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Derby Racer, Playland,  Rye

Prior & Church   Illions 1928

Directly across Playland's center promenade from the carousel is the really rare novel and unique ride in all of the NYC region, a Great American Derby Racer.  Like the carousel, the Derby is one of the three historic rides that were original to the park when it opened.  (Prior & Church also built the Dragon Coaster here at Playland.)  Of the nearly 2 dozen Derbys that the partners built through the 1920's, only two survive today in the USA (the other one is at Cedar Point OH plus a recreated derby at Blackpool in the UK).  

The Derby Racer at the time was an advanced version of the carousel, built for speed and thrills simulating the action of a horse race.  The entire machine was driven completely from below the platform with no cranks or upstanding frame.  Instead, four concentric undulating rails propelled the galloping motion of the horses through elongated slots in the turning platform.   Furthermore, an elaborate   system of winding cables underneath allowed the 4 horses in each radius to compete with one another, shifting relative positions back and forth  so one horse could take the lead while the others alternatingly fell back.  

Unfortunately, this racing cable was the most difficult part of the ride to maintain over the years, and the park has since given up trying, so today the horses in each row all run neck and neck, and the slots have been boarded up.

Of all the Derby Racers that were built, Playland's is one of only three that featured horses carved by Illions.     Like the carousel, the derby horses had been restored twice, during the  late 1970's by Tracey Cameron, then again in the 1990's by New England Carousel Museum.   There are a total of 56 mounts.  No music.

Some important riding tips:  Be sure to follow all directions given by the ride crew, as there are no safety belts on the horses despite its speed (which had been slightly reduced from previous years but is still very fast).    Each horse has a double saddle but only single riding is allowed now.  Only the forward saddle has multiple foot rests but you will be instructed to only use the top one on the right side of the horse and the bottom one on the left side.   You will also have to lean way over to your left as your horse picks up speed.   If the derby looks intimidating to ride at first, I personally suggest starting out on it by riding an inside horse, then working your way towards the outside on later “races” to acclimate to the high speed.   Also, it's amazing to watch the crew jump on and off the speeding platform.  Have fun!

