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A multitude of great runners have started their lives and
careers in the hands of John Firth

hen motivational coach and speaker Zig

Ziglar said, “Luck occurs when opportu-
nity meets preparation,” John Firth could have
been his case in point.

As a kid, John's greatest dream was to be
a good hand with horses — to train them, to
break them, and to be a cowboy in the best
sense of the word. So early in his life, he set
about putting in the hard work and learning
from these around him.

Although the path wasn't rose-strewn, it was
hﬂnfst aﬂd rrwm'ding. And now, r_hlf 53‘YL"£|I-
old handler from Hemet, California, owns title
to a lengthy tally of talented runners that have
passed through Firth Ranch, cither on their way
to the track or during layups.
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CULTURE SHOCK

Barn in beachy Orange County,
California, John moved 100 miles east to
Anza in the mountains north of the Anza-
Borrego Desert with his family when he was
10 or 11 years old. His mom, Cindy, was a
waitress, and his dad, Tom, worked for the
power company.

“Ie was quite a culture shock being from
Huntington Beach and moving out to the
middle of nowhere," he says. But the deter-
rni_nccl yuu.ngsr(:r not nnly adap[td, hl:: F{}und
his life’s passion. He hung around with the
kids of the loeal butcher and farrier, Stony,
frequently saddling up a horse and riding
over to spend the weekend. Before long, the

kid with no horse background was riding and
breaking horses and running gymkhanas.
By the time John was 13 or 14, Stony
was teaching him to shoe horses. By 15 or
16, Stony was teaching his kids and John
how to rope.
John continued shoeing with Stony after

school and on weekends all through high school.

“I fele like I wanted to be more than what

our small town was,” he says, “and I thought

I needed to go to horseshoeing school to ac-
complish that, so after high school, T went to
Oklahoma Farriers College.” He stayed on there
to work after the 20-week course ended, then
returned to California and launched a successful
shoeing business.
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FOLLOWING HIS ROAD

After a couple years, a cowboy named Jim
Hoffman moved to Anza. Jim had gone to the
International Rodeo Association (IRA) national
finals a couple years in a row. “He was a pretty
good team roper and had cowboyed on the big
ranches in Arizona, and I knew I wanted to be
around thar guy, because T wanted to be what he
was,” John says.

At age 20, John gave up his successful
shoeing business and went to work with Jim
at Pine Meadow Thoroughbred Ranch, where
he learned how to break horses, shod the ranch
horses and worked into a jﬂb as the ranch's as-
sistant manager. “That’s when I really got into
the racchorse business,” John says.

After abour five years, Jim moved on to an-
other ranch and John went to Galway Downs in
Temecula, California, where he galloped horses
for Paul Schiewe. “Paul had worked at Anza
Valley Thoroughbreds when I was a kid and was
friends with my parents,” John says. “I had actu-
ally babysat his kids when I was litde.”

Before long, John went to work breaking
and shoeing horses at Jim's next gig, Hidden
Springs Ranch. The ranch owner let them build
a roping arena, so they roped every day. But
one day, John decided there had to be an casier
way to make a living than with animals. He
went to work for his stepfather, who was gen-
eral manager and part owner of a car dealership
in Hemet. He says he about starved his first
year, then figured the game out and became
the top salesman for the next five years. But he
realized his heart wasn't in it, so he went back
to shocing and roping.

Roping led to friendships that included
Michele, trainer John Cooper's daughter, who
also worked with John's wife at the local bank.

“Ron Hartley and
John Cooper are who
made me in the race

business.”
— John Firth

“He’s really got
a good feel for horses.
He’s a horseman, and
a good one.”

— John Cooper

When Cooper's wife, C:
they were looking for a good shoer, . rec-
ommended John. That led to other shoeing jobs
in the racing industry, including Farrell Jones

and then the Double Bar 8. “That’s how I ended

up in the Quarter Horse business,” John says.

FROM SHOEING TO
TRAINING AND BEYOND

Somewhere along the way, Cooper asked why
John didn't have a racehorse of his own. When John
said he couldnt afford one, Cooper said, “You could
train the son-of-a-guns at home and just haul them in
and run them. You're 2 good enough hand for thar™

The idea opened up a new world of possibili-
ties for John. *[Cooper| would qualify them and
get them ready, then I'd bring them back home
and haul them back and forth,” John says. “1
had some success and won some races.”

By that time, his shoeing business was huge.
“I was pretty much working seven days a week,”
he says, Somewhere in there, he ended up in
divorce. “You know how divorces go; you can
mess things up and I did it in grand fashion;
it was go big or go home. L kind of crashed

shocing accounts I kept was the Coopers’”

Ron Hartley with
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thing after that, and the only one af!huqe

As John straightened out his life, someone new
caught his eye, Cathy Gove worked as the office
manager at a Thoroughbred ranch in Temecula, one
of his shoeing accounts, so he was able to see her
frequently. Cathy also handled the breeding book
in the barn during breeding season. “T thought she
was pretty cute and had a great personality and 1
saw all kinds of reasons why she and T would be a
good mix," he says. They married in 2004,

By then John had custody of his three boys:
5-year-old Hayden and 2-year-old twins Cody and
Garrert. “We've been married now for 16 years
and in that ime, 1 don’t think we've been on a date
without the boys more than six times!” he says.

John and Carhy established their new life to-
gether raising the boys, with John coaching baseball
and shoeing horses. Then the financial crisis of
2008 hit, and ranches started going under. “My
business shrank considerably,” he says. “T could have
just gone to the track and shod hogses but then
1 couldn't stay at home and be a dad and coach
baseball, and that was more important to me.”

Their place in Hemet could hold about 65

The late

John Cooper
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