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Sounds simple, but any breeder or stal-

lion manager will tell you Thoroughbred 

breeding is anything but that. It has evolved 

into both a highly technical science and a 

horseman’s art.

It’s also big business. Thoroughbred breed-

ing and sales are a $1 billion global industry, 

with Central Kentucky at its epicenter. There 

are 235 Thoroughbred stallions currently at 

stud in the Bluegrass, and they are among 

the most fashionable (and busy) sires in 

the world. In 2013 they were bred to 15,695 

mares, the foals of which will help fuel the 

Thoroughbred economy in Kentucky and 

beyond. Last year 6,365 horses — many of 

them Kentucky-bred — grossed $535,527,600 

in the four annual Thoroughbred auctions at 

Keeneland alone.

It all starts at places such as WinStar, Mc-

Ginnis’ employer near Versailles, Ky., and one 

of the world’s most prominent Thoroughbred 

breeding operations. WinStar’s 23-horse stal-

lion roster includes such equine celebrities 

as Distorted Humor, sire of 2003 Kentucky 

Derby winner Funny Cide; 2000 Horse of the 

Year and Hall of Fame runner Tiznow; 2004 

champion sprinter Speightstown; 2010 Ken-

tucky Derby winner Super Saver; and 2011 

A WinStar stallion heads to the barn after a 

morning in the paddock.

& Art

By Glenye Cain Oakford / Photos by Anne M. Eberhardt

W
inStar Farm stallion manager Larry McGinnis describes his job 

during the thoroughbred breeding season in easily understood 

terms: “two horses come into the breeding shed, and three should 

leave. We try to get a pregnancy every time.”

science

WinStar Farm combines high-tech and 
horsemanship during Thoroughbred breeding season

WinStar.indd   39 3/10/14   12:36 PM

KM1-39.pgs  03.10.2014  12:42    Keeneland  BLACKYELLOWMAGENTACYAN



40   spring 2014   K   Keeneland.com

science & art

Breeders’ Cup Classic winner Drosselmeyer. 

Elliott Walden, a lifelong horseman from Central 

Kentucky and now WinStar’s chief executive offcer, 

marvels at how much Thoroughbred breeding has 

changed in his 51 years. 

When Walden was growing up in the 1960s at his 

family’s Dearborn Farm near Midway, Ky., the number 

of mares one stallion bred each year — called a book 

— was about 45, and stallions and mares mated out-

doors on the front lawn of the family house, Walden 

recalled. With improvements in technology and vet-

erinary medicine, commercial Thoroughbred stallions 

today often breed more than 100 mares a season. The 

relative ease of shipping horses by air also has added 

new markets for some sires. Today a so-called “shuttle 

stallion” can breed in both the Northern and South-

ern hemispheres during the winter/spring mating 

seasons, a factor that can push a popular sire’s global 

book to more than 200 mares a year. 

At Central Kentucky’s stud farms these matings 

are not casual affairs. Equine assignations often oc-

cur in elegantly designed buildings that are monuments 

both to Kentuckians’ passion for the Thoroughbred and 

to practical considerations such as the horses’ safety. 

These facilities bear the humble, old-fashioned title of 

“breeding shed,” but today’s breeding sheds are far re-

moved from the back-garden storage variety. 

WinStar’s breeding shed, part of a palatial new stallion 

complex unveiled in 2013, is state of the art. Architectur-

ally, it has the heft of a corporate headquarters with its 

brick front, square columns, and heavy oak doors with 

iron fttings. The complex includes two long barn aisles 

housing the stallions’ stalls, as well as two breeding 

sheds overlooked by a single upstairs laboratory, where 

farm staff and veterinarians can monitor everything 

from stallion fertility to the mating process itself. The 

breeding shed protocol also calls for a series of checks to 

ensure the right stallions are heading to the right mares, 

Walden said.

Left, stallion manager Larry McGinnis takes a semen sample from 

breeding shed personnel for veterinarian Nicole Meyer to check 

under the microscope.

The stallion Bodemeister enjoys a grooming session.

“
We have a very systematic 

approach to make sure the right 
mare is in the right shed ...”

–WinStar president Elliott Walden
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“We have a very systematic approach to make sure the right 

mare is in the right shed, and there’s three or four different fail-safe 

ways that we go about that through communication,” Walden said. 

“The grooms have earpieces, so we’ll say to one, ‘Bring Speightstown 

down,’ and he’ll repeat that he’s bringing Speightstown down.”

The twin breeding sheds, which operate concurrently, will allow 

WinStar’s 23 stallions to breed an estimated 2,500 mares between 

mid-February and late June with maximal effciency. 

“We’ll have 15 or 20 mares lined up out here, and it goes like 

clockwork,” Walden said of the average breeding day. “But there’s a 

lot of thought and consideration that goes into that.”

Fortunately, veterinary medicine and techniques such as ultra-

sound have evolved to help stud farms and their stallions keep up 

with such a demanding schedule.

Thanks to ultrasound, mare owners and their veterinarians are 

better than ever at pinpointing the best time to breed. That helps a 

stallion’s success rate, Walden said.

“As long as they do their job well — and they do their job ex-

tremely well here in Kentucky — the numbers that we have in Ken-

tucky for stallion fertility rates and live foal rates are much greater 

than any other state in America,” Walden said of veterinarians and 

mare owners. “We typically start with our stallions’ rates at around 

90 percent to 93 percent.”

Leaving little to chance
Thoroughbred breeding’s ruling maxim is, “Breed the best to the 

best and hope for the best,” and luck is still an important ingredient 

in getting a runner, especially one of Kentucky Derby caliber. But 
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4090 Lexington Road, Paris, KY
“Hopewell”, (c. 1786, 1794, et alia). Home 
of Captain James Wright occupies a slight 
rise overlooking Houston Creek near Paris. 
This 2.3 acre parcel is zoned B-2 and R-2 
and offers either a unique, historically 

intact residential option or potential business development. An early log cabin, 
attributed as Wright’s original home on the site is also present plus as a 3 car 
garage. For sale or lease. Additional 13+ acres available.

601 Brentsville Road, Paris, KY 
Rare opportunity!!! “Stone Hearth” 
(c. 1786), A private tree lined drive leads 
to one of the most beautiful Bluegrass 
settings around, held by the same family 
for 12 generations. The well maintained 
house (3,462 sf plus unfinished basement) offers you a getaway only minutes 
from Paris. Brick 2 story ‘cabin’ offers 775 sf for guests or rental income. Homesite 
is situated on 57 acres and overlooks Cooper’s Run Creek which runs through the 
property. Main house available for short term rental (furnished). 

Video equipment captures a mating from two angles as it happens. 

The state-of-the art breeding complex lab is conveniently situated 

between the two breeding sheds.
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stud farms today leave very little to chance, as far as conception 

goes. As Walden spoke, a WinStar veterinarian huddled with the 

farm’s stallion manager over a microscope, analyzing one stallion’s 

sperm for quality and motility. In one corner of the room, an incu-

bator preserved a supply of semen extender, which helps sperm sur-

vive longer post-breeding, giving mares who were mated a little too 

early a chance to get in foal. Down a few stairs in one of the breed-

ing sheds, four handlers wearing helmets and safety vests were on 

duty. One held a broodmare, which also was kitted out in protective 

gear, including a leather neck guard and padded hind boots to pre-

vent her from kicking and injuring the stallion; the foor they stood 

on was a safe, non-slip synthetic surface. Back upstairs in the lab a 

video monitor tracked every move and every minute of the equine 

consummation that’s at the heart of Kentucky’s signature industry. 

It’s a busy day at WinStar during the breeding season as transport 

vans deliver mares to the breeding sheds.

“
So as long as you continue 

to work hard at what you do, and 
you’re diligent about what you do, 
you create opportunities.”

–Elliott Walden
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And sometimes a minute is all it takes.

“The time it takes Distorted Humor to walk from his 

stall, through the barn, breed his mare, and get back to 

his stall? A minute and a half,” McGinnis said of the farm’s 

21-year-old fagship stallion, who commands a $100,000 

fee for each successful mating. “I think God made him to 

be a stallion. He’s easygoing, he’s very intelligent, and he 

likes his job.”

In a business where effciency trumps romance and 

stallions can breed several times a day, a quick breeder is 

a plus. But a breeding shed is more complex than a mere 

production line. Stallions, like people, have differing per-

sonalities and habits, and WinStar adapts as needed to 

accommodate those differences.

“They’re all individuals,” Walden said.

Stallion manager McGinnis — part equine psycholo-

gist, part teacher, and part scientist — knows this better 

than most. 

“Since there is a lot of demand, for fve months some 

horses are breeding two to three times a day, and some 

Clockwise from top left: WinStar personnel meet an 

arriving mare; a mare is led to a mating; a WinStar  

stallion barn is active on a brisk late-winter morning.
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horses handle that better than others,” Mc-

Ginnis said. ‘Some horses can do that for eight 

months, and some horses won’t tolerate that 

schedule for as long. So you have to have some 

tricks up your sleeve to keep stallions breeding.”

One trick, McGinnis said, is to let a stallion 

watch mares coming in and out of the breed-

ing shed, “like the guy that’s sitting in his living 

room watching the girls go by.”

And stallions have individual preferences, 

too, as any stallion manager will tell you.

“Grays are very popular with my guys,” Mc-

Ginnis said, “I think just because they’re a little 

more rare than the bay mare or the chestnut 

mare. I have tried putting a white sheet over 

a mare to try to trick them into thinking it’s a 

gray mare, but that didn’t work too well. You just 

keep trying things, and that’s what’s neat about 

this job: fguring each horse out.”

Left, stallion tags are affxed to the halters of arriving 

mares to identify their intended mates. Above, the 

stallion Speightstown is led back to the barn after a 

morning turn-out.
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Keeping tabs
After each mating, WinStar’s staff 

monitors the stallion’s sperm to keep 

tabs on how the horse is handling his 

breeding schedule.

“We can see how they’re progress-

ing, or not, as they breed mares,” Mc-

Ginnis said. “If they had a busy week 

and we see a little bit of fall-off in 

their quality, we might give them a 

little bit of a break.”  

“We can look at trends in the se-

men,” explained Natanya Nieman, 

the farm’s resident veterinarian and 

one of a team of vets who oversee 

matings at WinStar. “We can see 

if there’s an increase in, say, white 

blood cells or red blood cells or if 

there’s a decrease in the number of 

sperm, and we can use that to de-

termine if there’s a problem with a 

stallion so that we can change his 

program. We also watch the stal-

lions cover the mares and look at the 

general health and soundness of the 

stallion. Is he a little tentative? Is he 

lame in a hind leg? Is his back sore? 

Because it’s a lot of work for these 

guys and can be pretty strenuous on 

their bodies. We keep a close eye on 

them and take care of any issues be-

fore they become a big problem.

“During the off season, the whole 

farm works as a team to watch the 

stallions’ health,” she added. “We 

track their weights, have a good pre-

ventive health program in place with 

deworming and vaccinations, and we 

keep the stallions ft during the sum-

mer time by riding them and exercis-

ing them in a walker. We try to keep 

them in shape so they don’t come 

into the breeding season unft.”

All that horsemanship, science, 

and careful planning have helped 

make Kentucky the world’s Thor-

After completing his job in the breeding 

shed, a stallion is returned to his stall.

WinStar.indd   48 3/11/14   12:10 PM

KM1-48.pgs  03.11.2014  12:11    Keeneland  BLACKYELLOWMAGENTACYAN



50   spring 2014   K   Keeneland.com

science & art

oughbred breeding center. It still can’t 

guarantee you a Derby winner, as any 

breeder will tell you, but it at least gives 

you an opportunity.

“Oh, there’s a lot of luck involved,” said 

Walden. Racehorse breeders and owners 

know that everything in a runner’s life, 

from successful conception to a trou-

ble-free trip down the homestretch, takes 

a little luck. 

“But the way I look at luck is: that’s 

when opportunity meets hard work,” 

Walden added. “So as long as you con-

tinue to work hard at what you do, and 

you’re diligent about what you do, you 

create opportunities. That’s what we’re 

trying to do here: provide fertile ground 

for luck.” KM

WinStar president Elliott Walden, left, and 

general manager David Hanley
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