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Y
ou look at Steve Bajer and John O’Hara moving around the sales at Keenel-
and each September and November, and they seem like two guys who took 
a wrong turn on the way to a fishing trip. Bajer, 62, and O’Hara, 53, both 
married, walk the grounds with an easy give-and-take dialogue running 

between them, accompanied by O’Hara’s son, Dustin. They’re dressed casually, and 
while they’re paying close attention to the business at hand—picking out weanlings 
and yearlings to buy—they give off the impression of two guys on holiday looking for 
a restaurant. The results of their purchases, however, paint a far different picture.

Shopping in the equine bargain bins, Bajer and O’Hara have enjoyed an enormous 
amount of success. They had two of their purchases pre-entered in this year’s Breeders’ 
Cup World Championships. One of them, J P’s Gusto, is already a grade I winner. Nicole 
H. wound up running in the Dream Supreme Stakes on the Breeders’ Cup undercard. In 
previous years they have been involved in buying some horses you may have heard of—
Alphabet Soup, winner of the 1996 Breeders’ Cup Classic (gr. I); Adoration, winner of the 
2003 Breeders’ Cup Distaff (gr. I); and grade I winner Santa Teresita. For a couple of easy-
going guys, these Californians are sharp-eyed sharks. (continued on page 3516)
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John and Dustin O'Hara with Steve Bajer (right)
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Sharp 
Shooters

B Y  L E N N Y  S H U L M A N

Steve Bajer and John O’Hara know how to pick ’em
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Both found their way to bloodstock work 
after would-be training careers didn’t blos-
som as expected. O’Hara hails from Mary-
land, where his parents owned horses. He 
spent his summers during college work-
ing for trainers Patrick Byrne, John Forbes, 
and Steve Brown, then went to work full-
time as a groom, foreman, and assistant 
trainer for all of them before migrating to 
the West Coast and becoming an assistant 
to Jack Van Berg. After Alysheba retired 
from racing after winning the 1988 Breed-
ers’ Cup Classic (gr.I), O’Hara went out on 
his own and enjoyed moderate success but 
didn’t attract the type of clients that could 
keep him going. He began pinhooking 
horses with prominent California owners 

John Toffan and Trudy McCaffery.
Bajer, meanwhile, a native of Detroit, 

joined some classmates who cut college 
to attend a Kentucky Derby in the early 
1970s and fell in love with the horses. One 
of his classmates was Hank Wesch, who 
would become the longtime Turf writer for 
the San Diego Times-Union. Bajer tried his 
hand as a high school teacher in California 
for a year before quitting and crashing at 
Wesch’s place in San Clemente. He got a 
job mucking stalls and feeding horses at a 
nearby farm, then began walking hots at 
Old English Rancho, working his way up 
to groom, foreman, and assistant trainer. 
He worked as an assistant for Loren Rettele 
and they won the 1978 Arkansas Derby 
(gr. I) with Esops Foibles. Bajer wanted 

(continued from page 3510)
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Bajer and O'Hara purchased Adoration for $40,000

2010 California Sires 
By Winners

Sire Rnrs         Wnrs

Benchmark ................................. 160 ........................ 99
Old Topper .................................. 145 ........................ 83
Kafwain ....................................... 135 ........................ 70
In Excess (IRE) ...........................118 ........................ 64
Deputy Commander .................. 125 ........................ 63
Swiss Yodeler ............................. 139 ........................ 62
Unusual Heat ............................. 120 ........................ 60
Salt Lake .....................................114 ........................ 59
Stormin Fever ............................. 120 ........................ 58
Bertrando ....................................112 ........................ 57
Tribal Rule .................................... 88 ........................ 44
High Brite ..................................... 87 ........................ 44
Decarchy ...................................... 77 ........................ 44
Sea of Secrets ........................... 108 ........................ 43
Marino Marini ............................... 80 ........................ 42
Southern Image ........................... 85 ........................ 41
Siberian Summer ......................... 65 ........................ 39
Cee’s Tizzy ................................... 77 ........................ 37
Lit de Justice ................................ 71 ........................ 35
Freespool ..................................... 71 ........................ 34
Atticus ........................................... 80 ........................ 32
Game Plan ................................... 51 ........................ 32
Roar .............................................. 50 ........................ 32
Redattore (BRZ) ........................... 59 ........................ 31
Comic Strip................................... 57 ........................ 30
Valid Wager .................................. 63 ........................ 28
Gotham City ................................. 43 ........................ 26
Beau Genius ................................ 60 ........................ 25
Ministers Wild Cat ........................ 54 ........................ 25
Muqtarib ....................................... 51 ........................ 25
Ten Most Wanted ......................... 69 ........................ 24
Western Fame .............................. 45 ........................ 24
Richly Blended ............................. 40 ........................ 23
Momentum ................................... 52 ........................ 22
Lord Carson.................................. 44 ........................ 22
Rio Verde ...................................... 50 ........................ 21
Perfect Mandate ........................... 41 ........................ 21
Globalize ...................................... 47 ........................ 20
Terrell ............................................ 28 ........................ 18
High Demand ............................... 44 ........................ 17
Behrens ........................................ 33 ........................ 17
Mud Route .................................... 32 ........................ 17
Snowbound .................................. 44 ........................ 16
Iron Cat ......................................... 31 ........................ 16
Royal Cat ...................................... 29 ........................ 14
Silic (FR)....................................... 28 ........................ 14
One Man Army ............................. 26 ........................ 14
Capsized ...................................... 24 ........................ 14
Bartok (IRE) ................................. 29 ........................ 13
Nineeleven ................................... 19 ........................ 13
Dixie Dot Com .............................. 33 ........................ 12
Crafty C. T. .................................... 26 ........................ 12
Birdonthewire ............................... 21 ........................ 12
General Meeting .......................... 21 ........................ 12
Popular ......................................... 16 ........................ 12
Flame Thrower ............................. 41 .........................11
Madraar ........................................ 25 .........................11
Kelly Kip........................................ 24 .........................11
Grey Memo .................................. 15 .........................11
Flying Continental ........................ 23 .........................10
Smokester .................................... 18 .........................10
Rhythm ......................................... 25 .......................... 9
Rainbow Blues (IRE) ................... 19 .......................... 9
Takin It Deep ................................ 18 .......................... 9
Truckee ......................................... 18 .......................... 9
Singletary ..................................... 25 .......................... 8
Illinois Storm ................................. 23 .......................... 8
Stormy Jack ................................. 23 .......................... 8
Poteen .......................................... 22 .......................... 8
Tizbud ........................................... 19 .......................... 8
Soul of the Matter ......................... 15 .......................... 8
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to train but couldn’t get any horses, so he 
gravitated to the buying and selling end. 
Bajer had met O’Hara when the latter was 
training, and the pair repeatedly found 
themselves trying to buy the same horses. 
They decided to join forces and have been 
together ever since, selling under the name 
Equine Prep.

The two run a unique operation. 
They have just two clients for whom 
they regularly purchase horses. But 
with their training backgrounds, they 
are more than happy to buy horses 
on their own, supervise the breaking 
and early training of their purchases, 
and take them to the racetrack, usu-
ally in the care of trainer Dave Hof-
mans. From there the horses are al-
ways for sale, and they’ve performed 
well enough to turn a nice profit. 

“Their success, I think, is due to 
hard work,” Hofmans said. “They go 
to the sales early and do their due dili-
gence. They know what kind of horse 
they want to buy and they find them. 
They’ve sure sent me a lot of nice ones 
through the years.”

“We both have training back-
grounds and racetrack backgrounds, 
so we know what horses can handle 
and what they can’t,” noted O’Hara. 
“If a horse is slightly back at the knee, 
it’s something we know we can live 
with and that horse can come forward 
through training.”

O’Hara and Bajer aren’t playing with 
unlimited bankrolls. Their success is 
even more impressive given the fact their 
purchases stay within a price range of 
$40,000-$150,000.

“If this were the NFL draft,” said Bajer, 
“we’d get to start playing in the fourth or 
fifth round. At the sales everybody lands 

on the same few horses, and a lot of good 
horses are passed over.” 

Bajer and O’Hara bought Adoration from 
her breeder, Lucy Bassett, for just $40,000.

“Adoration had a well-proportioned 
body; her front end matched her back end, 
she had a very nice walk to her, a good 

brain,” O’Hara said. “We look for running 
families, and her dam had four to race 
at that point, and all of them were over 
$100,000 in earnings. We also like to buy 
product by younger mares because those 
horses tend to be less expensive. We count 
on our skills to know when a family can 
produce a runner, then it’s just whether we 
like the physical.

“Adoration was slightly back at the 
knee, but she was training great leading 
up to the 2-year-old sale. Then she got 
sick so we pulled her out, but we knew 
she was a runner, so we gave her to Dave 
(Hofmans). She ran fifth in her first race; 
then we agreed to route her and she won 

by eight. We sold her the next week 
to the Amermans, who are clients 
of Dave’s. We were able to sell her 
for a good amount, and we are 
tickled to death she went on and 
won a Breeders’ Cup race. Those 
owners support the business and 
they’re satisfied, and that’s what 
we’re in the game for. It’s a win-
win for the business, and it lets us 
sell more horses.”

At the 2009 Keeneland Septem-
ber yearling sale, the pair was at it 
again. They bought J P’s Gusto for 
$52,000 for one of their clients, Dr. 
John Waken, a retired pathologist, 
whom Bajer met 12 years ago while 
rehabbing a back injury by walk-
ing around his neighborhood in Ar-
cadia, Calif. He kept running into 
Waken, who races as Gem Stable, 
on the walks, they got to talking, 
and Waken told Bajer he’d been in 
the horse business since 1967.

“He’s an Iron Man to be in the 
business that long,” Bajer said. 
“He’s had five heart attacks, he’s 

been given his last rites, and he’s been 
pronounced dead twice. He’s a wonder-
ful guy. Here’s a guy who loves the game 
and loves the action, and he’d been in it 
48 years without having a winning year.”

J P’s Gusto had an older full sister who 
became graded stakes placed after the 
sale catalog came out, marking his family 
as one Bajer and O’Hara were interested 
in. They bought him out of Book Five.

“He fit our criteria for the things we like 
physically,” said Bajer. “He was a little 
back in the knee, but we know that once 
those horses get broken and start getting 
some exercise, they straighten out.”

Added O’Hara, “We had Smokester and 
all his horses for John and Trudy, and 
every one of those horses were back at the 
knee as yearlings. It’s a learning experi-
ence on the buying side as to what you can 
forgive in a young horse. On the training 
side you don’t see all that because you’re 
just getting 2-year-olds. J P’s Gusto never 
had a backward day. Ever.”

J P’s Gusto, who ran sixth in the Grey 
Goose Breeders’ Cup Juvenile (gr. I) Nov. 
6, swept Del Mar’s series of 2-year-old 
stakes, winning the Best Pal Stakes (gr. 
II) and the Del Mar Futurity (gr. I). He is 
a four-time stakes winner of $387,360 to 
date. A year earlier Bajer and O’Hara had 
bought Harissa for $95,000 for Waken, 
and she’s gone on to win the Sunland 
Park Oaks and earn $292,466 so far.

“It’s not easy buying at our price level 
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Purchased from Book Five at the Keeneland September sale, J P's Gusto has won four stakes

“If these sales were 

the NFL draft, 

we'd start playing 

in the fourth 

or fifth round.”
St e v e  b a j e r

“The edge we have 

as former trainers 

is knowing what a 

horse can handle 

and what he can't.”
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because that’s where everybody’s at 
today,” O’Hara stated. “But we know 
what we can stand for training. That’s 
the edge we have. Outside agents are 
out trying to buy the perfect horse, or as 
close to perfect as they can get because 
they don’t want somebody coming back 
to them complaining about buying a 
horse that toes out or whatever. There are 
things we will accept that other people 
won’t.

“We look at three or four criteria they 
have to have, and we view pedigree as 
the ceiling as to what we’re going to pay 
and eventually receive on the selling end. 
We want to buy it for half what we think 
we can sell it for, and our sales multiple 
over the past 15 years is 2.16.”

After Bajer and O’Hara buy yearlings, 
they’re broken at Schvaneveldt Farm in 
Riverside, Calif., under the care of Monte 
Schvaneveldt.

“We’ve had real good success out 
there,” said O’Hara. “I go out there and 
stay on top of everything. We develop 
a game plan for each horse, and for six 
months we get to see them train every 
day. We can put them in race situations, 
behind two horses or inside them. They 
pass through the gates each day. When 
Dave gets them, they’ve seen everything. 
So we know how they handle things, 
how sound they are, what their move-
ment is like, and whether they will be an 
early or later 2-year-old.” 

Last year Well Deserved won her first 
race and won the Cinderella Stakes at 
Hollywood Park in her second start. J P’s 
Gusto was ready to run after just a month 
at the racetrack.

“We’ve bought horses for a lot of peo-
ple who end up sending the horse some-
where else, so it’s out of our hands,” said 
Bajer. “But part of our expertise is plac-
ing these horses. David is a perfect fit for 
us. He knows when to back off and when 
to push young horses, and his experience 
is invaluable to us. He helps us by get-
ting them to the races and winning, and 
he gets careers out of them, not two or 
three races and they’re on the sidelines 
and you never see them again.

“We bought Alphabet Soup as a 2-year-
old after they couldn’t sell him at a train-
ing sale. We gave $100,000 or $125,000 
total for him and a Wild Again because 
Mrs. B.J. Ridder was looking to buy a 
2-year-old and Kip Elser had a couple of 
them. Mrs. Ridder picked the right one. 
We brokered that deal. David won stakes 
with him at 4 and 5.”

Bajer and O’Hara’s other major client 
is Marc Ferrell, who as a teenager used 
to walk hots for O’Hara. O’Hara hadn’t 
seen him for 15 years when he received 
a phone call from Ferrell, who went on 
to own five hospitals and was looking to 
get into the horse business. For Ferrell, 
Bajer and O’Hara have picked out Well 

Deserved, and privately purchased Fid-
dlers Afleet, winner of the 2009 Okla-
homa Derby and earner of $463,885; 
Goldsville, winner of this year’s Exelsior 
Stakes (gr. III) and earner of $276,940; 
Tidal Dance, a multiple stakes winner 
who made $237,506 before being retired; 
and bought Quality Council, who fin-
ished third in the Nov. 6 Nashua Stakes 
(gr. II) at Aqueduct. Ferrell has recently 
purchased a 125-acre farm outside Lex-
ington, near Versailles.

“What is great about these guys is 
their honesty and integrity,” noted Fer-
rell. “They give you their honest opinion 
on a horse, and you never have to worry 
about an ulterior motive. The customer 
comes first, and that’s very rare. We’ve 
had a lot of success together because they 
can look at a horse and tell you how it’s 
going to grow and what it will be a year 
down the road. They’re easy-going guys 
and fun to be around.”

Waken owns about eight horses and 
Ferrell perhaps a dozen, yet a half-dozen 
of those 20 have become stakes winners. 

“We have one guy who’s been in the 
business forever and loves it, and another 
one who’s brand new and trying to learn 
and wants the farm and the broodmares 
and everything,” O’Hara said. “So we 
have two great guys who love the game.”

Although Bajer and O’Hara can’t pres-
ently play at the high-end financially, 
they wouldn’t mind getting the opportu-
nity to give that a try.

“We’d love it if someone told us one 
day, ‘You have a budget; now try to ex-
ceed it,’ ” Bajer said. “But we’re having 
a good time right now, and we think it 
matters to have someone between the 
trainer and the owner who understands 
the game. We love being involved.”  

2010 California Sires 
By Stakes Winners

Sire Stks Wnrs Stks Wins

Stormin Fever ................................. 5 ..................... 12

Unusual Heat ................................. 5 ....................... 6

Kafwain ........................................... 5 ....................... 5

Benchmark ..................................... 4 ....................... 6

Salt Lake ........................................ 4 ....................... 6

Sea of Secrets ............................... 4 ....................... 6

Tribal Rule ...................................... 4 ....................... 6

In Excess (IRE) .............................. 4 ....................... 4

Old Topper ...................................... 3 ....................... 5

Comic Strip..................................... 3 ....................... 4

Marino Marini ................................. 3 ....................... 3

Swiss Yodeler ................................. 3 ....................... 3

Cee’s Tizzy ..................................... 2 ....................... 7

Siberian Summer ........................... 2 ....................... 5

Bertrando ....................................... 2 ....................... 4

Ministers Wild Cat .......................... 2 ....................... 4

Decarchy ........................................ 2 ....................... 3

Deputy Commander ...................... 2 ....................... 3

Free House..................................... 2 ....................... 3

General Meeting ............................ 2 ....................... 3

Rahy’s Quackerjack ....................... 2 ....................... 3

Snowbound .................................... 2 ....................... 3

High Brite ....................................... 2 ....................... 2

Iron Cat ........................................... 2 ....................... 2

Lord Carson.................................... 2 ....................... 2

Singletary ....................................... 2 ....................... 2

Indy Film ......................................... 1 ....................... 3

Redattore (BRZ) ............................. 1 ....................... 3

Valid Wager .................................... 1 ....................... 3

Atticus ............................................. 1 ....................... 2

Beau Genius .................................. 1 ....................... 2

Lucky Pulpit .................................... 1 ....................... 2

Perfect Mandate ............................. 1 ....................... 2

Richly Blended ............................... 1 ....................... 2

River Flyer ...................................... 1 ....................... 2

Tizbud ............................................. 1 ....................... 2

2010 California Sires 
By 2-Year-Old Winners

Sires 2yos
2yo
Rnrs

2yo
Wnrs

Kafwain ...................................................................................71 ..........................................33 .................................14
Tribal Rule ..............................................................................92 ..........................................35 .................................14
Benchmark .............................................................................73 ..........................................19 ................................. 11
Swiss Yodeler .........................................................................63 ..........................................27 ...................................9
Ministers Wild Cat ..................................................................54 ..........................................22 ...................................7
Lucky Pulpit ............................................................................23 ............................................8 ...................................6
Salt Lake ................................................................................46 ..........................................18 ...................................6
Old Topper ..............................................................................49 ..........................................19 ...................................6
Marino Marini .........................................................................39 ..........................................12 ...................................5
Southern Image .....................................................................66 ..........................................19 ...................................5
Bertrando ...............................................................................61 ..........................................17 ...................................5
Rio Verde ................................................................................24 ............................................9 ...................................5
In Excess (IRE) ......................................................................54 ..........................................13 ...................................5
Singletary ...............................................................................23 ............................................8 ...................................4
Nineeleven .............................................................................10 ............................................5 ...................................4
Roar ........................................................................................21 ............................................6 ...................................4
Globalize ................................................................................24 .......................................... 11 ...................................4
Decarchy ................................................................................42 ..........................................10 ...................................4
Doc Gus .................................................................................22 ............................................7 ...................................4
Terrell ......................................................................................30 ............................................8 ...................................3
Western Fame ........................................................................14 ............................................7 ...................................3
Freespool ...............................................................................42 ..........................................13 ...................................3
Gotham City ...........................................................................17 ............................................8 ...................................3
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