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Next fall the Kentucky-based 
Graded Stakes Committee will 
meet again to determine which 
races get designated as graded. The 
WinStar is expected to again be on 
the agenda.

The committee is comprised of 
members from the Thoroughbred 
Owners and Breeders Association. 
Ironically, one of 
the members of 
the association is 
Bill Casner, co-
owner of Win-
Star Farm, which 
helps sponsor the 
WinStar Derby.

Timing can 
play a role in 
helping a track 
like Sunland get 
a graded race. It 
would certainly 
help if a current-
ly graded race 
lost that status. That would open up 
a spot on the graded races circuit, 
or as Payne aptly put it: “It’s like 
the liquor licenses in New Mexico. 
You have to lose one before some-
one else can get one.”

Getting a race graded appar-
ently also depends heavily on what 
type of career a winner of that race 
goes on to have. The more races 
the horse wins and the more money 
the horse earns, the better the race’s 
chances of getting graded.

In the six-year history of the 

WinStar, the headliner in that area 
was Thor’s Echo, the 2005 winner 
who went on to win the Breeders 
Cup Sprint. Excessivepleasure, the 
winner of the inaugural WinStar in 
2003, also had substantial earnings. 
The fi lly Island Fashion, the 2003 
winner of the WinStar Oaks, went 
on to win more than $1 million.

The Win-
Star also has 
had plenty of 
support from 
some of the 
top Thorough-
bred trainers 
and jockeys 
in the country. 
Bob Baffert 
and Doug 
O’Neill have 
run horses 
in either the 
WinStar Der-
by or Oaks 

every year. O’Neill has won the 
derby twice with Excessivepleasure 
and Thor’s Echo and Baffert got 
to the winner’s circle with Wanna 
Runner.

Jockeys Victor Espinoza, Corey 
Nakatani and Pat Day all have 
shipped into Sunland to ride Win-
Star Derby winners.

So far, all of that hasn’t been 
enough to get the WinStar into 
graded company.

Maybe by this time next year, 
that won’t be the case. B

What does it take to
make the grade?

We’re still exploring all 
options. We’re trying 
to make it a bigger 
and better event and 
enhance our chances 
of being graded.

— Harold Payne
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