
The Thoroughbreds That Broke Ground In The Air
By Joe Nevills
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There are 20 horses cataloged 
for this year’s Keeneland Septem-
ber Yearling Sale that were born 
overseas and arrived stateside by 
airplane, and considerably more 
of the auction’s 4,644 entries will 
travel through the sky to destina-
tions in different states and different 
hemispheres after selling to far-flung 
buyers.

When stacked against van and rail 
travel, which have hauled Thor-
oughbreds since the mid-1800s, 
and transit by ship, which has been 
around as long as travelers cross-
ing the ocean have needed horses 
in their new destinations, air travel 
is a relatively new kid on the block. 
The Wright Brothers first left the ground in Kitty Hawk, N.C. 
in 1903, and the first Thoroughbred was shipped by plane a 
quarter-century later. 

The vanguard for air travel among Thoroughbred racehorses 
was Wirt G. Bowman, a prized runner from the stable of Cali-
fornia hotel and nightclub owner Baron Long. The horse was 
named after Long’s longtime associate, who he partnered with 
to build the Agua Caliente Racetrack in Tijuana, Mexico, among 
other gambling establishments.

The reasons why Long decided to fly Wirt G. Bowman the 
500 miles from his stable in San Diego to Tanforan Racetrack 
in San Bruno, Calif., instead of vanning him north were not 
widely reported, aside from the fact that he had multiple lines 
of business planned for the horse. The colt was set to run in 
the $6,000 A.B. Spreckles Handicap at Tanforan in October 
1928, but he was first offered in an auction of Long’s stock in 
Northern California. Long held on to the horse after he finished 
under his reserve.

A report from the Thoroughbred Record declared the flight a 
success, claiming the horse “suffered no inconveniences from 
his trip.” A photo of Wirt G. Bowman walking down the ramp 
from the plane, greeted by jockey Lloyd Trimble and entertainer 
Jeannie Lewis made it into papers around the country.

To further drive home the point that Wirt G. Bowman emerged 
from the plane fresh as a daisy, he breezed three furlongs in 
:40 seconds over the Tanforan surface shortly after touching 
down.

Witnessing this display, the Thoroughbred Record’s reporter 

painted a blue-sky picture of what 
air travel could hold for the future of 
Thoroughbred racing.

“This latest way of shipping racers 
will eventually become popular in 
that it would enable a horse to 
race one afternoon over the New 
York tracks and fill his engage-
ment over a Chicago track the 
next afternoon. The world do 
move.”

Everything went to plan except for 
the race itself. Wirt G. Bowman was 
part of a hot pace in the Spreckles, 
but he faded late to finish fifth. 
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Stallion Spotlight

When the Coolmore partnership 
zeroes in on a sire it likes, it’ll go back 
to the well repeatedly on his sons and 
daughters at auction, and the global 
success the organization has seen 
speaks to how the plan is working out.

One of the group’s primary targets 
over the past several years has been 
foals by Claiborne Farm’s world-
class resident War Front. The list 
of prominent runners by the sire 
that have campaigned under the 
Coolmore colors are by no means 
limited to international champions 
Lines of Battle, Declaration of War, Due Diligence, and U S 
Navy Flag, as well as G1 winners Roly Poly and War Command.

Also on that list is Air Force Blue, who earned Europe’s 
champion 2-year-old male honors for Coolmore in 2015, and 
currently stands at the operation’s Ashford Stud in Versailles, 
Ky., where his first foals are yearlings of 2019.

Air Force Blue wasted little time getting to the top of Europe’s 
juvenile ranks, winning on debut in May of his 2-year-old season 
in Ireland, then finishing second in the G2 Coventry Stakes on 
the Royal Ascot card. He finished his championship season 
with a three-race Group 1 winning streak, taking the Phoenix 
Stakes and Vincent O’Brien National Stakes in Ireland, and 
concluding with the Dubai Dewhurst Stakes in England. 

Running under the tutelage of trainer Aidan O’Brien, Air Force 
Blue retired with four wins in nine career starts for earnings 
of $844,919.

Though Air Force Blue’s race record is as European as 

can be, his foundational roots lie 
squarely in the U.S. Bred in Kentucky 
by Stone Farm, the 6-year-old is 
out of the stakes-placed Maria’s 
Mon mare Chatham, and his most 
notable extended family member is 
the champion juvenile filly Flanders. 
From that mare springs a family tree 
that includes champion Surfside, G2 
winners Battle Plan and Open Water, 
and G3 winner Irish Surf.

Air Force Blue has 52 foals cataloged 
for the 2019 Keeneland September 
Yearling Sale, which is the eighth-

most among first-crop stallions in this year’s auction.

Four of his six yearlings that have gone through the ring during 
the ongoing yearling auction season changed hands at the fall 
of the hammer for a combined $670,000 and an average 
sale price of $167,500. His current yearling average is 6.7 
times his initial stud fee of $20,000.

Fitting for his international resume, Air Force Blue’s most 
expensive yearling of the season has come at the Japan 
Bloodhorse Breeders’ Association’s Selected Yearling Sale, 
where a colt out of the stakes-placed Quality Road mare 
Laxfield Road sold to North Hills Co. for 32,940,000 yen (US 
$305,354). Kentucky Oaks winner Plum Pretty is in the bay 
colt’s extended family, along with G1 winners Monba and 
Secret Hello.

Air Force Blue’s top weanling of last year’s mixed sales was 
a colt out of the winning Dixie Union mare Union Prayer who 
sold to Ingordo Bloodstock for $210,000 at the Keeneland 
November Breeding Stock Sale. PRS

Air Froce Blues

Air Force Blue Takes Off
By Joe Nevills
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War Front - Greyciousness, by Miswaki

THE 
FACTOR

CISTRON, BING CROSBY (G1)

Rank Stallion BTW

1 TAPIT 21

2 INTO MISCHIEF 16

3 CURLIN 15

4 THE FACTOR 11

4 CANDY RIDE 11

#4 GENERAL ACTIVE 
SIRE BY BTW

*TDN stats, as of 9/6
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Veterinarians at Rood and Riddle Equine 
Hospital answer your questions about 
sales and healthcare of Thoroughbred 
auction yearlings, weanlings, 2-year-olds 
and breeding stock.

Email us at info@paulickreport.com if 
you have a question for a veterinarian. 

QUESTION: What’s the deadline for per-
forming corrective surgery on a yearling 

prospect for angular deformities of the ankles or knees?

DR. WES SUTTER: The deadline for performing cor-
rective surgeries is based on functional growth plate 
closure times and sale date. There are surgical pro-
cedures that can be done for growth acceleration and 
procedures that can be done for growth restriction. 

I will focus on growth restriction procedures, because 
they are now more common and provide a more predict-
able and consistent result. 

Corrective surgeries on ankles need to be done before 
the foal’s growth plates close. In most foals, the growth 
plate used to correct deformities in the fetlock function-
ally closes between four and five months. While there are 
some exceptions, the ideal time for surgery to correct 
fetlock deformities is approximately 60 days. This gives 
time for natural correction of deformities present at birth 
and sufficient remaining growth to correct the deformity.  
Transphyseal screws can prematurely permanently close 
the growth plate, so if the surgery is done too early there 
is a higher risk of over-correction. If the procedure is done 
later, there is a higher risk of under-correction.

Depending on the age of the foal, growth rate and sever-
ity of the deformity, most screws are removed in four to 
eight weeks.

The growth plate used to correct angular deformities 
of the knee stays open much longer than the ankle. This 
growth plate is still functionally open past the yearling 
sales in most horses.  

Severe deformities of the knee will often need to be ad-
dressed as a suckling or weanling to prevent damage to 
small bones of the knee. Mild to moderate deformities can 
often be corrected as a yearling. These procedures are 
usually done between April and June of the yearling year. 
It generally takes between four to eight weeks for the limb 
to correct. Correcting the deformity earlier increases the 
risk of the knee drifting back to the original angle, possibly 
necessitating a second surgery. If a transphyseal screw 

Dr. Sutter
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is used at an early age, premature closure of the growth 
plate can occur causing severe permanent overcorrec-
tion. This is less of a concern as the yearling ages and the 
amount of potential long bone growth diminishes.

Because a transphyseal screw immediately stops phy-
seal growth, it typically works much more quickly than a 
screw and wire. This technique allows correction much 
closer to the sale and, while not recommended, it is pos-
sible in some instances to correct deformities as late as 
July for the September sale.

Please consult your veterinarian when making decisions 
about performing corrective surgery.

Dr. W. Wesley Sutter graduated from veterinary school 
at Colorado State University, completed a surgical resi-
dency at The Ohio State University and entered private 
practice at Ocala Equine Hospital. He co-founded Lexing-
ton Equine Surgery and Sports Medicine in Lexington, Ky. 
before joining Rood and Riddle in 2018.

By Dr. Wes Sutter



Honor Roll
Parisian Diva
By Ray Paulick
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Melinda Golden of Hancock, Md., has owned horses since 
1969 but has never had as much fun as she’s currently 
enjoying with her homebred filly Parisian Diva. The 3-year-old 
West Virginia-bred by Freedom Child out of Paris Heiress, 
by Wildcat Heir, has won seven races from 11 starts with 
three seconds and a third for earnings of $191,845.
On top of that, she’s won $36,700 from the 25% owners 
bonus paid by the Virginia Thoroughbred Association’s 
Virginia Certified Program.

“It’s been wonderful,” she said of the program that she 
first learned about reading the Mid-Atlantic Thoroughbred 
magazine. “My filly was on a farm in West Virginia with no 
other babies around, and I thought, this baby needs to be 
in a field with other babies, run around with them, learn to 
push her way into the feed tub, things like that. They are 
social animals.”

Golden called Brooke Royster at Chance Farm in Gordons-
ville, Va., and arranged to send the filly there. She spent 
eight months at Chance Farm (one of 129 farms and train-
ing centers certified for the program), more than the six-

Parisian Diva

month requirement before the end of a horse’s 2-year-old 
year, and was registered in the Virginia Certified Program. 
Then it was off to the races with trainer Stacey Viands.

Parisian Diva won her debut at Charles Town by 7 ¼ 
lengths last Sept. 8 in a harbinger of things to come. After 
a second- and third-place finish in a pair of stakes at the 
West Virginia track, the little bay filly (Golden says she 
weighs in at just 954 pounds) ended her 2-year-old cam-
paign with a victory in the Eleanor Casey Memorial Stakes 
at Charles Town.

After a winter break, Parisian Diva returned to the races at 
3 and has won five of seven, including two stakes at Charles 
Town. With each victory, checks from the VTA arrive like 
clockwork at the end of the month. 

“It’s just lovely to have that money coming in,” Golden said.
 
“I have had offers that were fairly substantial (to buy Pari-
sian Diva), and I didn’t take the money,” Golden said. “I’m 
just having too much fun.” PRS
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The next two major steps in Thoroughbred air travel happened 
almost simultaneously in 1946.

The first transcontinental charter from New York to California 
took place on May 29, carrying a pair of juvenile fillies owned by 
King Brothers’ Stable. 

The Boston Globe reported that Chakoora and Uleta arrived at 
Hollywood Park “in good shape,” but John J. McCabe, who was 
a flight engineer on that maiden voyage, had a different take on 
the trip.

“It was a disaster,” he told the Thoroughbred Record in 1981. 
“Nobody knew what to do, nobody had any horse sense. 
Nobody knew how to ship horses, nobody knew how to handle 
them. It was just a messed up deal.

“But I saw a future in it,” he continued. “If somebody knew how 
to put everything together and get it coordinated, get coop-
eration, get the right equipment, things like that, there was a 
future in shipping horses by air.”

McCabe opened his own transport business in 1949, and 
shipped more than 30,000 horses by air over the next three-
plus decades.

Chakoora won nine career starts, while Uleta went on to be-
come a stakes-producing broodmare.

In November 1946, the first transatlantic air shipment of 
Thoroughbreds took place, escorting six horses from Ireland to 
California. 

The horses, all 2- or 3-year-old colts, had been purchased by 
California-based owners E.B. Johnston and Ann Peppers for 
a combined value of about $150,000 – about $2.1 million 
adjusted for inflation. 

Charles Leavitt, a leading trainer in California and broker of the 
purchases, traveled from Ireland with the horses on the Ameri-
can Airlines DC-4 specially chartered for the trip, along with 
Phil J. Connors, the president of the Hollywood Sportsman’s 
Club, and a crew of seven.

Traversing a total of 5,800 miles over 23 hours and 25 min-
utes, the passengers first flew from Ireland to Newark, N.J., 
then prepared for a transcontinental flight to Burbank, Calif., 
that featured a brief stop in St. Joseph, Mo.

Despite some of the imported horses having stakes success 
on their native continent, they were mostly busts when they 
came stateside. 

The lone exception was Sullivan, a son of Panorama who 
came to the U.S. as a 2-year-old after finishing third in the 
Leopardstown Produce Stakes in Ireland. The year after his 
globetrotting trek, Sullivan finished third in the Will Rogers 
Handicap at Hollywood Park, running for Peppers. However, 
his greatest contribution to the sport is as the sire of the 
1958 Santa Anita Derby winner and heart-stopping closer 
Silky Sullivan.

Continued from Page 1

PRS
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Ten to Watch: Days 1 & 2 
Keeneland September Sale

By Joe Nevills

Hip 29, Bay colt by Pioneerof the Nile x Pretty ‘n 
Smart, by Beau Genius, consigned by VanMeter-Gentry 
Sales, agent. His siblings include G1 winner Cupid, G3 
winners Heart Ashley and Ashley’s Kitty, and stakes win-
ner Indianapolis.

Hip 71, Bay colt by Into Mischief x Sealy Hill, by Point 
Given, consigned by Gainesway, agent for Bonne Chance 
Farm. Canadian Horse of the Year Sealy Hill has had four 
graded stakes winners: Canadian champion Hillaby, G1 win-
ner Cambier Parc, and G3 winners Belle Hill, and Gale Force.

Hip 75, Gray or roan colt by Tapit x Seeking Gabrielle, by 
Forestry, property of Hinkle Farms. Champion juvenile, 
Kentucky Derby, and young stallion Nyquist is a half-broth-
er to this colt. 

Hip 157, Bay filly by Into Mischief x Tizso, by Cee’s Tizzy, 
consigned by Taylor Made Sales Agency, agent. Out of a 
full sister to Horse of the Year Tiznow with siblings includ-
ing G1 winner Paynter, G3 winner Tiz West, and stakes 
winner Tizakitty.

Hip 167, Bay filly by Galileo x Turbulent Descent, by Con-
grats, consigned by Four Star Sales, agent. A full sister to 
Irish G3 winner Spanish Steps, out of a multiple G1 winner. 

Hip 258, Dark bay or brown colt by War Front x Believe 
You Can, by Proud Citizen, consigned by Brereton C. 
Jones/Airdrie Stud, agent.The first foal out of the Ken-
tucky Oaks-winning dam is the G3-placed stakes winner 
Believe In Royalty.

Hip 301, Dark bay or brown filly by Pioneerof the Nile x 
Cathryn Sophia, by Street Boss, consigned by Denali Stud, 
agent. The first foal out of Kentucky Oaks winner Cathryn 
Sophia, who sold with this filly in utero for $2.3 million.

Hip 306, Bay filly by Curlin x Cavorting, by Bernardini, 
consigned by Eaton Sales, agent for Stonestreet Bred & 
Raised. The first foal out of a three-time G1 winner.

Hip 370, Bay colt by Medaglia d’Oro x Dream Rush, by 
Wild Rush, consigned by Taylor Made Sales Agency, 
agent for Stonestreet Bred & Raised. Out of a multiple 
G1 winner, this colt is a full-brother to stakes winner 
Atreides and a half to G1 winner Dreaming of Julia and G3 
winner Dream Pauline.

Hip 375, Bluenote, Dark bay or brown colt by Dubawi x 
Elblouissante, by Bernardini, consigned by Lane’s End, 
agent. His second dam is Broodmare of the Year Vertigi-
neux, putting Horse of the Year Zenyatta and G1 winner 
Balance in the family. PRS
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