GOD’S COUNTRY

BLUEGRASS
KINGDOM
Derby dreams are born during springtime
in Kentucky’s idyllic horse country.

Thoroughbreds
graze in the lush
green pastures at
Manchester Farm.
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O
ONE OF MY EARLIEST MEMORIES
is of watching Alysheba win the
1987 Kentucky Derby on television
when I was 5 years old. The colt
stumbled—nearly falling to his
knees and unseating his jockey
in the home stretch—then bravely
recovered to win a close victory
over his rival, Bet Twice.
After the race, I went completely
horse crazy. I read every horse
book I could get my hands on,
from Black Beauty to The Black
Stallion, and I watched National
Velvet dozens of times.
My admiration for the majestic
animals has never faded, and I try
to spend time with horses as often
as I can. For those who share my
excitement and love for all things
equine, I recommend a visit to
Kentucky’s horse country for the
ultimate experience.

The city of Lexington, known
as the Horse Capital of the World,
is the heart of the state’s bluegrass
region. Many streets, including
Aristides and Citation boulevards
and Sir Barton Way, are named
for Kentucky Derby champions.
Pictures of thoroughbreds and
jockeys decorate restaurants and
hotels throughout the city.
Outside of the city, two-lane
country roads wend under arching
canopies of trees. It’s always a
pleasure to drive over the gentle
rolling green hills lined with miles
of plank fences and hand-laid
limestone walls.
Generations of equestrians have
believed the limestone-rich soil
here builds healthy horses with
strong bones, and more than 400
working horse farms are spread
across the surrounding counties.

My favorite country drive is Old
Frankfort Pike, about 17 miles of
scenic byway stretching between
Lexington and Frankfort. Along
the way, it passes several historic
districts and offers picturesque
views of majestic farms such as
Three Chimneys and Stonestreet.
As the weather warms, dogwood
and redbud trees burst into bloom
while pastures spring to life with
adorable newborn foals. Their first
few steps may be wobbly, but these
babies quickly find their feet to run
like the wind.
More than 7,000 thoroughbred
foals are born each year in the
Bluegrass State. For visitors who
want to learn more, the Kentucky
Horse Park in Lexington, a 1,200acre working farm and educational
center, is a great place to start.
There, the International Museum
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A bevy of mares grazes
at Gainsborough Farm.
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of the Horse provides a fascinating
look at how these animals have
shaped human civilization.
You’ll also find living history
at the Hall of Champions, a home
for former racing superstars. There
I fed peppermints to Funny Cide,
a chestnut gelding that won the
2003 Kentucky Derby. From here
you can hop on a horse-drawn
trolley, take a trail ride or see more
than two dozen equine breeds at
the Breeds Barn.
Memorials honor horses from
days gone by. Man o’ War, perhaps
the greatest racehorse of all time,
is buried here, along with many of
his offspring. The most notable is
War Admiral, winner of the 1937
Triple Crown (Kentucky Derby,
Preakness Stakes and Belmont
Stakes). He later lost to the beloved
underdog Seabiscuit. The park is
celebrating Man o’ War’s 100th
birthday with special events
throughout 2017.
If you want to watch horses
train and compete in a beautiful,

CHAMPIONS ARE MEMORIALIZED at
the Kentucky Horse Park (top left).
Training starts early at Keeneland
(top). Lori meets 2009 Preakness
Stakes winner, Rachel Alexandra.

storied setting, make your way
to Keeneland. This immaculately
landscaped racecourse, a National
Historic Landmark, was built on
land that horse trainer Jack Keene’s
family had owned since the late
1700s. He sold his private racing
complex in 1936 for development
into a public site. The original
stone clubhouse still stands, and
Keene Place, the family home
built in 1805, is available to rent
for special events.
Each April, the racecourse hosts
a spring meet, highlighted by the
Blue Grass Stakes, a key Kentucky
Derby prep race for 3-year-old
horses, and a fall meet in October. The property is also home to
the Keeneland Library, a public
research center for turf writers
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BLUEGRASS BYWAYS

American Pharoah (inset),
winner of the 2015 Triple
Crown, lives at Ashford Stud.

Country roads just outside of Lexington are some
of the most scenic in the United States. Learn more
about these and other trips at go-kentucky.com.

3. BOONE CREEK SCENIC BYWAY
Just southeast of Lexington, hop
on Kentucky Route 418 until you
reach Grimes Mill Road. This mill
(above) on Boone Creek was built
in 1803 and is now headquarters
of the historic Iroquois Hunt Club.

“The gorgeous stallion barn at Ashford is
constructed of locally quarried limestone…
a fitting home for a modern racing legend.”
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first horse in 37 years to achieve
this feat.
The gorgeous stallion barn at
Ashford is constructed of locally
quarried limestone, and the interior is lined in dark, gleaming
hardwood, purportedly free of
knots. It’s a fitting home for a
modern racing legend.
When American Pharoah was
led out of his stall and paraded in
a circle before us, everyone stood
and stared in awe for a few minutes.
The horse, known for his gentle
demeanor, took the attention in
stride and posed patiently for
photos with us.
Just a few weeks after my visit,
American Pharoah’s first foals
were born in Kentucky’s horse
country. I know it’s a long shot,
but I hope that in 2019, on the first
Saturday in May, one of his babies
will win the Kentucky Derby.
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the stallions better. It was clear
that the horses have distinctive
personalities. Brianne described
Frosted, a handsome dappled grey
colt, as “very energetic, really
friendly and not mean.”
Bernardini, winner of the 2006
Preakness Stakes, was quite curious about the activity around him.
Brianne said he’s very smart, and
during cold weather he pushes
straw up into a pile to keep his
belly warm.
“He’s my favorite,” Brianne told
me during our tour. “He’s just the
coolest. And so classy—he was
unbelievable as a racehorse.”
The following day, I reserved a
spot with Thoroughbred Heritage
Horse Farm Tours to visit Coolmore
America’s Ashford Stud farm in
Versailles. This farm is home to
American Pharoah, who won the
Triple Crown in 2015. He was the
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and historians, and a sales pavilion
where dreams are sold at auction.
If you are curious about how
thoroughbreds are bred and raised,
consider taking a horse farm tour;
many farms have begun opening
their stables to offer behind-thescenes access to fans.
On a sunny day last December,
I joined a Horse Country Inc. tour
to visit Darley America’s stallion
breeding complex at Jonabell Farm.
Darley’s Brianne Sharp explained
the history of the 800-acre estate.
A log cabin on the premises dates
to 1799, and the land’s original
owner, Abraham Bowman, was a
close friend of Daniel Boone. The
farm gets its name from John A.
Bell, who purchased the land in
1954. John died in 2007, but his
son Jimmy is farm president today.
Workers were accommodating,
opening stall doors so we could see

4. MIDWAY AND VERSAILLES

AREA
ENLARGED

1. PISGAH PIKE

Pigsah, a settlement established
in 1784, took its name from Mount
Pisgah, a location referenced in
the Old Testament. The narrow
pike, just west of Lexington, is
shaded by a canopy of Osage
orange trees; Pisgah Presbyterian
Church, built in 1812, offers a look
at the area’s history.

2. SHAKERTOWN ROAD

Follow U.S. Highway 68 and head
southwest from Lexington to
Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill. The
restored and developed property
covers 3,000 acres and includes a
sustainable farm, nature preserve
and living history museum. On
the drive, admire the meticulously
hand-laid stone fences.

U.S. Highway 62 links these small
towns. Midway was founded by
a railroad company in the 1830s
and today is a popular shopping
destination. Versailles is home to
majestic horse farms as well as
one of the state’s oldest bourbon
distilleries, Woodford Reserve.

5. OLD FRANKFORT PIKE

This state scenic byway connects
Lexington to the capital city of
Frankfort. The route passes by
rolling pastures and six historic
districts. To fuel your sightseeing,
visit Wallace Station, a bakery and
sandwich shop in a structure that
formerly housed a train depot,
country store and post office.
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