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A suburb bets on horses, but not in the way you
think
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The south suburbs were devastated three years ago when the owners of the troubled Balmaral fearziasde.
Park rarress track infar south suburban Crete abruptly closed it Horse s had been running thers e = | BN & PRNCE |
since the mid-1920s, and with mostly empty farmind surrounding the track, twas Fard o imagine | m—— |

any way of reviving its fortures.
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Mowy, horess are back at Balmoral, thowgh they aren't hitched to sulky cars. An upstate Mew York
firm called Hits acquired the 200-acre track and surrounding barns out of bankroptcy Bte in2016,
ata bargain price of ks than %3 milion, and fas repurposed it asone of the ration's premier borss
showewenues featuring hurters and jumpears. The dirt track is gone, replced by 5-foot barrers and
awell-manrered audience watzhing performers ckd inthe staunchiy English tradition of scarket
coatsand tan breeches.

The blue-collar town of Crete, popukation 8,300, is an unlikely ckdrop for a sport that formerty
was practiced in suchwealthy suburbs as Barrington, Oak Brook, Way ne and Wheaton around
metro Chicago. But rearly all the competing facilities in those towns have gone out of business,
suppbnted by the massive scak of Balmaoral, which is big enough o houss nire showe rings, 1,500
horse stalls and a grandstand with s=ating for 35,000 spectators. By most standards, Balmoral
suddenty ranks as the biggest horee show facility amewhene.

Tom Stnzziern, the owrner of Hits (formerky Horss Showes inthe Suny, has a haf-dozen facilite s
spread beteeen Palm Springs, Calif., and Sawgerties, MY, Of some 1,700 hores shows inthe ULS.
eveny year, Hits stages 70 of them. Of the bigge=t 100 showes, it owns 40, Stnezieri, who grew up
on Lang lskrd with show horse s of his own, offers several Grand Pric competitions each year with
milion-dollar przes (Balmoral tops out at $500,000, at anevert scheduked for August). Mobody elss
inthe U.S. comeschss.
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"The big prze money attracts the best riders," say s Kevin Price, executive director of the UG,
Hunter Jumper Assocition in Lexington, Ky, "Hits fas grown at an impressive rate. Harness
tracks have falenon fard times ina bt of paces, and the reuse of Balmaral Fas been a win-win
situation for everybody imeohed.”

MILLIONS INVESTED

StriEzien, who poured $10 milionof Hits money o Balmaoral beyond the punchass price to
recorditionold barnsand erect the rings, says he bst morey Bst year in Grete and will b2 lucky 1o
break even this year on 13 weeks of summer showes. But the Midwe st was starved for fop-flight
competition—shows jumping is certered on the Bast and West coaste—and his initial ssarch several
yearsago fora wvenue had taken him to farms south of Rockford holding scant promiss.

e were inthe right place at the right time when Balmoral became avaikbe," Stnezeri sy s, He's
kept muchof the old Farme ss track memorabila intact, down to the Betting windows and posterson
the walls, as wellas the origiral finish line, maintained inthe midde of the Grand Prix ring. "We
wanted anold-time horsey ambiance here," he explins. "The horses boarding here today can
s=n=e the history of the place. It gives them comfort.”

Local performers arent comphlining. Steve Schaefer, a professioral rider who ownsa farm inthe
western Kane County town of Maple Park, competes for prize morey rearly every weekend
through the summer at Balmoral befare mowing onto Florida o compete in the wirter. "This facility
wasafabubous dea” he sy s "There may be no otber facility in the country like this. Tom is
attracting a strong following.”

Europe was once home to the biggest horse showevents each summer, but Hits' bfty przes at
Balmoral, where 75 are directly employed and 3 milionwill be offered this year, has maraged 1o
attract an interratioralavdience. Riders from 15 countries will b2 in residence inCGrete incoming
weeks, Gorgzakb Esteles, a trainer from Argentire, browght four horses and two riders to Balmaral
for the summer. "There isn't a show-jumping plce this nice amswhere in South America,” be says
throughan interpreter.

Michrael Einhorn, Crete's mayar for 33 years, is hoping to attract hoteland restaurant develbpment
1o town to cater to the Balmoral visitors. "We Fave a bt of property here zored for develbpment and
ready to go, but nobody really interested yet," Einborn say 5. He say s that a new home Fasnt been
buitt in Crete inover a decade, and the state of Indiara, three mikes to the east, fas siphored avay
develpment. The S5X railnmad has planned a $230 million intermodal center not far from
Balmoralon 1,100 acres itacquired in 2007, but i is under rewiew by CEX

"= it iz, the arrival of Hits bere was a dream come true for us," Einborn say s, "It's ore thing dealing
with a storefront that goe s dark downtown, Without Hits, what were we going to do with that 200-
acre racetrack after it closed™

Hit= is haping anly for more spectators and sponsors nowe. Advertisements come from boot-
makers and equine feed companies like Purira, but not the ratioral rames suchas BhW that
maragement covets, Hardly anybody bothers to waitch chsses onwee kday s, whike crowds onthe
busiest weekends top out at 5000 or =0 (tickets are $5o0n Saturday s; skyboxes in the coverad
grardstands can be rented). Hits al=o charges weekly rent to house the horses and anentry fee
into every ches they run; concessions and gifts offer another revenue stream.



Horss jumping, unique as the only Ohympic sport inwhich menand women compete directhy
against each other, isan elte erdeavor that may rever appealto the massss. "Bven =0, we fave
gotto do more to market the sport," StrEzieri sy s, "We canget moch bigger bere "
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