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This is the extraordinary autobiographical story of Robert
Montano, who had a successful career as a jockey and then a
mega-successful career as a dancer. He tells this story “in the
round” at the Old Globe. | applaud the results, while remaining
daunted by the prospect of a one-man show delivered in the
round. The set is minimalist, with a few props dispersed to evoke
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key moments. He talks with us as if we were friends — as if, indeed, the
whole world were friends.

Here’s the story. A small, 10-year-old boy gets bullied at school ,
so he prays that God will make him grow so he can face his
bullies. Soon after, his mom takes him to Belmont Park where he
catches the fever — not for gambling but for horses. Although his
mother wants to keep him away from this den of sin,
circumstances conspire for him to re-meet with his mom’s friend,
a famous jockey who seems to him to be both everything a man
should be — strong, courageous, kind — and also small. He
believes he has found his calling. He begs and pleads and prays
to be able to go back to the stables, but his parents are
concerned for his physical and moral safety. After he finagles a
visit, it is revealed that he has an innate gift with horses.

Despite his parents’ objections, he is allowed a summer job, and
after paying his dues mucking stalls, he is finally allowed to ride a
thoroughbred — a high-spirited breed that most riders work up to
over years of riding. He survives that debut, a bit the worse for
wear, and so earns respect. And then, with blood, sweat, and
tears, he becomes a real jockey. And then and only then, God
answers his prayer for a growth spurt. Now he starts praying just
as fervently that God will make him NOT grow.

Montano’s narrates in the voice of his growing-up self (beginning
at age 10 and moving up through his early 20s). He also plays all
the important people in his life: his parents, neighbors, jockeys,
and trainers. His impression of his sassy Latina mother is
splendid, his artist father endearing, his mentor edifying, and the
various neighbors, trainers, and jockeys just hilarious. His
mercury-quick transitions are dazzling and sometimes dizzying.



This is a story of passion, pursuit, achievement, and loss, of
devotion to family, and of the search for meaning. In this, Montano
is Everyman. We can all relate to him — or at least, we can all
want to relate to him, and the worldly virtues he embodies. But
there is a spiritual dimension to the story as well: a man
repeatedly knocking in the hope that the door will be opened to
him. A man who fights against God's will as expressed in the
playing out of events — sometimes in extreme fashion — then
experiences profound change when he surrenders.

Worldly success is not the best measure of a life well-lived, and |
think this is the next challenge that Montano is facing. He gives us
many spiritual lessons in his very personal story. | thank him for it,
and | hope to hear about his next great quest.



STAGE WEST: "Small" at Old
Globe Theatre
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Robert Montano stars in the one-person show "Small."
Photo by Rich Soublet I

Having had a father who worked at Caliente Racetrack in Tijuana
and who was not only a Thoroughbred lover but an owner, | grew
up to some extent around horse racing. | even met jockeys, those
little but powerful men who sat atop 1,200-pound equine athletes
and in so doing put their lives at risk.
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But until | saw and heard former jockey Robert Montano’s one-
person show, “Small,” at the Old Globe, | didn’t know the
harrowing insider details of what some of these little but powerful
men go through to maintain their racing-eligible weight:

Drugs (ironically called “Black Beauties”). Flipping (aka purging).
Ingesting Lasix (long ago banned for even Thoroughbred
consumption). Wrapping themselves in plastic wrap. Practically
living in a sauna. Eating just enough to stay alive.

This is only part of 65-year-old Montano’s life story, but it’s
certainly the most unnerving. | was reminded, in conversation
after the performance, that a jockey’s drastic physical self-
sacrifice is not unlike the driven ballerina’s, the desperate fashion
model’s, maybe even the struggling prizefighter’s.

In a tireless performance that could be the equal of an athlete
giving his or her 100%, Montano begins his story inside the Sheryl
and Harvey White theater-in-the-round sharing his youth growing
up in the ‘70s less than half an hour from Belmont Park racetrack
in New York. With a religious mother who was a jewelry maker
and an artist father, he grew up with love, discipline and, in the
case of Mom, some helicopter parenting.

Yet it was Bobby’s mother who introduced him to the excitement
and glamor of the track (glamor that horse racing, sadly, has little
of today outside of the Triple Crown). It was there that he
discovered his idol: jockey Robert Pineda.

“Small” is not an extended monologue by any means. Montano
plays not only his younger self, but his parents and all the
characters at the track with whom he became familiar — some of
them less than reputable.



It is teenage Bobby’s big dream to be like his hero, Pineda, and
under the professional jockey’s mentorship he begins a fast-
moving but arduous quest to take the reins of a Thoroughbred
himself.

The arduous is where the above-mentioned torturous ritual of
making weight — stepping aboard the “Monster” as jockeys refer
to the scales — goes down.

Montano’s shirt is soaked with sweat 15 minutes into the
performance, so you can imagine what it and his hair look like an
hour in. (The show runs an hour and 45 minutes, which is long by
one-person show standards.)

Even if you’ve never heard or read about Robert Montano, you'll
know where events are headed. The kid who was so small in
elementary school that he was mercilessly bullied begins to grow,
and the young man who once prayed to be taller soon is now
praying not to grow anymore.

A 5-foot-8 man is not going to maintain a weight of 110 pounds or
less — this is young Bobby'’s fate.

It is dancing that saves Montano, who shows us how this
transformation happens. “Small” ends before we learn of the
stellar career he has enjoyed from his 20s on -- onstage, on
television and in films. You’'ll want to read all about it after the
show’s over.

This is a lively, breathless production that can captivate even if
you don’t know a fig about jockeys or horse racing. It’s directed by
Jessi D. Hill. Sound design is by Brian Ronan, who takes us to the
track and to the disco with style.



In spite of its darker elements, | couldn’t help but feel nostalgic
and touched by Montano’s dramatized simple moments with the
horses — like how it feels when that huge head nuzzles your face.
That’s no small feeling.

“‘Small” runs through Oct. 19 in the Old Globe’s Sheryl and
Harvey White Theatre in Balboa Park.
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SMALL IS EPIC

In his exceptional how-to book Storyworthy, author and storyteller Matthew Dicks advises us to
stop recounting tales that few can relate to — like the time you climbed Mt. Everest — and
instead share stories that help others see themselves in similar moments. That’s how a story
connects. Robert Montano does exactly that, and more, in a show at The Old Globe that
enveloped me with its charm.



Montano’s one-man event Small walks an unusual line. It’s not quite a traditional play, with
characters revealing the story through dialogue, nor is it a standard storytelling event in the
mold of The Moth or San Diego’s So Say We All (primarily with non-moving orators). Instead,
Montano fuses the best of both forms, blending performance and narration into something
more potent than either alone.

Across ninety-plus minutes, he masterfully shifts among four distinct perspectives: He plays
himself between the ages of nine and twenty-one; He narrates as that younger self, often using
present tense with striking immediacy, especially when describing his bond with a horse; He
embodies the people around young Bobby, responding to and shaping his path; and he steps
out of the story entirely, speaking as his present-day self, a man in his mid-sixties (though his
energy barely suggests fifty). His effortless movement between these layers is both fascinating
and exhilarating.

The story begins in suburban Long Island in 1973, where young Bobby prays for a growth spurt
to catch up with the kids who bully him. When he discovers the world of horse racing, he finds
a place where smallness isn’t a liability —it’s a prerequisite. As Bobby falls in love with the
sport, its discipline, and the horses themselves, it’s impossible not to look at the six-foot actor
before us and anticipate the heartbreak to come. Yet Bobby’s determination not to give up is
astonishing.

Montano portrays roughly ten other characters, including both parents (his flamboyant Puerto
Rican mother, Gloria, is a highlight), two neighbors, a prostitute, and several racetrack figures,
among them the renowned Mexican jockey Robert A. Pineda. The set by Christoph and Justin
Swader is minimal, allowing Montano to transform locations instantly with a prop, a garment, or
even a physical shift. Having seen clips from more conventional stagings of Small, one can
imagine the challenge he and director Jessi D. Hill faced in adapting it for theatre-in-the-round.
The result perfectly matches Montano’s contained yet kinetic energy, mirroring Bobby’s own
sense of entrapment, as he loops around the small stage and even the staircases. Sound
designer Brian Ronan deepens the storytelling with cues that heighten tension, from the
thundering crowds of race day to the near silence of Bobby stepping onto a scale yet again.

To say Montano throws himself into the performance understates it. By curtain, he’s drenched
from sheer exertion, but anything less would have diminished the impact.

Great storytelling awakens the senses, and Montano excels at that, from the sound of the track
and the sight of a horse up close, to the smell of manure, the taste of dry lettuce, and the
scrape of bare feet in the stirrups. Every sensory detail pulls us deeper into his world.

Many productions that run over ninety minutes without intermission overstay their

welcome. Small isn’t one of them. The time races by, propelled by Montano’s precision and
momentum. A pause would only break the spell.

The run is brief, which is unfortunate, because word will surely spread about how remarkable
this show is just as it’s about to close. Small is a performance that actors, storytellers,
directors, and playwrights can all learn from — and one that anyone can be thoroughly moved
and entertained by.
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Review: Old Globe’s ‘Small’ a
stunning story of dreams and
determination

Robert Montano's superb autobiographical
solo play explores his grueling teen years as
a jockey

Robert Montano in a scene from his autobiographical solo play “Small” at The Old Globe. (Rich Soublet I1)
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What happens when you outgrow your childhood dream?

In Robert Montano’s gripping, funny, sometimes shocking and
very well-acted autobiographical solo play “Small,” he cycled
through his own stages of grief when he grew too big to
continue racing as a thoroughbred jockey.

Fortunately for Montano, a new career as a Broadway dancer,
actor and playwright was waiting on the other side. But “Small”
is not about that. It’s about how he nearly died in service to his
dream through a combination of drive, determination, denial and
deception.

The 100-minute play opened Thursday in its West Coast
premiere at The Old Globe. It’'s a remount of Penguin Rep
Theatre’s 2022 world premiere production directed by Jessi D.
Hill.

For this staging, Montano is performing “Small” for the first time
in the round, and it’s a perfect forum for his talents.

In a thrilling tour-de-force performance, he explores every inch
of the horse barn-style stage space and he connects with each
audience member through his graceful, athletic and in-the-
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moment storytelling. Montano plays a couple dozen characters
in “Small,” each one verbally and physically specific.

The play begins in 1973 when the bullied 4-foot-6-inch, 12-year-
old “Bobby” discovers his passion for horses on a visit to the
Belmont Park racetrack in his native Long Island.

With the help of family, friends and his future mentor, Mexican
jockey Roberto Pineda, Montano began spending all of his free
time at the track, working his way up from stable-hand to
apprentice jockey.

Born with the gift to calm difficult horses and bravery beyond his
years, he would have been a natural fit for racing, if not for the
arrival of puberty. Although Montano prayed to stay small, by
the time he rode his first race at age 16, he was already 5 feet
7, and 107 pounds.

To make weight for races, he would go to extreme measures.
He’d starve himself, consuming only a lettuce leaf or a couple
banana cookies a day, then vomit it up before weigh-in. He’d
burn calories by wrapping himself in plastic wrap and multiple
layers of clothes and run up to 15 miles at a time. And he’d
secretly take amphetamines, diuretics and drugs like Lasix until
he nearly died in 1977 after forcing himself to drop 10 pounds
overnight for a race.

This section of “Small” is the most fascinating and harrowing,
and Montano’s re-creation of the extreme suffering and delirium
he experienced is authentic and palpable. His final reckoning,
later compounded by an unexpected tragedy, is the play’s
climax.



At the end of the play, the audience learns how Montanto found
his second act as a professional dancer. But that’s no surprise
after watching him whirl, crouch, leap and lunge around the
stage in telling his unique story.

Montano may not have been a champion jockey, but his play is
definitely a winner.

‘Small’

When: 7 p.m. Tuesdays and Wednesdays; 8 p.m. Thursdays
and Fridays; 2 and 8 p.m. Saturdays; 2 and 7 p.m. Sundays.
Through Oct. 19

Where: Sheryl and Harvey White Theatre, The Old Globe, 1363
Old Globe Way, Balboa Park, San Diego

Tickets: $49 and up
Phone: 619-234-5623

Online: theoldglobe.org

Robert Montano in a scene from his autobiographical solo play “Small” at The Old Globe. (Rich Soublet II)
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