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From the rolling bluegrass-covered hills of legendary Horse Country and the 
grandstands of America’s most storied thoroughbred racing tracks to the Kentucky 
Bourbon Trail and world-renowned outdoor adventure, we visit Kentucky and 

experience the unbridled spirit that runs wild in the Bluegrass State.
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Louisville – “Looavull” as 
they say it here – is cool 
Kentucky, a city with more 
art galleries than coffee 
shops. There are quirky 
museums to Mohammed 
Ali and baseball (the giant 
bat leaning against the front of the building is 
something of a give-away). It’s home to the 
number one hotel in the US, 21C Museum Hotel 
– really more of a gallery and performance art 
space with a hotel tagged on. Trad Kentucky 
cuisine is redefined in elegant restaurants like 
Corbett’s, teasing the palate with ”peeky 
toe crab with Bloody Mary jam” or “elk loin 
with roasted fall vegetable ratatouille”. Even 
that southern staple, grits, gets the Parmesan 
treatment. Downtown, 4th Street Live buzzes 
with street parties all year round, its restaurants 
and bars humming till the early hours. But there 
is one party that defines Louisville above all.

If racing is the sport of kings, the Kentucky 
Derby is one of a handful of meetings around 
the world where racing royalty is certain to turn 
up. With a purse of over $2million, it attracts 
the best three-year-old thoroughbreds, their 
owners, trainers and 150,000 spectators, some 
of them with very serious hats. This is a race 
where it is important to be seen whether you’re 
serious about racing or, indeed, fashion and 
the social calendar. The race itself may have 
been modelled on the Epsom Derby – as the 

Kentucky Oaks for fillies 
run the day before the 
Derby was modelled on 
the Epsom Oaks – but it 
has the social 

cachet rather of Royal 
Ascot. There is a two-
week long festival 
building up to the race 
itself with the biggest 
annual firework display in 
America off the bridges 
over the Ohio River. 
Louisville knows this is the 
big one.

The Kentucky Derby 
is the first of the three 
races that make up the 
Triple Crown, arguably 
the most prestigious – 

and indeed the most difficult – prize a horse 
can win. The Derby is run on the first Saturday in 
May at the historic twin-spired Churchill Downs 
track in Louisville. It is followed by the Preakness 
in Baltimore and the Belmont in New York State, 
two and four weeks later, each with a purse 
of $1million. In the history of American horse 
racing, only eleven horses have ever won 
the Triple Crown, the last being Secretariat in 
1973. 
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The horses that win the Derby – let alone the 
Triple Crown – become legends. They win the 
hearts even of people who have never visited 
a race track, they can earn massive sums at 
stud and, when they die, magnificent bronze 
statues are raised to their memories and 
streets and boulevards named after them. 
When Man o’War, winner of two of the Triple 

Crown races, died in 1947, flags throughout 
Kentucky were flown at half mast, schools 
were closed and he was buried in a silk lined 
coffin with CBS broadcasting the entire funeral 
live. People still lay flowers on his grave. The 
Kentucky Derby is run at the Churchill Downs 
track amid pomp, 

ceremony and lavish corporate entertainment. 
An awful lot of mint juleps are served. In the Club 
House, a table for eight on Millionaires’ Row 
will cost you a cool $68,000. Meanwhile, down 
on the track the horse that wins is draped in a 
blanket of roses and his name is made forever. 
The racing, though, is merely the glamorous tip 
of the horse trading iceberg. The real money is 
made elsewhere.

Lexington is just an hour’s drive from Louisville 
but it’s a very different Kentucky. Here, you’re 
in the blue grass – and the grass does indeed 
have a touch of blue to it in the spring, when 
you see it in the morning sun with the dew still 
clinging to it. This is a picturesque countryside 
of rolling hills, showcase farms with mile upon 
mile of white picket fences, old Shaker villages 
and the house that inspired Tara in Margaret 
Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind. Thoroughbred 
stallions gleam in the sunshine and foals frolic 
with their dams on every hillside. Lexington

 itself is picture perfect Victoriana delivered at a 
slow pace and just oozing southern hospitality. 
Lexington feels like a town but it calls itself a 
city. And that’s not all it calls itself. It is also “the 
horse capital of the world” and if you scratch 
the surface of that sleepy southern charm 
you’ll discover a multi-billion dollar industry.

Lexington doesn’t have the Kentucky Derby 
but it does have Keeneland, one of the most 
beautiful race courses in the world set in 145 
acres of parkland and filled with maples, 
sycamores and pines with glorious blossom in 
the spring and equally breathtaking fall colour. 
And Keeneland also just happens to hold the 
most important bloodstock auctions in the 
world. Yearlings are sold in September, two-
year-olds in April, breeding stock in November 
and in January there is a general auction. 

To call these sales exciting is putting it mildly. 
The record for prices of foals bred, born 
and raised in Kentucky has been broken 
repeatedly since the sales began during the 
Second World War. In 1954 a colt was sold for 
the record price of $86,000. When Sir Ivor, a colt 
bought at Keeneland in 1966 won the Epsom 
Derby, European buyers suddenly became 
very interested in Kentucky horses. Prices were 
driven up to unbelievable levels until sales in 
1976 were running at $71million. Within three 
years they had trebled. In 1983, bidding 
opened on a particularly fine colt at $1million. 
Within minutes, the price had rocketed until 
only two bidders were left – the Englishman 
Robert Sangster and Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum of Dubai. In the end, the 
colt went to the Sheikh for an extraordinary 
$10.2million.

So just what is it about Kentucky horses? The 
secret of their success appears to lie in the rolling 
Kentucky limestone hills that lie beneath their 
delicate hooves.  The blue grass is nourishing, 
the water is rich in bone-building calcium and 
galloping over the hills builds muscle from the 
moment a foal is on its feet. So perhaps it is 
no surprise that when buyers from all over the 
world decide they want a Kentucky horse, 
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they often don’t take it home with them, 
they leave it to flourish right where they found 
it. Some even buy their own farms – Sheikh 
Mohammed, for instance, now has four and 
he travels with his horses in two 747s, one for 
him, one for them. This is quite a sight on the 
miniscule Keeneland airstrip.And, of course, if 
you’ve bought a fine filly, you probably want 
to match her with one of those Derby-winning 
Kentucky stallions. And you’ll find them living in 
the most magnificent stud farms in the world 
where chandeliers are a regular feature in the 
horse barns.

This is a big business – there are 450 horse farms 
in the blue grass region. And it’s nothing new. 
In 1790 the census reported more horses than 
people in the Lexington area and the first races 
were held down Main Street. By the 1830s, 
Kentucky was recognised as having more first 
class thoroughbred stallions than anywhere 
else in the US. Millionaires from all over the 
country whose fortunes came from every 
kind of business were drawn to Kentucky and 
opened their own horse farms. They included 
the New York financier, August Belmont who 
leased land for a stud in 1886 – and whose son, 
August II, bred Man o’War in 1917. 

Back then, a horse would race until five or six 
years old whereas nowadays a colt’s career is 
over after his three-year-old races. This is partly 
because of the risk of injury. These horses have 
been bred increasingly for speed and their fine 
delicate legs are carrying 1200 lbs at 40 miles 
per hour – so the danger is palpable. It is also,

 however, because a winning stallion at stud is 
going to earn far more for his owners than he 
ever can on the race course.  

There are twelve stallions at Three Chimneys 
Farm near Lexington. They include Big Brown, 
winner of the 2008 Kentucky Derby and Smarty 
Jones who won the Derby and the Preakness 
in 2004, missing the Triple Crown by a whisker 
when he came second in the Belmont. They 
have Red Giant, the fastest horse in history over 
the American Classic distance of a mile and 
a quarter – it took him just one minute and 57 
seconds. Their stud fees are substantial – for Big 
Brown it’s $55,000. This is surpassed, however, 
by their oldest stallion, Dynaformer who at the 
age of 25 has produced offspring who have 
won purses totalling almost $90,000,000. His fee 
is $150,000.

The stallions live like royalty. Each has his 
own paddock and they are brought in to 
spotlessly clean, spacious and elegant barns 
for grooming and breeding. They are ridden 
six days out of seven and have a resident 
veterinarian team. “They serve around 110 
mares a season here,” says Jen Roytz, Three 
Chimneys marketing director, “but if they 
go overseas they may do the same again in 
the southern hemisphere breeding season. 
Big Brown is going to Australia this year and 
Exchange Rate is off to Argentina.” Owners of 
mares apply for the top stallions and the stud 
considers them carefully – if they don’t think it’s 
a winning combination, the breeding doesn’t 
happen and they won’t go over their limit of 
110 or the stallion would be devalued. The 
breeding season runs roughly from Valentine’s 
Day to 4 July and Three Chimneys sends out 
Valentine Day cards to the mares with bunches 
of carrots – their owners get a T-shirt with “breed 
like you mean it” emblazoned on the front.
The breeding itself does not necessarily come 
effortlessly. The mare is prepared with a “teaser” 
stallion to see if she’s ready. If she is, her tail is 
wrapped up, she has a man holding her head, 
another lifting her foreleg so she can’t kick out 
and her back feet are put inside boots that 
look curiously like boxing gloves. The stallion is 
brought in and he is helped by another two 
men. It’s all over in seconds. Samples are 
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taken

to make sure the sperm is live and the mare 
goes home until, eleven months and eleven 
days later, she gives birth and not until her foal 
stands and nurses do her owners pay the stud 
fee.

Sometimes, the stallions need a little help. 
Scott Goodlett is a Lexington horse expert and 
has just finished a stint with Disney as advisor on 
their new film about Secretariat. He recalls one 
stallion who would only perform if he watched 
another stallion breeding first. This seemed to 
get him in the mood. And then there was the 
stallion who fell in love. “Young stallions learn 
what to do with a quiet mare before they’re 
allowed near an expensive thoroughbred,” he 
explains. “And this one fell in love with her. He 
would serve other mares but only if she was 
with him. When he had a breeding season in 
Australia, they crossed the Pacific together.”

Thoroughbreds are not the only horses, though, 
in Kentucky. This is a place where all horses are 
celebrated. Kentuckians ride to hounds in the 
English fashion. At the Kentucky Horse Park, 
there are representatives of every breed from 
the classic American Quarter horse to English 
shire horses to delicate Arabs. 

In September and October 2010, for the 
first time ever in the US, the Alltech FEI World 
Equestrian Games were  held. Conceived in 
1983 by Prince Philip, who was then President 
of the FEI (Federation Equestre Internationale), 
it was designed to bring together for the first 
time all of the equestrian disciplines that, until 

then, would hold their world championships
separately. Held every four years, the event 
now successfully lays claim to the title of the 
“horse Olympics”. 

Kentucky was the obvious choice for the first US 
venue. Prince Philip’s successor as the current 
President of the FEI World Equestrian Games 
is Princess Haya, wife of Sheikh Mohammed 
of Dubai and herself a fine horsewoman. Her 
explanation of the blue grass’s stewardship is 
simple. “In every country, the horse has a region 
which it has conquered and made its own. In 
the United States, that area is Kentucky.” The 
competitions are Dressage, Driving, Endurance, 
Eventing, Jumping, Vaulting, Reining and, for 
the first time, Para-Dressage. For the blue grass 
this is an unprecedented event. There are new 
stadia and arenas being built in the park and 
outside roads and airports are being expanded. 
There is five-star corporate hospitality and an 
exceptional endurance course that takes 
horses and riders over 100 miles of the most 
beautiful Kentucky countryside. >



Those rolling Kentucky hills are the underlying 
reason, for the success of the state’s other 
great export – bourbon. In 1964, an Act of 
Congress designated bourbon as America’s 
“Native Spirit”. Almost 100% of bourbon is 
made in Kentucky and, as Kentuckians will 
soon tell you, it’s important to know that 
while all bourbon is whiskey, not all whiskey is 
bourbon. There are actually laws about how 
bourbon is made: it must be made in the USA 
(though not necessarily Kentucky), it must be 
at least 51% corn and it must be stored in new 
charred oak barrels. In spite of being the home 
of bourbon, this is also part of the bible belt so 
some of Kentucky’s counties are “dry” and the 
purchase of alcohol is restricted or banned 
altogether. Most confusingly, until recently 
Christian county was “wet” while Bourbon 
county was “dry”. 

Now rules are gradually relaxing everywhere 
and even dry counties are usually at least 
“damp” allowing the sale of some of that 
native spirit in restaurants.

The state motto is “unbridled spirit” – a tag 
that neatly embraces Kentucky’s two greatest 
products. And it gives a flavour, too, of the 
place itself. You have to be daring to get into 
the thoroughbred business because, in the 
end, there are no guarantees. You can spend 
millions on a colt with a perfect pedigree and 
it may not deliver the goods. And then out of 
nowhere comes a horse that, against all the 
odds, is a born winner  

www.kentuckytourism.com
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BOURBON TRAIL...

For more than 200 years, Kentucky’s legendary 
distilleries have crafted the world’s finest Bourbons, 
using secret recipes and a time-honored process 
passed down from generation to generation.

Now you can explore the rich tradition and 
proud history of “America’s Official Native Spirit” 
on the Kentucky Bourbon Trail®, featuring six 
signature distilleries nestled among the most 
beautiful scenery the Bluegrass has to offer.

Distilleries:

Jim Beam, Clermont, Kentucky
Maker’s Mark, Loretto, Kentucky
Wild Turkey, Lawrenceburg, Kentucky
Woodford Reserve, Versailles, Kentucky
  
 

For More Information please contact:

www.kybourbontrail.com
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