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While not yet commonplace, clones and 
their offspring are a growing segment of 
the horse industry. No matter how the 
AQHA appeal is settled, this much is 
certain: cloning’s influence can already 
be felt from the breeding catalog to the 
auction ring and the competition arena. 
To understand the controversial 
technology, here is a look back on the 
first decade of the clone age.

By Ryan T. Bell

Editor’s Note: This is the second of a two-part series 
about cloning. Part One, in the September issue, 
reported on the American Quarter Horse Associa-
tion’s appeal of a court ruling that forced it to 
register clones. At press time, the Fifth Circuit Court 
of Appeals had not issued its opinion on the case. 
Visit westernhorseman.com for a full report.
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Cloning’s teeter-totter moment is right now. 
Although the procedure is in a class all its own in 
terms of producing another animal, it has sparked 
heated debate among breeders and is poised to 
affect the gene pool for generations.

 In September, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals 
heard oral arguments on Abraham & Veneklasen 
Joint Venture v. American Quarter Horse Associa-
tion. Among those awaiting the outcome are those 
who worry cloning will open a Pandora’s Box, and 
opposite them are those who see cloning as a shiny 
new tool in the breeder’s toolbox. As the court’s 
judges went to chambers, the controversy reached a 
state of equilibrium. It will not stay that way for long.

Cloning’s impact on the horse industry will grow 
in the coming years. The first decade’s worth of 
clones are in their prime breeding years, and are 
producing foal crops that are reaching competition 
age. ViaGen, the Texas-based genetics company that 
holds the international license for cloning technol-
ogy, is reporting a surge in consumer demand. In 
2015, the company forecasts that it will clone 100 
horses, adding to the 300 already in existence (35 of 
which are Quarter Horses). Many segments of the horse 
industry could soon feel the effects of cloning.

As the Quarter Horse world acclimates to this new 
reality, experts are taking stock of what they’ve learned 
thus far during the clone age.

SideWAyS
Officially, the cloning era kicked off in 1928 when German 
embryologist Hans Spemann created the genetic twin of 
an African frog embryo. To do so, Spemann invented a 
process known as somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT), for 
which he won a Nobel Prize. The technique involved 
taking the nucleus from the cell of a living animal and 
inserting it into an enucleated oocyte (imagine an egg with 
the yolk removed). Through the next 75 years, scientists 
around the world experimented with SCNT to clone 
increasingly more complicated species: tadpoles (1952), 
carp (1963) and mice (1986). 

However, the moment most people think of as the start 
of the clone age happened in 1996 with the birth of Dolly 
the sheep. As the clone of a fully developed adult mammal, 
Dolly was a major step forward in cloning technology. The 
clone kingdom grew at a near-annual rate—cow, pig, goat, 
cat, deer, rabbit, rat—leading up to the first cloned equines 

in 2003: a Haflinger born in Italy and three mules born in 
Utah. And in 2006, researchers at Texas A&M University 
welcomed five clones of the Quarter Horse stallion and 
leading cutting horse sire Smart Little Lena. The clone age 
had dawned in the American West.

In anticipation of its arrival, AQHA had taken a preemp-
tive measure by creating a rule that prohibited clones and 
their offspring from registration. That is not to say AQHA 
was anti-technology. In 2001, it allowed the registration of 
multiple foals out of a single mare in the same year 
produced via embryo transfer. The development of a panel 
test for five known genetic diseases in the Quarter Horse 
breed led AQHA to require breeding stallions siring five or 
more foals be tested. And most recently, AQHA approved 
the cutting-edge breeding technique intracytoplasmic 
sperm injection (ICSI), which entails injecting one sperm 
into an oocyte. ICSI exponentially increases a breeder’s 
ability to use individual sperm from a single ejaculate—
which can number in the billions—to sire a foal.

As an advanced reproductive procedure, ICSI resembles 
SCNT. That led some cloning advocates to argue that 
AQHA was being hypocritical to allow one technology and 
not the other. However, AQHA had a scientific justification 
for drawing a line between the two. With an ICSI-produced 

every assisted reproductive technology  
to date —frozen semen, artificial  
insemination, embryo transfer—was 
controversial at some point.  Eventually, 
the scale of public opinion balanced and 
they gained acceptance.
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foal, a breeder creates a horse with a unique genetic 
combination. That, AQHA reasoned, represented a step 
forward in improving the breed. With SCNT, a foal is the 
genetic twin of an already existing horse, meaning that no 
progress has been made.

Katrin Hinrichs, DVM, is head of the Equine Embryo 
Laboratory at Texas A&M. She is considered one of the 
foremost authorities on horse cloning. Hinrichs 
was a member of the research team that cloned 
Smart Little Lena in 2005. Her lab has since 
cloned nine individual horses from a variety of 
disciplines, including jumping and polo. 
However, she also is an AQHA member, 
competing in Western pleasure, and she sees 
both sides of the cloning debate.

“The purpose of a competition, such as a futu-
rity, is to identify the horses that excel so we can 
improve the next generation,” Hinrichs says. 
“We always hope that the foal that’s born is 
going to be a better horse than what we have already. But 
a clone horse is a step sideways. Later, you can use that 
horse to go forward by producing offspring from it.”

Jason Abraham, a rancher in the Texas Panhandle, is 
one of two plaintiffs in the lawsuit brought against AQHA. 

He owns a stable of breeding clones. Abraham agrees 
with Hinrichs’ conclusion that a clone of a horse 
does not represent forward progress on the family 
tree. But given the state of genetic diseases in 
Quarter Horses, he says that a sidestep is exactly 
what the breed needs. The best example is heredi-
tary equine regional dermal asthenia (HERDA), a 
blight affecting the cutting horse industry. The 
genetic disease causes an affected horse’s skin to 
loosen and separate, resulting in lesions and 
sometimes complete loss of skin, predominantly 
over the back. Abraham says that too many elite 
cutting horses carry the HERDA gene.

“You keep breeding HERDA to HERDA, and 
eventually the skin’s gonna fall off all of these 
horses,” he says. “It’s like we’ve taken a 10-lane 
highway and narrowed it down to three lanes. 
Cloning lets us bring back HERDA-negative horses, 
especially [cloned] geldings, to cut the disease out of 
the industry.

“Cloning is not the answer to everything. It’s just a 
powerful tool. We can now take a step back and add 
another lane to the highway.”

GeNe Puddle
Where Abraham sees a highway, others see a dwindling 
gene pool.

“The biggest reason against cloning,” says Sharon Spier, 
DVM, “is due to the real risk of increasing the incidence of 
inherited diseases due to the ‘popular sire effect.’ Cloning, 
especially making several copies of one animal, amplifies 

one individual’s impact on the gene pool.”
The poster horse for the popular sire effect was Poco 

Bueno. Born in 1944, Poco Bueno earned a reputation as a 
sire of champions. Breeders of the era, who crossed their 
mares to Poco Bueno time and again, had no way of 

“Cloning is a tool that can be used for 
good or bad. A hammer can be used to 

build a house, or to kill somebody. is the 
hammer good or bad? it depends on the 

decisions of the people using it.” 
—Katrin Hinrichs, DVM

Phil Rapp cloned Tap O Lena, a great 
cutting mare, but the clone wasn’t a 
success in the show pen. He is now
using her as a broodmare.
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knowing the stallion passed the recessive HERDA gene to 
his offspring. The trait might have  remained recessive if 
breeders had not started linebreeding Poco Bueno 
descendants. The Quarter Horse industry didn’t realize 
HERDA was a problem until decades later. By 2000, the 
recessive trait was rife throughout the breed, particularly 
in cutting-bred horses through Poco Bueno descendants, 
such as Doc O’Lena and his son Smart Little Lena.

Nena Winand,  DVM, PhD, a retired geneticist, spent her 
career at Cornell University studying recessive genetic 
diseases, including HERDA. 

“Most people don’t notice a problem in their horse until 
they get to training age,” Winand says of HERDA, “when 
there’s a lot of impact on the skin of their back from 
saddling and carrying a rider. The skin will not support 
that, and so you get things like saddle sores or wounds.”

Winand found in her research that two-thirds of living 
Quarter Horses were linked to Poco Bueno. In the 
cutting horse industry, the hardest hit, approximately 30 
percent of the horses tested have been identified as 
carriers for HERDA. 

Such is the downside of the popular sire effect.
“Over 50 years, that horse eclipsed the breed,” Winand 

says. “Is it really ethical to clone horses that are carriers of 
genetic defects to use them for high-frequency or high-
volume breeding?”

Cloning did not create the current spate of recessive 
genes. But it does have the power to amplify their 
influence. Even a staunch cloning advocate such as 
Abraham says cloning should be used in moderation when 
it comes to stallions.

“Once you get semen frozen on the stallion,” he says, 
“there’s no reason to clone him because you’ve got semen 
in the tank.”

This raises the question of why Texas A&M cloned 
Smart Little Lena, a HERDA-carrying stallion. Three of his 
clones are siring foal crops in the United States and 
Australia. Imagine the impact on the breed had there been 
four  Poco Buenos.

Hinrichs stands by her lab’s research efforts.

“I try to be as ethical as I can be,” she says. “Smart Little 
Lena was already in the gene pool and had shown that 
Quarter Horse breeders wanted to breed him knowing he 
carried HERDA. So the industry had selected him as a 
valuable sire in the face of this mutation.” 

In that sense, the ethical dilemma pre-exists cloning and 

could be asked even of traditional breeders.
“Is it ethically responsible to stand a horse that’s a 

known HERDA carrier?” Hinrichs says. “People think that 
carrying HERDA conveys a competitive advantage to a 
cutting horse. And people think that carrying HYPP 
conveys competitive advantage to halter horses. They 
don’t want to get rid of the gene.”

According to Winand, breeders with that point of 
view simplify gene science.

“We don’t have hard-and-fast scientific data to 
prove that,” Winand says. “Over the last two 
decades, many of the outstanding performers—but 
not all of them—have been HERDA carriers. We 
don’t know if there’s a genetic basis for whether the 
HERDA trait confers some kind of advantage to 
those horses, or maybe a gene close to that defect 
does it, or if it’s luck of the draw.”

Another factor influencing Texas A&M’s decision 
is that its research relies on private funding. If a donor 
wants to clone Smart Little Lena, that’s the term they 
accept in the interest of science. The issue came up again 
recently when Hinrichs’ lab used donor funding to clone 
High Brow Cat, the all-time leading cutting horse sire and 
a HERDA carrier. Between 1993 and 2013, he sired 2,316 

Cloning lets us bring back HerdA-
negative horses, especially [cloned] 
geldings, to cut the disease out of  
the industry.”
—Jason Abraham
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AQHA-registered offspring. From 1984 to 2013, Smart 
Little Lena had 2,281 registered offspring. The popularity 
of High Brow Cat among breeders is already showing 
evidence of the popular sire effect. And now he has a 
genetic twin named Copy Cat.

But gene science is tricky. Winand warns that it would 
be shortsighted to root out all horses with one specific 
bad trait, such as HERDA. In the process, the breed 
would lose much genetic diversity. The solution, she says, 
is for breeders to be vigilant about genetic testing, to 
introduce more outcrosses, and to make careful breeding 
decisions that encourage diversity. Otherwise, Quarter 
Horses could follow the path of Labrador retrievers, a 

dog breed saturated with genetic 
mutations, such as hip dysplasia, 
that are nearly impossible to 
stamp out. 

Cookie CuTTerS
Never before has a technological 
advancement caused breeders to 
rethink animal husbandry to the 
extent cloning does. It empowers 
them to do things never before 
thought possible: bring back a 
deceased horse (assuming its 
material is gene banked); give a mare 
or stallion another lifetime’s worth of 
progeny; and, most bizarrely, allow 
for a division of labor whereby a 
competition horse can go on 
competing, while the clone attends to 
“their” breeding career.

“Cloning is a tool that can be used 
for good or bad,” Hinrichs says. “A 
hammer can be used to build a 
house, or to kill somebody. Is the 
hammer good or bad? It depends on 
the decisions of the people using it.” 

For now, the economics of cloning 
limit its use. The procedure costs 
$160,000, an amount for which a 
breeder could buy a premiere mare or 
a promising futurity prospect. And 
those horses would be ready for use 
now, whereas a clone has a three- to 
four-year lag time to reach maturity. 
During that time, the clone breeder 

holds still while the rest of the industry advances. For that 
reason, breeders who take the leap do so after considering 
a variety of issues.

Geldings are the most easily understood case for 
cloning. A colt gets castrated before it’s possible to know if 
he will become a champion. The decision, often prudent in 
terms of safety and trainability, voids his breeding career, 
removing his DNA from the gene pool. Cloning promises 
to reverse that consequence.

The best-known clone of a gelding is Clayton, an intact 
copy of the barrel-racing superstar Gills Bay Boy, aka 
“Scamper.” Charmayne James rode Scamper to 10 world 
championships, setting arena records that still stand.

FAR LEFT: Katrin Hinrichs, DVM, calls 
cloning “a step sideways,” and said 
its effect will be known in future 
generations.

LEFT: West Texas rancher Jason 
Abraham says cloning eventually 
can reduce the incidence of genetic 
diseases in horses.
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“Scamper was without a doubt the 
best barrel horse that has ever been, and 
he was a gelding,” Hinrichs says. “Now 
his genes can be passed into the breed 
and hopefully improve barrel horse 
performance.”

The most promising use for a cloned 
gelding is to introduce genetic 
disease-free horses back into the 

breed. Abraham purchased the rights 
to clone one such gelding, Sister CD, 
who earned more than $850,000 in 
cutting competition.

“With Sister CD we can breed 
HERDA-positive mares to a negative 

stallion. That cuts the disease out,” says 
Abraham.

On the other end of the spectrum, 
cloning has specific uses for mares, too. 
Female horses can produce a limited 
number of foals. Even with advanced 
reproductive techniques, such as 
embryo transfer, breeders get only a 
fraction the number of offspring from 

one broodmare as they 
can get from one stallion. 
Cloning multiplies that 
number.

Bobby and Dottie Hill 
of Glen Rose, Texas, own 
a clone of leading cutting 
horse producer The 
Smart Look, named The 
Smart Look Classic.

“We wanted a good 
Smart Little Lena mare,” Bobby Hill 
says, “and The Smart Look is as good as 
there is.”

The Hills bought The Smart Look 
Classic at auction last September. The 
original horse, The Smart Look, also was 

up for sale, but they chose to pass on her 
in favor of the younger version.

“It’s hard to go out and find those 
mares that have big produce records,” 
Bobby Hill says. “That was the main 
motivation, that you’re stepping into the 
shoes of The Smart Look. The Classic’s 
babies have still got to prove themselves. 
We don’t know if they’re going to cut or 
not cut. How do you know until you 
start to ride them? I don’t think 
anybody’s got that crystal ball. But if the 
horses do cut, then we step right in 
behind what The Smart Look has 
already accomplished and perpetuate 
that. We could go for another 10 or 15 
years because this is a young mare.”

Phil Rapp of Weatherford, Texas, 
doesn’t own a crystal ball, but he does 
have 10 years of experience with clones. 
Even that amount of time, he says, 
might not be enough to prove the 
technology.

“You need to have a large test range,” 
Rapp says. “If you ride one and it’s the 
greatest horse ever, they’ll say cloning’s 

“God will put fire in a horse., 
but that fire is what you can’t 
clone. it’s like trying to catch 
lightning in a bottle.”
—Phil Rapp
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the real deal. If you ride one and it’s not 
very good, they’ll say that cloning isn’t 
good at all. You need to have a pretty 
wide test and ride several out of the 
clones, by different horses, and just see.”

miToCHoNdriAl CoNuNdrum
The most persistent controversy in 
cloning is over mitochondrial DNA 
(mtDNA). Mitochondria are 13 of the 
20,000 genes in a cell, but their role is to 
provide energy for cell division. They 
originate inside the “white” part of an 
egg. After it gets fertilized, mtDNA are 
duplicated in each new cell. Since 
mtDNA originate in the egg, a horse 
inherits its mtDNA from the dam’s egg, 
regardless of the sire.

Clones are produced using eggs 
harvested from mares at slaughter-
houses. That means the mtDNA in a 
clone comes from an unknown mare, 
not from the original horse being 
cloned. That difference, 13 out of 20,000 
genes, makes them only 99.99935 
percent identical.

The debate is over how mtDNA differ 
from nucleic DNA in affecting a horse’s 
development. Metaphorically, nucleic 
DNA are like the pieces of a LEGO set, 
and mtDNA are the kid whose energy 
puts it together. If one kid is more 
rambunctious than the other, will the 
final product be different?

Hinrichs illustrates the point this way:
“Let’s say we have the oocyte from a 

Belgian that went to the slaughter-
house and we put [Quarter Horse 
racing champion sire] First Down 
Dash’s nucleus in the egg. Now we’ve 
got the DNA to make an identical twin 
to First Down Dash, but mitochondria 
from a Belgian,” she says. “What effect 
will that have when this clone grows 
up? Will it run as fast as First Down 
Dash? Or will it be slower because 
Belgian mitochondria don’t work as 
well for producing cellular energy?”

Scientists don’t know the answer to 
that question. But ViaGen has con-
ducted independent research to 
conclude that non-matching mtDNA do 

not affect a clone. Blake Russell is 
ViaGen’s president and a clone owner. 

“The science suggests that as long as 
the mitochondrial DNA is healthy,” 
Russell says, “there is not performance 
associated with different [mtDNA 
types]. At this point, the vast majority of 
our clients do not request any particular 
mitochondrial DNA. There isn’t a 
scientific reason to want to do that.”

A number of case studies support 
ViaGen’s position. In the polo horse 
world, a clone named Show Me was 
ridden at the 2013 national champion-
ships in Argentina, considered the 
sport’s Super Bowl. He carried his rider, 
Adolfo Cambiaso, to score two goals in 
the match. Show Me is performing at a 
level much higher than the original 
horse, even though he carries different 
mtDNA. In the rodeo world, the bucking 
bull I’m Back, a clone of Panhandle Slim, 
is proving that a nasty disposition does 
transfer, regardless of mtDNA. And in 
the dairy industry, where milk cows are 
cloned using random-source oocytes, 
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the clones produce the same quantity 
and quality of milk as the originals. 
These examples suggest that concerns 
about cellular vigor may be unfounded. 
But case studies are far from a clinical 
study at a research university. 

The 2013 clone of High Brow Cat was 
the first ever produced with matching 
mtDNA, making Copy Cat 100 percent 
identical. Hinrich’s lab innovated a 
technique for harvesting an egg from a 
maternal cousin of the original. The 
experiment was a success, but it will 
not contribute to science’s understand-
ing of how foals with matching and 
non-matching mtDNA compare 
because Copy Cat, being a stallion, will 
not pass on his mtDNA. Such an 
experiment, Hinrichs says, would be a 
monumental undertaking, requiring 
dozens of clones with specific mtDNA, 
tested and observed in a variety of 
conditions, over an extended length of 
time. In short, it would be very expen-
sive and is not likely to get funded soon. 

Still, the innovation of replicating 
mtDNA in a clone does give breeders an 
option to maintain the genetic integrity 
of the original animal. Jeff Neidhart of 
Farmington, New Mexico, is one such 
breeder. He owns one of the two clones 
of Royal Blue Boon, a horse named 
Royal Blue Boon Two. The mare was 
cloned by ViaGen in 2006 using 
slaughterhouse oocytes that resulted in 

non-matching mtDNA. Neidhart also 
owns the gene-banked material of the 
original Royal Blue Boon, who died in 
2011. He is using it to clone the mare 
again, this time with matched mtDNA. 
With time, he might find out if it matters 
which child puts the LEGO set together.

romANCiNG THe CloNe
A common phobia about cloning is 
that an army of identical horses will 
take over arenas and rodeos every-
where. That hasn’t happened. Clone 
owners have proven wary of competi-
tion. Critics accuse them of being 
afraid to fail. But the financial reality is 
that it does not make sense to risk 
injury to the clone in competition., 
The end goal for most clone owner 
is to use the horses for breeding, not 
for competing.

But that has created a paradox: 
potential customers have been slow to 
pay for breedings to cloned stallions, 
based on concern that the clone will 
not be the same performer as the 
original. In the case of a cloned gelding 
such as Clayton, Scamper’s twin, there’s 
the added mystery of whether or not 
the original horse would have been a 
champion producer. Certainly, Scamper 
was a champion in the arena. But would 
he have passed on that competitive 
streak to his get if he had remained a 
stallion? Maybe the magic formula was 

Royal Blue Boon Two, a clone of the top cutting produer Royal Blue Boon, has started her own 
breeding career for owner Jeff Neidhart in Weatherford, Texas.
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in the cross between his dam, Drapers 
Jay, and sire, Gill’s Sonny Boy.

Today, Clayton stands at stud at 
Buffalo Ranch in Fort Worth, Texas, for a 
fee of $2,500. In flesh and blood, Clayton 
has not ever won a race. But as Scamper, 
that horse won $1,083,715. Barrel racing 
fans have been waiting to see if Clayton’s 
offspring will take the sport by storm.

The oldest of his progeny are now 4 
and 5. But only one has shown any 
promise: Scamper To Dat Cash placed 
seventh in the Super Stakes at the 2013 
Barrel Futurities of America World 
Championship. The gelding is owned by 
Jud Little of Ardmore, Oklahoma, who 
also owns a filly sired by Clayton.

“Having seen Scamper run,” Little 
says, “neither one of these has the stuff, 
or the style.”

Still, he is optimistic, considering that 
Scamper didn’t reach greatness until age 
10. In the meantime, Little considers it 
his duty to run Scamper To Dat Cash. 
But he wonders where all the other 
Clayton offspring are.

“I know there are other horses out 
there,” Little says. “They should be 
running. I think that any reproductive 
horse needs to be proven on his own 
four feet.”

Little theorizes that the clone segment 
of the horse industry is experiencing 
what he calls “the big valley.” 

“Say a horse comes on, like my 
stallion Dash For Heaven. I had him at 
$3,500 [ for a stud fee] his first year. He’s 
won quite a bit. They call his name and 
people run to the fence to see this horse 
run. We bred 30 some-odd outside 
mares that first year. After that second 
year, the outside breedings fell off 
dramatically. We were in that valley 
where the commercial breeder is 
waiting to see how that first and second 
foal crop comes out. When the proof 
hits the pudding, the breedings go 
straight back up. It’s produce or perish.”

Perish is what Bob Loomis thinks 
cloned horses will do eventually.

“I get the feeling that if the good Lord 
didn’t have his hands in it, it might not 
work too good,” Loomis says. “When 
you’re cloning, you’re not raising animals, 
you’re producing what you already have. I 
think a stud makes or breaks himself 
with his first three colt crops. Something 
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had better jump and bump for a stud to 
make it in the breeding world. Are you 
seeing any great clones yet? Mark my 
words, 10 years from now the truly great 
horses will be the ones that were raised 
naturally, [by] breeding the great mares 
to the great studs.” 

There’s a part of Jud Little that feels 
the same way.

“Somewhere, this Pandora’s Box has 
got to have a lid put back on it. All this 
‘reproductive mirrors and lights’ has got 
to stop. What happens if we get to the 
point in this industry that I can just 

cookie-cutter horses like Ferraris, and 
make everybody a winner? Where’s your 
betting going to go when I can mass-
produce horses that run 220 yards in 
11.8 seconds? Takes the fun out of it.”

Little worries that embryo transfer, 
artificial insemination and even 

cloning, have deprived 
horse breeding of 
something unique.

“The romance has to 
start again,” he says. 
“Scamper was a romance 
story. A feedlot horse 
carries a 10-year-old little 
girl to break every world 
record. Or California 
Chrome. His mother is a 
naggy looking mare. 

Come on, look at the hip on her. No 
wonder she brought $6,500. Will she do 
it again? You bet your sweet bippy 
they’re gonna breed her back the same 
way. Will she have another [Kentucky] 
Derby qualifier, a Grade 1 stakes winner, 
or was California Chrome a freak?”

CATCHiNG Fire
A decade into the clone age, only a 
limited number of people have had 
first-hand experiences with cloned 
horses. Phil Rapp is one of them. In 
2006, he cloned his all-star cutting 
mares Tap O Lena (producing the clone 
What’s On Tap) and Playboys Ruby 
(producing Playboys Ruby Too). Initially, 
Rapp planned to compete on the mares. 
But when the 2009 NCHA Futurity came 
around, he withheld them from 
competition.

“God will put fire in a horse,” Rapp 
says, “but that fire is what you can’t 
clone. It’s like trying to catch lightning 
in a bottle.”

During his foray into cloning, the 
Texas cutting horse trainer had an 
experience that Jud Little might call a 
romance story. It exemplifies the nuance 
of what it means to be a horse breeder 
during the clone age.

“Time and age gives you a wonderful 
perspective,” Rapp says, remembering 
the year 2005. “At that time, Tap O Lena 

“Somewhere, this Pandora’s 
box has got to have a lid  
put back on it. All this  
‘reproductive mirrors and 
lights’ has got to stop.”
—Jud Little
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was the best horse I had ridden. She had 
that winning fire. I won three open and 
non-pro events with her at Will Rogers 
Coliseum. She was a fantastic mare.”

Representatives of ViaGen 
approached Rapp about cloning Tap O 
Lena in 2005. They liked the horse’s 
pedigree, and the fact that Rapp was a 
horse trainer in his prime. The clone 
and the horseman would have the years 
it takes to make her great. Rapp agreed, 
even paying for the cloning procedure 
himself. 

Still, he viewed cloning as a side 
project. On the day ViaGen representa-
tives visited, they walked by a pasture 
of young horses that Rapp had bred 
the modern way: matching conforma-
tion and analyzing pedigrees. The 
youngsters represented the best of 
what the Quarter Horse breed had to 
offer. One weanling filly, named Dont 
Look Twice, was even a Tap O Lena 
granddaughter. By cloning Tap O Lena, 
Rapp would bring back a mare that 
had been in the yearling pasture in 

1991. How would it work out? In trying 
to understand that question, Rapp 
uses a football analogy.

“Imagine you take Joe Montana from 
1989, when he took the 49ers to the 
Super Bowl, and you froze him in time,” 
Rapp says. “Now you wake him up and 
run him out on the field today. He’d do 
a pretty good job, but [the game] would 
be a lot faster. He’d be like, ‘My gosh, 
what has happened?’ He’d be competi-
tive, but would he be like the Joe 
Montana of his day? We’re doing 
something similar with horses.”

Dont Look Twice eventually gave 
Rapp a basis for comparing yesterday’s 
and today’s genes. 

“I didn’t know how good that filly was 
going to be,” he says. “So when they said, 
‘Want to clone Tap O Lena?’ I was all in. 
I thought, ‘This is great because Tap O 
Lena is getting older. Maybe we can hit 
with her again.’ ”

Fast forward several years to when 
What’s On Tap, the Tap O Lena clone, 
failed to perform. Rapp was discover-

ing that Dont Look Twice was some-
thing special. The mare has so far 
earned more than $820,000 in cutting 
competition.

“Dont Look Twice is undoubtedly the 
best horse I’ve ever ridden,” he says. 
“She’s now the winningest mare of all 
time, and holds the top three scores in 
NCHA history. Dont Look Twice is the 
horse. A once-in-a-lifetime mare. The 
horse you dream about.”

The granddaughter had eclipsed the 
grandmother, as well as the clone of the 
grandmother. And to think, there she 
was, a modern-bred filly standing in the 
pasture on the day the clone age 
dawned on Rapp Ranch.

“The great lesson I’ve learned,” Rapp 
says, “is to enjoy whatever you have that 
you’re given, for that little time spell, 
because you can’t capture it again.”

 
Contributing editor RYAN T. BELL writes the 
Backcountry column. Visit his website at 
ryantbell.com. Send comments on this story 
to edit@westernhorseman.com.


