
Back to the ’80s: The Business of Agents
By Natalie Voss

ASK RAY
QUESTION:   Is it just me, or are tracks carding more 
turf races these days? 
 
ANSWER:  In recent years there has been a signifi-

cant increase in the percentage of turf races. Tracks like them 
because they draw bigger fields, which drives increased handle. 
Owners and trainers like them because many horses are more 
competitive on grass. Statistically, turf racing is safer than dirt.

Continued on Page 5

As visitors stroll through the barns at this year’s Keeneland 
September Sale, there are colorful shingles hanging from 
every corner, branded baseball caps and color-coordinated 
baskets of hanging flowers, helping brand each consignor’s 
offerings. Thoroughbred auctions haven’t always had a 
consignors’ index at the front of each catalogue with dozens 
of company names, however. 

John Williams, longtime bloodstock agent and former 
general manager at Spendthrift Farm, remembers the days 
when horses were almost always brought to sale off the 
farm that bred them or boarded their dams. Breeder Lee 
Eaton saw an opportunity there.

“A lot of the farms didn’t want to mess with (selling horses 
themselves),” said Williams. “Lee became the go-to agent. 
I lay most of the credit for the innovative procedures in the 
lap of Lee. I probably had a little more natural horsemanship 
than Lee did, but Lee was brilliant.”

Williams made the first part of his career in his native 
Maryland, and occasionally transported horses from the 
farm to sales in Kentucky. In 1967, he met Lee Eaton on 
such a trip, and Eaton was so impressed at the condition 
of the horses Williams was bringing from Maryland, he 
started pestering Williams to move to Kentucky. Finally, five 
years later, Williams interviewed with Olin Gentry, Brownell 
Combs, and Hillary Boone, hoping very much to work for 
Gentry. Gentry hired Spendthrift’s then-general manager, 
and Williams was offered the top position at Spendthrift. 

“He chose Johnny Cinnamon, and I wind up with Johnny Cin-
namon’s job,” said Williams. “It was the most magical thing 
in the world, those years at Spendthrift.”

Williams remembers absorbing everything he could from 
his time at Spendthrift, where he stayed for nine years, 
overseeing the sale of 200 yearlings and foaling about 250 
mares annually. He managed a breeding operation that 

encompassed 45 stallions, including Triple Crown winners 
Affirmed and Seattle Slew. When he left in 1984, he heard 
from Eaton again, this time about becoming a partner in 
Eaton’s sales business. 

Lee Eaton wasn’t the first commercial consignor of Thor-
oughbreds, but he was certainly among the most innovative. 
The cards buyers fill out for consignors today with a record 
of their name and the yearlings they looked at were created 
by Eaton. When Eaton realized he recognized more faces 
than he did names, he also made a photo book that could sit 
in the barn office with buyers’ photographs. When he saw 
someone coming, he’d duck into the office to refresh his 
memory before striding up to tell them how glad he was to 
see them again. 

Eaton may have been one of the first consignors to set up 
a computer in the tack room during sales, too. Williams 
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Stallion Spotlight
Animal Kingdom’s First Yearlings

By Frank Mitchell

A racehorse with a dramatic finish that propelled him to vic-
tory in two of the world’s premier events – the 2011 Kentucky 
Derby and 2013 Dubai World Cup – Animal Kingdom went to 
stud first in Australia midway through his 2013 season. The 
scopy chestnut son of Leroidesanimaux then shuttled back to 
his birthplace and covered his first book of mares in Kentucky at 
Darley’s Jonabell stud during the 2014 breeding season.

The resulting foals are the stallion’s 
first Northern Hemisphere yearlings, 
and 20 of them are in Book 2 (11 in 
the first session of Book 2, nine in the 
second).

These show a great deal of the vari-
ety in bloodlines that have been tried 
with Animal Kingdom. No doubt, this 
is due to the uncommon outcross 
potential of a stallion who combines 
Brazilian and German bloodlines with 
French, English, and American lines 
that include some uncommon ele-
ments.

This is technically a Brazilian male line 
that began in England, took a turn in France (Pharos), found 
its great fount of success in Italy (Nearco), and returned to 
England in the form of Red God after Nasrullah was imported 
to the States to stand at Claiborne. Red God’s son Blushing 
Groom was European highweight and became a sire of great 
international success while standing at Gainesway in Kentucky, 
and his son Candy Stripes gained most of his success in South 
America, where he met up with the English-bred Dissemble to 
produce American champion Leroidesanimaux, the sire of Ani-
mal Kingdom.

The internationality of Animal Kingdom’s heritage is part of his 
appeal to breeders around the world because any of them can 
look and find something familiar, as well as something exciting 
or unique to try with their own mares.

Certainly, American breeders have given the big chestnut horse 
a broad palette of possibilities to work with in the mates sent to 
his first book.

Hip 627, for instance, is a chestnut colt 
out of Grade 1 winner Shadow Cast, a 
daughter of leading sire Smart Strike (Mr. 
Prospector). The next two dams are Daily 
Special (Dayjur) and Nafees (Raja Baba); so 
this match encapsulates the predominant 
North American lines, through their prin-
cipal representatives, crossed onto the 
great international outcross himself. We 
anticipate a scopy, strong-boned individual 
that stands over a good bit of ground and 
one that may require a bit of time to come 
to his best form.

A similar mating produced Hip 1128, the 
half-brother to leading sire English Chan-

nel, and that yearling is noted in more detail in the 5 to Watch. A 
different take on lines to match with Animal Kingdom, however, 
is Hip 1053, a bay colt out of the Tiznow mare Sweet Dreamer. 
The latter is linebred to the great old American male line of Man 
o’ War through In Reality’s son Relaunch, and Sweet Dreamer 
is such a taking individual that she was a $265,000 sale at the 
2014 Keeneland November auction when carrying this colt.

So, whether with crosses to some of the most prevalent Ameri-
can lines or some of our most rare, Animal Kingdom has his 
opportunity for success at stud. PRS

YOUR ADVANTAGE
AS A MEMBER OF A QUALIFYING EQUINE ASSOCIATION, YOU ARE ELIGIBLE FOR SIGNIFICANT SAVINGS ON NATIONALLY KNOWN  
PRODUCTS THROUGH NTRA ADVANTAGE. Your involvement entitles you to special savings on products used for your equine farm, business, or personal use.

Member To Do List:

1.
Mow the yard  

 & bale the hay

2.
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3.
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the fence

4.
Order

supplies

5.
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6.
Get an  

oil change

7.
Make sure 

we are covered

8.
Replace garbage 
cans & benches

9.
Order pond 
& lake dye

Call us toll-free at 866-678-4289 
or visit www.NTRAadvantage.com
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Animal Kingdom
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MIXED SALE – HORSES OF ALL AGES
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Honor Roll
Midnight Storm Runs to Daylight

2011 Dark Bay Horse, Pioneerof the Nile — My 
Tina, by Bertrando. Consigned by Vinery Sales to 
the 2012 Keeneland September Yearling Sale, 
RNA at $38,000.

Midnight Storm was there for the taking as a yearling 
at the Keeneland September yearling sale, but the of-
fers didn’t come, even at $38,000.

Turned out to be good fortune for breeders Alex Ven-
neri and Marjorie Post Dye.

Since he first hit the track as a 3-year-old in 2014, 
Midnight Storm has generated more than $1.1 million 
in earnings, with eight victories from 18 starts, one of 
them being the G1 Shoemaker Mile.

Venneri and Dye campaigned him early on, and he 
showed promise, but it wasn’t until he entered the 
barn of Philip D’Amato that the colt’s true potential 
was put on display. Midnight Storm stepped up into 
graded stakes company for the first time in the G2 Del 
Mar Derby, and at 17-1 pulled off the upset in his usual 
frontrunning fashion.

After the win, Venneri sought out partners to come 
in with him and found willing ones at the Little Red 
Feather Racing Club. Seven partners are now involved 
with Midnight Storm.

The son of Pioneerof the Nile collected another Grade 
2 victory in 2015, but this season has clearly been his 
finest - he’s currently on a three-race winning streak, 
all of them graded stakes on the turf.

“His confidence is just sky high right now,” said 
D’Amato after the horse’s win in the G2 Eddie Read. 
“When he gets good, he gets really good and he’s just 
coming into his own.”

D’Amato’s next target is the Breeders’ Cup Mile, then 
potentially a return to dirt, the surface over which 
Midnight Storm broke his maiden two years ago.

“To get stallion farms interested, we are contemplat-
ing a dirt campaign,” said Gary Fenton of Little Red 
Feather.

Midnight Storm is the sixth foal out of My Tina, who 
produced a 2014 colt that was the highest-selling foal 
by Stay Thirsty that year ($280,000). He’s expected 
to hit the track for trainer Todd Pletcher. Her 2015 
foal is a full brother to Midnight Storm being con-
signed by Warrendale Sales Wednesday as Hip 529. 
Warrendale’s Kitty Taylor said he’s a dead ringer for 
Midnight Storm.

“This horse is beautiful. Great big walk, well-balanced, 
very dark,” she said. “Everyone who has seen both 
horses says this is like a carbon copy.” PRS

By Scott Jagow
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remembers him getting some heckling for that one.

The branded hats and pens so common at modern 
sales weren’t one of Eaton’s innovations; Williams 
traces that giveaway branding to Tom Gentry. Gentry 
was another early pioneer of the consignment business 
and known for his lavish parties that included lobster, 
champagne, and entertainment from that year’s radio 
hit list.

One of the early challenges for Eaton-Williams was 
figuring out how to get horses in their consignment 
prepped in a uniform way without sending them all to 
the same farms weeks in advance. Williams helped 
design suggested guidelines for a yearling’s first walks, 
first set of shoes, even his favorite treatments for rain-
rot and other common skin diseases. Once yearlings 
arrived, Williams had his staff pull manes and fit horses 
for custom-sized halters to give everyone the same 
look. 

Eaton-Williams was one of the early outfits to hire 
professional showmen to walk and stand horses at 
the sale. It was also one of the first companies to 
hire women to show horses. When Williams began at 
Spendthrift in the mid-1970s, it was still unheard-of for 
women to work on the farm, and when he joined the 
sales consignment, he encountered the same phe-
nomenon. In his mind, leaving young women out of the 
shedrow was a missed opportunity.

“When I started [at Spendthrift], there wasn’t a single 
girl in the field. When I left, 54 percent of the labor 
force was women,” said Williams. “I was proud of that. 
I said, ‘the love that these girls have for the horse, by 
and large, exceeds what we have in most men. What a 
terrible thing we’re missing here!’”

Like any successful consignor, Williams attributes 
the agency’s success in its early days to the loyalty of 
its clients; strong supporters included Mickey Taylor, 
Brookmeade, Coolmore, Stavros Niarchos, Hermitage 
Farm, Harbor View Farm, and Cot Campbell’s Dogwood 
Stables. Eaton distributed a price list giving clients dis-
counts for the volume of horses they sent to the con-
signment and did not offer special pricing to anyone.

Transparency was important in the company’s success, 
as was trust — Eaton-Williams and Spendthrift both did 
pre-sale X-rays of yearlings to check for existing issues 
in the days before the repository. If they found some-
thing they thought made the horse unfit for sale, they 
scratched him, rather than foist him on an unsuspect-
ing buyer. 

Williams sold his part of the business after the com-
pany expanded. Eaton died in 2009, but Eaton Sales 
has kept his name and has remained one of the biggest 
consignors in the business.  
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www.destinationeuroperacing.com

About 15-20 years ago, I
liquidated almost everything,”
he explained. “And one of the
ways that I got back into racing
was basically buying
European horses who were
good over there on the grass
and I brought them here. 

“ “
Leading owner/breeder
Joe Allen, TDN, 
8th Sept. 2016 

Thoroughbred Racing Commentary
on the success of leading owner
Martin Schwartz, 
10th Aug 2016
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the Magic, a full sister to one stakes winner and a half-sis-
ter of two more, including G2 winner Forest Wind (Green 
Forest).

Hip 973 Chestnut colt by Flatter x Preserver, by Forty 
Niner: Colt was foaled in May and is by significant sire Flat-
ter (A.P. Indy), also a full brother to leading sire Congrats, 
both out of the Mr. Prospector mare Praise. This colt is a 
half-brother to G1 winner Jack Milton and G3 winner Peace 
Preserver (both by War Front). Dam Preserver is one of 
the greatest producing daughters of champion Forty Niner, 
with two stakes winners and three stakes-placed runners.

Hip 1128 Bay colt by Animal Kingdom x Belva, by Theat-
rical: May foal is from the first U.S. crop by 2011 Kentucky 
Derby winner Animal Kingdom (Leroidesanimaux) and is a 
half-brother to champion English Channel (Smart Strike), 
who has made a strong start at stud with such two-turn 
performers as Travers winner V.E. Day and The Pizza Man 
(Arlington Million). They are out of a full sister to graded 
winners Pharma and Hap. Second dam is G1 winner and 
European highweight Committed (Hagley).

Five to Watch: 
A look at some of the sale’s top hips

By Frank Mitchell

BREEDER#1 in North America in 2016
by Earnings

Hip 629 Dark bay filly by Denman x Sheave, by Mineshaft: 
This young prospect is the half-sister to Grade 1 Kentucky 
Oaks winner Cathryn Sophia (by Street Boss), who would be 
everyone’s choice as a champion filly except for the presence 
of a certain unbeaten Songbird. This filly is by the superfast 
Australian racehorse and sire Denman (Lonhro), winner of the 
G1 New Golden Rose. This yearling is the third foal of her dam, 
who is a daughter of G2 winner Belterra (Unbridled).

Hip 782 Bay filly by Street Sense x Contrive, by Storm Cat: 
This is a daughter of champion 2-year-old colt and Kentucky 
Derby winner Street Sense, the first major-league performer 
by the famed sire Street Cry. Filly is a half-sister to champion 
2-year-old filly Folklore (Tiznow) and two other good black-type 
horses. They are out of the Storm Cat mare Contrive, one of 
three producers of stakes winners out of G3 stakes winner 
Jeano.

Hip 839 Gray filly by Tapit x Free the Magic, by Cryptoclear-
ance: This daughter of leading sire Tapit, a noted sire of top-
tier fillies, is a full sister to G1 winner Ring Weekend, earner of 
more than $1 million. They are out of the stakes-placed Free PRS


