
By Betsy Burke Parker
Special to the Times

He’s since changed the 
course of American steeple-
chasing’s veterinary protocol, 
but 50 years ago Willie Mc-
Cormick was a teenaged UVa. 
undergrad shaking in his boots 
at Broadview, and about do  
something now considered cra-
zy.

McCormick was an experi-
enced horseman who served as 
captain of the UVa. polo squad, 
and was a show and fox hunter.

But he’d never been in a 
steeplechase race and was about 
to have a heart-pumping ride 
at the 26th Warrenton Hunt 
Point-to-Point on a freezing 
cold day on March 18, 1967.

His mount, Irish Dash,  
owned by Don Patterson.  
settled near the back of the 
10-horse open timber field with  
McCormick trying to “stay out 
of trouble.” 

It nearly worked.
Roy Leach was aboard Ce-

darman with Leach’s brother 
Gene on Perry’s Imp.

Perry’s Imp tossed Gene 
Leach early and horse contin-
ued running, loose, ducking in 
and out of the Broadview back-
stretch.

Around mid-race, Irish 
Dash “dropped a toe” over the 
downhill jump, tossing the 
rookie to the side as the horse 
skidded upside down  20 feet.

McCormick stopped rolling, 
leaped up, jumped on and took 
off again.

He quickly caught up to 
Roy Leach and Cedarman at 
the back of the field, and the 
pair made their own mini-race 
a couple dozen lengths behind 
the others.

“It’d never happen today,” 
McCormick explains as jockeys 
today may not remount after 
a fall. “But I’d seen (eventual 

all-time champion jockey and 
Warrenton native) Jerry Fish-
back do it, so I did it.”

Warrenton photographer 
Douglas Lees, then a teenaged 
rookie as well, took the photo 
that appears with this story.

“I’d broken my mother’s 
Contaflex camera at the 1966 
Virginia Fall Races getting out 
of Marshall Hawkins’ jeep,” 
Lees explains. “So I was shoot-
ing my new Minolta SR-7.”

With no motor drive, Lees 
snapped just a single shot as the 
two trailing horses passed him.

He was dimly aware that 
Perry’s Imp, running loose, 
had re-emerged from his left, 
bearing down head-on towards 
Irish Dash and Cedarman, but 
Lees stayed steady on the man-
ual focus and clicked.

McCormick says he “had 
no idea” Perry’s Imp was com-
ing towards them; he was too 
focused on getting Irish Dash 

pulled up before he had to tack-
le the downhill fence again.

Lees thought he might have 
a captivating shot, but it wasn’t 
until his father, the late Har-
court Lees, processed the film 
in their basement darkroom 
that they saw how powerful the 

image was.
The younger Lees hand de-

livered it to Fauquier Democrat 
editor John Eisenhard Monday 
morning and the photo ran on 
A-1, three columns above the 
fold. 

It was Lees’ first cover shot. 

He’s since won two Eclipse 
Awards and become legendary 
in steeplechasing.

McCormick went on to be 
Virginia’s leading rider in 1971 
and raced until 1985 and be-
come a prominent veterinar-
ian. through his Middleburg 
Equine.

PHOTO BY DOUGLAS LEES
Pictured at right is Willie McCormick, whose precarious debut steeple-
chase ride at the 1967 Warrenton Hunt Point-to-Point was captured in this   
photo. McCormick survived to graduate from vet school, open Middleburg 
Equine and help develop veterinary safety protocol for the Virginia and 
National Steeplechase Associations.

By Betsy Burke Parker
Special to the Times

A Virginia horseman has 
gone Hollywood.

Through his company Thrive 
Equestrian, Al Underwood is 
teaching horse riding tricks of 
the trade to make a convincing 
cavalier out of even the most 
nervous novice.

“Directors prefer to teach an 
actor to ride than teach a rider 
how to act,” said Underwood 
after a recent riding workshop 
for actors near his farm in Bar-
boursville.

Underwood’s pupils have 
landed roles in “Free State of 
Jones,” “Legends and Lies” and 
a Revolutionary War documen-
tary. 

The California native, 54, 
went to Furman University in 
South Carolina on soccer and 
ROTC scholarships and served 

20 years in the army. He retired 
a lieutenant colonel, and still 
works as a civilian contractor.

His riding career started at 
Fort Huachuca, famous as base 
for the Buffalo Soldiers black 
cavalry unit.

Underwood rode in cavalry 
competitions and reenactments. 
He got a small part in Mel Gib-
son’s 1999 film “The Patriot” 
and discovered there’s “a short-
age of athletic men, that can 
ride, to (play) cowboys, knights, 
soldiers.”

Underwood began teaching 
on-camera riding skills to oth-
ers, and Thrive Equestrian was 
born.

“Actors are trained to trans-
mit emotion,” he said. “You pass 
your emotions through the an-
imal.”

Underwood produced horse 
scenes in a “4-D” movie for 

Mount Vernon, and through 
Wide Awake Productions gal-
loped with his horse’s nose 
positioned 18 inches from a 
car-mounted camera. In the 
footage, he said, you can see the 
individual hairs moving as the 
horse’s muscles ripple. “Power-
ful.”
Tricks of the trade

Underwood has four Ten-
nessee Walking Horse geldings. 
“They’re big and handsome, and 
really easy to train,” he said. 

Each horse has a specialty: 
His favorite, Ranger, was “al-
ways pulling the reins out of the 
rider’s hands,” but Underwood 
turned the negative into a pos-
itive. “You can count on him to 
‘toss his head’ and send slobber 
flying from his bit. Very dra-
matic.”

Orlean equestrian Debra 
Dodge says the classes, which 
cost $125, are a form of perfor-
mance riding.

“It’s one thing to ride a horse 
in a circle or a straight line,” 
Dodge said. “It’s another thing 

entirely to ride knee-to-knee, 
stirrup-to-stirrup ... wielding a 
sword or pistol.

Budding actress and model  
Leah Graifer, 19,  of Fairfax, 
loved riding at summer camp 
in her youth, and on vacation 
trail rides, and she also likes the 
thought of combining two pas-
sions.

“Your body language and the 
horse’s body language, togeth-
er, need to convey an emotion,” 
said Graifer. “If you’re angry, 
you want to get the horse to toss 
his head. If you’re trying to look 
like a powerful leader, you want 
to be able to get that horse to 
prance.”

Graifer fell off – twice – at 
the workshop, but she figured it 
adds to her acting cred. The first 
time, she said the horse bucked 
her off when she asked him to 
slow down from a fast gallop. 
The second time, she slid out of 
the saddle when reaching for a 
target in combat practice. “My 
butt hurt, but it just made it real 
to me. I feel like a real rider.”

Fauquier.com |  Fauquier TimesB4 March 15-21, 2017  

Horse & Field Sports
CONTRIBUTING EDITOR BETSY BURKE PARKER, BETSYBURKEPARKER@GMAIL.COM

HORSE BRIEFS

THE BACK STORY This weekend’s race
•When: 76th Warrenton 

Hunt Point-to-Point, 
Airlie

•Where: Saturday, March 
18, 12:30 p.m.

•Info: For last-minute 
weather changes visit  
centralentryoffice.com

Blue Ridge races 
moved to April 23

The Blue Ridge Hunt 
Point-to-Point races were 
canceled on March 11 and 
rescheduled for Sunday, 
April 23, an open date on 
the Virginia Steeplechase 
Association calendar.

A faller in his 1967 Warrenton debut, 
McCormick pulls off dramatic remount

FLY-FISHING
Fly-fishing seminar
Saturday in Middleburg

A panel of fly-fishing experts 
presents an all-day fly-fishing 
seminar this Saturday (March 18) 
at the National Sporting Library 
and Museum in Middleburg. There 
will be fly-tying demonstrations, a 
fly-casting lesson and a round-table 
panel discussion. Panelists include 
District Angling’s Alan Short, Orvis 
guide Jimmy Aliff, Snake River 
guide Cody Barber, Project Healing 
Waters’ Jessica Callihan and Albe-
marle Angler’s Scott Osborne.

Visit nationalsporting.org or call 
540-687-6542

SEMINAR
Corcoran to teach
horse massage

Certified equine massage 
therapist Marie Corcoran will teach 
“introduction to horse massage” 
at a March 25 clinic at Joe London 
Training in Culpeper. Email joelon-
dontraining@gmail.com or visit 
joelondontraining.com.

EXPOS
Virginia Horse Festival
is March 24-26

The Virginia Horse Festival 
is March 24-26 at the Meadow 
Event Center in Doswell. Complete 
demonstration and seminar details 
are online at virginiahorsefestival.
com.

Elsewhere, the Loudoun County 
Equine Alliance Equine Expo is 
March 30 at Harmony Hall in Ham-
ilton. Information is at loudoun-
equine.org.

LESSONS
Dressage Fix-A-Test
with Jennifer Mutchler

Half-Pass Farm owner and 
instructor Jennifer Mutchler will 
conduct a “Fix-A-Test” event April 2 
at Laurel Hill Equestrian in Lorton. 
Participants will ride their dressage 
test of choice, which Mutchler will 
score. Email caroline@camser-
vices.org or call 703-754-8607.

TRAIL RIDE
Bluebell ride is April 13 
from Bull Run Park 

The Clifton Horse Society invites 
members and non-members to join 
them for their annual Bluebell Ride 
at Bull Run Regional Park in Cen-
treville Thursday, April 13. The two-
hour guided ride moves off at 10:30 
a.m. Riders will break into multiple, 
smaller groups, and everyone is 
invited to bring their own brown-bag 
lunch for afterwards. Put your name 
on the list by calling 703-250-6188 
or email forhorses@cox.net.
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Al Underwood, 
on the ground 
at right, trains 
actors to ride 

horseback, “so 
they can be 

convincing in the 
saddle” on film. 
 

PHOTO BY RITA MCINTOSH
Budding actress and model Leah 
Graifer of Fairfax expanded her 
horseback skills at a recent Thrive 
Equestrian clinic in Barboursville.

Wanna be a Hollywood-style horseman?
Al Underwood teaches students the 
dramatic skills film directors love 

Looking for opportunities 
to act on horseback?

A look at some of the groups offering riding training for 
film work, or people who want to participate in re-enactments:
• Thrive Equestrian in Barboursville offers workshops 

for actors wanting to develop their riding skills and for 
experienced riders who may want to pursue acting classes. 
Thrive riding courses begin at $125 for a day-long session.

Upcoming workshop dates are March 24 (rough 
terrain riding), March 25 (introductory course), April 22 
(introductory course) and May 12-15 (group acting trip to 
Cottonwood Ranch in Nevada).

For more info, visit facebook.com/thrive-equestrian
• Liquid Talent in Richmond offers training for riders who want 

to get into the film industry.Visit Liquidtalentgroup.com
• The Revolutionary War reenactment unit, the 1st Va 

Regiment, is seeking cavalry and dragoon riders to join the 
unit. Visit facebook.com/1varegiment

• A May 5-6 event, Call to Arms,  will be held at Mt. Vernon. 
Visit mountvernon.org/video/watch/a-call-to-arms-
revolutionary-war-reenactment-at-mount-Vernon

COURTESY PHOTO
Maybe you won’t become well-paid in the film industry, but professional training in dramatic horsemanship can 
land you work in Civil War or Revolutionary War re-enactments. 


