
The Breeders’ Cup 
comes home
Adam Szreter offers an overview of this year’s edition of the ‘World Championship’ of 
racing, the Breeders’ Cup to see what makes the richest two-days of sport so special

In 2015 the Breeders’ Cup is 
coming home. On 30 and 31 
October the unofficial “World 

Championship” of thoroughbred 
racing, the richest two days in 
sport, will be staged for the first 

time at Keeneland in the heart 
of Kentucky’s famed Bluegrass 
Region, the centre of the American 
thoroughbred industry.

It was a thoroughbred owner 
and breeder from Kentucky, John 

Gaines, who came up with the 
idea of a year-end championship 
for North American thoroughbred 
racing. The Breeders’ Cup began 
in 1984 and has grown into one 
of the most popular horse racing 
events in the world, with prize 
money of US$26m and more than 
US$200m taken in bets.

The original Breeders’ Cup 
was only a one-day affair and the 
races were the Juvenile, Juvenile 
Fillies, Sprint, Mile, Distaff, Turf, 

and Classic. In 1989 the Filly 
and Mare Turf was added, and 
in 2007 and 2008 a second day 
and six more races – Juvenile 
Turf, Juvenile Filly Turf, Dirt Mile, 
Marathon, Turf Sprint, and Filly 
and Mare Sprint – were added 
to the event. This year’s card 
features all of the above.

All Breeders’ Cup races are 
limited in the number of runners, 
and horses must be selected  
to start, or win a Breeders’  
Cup Challenge race to earn  
entry into a designated race.  
The “win and you’re in” system, 
instituted in 2007, also guarantees 
a place to winners of major  
races around the world.

For each Breeders’ Cup race a 
garland of flowers is draped over 
the withers of the winning horse, 
and four Breeders’ Cup trophies 
are presented to the connections 
of the winners. The trophies are 
authentic bronze reproductions  
of the original Torrie horse created 
in Florence by Giovanni da Bologna  
in the late 1580s.

The Classic is the blue riband 
event of the Breeders’ Cup. With 
its US$5 million purse it is the 
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richest race in all of North America. 
It is open to three-year-olds and 
above and is limited to 14 starters. 
This year one of these will be 
the phenomenal (and misspelt!) 
American Pharoah, the first horse 
in 37 years to claim the American 
“Triple Crown” of Kentucky Derby, 
Preakness and Belmont Stakes. 
American Pharoah will be aiming  
to end his career in style by  
winning the Classic and completing 
the first ever “Grand Slam”.

The list of Breeders’ Cup 
winners down the years has had 
more than its fair share of strange 
or exotic names and unusual 
spellings. In 2010 Goldikova 
became the first horse to win 
three races (Mile, 2008-2010), 
while the 16 horses to have won 
two races include Tiznow (2000 & 
2001 Classic), Da Hoss (1996 & 
1998 Mile), High Chaparral (2002 
& 2003 Turf) and Ouija Board 
(2004 & 2006 Filly and Mare).

D Wayne Lukas has the most 
Breeders’ Cup wins by a trainer 
with 20. In 2012 Mike Smith 
overtook Jerry Bailey’s previous 
record of 15 wins by a jockey when 
he won with Royal Delta in the 
Distaff and Mizdirection in the Turf 
Sprint. Smith is currently on 21 

wins after the 2014 Breeders’ Cup.
The Breeders’ Cup is one of 

horse racing’s most glamorous 
events. Celebrities from the 
worlds of film, music, fashion 
and sport are in regular supply, 
with women wearing elegant 
dresses and stunning hats and 
men dressing up in suits and 
bowties with all the trimmings. 
Futhermore the Breeders’ Cup 
Betting Challenge, now entering 

its seventh year, is a highly 
lucrative and exclusive live 
bankroll handicapping contest, 
with a US$10,000 buy-in 
required to participate. 

The location of the Breeders’ 
Cup changes every year. The most 
usual venues include Belmont 
Park in New York, Churchill Downs 
in Kentucky, and Santa Anita in 
California which hosted the event 
in 2012, 2013 and 2014 and will 
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welcome it back in 2016 after 
its visit to Keeneland. It has only 
once stepped outside of the United 
States, when it was held at  
the Woodbine Racetrack in  
Toronto, Canada, in 1996.

Keeneland, a National Historic 
Landmark, is a unique venue in 
that it plays an important role in 
both racing and breeding. Race 
meetings every April and October 
offer some of the richest purses 
in North America, while many 
Breeders’ Cup champions  
were foaled and raised at 
surrounding horse farms. 

The Breeders’ Cup is indeed 
coming home, and in many 
different ways; it just remains 
to be seen which horses will 
add their names – misspelt or 
otherwise – to the Breeders’ Cup 
roll of honour in 2015. ■
http://www.breederscup.com
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