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INFORMATION ABOUT
CLEAN CANADA ’02

Off and Running
in the New Year

EDITOR TODD’S
TRIP TO CHINA

Racing Clean
–Wire to Wire
Editor’s note: Ever wonder how thoroughbred race silks are laundered?
We sent photo editor, and long-time race fan, Ron Eckroth,
to Toronto’s Woodbine track to find out – Here is his story:

R
Top, left: Jockey Frank Todd
Jr. on Smart Ascot heads for
the race.
Right: After a muddy race,
Smart Ascot will get a bath
and his jockey will get clean
silks.
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ain had been falling overnight and well into the chill October day when I visited Woodbine
Race Track in Toronto. Frankly, the main track was awash in muddy slop. For racing experts,
this is the time to handicap the form with an eye for front runners. You find a horse and rider
capable of breaking first out of the gate and staying in first place to the finish wire. For the trailing
horses in the race, this track invariably means a mud bath.
We’ve all seen pictures taken after a sloppy race with horses and riders caked in mud. The horses get
a quick spray wash at trackside, which is followed by a warm-water bath and rub-down by a groom in
the backstretch. Jockeys with mud-soaked silks (the name used to describe the silky-looking shirts they
wear) are another matter.
Enter Wayne Mercer, Woodbine’s laundry specialist and custodian of over 7,000 silks that are stored
on Well automatic conveyors adjacent to the track’s jockey facilities.
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Cover story and photos by Ron Eckroth
BEHIND THE SCENES
As the jockeys return to their
dressing room, most of them
having less than 15 minutes to
strip off saturated clothing,
wash and dress for the next
race, Mercer swings into
action. He collects discarded
silks, saddle pads, and girths,

has been custodian of Woodbine’s silks for the past 13
years, and knows the colours of
most owners by heart.
THREE-MAN TEAM
The Thoroughbred racing season at Woodbine runs from
April 1 to December 2. During

“Jockeys have less than 15 minutes
to strip off saturated clothing, wash
and dress for the next race.”
and rushes them to the Silks
Room where two UniMac
washers stand ready to go.
“We use a very mild detergent,”
says Wayne. “Vestec #882 HD
is non-allergenic, designed not
to cause a rash. The amount
used depends on the track conditions. Mud and grime require
extra amounts and longer
washing time. Today’s sloppy
track requires a 12-minute
cycle.”
Other products used on silks,
jockeys’ pants and personal
gear include Vestec alkaline
laundry booster, softeners, neutralizers and in some cases a
#960 destainer. “We don’t like
to see it, but sometimes a jockey takes a tumble on the grass
or scrapes against railings in the
starting gate. This requires
extra stain removal, and we’re
equipped to handle it. All of
this is usually on a rush basis,”
he adds.
After the extraction cycle,
Wayne puts the silks into an
ADC Dryer and sets the control
for four minutes. Then he hurries over to a wash rack where
the over-and-under saddle girth
harness is quickly washed,
scrubbed and hung to dry. The
silks I am watching him process
from the first race are scheduled for use again in the third
race. “I can wash and completely dry these silks between
races,” he says with pride. He

that period, the team of
Wayne Mercer, Stanley Choy
and custom tailor Arnold Soobramani clean and repair thousands of jockey silks and riding
gear.
In any week, and at the
height of the season, close to
400 different coloured silks go
to the post on the backs of
Canada’s premier jockeys. After
a brief but frantic dash around
the track, they are returned to
‘Wayne’s world’. Each set of
silks will have been outdoors
for less than 20 minutes, but
“Dirty or not, they all get

washed, dried and hung back
up in their special place on the
rack,” says Mercer.
Stanley Choy works in the
silk room at night. He launders
the riding pants, socks and
personal apparel used by the
jockeys. For this he uses a 29minute cycle. Detergent formulas vary according to the soil in
each load.
Repairs and alterations to
jockey riding habits and other
track employee uniforms is the
responsibility of Soobramani,
the third member of the care
t e a m . H e i s a ff e c t i o n a t e l y

So little time...
such busy hands

2.
3.

1.
1. Jockey Jim McAleney quickly strips
off his racing shirt for Wayne Mercer.
2. On the double, Mercer washes and
dries the silks.
3. Tailor Arnold Soobramani hands
repaired silk to Wayne Mercer.
4. Mercer scrubs a saddle girth that
must be ready for a later race.
4.

2002 January/February FABRICARE CANADA

13

Suede & Leather Cleaning & Refinishing School
New
School Dates
Friday-Sunday
Noon

Mar. 8-10/02
June 7-9/02
Willowbrook, IL

Train with the best! Get all the knowledge you need, plus
the practical know-how for cleaning suede & leather
NEW TECHNOLOGY LATEST TECHNIQUES & SKILLS EXPERT INSTRUCTION
PROGRAM INCLUDES

LOCATION

• Skin identification & classification
• Proper acceptance procedure for garments
• Ins and outs of prespotting
• All cleaning processes demonstrated
• Suede spraying and coloring
• Leather spraying and coloring
• Press finishing
• Sales and promotional discussion

State-of-the-art research & training
center in the Chicagoland area. Local
hotel accommodations arranged for
registrants, but not included in the school
fee.
REGISTRATION

KIRKS Cleaning Products
2655 Bates Rd, Montreal, Québec H3S 1B3

Canada: 1-800-361-5549

REGISTER TODAY!
Call: 1-800-447-KIRK or E-mail: techinfo@leatherval.com

“The Dry Cleaner
That Never Closes”™
❑ Magic Wardrobe is designed to operate totally
unattended 24 hours a day 7 days a week.
❑ Developed by a Dry Cleaner with a “Cleaners” needs
in mind.
❑ Signs up new customers without human
intervention.
❑ Visit our web site at www.magicwardrobe.com

Magic Wardrobe
514 Dundas St, E., Belleville, ON K8K 1G3

Phone: 613-968-4016
Fax: 613-968-4025
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Conveyors by Well Products hold thousands of silks. In the public areas,
seven computer-controlled Well conveyors provide space for 5000 coats.

known at the track as ‘the tailor’.
Many racehorse owners,
especially the larger stables like
Sam-Son Farms, Knob Hill, and
Shickendanz, own four or more
sets of silks. These are necessary when the stable has two or
more horses in the same race,
or horses in back-to-back races.
There are over 5,000 active
colours that come to Woodbine. Wayne Mercer says that
after 13 years on the job he
knows 95% of the owners and
can spot their colours instantly.
Silks are made to order by companies operating in the backstretch area of the track complex. Material is tough and
d u r a b l e a n d , a c c o rd i n g t o
Wayne, lasts for years. When it
is time to replace a silk, he notifies the horse’s owner.
INTERNATIONAL VISITORS
U.S. and overseas horse owners who ship their horses to
Woodbine for major stakes
races like the Canadian International Championship, send
the jockey silks along with their
horses’ gear in advance of the
r a c e . T h i s g i v e s Wa y n e a
chance to sort out colours and
have them hanging and ready
for race day. “Laundering of
visitors’ silks is their responsibility,” says Wayne. “They either
farm out the laundry or do it
themselves.”

SURPRISE ENDING
TO THE DAY
J u s t a s Wa y n e c o m p l e t e d
hanging the silks for the third
race in the Jockeys dressing
room, a steward announced
the cancellation of the balance
of the race card. As he was collecting the silks that would not
be worn, Wayne explained that
today’s track conditions were
deemed too dangerous for
both horse and rider. “A horse
falling in that goo can cause a
horrific pile-up and that we
don’t want to see.” He told me
that the jockeys make the decision to abandon the balance of
a race card when they feel the
track conditions are unsafe.
As he scrubs the last of the
mud-soaked saddle girths, and
returns unused silks to their
place on the racks, he reflects
on his years at the track. “I
wouldn’t trade this job for anything. Where can you meet
some of the world’s best trainers, famous jockeys and prominent owners, as well as having
a great bunch of people to
work with? It’s all right here in
the Silks Room.” ■
We want to thank John Siscos,
Ontario Jockey Club Manager of
Media Communications, for arranging access to the paddock jockey
room.

