Now 14 years old, Zee Oh Six still has his brutish moments, but
you’d never guess it when you spot him clearing jumps across an
open cross-country course while being piloted by 15-year-old Lucy
Greenawalt. The young rider has taken the chestnut gelding to horse
shows in Oklahoma and Texas as part of Thoroughbred Athletes Inc.,
an all-Thoroughbred retraining and adoption facility near Guthrie,
Oklahoma, that pairs off-track Thoroughbreds (OTTBs) with teens
interested in training and riding.
Thoroughbred Athletes Inc. is the brainchild of longtime
Oklahoma trainer Lynn Sullivan, but coincidentally enough, she
credits John Smicklas for helping her change the course of the
organization. A licensed trainer since 1979, Sullivan had long helped
find good homes and new careers for the horses in her barn who
could no longer race.
“The problem is getting other people who are not involved with
Thoroughbreds to see what great horses these can be in almost any
discipline,” Sullivan said. “Our Sport of Kings Challenge horse show

was organized to create an incentive for ownership of an off-track
Thoroughbred as well as to encourage those who already own one to
compete with them and use their athletic talents. It is more than just
a horse show; we have fun and creative courses and many ways to win
cash prizes.”
Shortly after the first Sport of Kings Challenge, Sullivan got a
phone call from Smicklas.
“He had heard about my horse show, and he proceeded to explain
the Thoroughbred retirement program he had put in action here in
Oklahoma,” she said. “He and Barbara came out to my farm and
encouraged me to become a nonprofit organization in order to help
more horses find new careers.”
In addition to the advice on attaining nonprofit status, Smicklas
also had a horse he thought needed a new career.
“That horse was Zee Oh Six,” Sullivan said. “He has impressed
me more than any other horse I have ever worked with on or off the
track.”
Now that she had horses who were ready to be retrained, she
needed to find people who would help her. Instead of looking for
adult volunteers, Sullivan drew on her history of working with
teens and young people, especially several years of work at the
Guthrie Job Corp Center that included courses in dealing with
troubled youth, and she decided to create a program that would have
two beneficiaries.
“I believe this program is a double blessing,” Sullivan said. “It helps
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Lucy Greenawalt and Zee Oh Six tackle the
cross-country course.

retired racehorses learn a new career and puts some good character
into young people, something that is really needed in our society
today.”
Since she started the program almost two years ago, all of the
original young people have continued with it, and new teens joined
up this summer.
“The young people in my program are here because they want
to be,” Sullivan said. “It isn’t a reform program, and they have not
been through any juvenile delinquent systems, but some have
been exposed to devastating situations that changed the course of
their lives through no fault of their own. For this reason, they are
considered at-risk, and I believe all teens should be considered to
28
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be at an at-risk age because in today’s world there are not enough
kids exposed to good old-fashioned hard work. If there are young
people willing to do this hard work just to be involved with horses,
they should not be denied. The lessons horses can teach our youth
are lessons that will benefit them through their entire lives, including
trust, commitment, communication and responsibility.”
The teens that choose to join the program are allowed to spend as
much time at the barn as their parents and school schedules allow,
and they can stay in the program for as long as they want. If they
reach the competition level, they are encouraged to bank as much
saddle time as possible, but all participants are also required to help
with barn chores, grooming and desensitizing horses who are new to
the program. With sponsorships, Sullivan hopes to be able to take on
more teens.
“I like to educate the program members on the racing industry
and involve them in the training process when I have horses at the
track,” she said. “They have helped other trainers ship in by preparing and bedding their stalls before they arrive, and they like watching
the morning training routine. This way they have an idea of what
these horses have learned on the track and why, and I believe this is
important when transitioning from the track to the show ring. It also
helps to build a young racing fan base by observing and becoming
involved in the positive aspects of racing instead of hearing or reading about all the bad things.”
As the program has gone on, the teens have also gotten to travel
to horse shows farther afield. On April 20, Lucy rode Zee Oh Six in
the Battle of the X’s All-Thoroughbred Show in Fort Worth, hosted
by the Texas-based nonprofit Remember Me Rescue retraining and
retirement program. Together, they placed sixth.
“I believe one of the most exhilarating experiences in this program was when I took Zee Oh Six to Fort Worth,” Lucy said. “It was
so amazing to be able to ride such a phenomenal horse in my first
out-of-state show. I also competed in my first combined test with
him earlier in the year. I’m doing well in dressage and having a blast
on the cross-country course. Everything I do with these horses leaves
me with memorable times, so it is hard to pick just one memorable
experience.”
Lucy credits her aunt Amy with introducing her to horses at a
young age, and in fact, she was on a horse before she could walk. At
age 9, she began formal English riding lessons. When some friends
of hers who boarded their horses at Sullivan’s barn told her about
Sullivan, Lucy and her mom, Patrice, asked if Lucy could help out
with barn work on the weekends. Then Sullivan told the Greenawalts
about her new training program.
“When Lynn told me about the opportunity to train Thoroughbreds so they weren’t sent to otherwise bad futures, I
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was elated,” Lucy said. “The want to learn and to make a difference,
even in just one horse, drove me to participate. Now I go to the
barn three or four times a week, and for me, that isn’t enough. I want
to be able to work with every horse every time I go.”
Unfortunately, time doesn’t allow for that, but it has allowed for
Lucy to form a special bond with Zee Oh Six.

power in him. It still amazes me that he allows me to have so
much control when riding when he is capable of doing whatever he
pleases, and I am very thankful for that.”
Just like Lucy is thankful for her riding relationship with
Zee Oh Six, Lucy’s mother is grateful for the difference she has
seen in her daughter since she became involved with Thoroughbred
Athletes.
“Since Lucy started
working with Lynn, I have
seen tremendous growth
in Lucy’s knowledge
about horses, the horse industry and training,” said
Patrice. “Lucy is confident
and speaks the language
of the equine world. She
is very determined to be
successful with horses,
from the groundwork to
riding and showing and
continuing to learn and
better her skills. Lucy is
teaching me the language
of riding, and I am very
impressed by how much
she teaches me.”
Because of her lifelong
love of horses and her
experience with Thoroughbred Athletes, Lucy
plans to continue working with horses as she gets
older.
“I don’t think there will
ever be a day that I don’t
Greenawalt is currently working with Oklahoma-bred Miner’s Union, a veteran want to work with or be
of 55 races who won eight times while racing at Remington Park, Fair Meadows around such amazing animals,” Lucy said. “When I
and Will Rogers Downs.
am older, my dream is to be
“I could go on all day about him,” she said. “I absolutely love a horse trainer or a veterinarian.”
With Thoroughbred Athletes, Sullivan is able to help Lucy and
this horse. He is a dream to ride. He looks like such a brute and
like he would be clumsy to ride, but he is the opposite. He is other young people reach those goals.
“I believe these kids should be recognized for their hard work and
airy, energetic and very playful, every ride. He has never been
unwilling to try something for me, whether it be jumping a solid dedication,” Sullivan said. “I also believe that if more people knew
2’11” jump on a cross-country course or performing a dressage what we were doing here we could grow. And by doing so, we can
test for the first time. He can sometimes be a handful, but he help more horses and more young people.”
For more information or to donate, visit www.thoroughbredalways comes back to my hands, and it is almost like we know
what each other is thinking. We just click. He has so much athletes.com. H
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