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Desormeaux aboard his third 
Kentucky Derby winner
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Dr. Gary Knapp plans his mares’ matings 
by the numbers 
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BREEDER

Dr. Gary Knapp was inspired by the great Secretariat to buy a Kentucky farm and 

get involved in the Thoroughbred business. Thirty-five years later, the Minnesota 

native is the breeder of Big Brown, a colt some people think has the potential to join 

“Big Red” as a Triple Crown winner following his dazzling 43⁄4-length triumph in the 

May 3 Kentucky Derby Presented By Yum! Brands (gr. I).

“It’s just marvelous, absolutely marvelous,” said Knapp the morning after Big Brown’s 

victory in the Run for the Roses at Churchill Downs.

A 64-year-old entrepreneur, Knapp for-
merly was active in the mortgage-backed 
securities business. In 1995, a private com-
pany he owned in partnership with Don-
ald Tomlin purchased Park Communica-
tions, a newspaper and broadcasting firm, 
for more than $700 million and later sold it 
to Media General.

Knapp also worked as an assistant bud-
get director at the University of Kentucky 
and was a professor of marketing at the 
University of Houston. He is a member of 
the Alumni Hall of Fame for the University 
of Kentucky’s Gatton College of Business 
and Economics.

But while the worlds of education and 
high finance were challenging, Knapp had 
developed an interest in horses as a child 
and it had never waned.

“I started riding when I was 3 years old,” 
Knapp said. “I love the way horses feel, 
love the way they smell, love the way they 
react to things. In 1973, I came to Lexing-
ton to work on a doctorate at the University 
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Dr. Gary Knapp with Mien, dam of Big Brown

Monticule
B y  D e i r d r e  B .  B i l e s



of Kentucky, and Secre-
tariat was running for 
the Triple Crown. He was 

on the cover of Sports Illustrated, and the 
country was dramatically excited about 
the prospect of this horse being so terrif-
ic. I also saw all the horse farms around 
Lexington and I was enchanted by how 
the countryside looked. I just said, ‘Boy, 
I would sure like to do this someday.’ And 
that’s what got me going.”

In 1990, Knapp purchased 220 acres of 
property near Lexington that he developed 
into a Thoroughbred nursery and named 
Monticule, because, he said, “There is a 
hill right in the middle of the farm.” The 
word, which has French and Latin origins, 
is a term for a small mountain or hill.

Knapp’s next step was to put together a 
quality band of broodmares.

“I’m pretty conservative,” Knapp said. “I 
like to build a good, sound foundation for 

an activity before I start going into more 
risky areas, and the broodmare band was 
my foundation. There were several crite-
ria I used to buy my mares, and the first 
was that they had to be young. I preferred 
that they had no more than one foal out 
there, and if they were carrying their first 
foal, that was even better. They also had 
to be sired by a stallion that was on the 
cumulative leading broodmare sire list, 
and, preferably, their dams were sired by 
stallions that were also on that list, but I 
wasn’t firm about that. Finally, they had to 
have EQUIX evaluations that said they had 
a very high probability of being a success-
ful broodmare.”

EQUIX, founded in 1984, is a bloodstock 
advisory company that assesses the ath-
letic potential of Thoroughbreds using 
various measurements. After becoming 
a fan of its services, Knapp bought an in-

terest in EQUIX and took control of the 
company in 2003. He relies constantly on 
EQUIX analyses in running Monticule’s 
breeding program, which is designed to 
produce horses that will be sold at public 
auction, primarily at the Keeneland Sep-
tember yearling sale.

“This is an entrepreneurial activity,” 
Knapp said. “Successful entrepreneurs 
frequently are people who look at an in-
dustry they are in and follow the best prac-
tices of that industry. And then, they do 
one or two things that are very different 
from the practices in the industry, but are 
nonetheless good things to be doing. The 
principal thing we do differently is EQUIX. 
In my doctorate, I majored in applied eco-
nomics, i.e., marketing, and minored in 
applied statistics. I understand the world 
mostly through numbers.  It’s real easy for 
me to go about breeding that way, and it’s 
worked well.”

Monticule’s current broodmare band 
numbers 21, and Knapp’s strategy for 
maintaining the group is to replenish it 
with the daughters of the producers that 
he originally purchased.

In planning his mares’ matings, Knapp 
said he uses “the EQUIX numbers that 
come out of their biometric assessments 
and run them against the numbers from 
our stallion base.” The results of such an 
analysis, he explained, “give you a set of 
stallions that physically fit with each mare. 
Then, once I have that set of stallions, I do 
all the hypothetical pedigrees and find the 
one that is the most attractive, and that is 
where I go with the mare.”

In the case of Big Brown, the EQUIX 
analysis told Knapp to breed the winning 
Nureyev mare Mien to Boundary.

“I was really rolling the dice there 
because Boundary was standing for a 

$10,000 stud fee when I did that,” he said. 
“When I looked at the commercial market 
for Boundary yearlings, I thought, ‘Oh my 
gosh, what’s going to happen here?’ But I 
ended up selling him for a very, very good 
price for a Boundary, which was $60,000 
(at the 2006 Fasig-Tipton Kentucky Octo-
ber yearling sale).”

Knapp has expanded Monticule over 
the years to 530 acres, and he also has ex-
panded his involvement in the Thorough-
bred business.

“We have started a couple of other 
ventures that are subsidiaries to EQUIX,” 
Knapp said. “One of them is an activity 
called Goose Creek Stables, which is an 
investment fund for participation in the 
Thoroughbred industry. It involves breed-
ing, racing, and pinhooking. The other 
subsidiary is Case the Race, which is in the 
business of selling handicapping data (via 
the Internet) to people who wager on horse 
racing. We offer quantitative measure-
ments of the athleticism of racehorses—
coordination, aerobic efficiency, stride 
quality, and endurance.”

Meanwhile, Monticule has been suc-
cessful both as a commercial enterprise 
and a producer of racehorses. In addition to 
Big Brown, runners bred in the Monticule 
name include Japanese group III winners 
Atago Taisho and Suteki Shinsukekun, Ca-
nadian grade III winner Prussian, and add-
ed-money winners Mykindasaint, Sharp 
Writer, and Vino Tinto. In 2006, Monticule 
sold the Danzig colt Plavius, a half-broth-
er to Sharp Writer, for $9.2 million at the 
Keeneland September yearling auction.

“When our horses are yearlings, we 
have EQUIX evaluations done before we go 
to the sales with them,” Knapp said. “If the 
fillies are judged to have a high probability 
of being very good broodmares, then I put 
reserves on them that reflect their value 
to me. Many times people don’t see their 
value the same way that I do, so we end 
up with them and they eventually become 
broodmares.”

As a racehorse owner, Knapp enjoyed 
success with Prussian and Aboriginal 
Apex, a gelded son of Trapp Mountain. The 
Monticule owner purchased Aboriginal 
Apex as a weanling for only $1,800 at the 
Fasig-Tipton Kentucky fall mixed sale and 
he went on to win the 1999 Fair Grounds 
Breeders’ Cup Handicap, the 1997 Louisi-
ana Downs Handicap, and the 1997 and 
1998 editions of the Tri-State Handicap at 
Ellis Park.

Big Brown, however, is “the epitome of 
Monticule’s program; he’s three standard 
deviations away from the mean,” said 
Knapp, using statistical terms to describe 
the classic winner. “His Derby victory is 
just the confirmation for our farm man-
ager, Dominique Tijou, and all the other 
people on the farm that they are doing 
some really good things. It’s been exhila-
rating.” b

T H E  B L O O D - H O R S E  ■  M ay  1 0 ,  2 0 0 82508 B l o o d H o r s e .c o m

K e n t u c k y

D e r b y
134

big brown /  the connections

cher


yl
 manista







Picturesque Monticule spans 530 acres in Central Kentucky
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Dutrow Family
B y  s t e v e  h a s k i n

trainer’s racing roots

Rebel…Rogue…Rascal. You can pick one or all three to describe Rick Dutrow, 

the unconventional, outspoken trainer of Big Brown, who is one race away from 

becoming racing’s 12th Triple Crown winner.

Anyone who has observed Dutrow’s 
numerous idiosyncrasies or watched him 
burst into laughter at things known only 
to him has to wonder from where such a 
unique character was spawned. He can 
change from an aloof, intensely focused 
horseman to party animal as quickly as 
it takes Big Brown to blow away his op-
position.

Dutrow has strayed off the beaten path 
many times in his life, despite having the 
footsteps of his father right there in front 
of him all the way. Whether he was un-
able to follow them or chose to avoid them, 
Dutrow certainly has paved his own way 
in life.

Dutrow’s father, Dick, who died in 1999, 
was a successful trainer on the Maryland 
and New York circuits, and led the nation 
with a then-record 352 victories in 1975, 
becoming the first Maryland-based trainer 
in 58 years to top the national standings. 

Dick, who trained major stakes winners 
such as King’s Swan, Shimatoree, Talake-
no, and Double Edge Sword, was opposed 
to his three sons, Tony (the eldest), Rick, 
and Chip (the youngest), getting into the 
horse business, but once they were ex-
posed to it, there was no way of keeping 
them away from the barn.

“We loved the horses, but my dad didn’t 
like us being around the barn at a young 
age,” Tony said. “Whenever he’d tell us we 
couldn’t go to the barn, we’d find a way 
to get there, either walking or having our 
mom drive us. When we got older, we 
were hardly ever in school, and it broke 
my mom’s heart.”

Rick added, “We were born into it. We 
started going to the barn with Dad at 
Charles Town, and after that you couldn’t 
keep us away. Dad was a very dedicated 
horseman. I take really good care of my 
horses, and that’s something I learned 
from him.”

Born and raised in Hagerstown, Md., all 
three boys worked around the barn and 
loved every minute of it, despite often in-
curring the wrath of their father. Although 
they were all excellent horsemen, Dick told 
his friends and his wife, Vicki, he thought 
Rick was the most talented. That’s what 
made Rick’s drug problems and minor 
bouts with the law all the more difficult 
for Dick to accept, causing a falling out be-
tween father and son that never healed.

“Ricky always lived on the edge, and 
the other two boys weren’t like that at all,” 
Vicki said. “Ricky still lives life that way, 
but he’s certainly made good, bless his 
heart. I can remember him lying on the 
couch twirling his hair with his finger and 
saying, ‘Mom, some day I’m going to make 
it big.’ I said, ‘Yeah, sure, Rick, sure.’ And 
darn if he didn’t. He was determined.”

Trainer Dick Dutrow’s three sons have had 
their ups and downs, but keep on training

Preakness
S t a k e s
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Rick Dutrow, the trainer of Big Brown, worked around the barn for his father
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Tony, a successful trainer in his own 
right with more than 100 horses in train-
ing at Belmont, Monmouth, Philadelphia 
Park, and Delaware Park, is the polar op-
posite of Rick, and is the only one of the 
three who didn’t succumb to drug prob-
lems.

“The main difference between me, 
Ricky, and Chippy was that I was afraid of 
our dad, and Ricky and Chippy weren’t,” 
Tony said. “I never wanted to disappoint 
him; I always wanted to make him proud 
of me. He was a tough guy, and I didn’t 
want to suffer the consequences when we 
messed up, because he’d whip our asses. 
Ricky and Chippy took the ass-whipping 
and would run off and say, ‘(Screw) him.’ 
That’s probably why they rebelled against 
him, while I made it a point never to get 
whipped again.”

The more trouble Rick got into, the 
wider the rift grew between him and his 
father. “Dad and Ricky had big differences 
for many years,” Tony said. “They did not 
have a good relationship, and Ricky was 
responsible for a lot of messing up. But 
Ricky, Chippy, and I have been as close 
as brothers can be from the time we were 
born until right now. It’s been a fantastic 
relationship without any blemishes. Ricky 
was always close to our mom, but his prob-
lems with drugs and other things caused 
her a lot of pain.”

Vicki could see right away that Tony 
was different from the other two boys. 
“Tony never looked left or right; he was 
always looking straight ahead,” she said. 
“He was very serious and still is today. 
He never wanted to do anything wrong. 
When the kids went trick or treating and 

were throwing toilet paper around, Tony 
would panic and come running home. 
And he’s still like that. Ricky and Chip 
knew how to have fun, and, I swear, Ricky 
still does. Chip had a drug problem (which 
led to his divorce), but he’s doing really 
well; he’s been clean for 41⁄2 years and has 
been traveling around working with Rick 
and hopes to soon have a few horses of his 
own to train.”

Tony said he remembers Rick being 
special right from the beginning. “He was 
very intelligent and a gifted athlete, and 
things always came his way,” he said. 

Vicki recalled, “One time, when Ricky 
was 16, he went to Columbia University for 
a chess match and defeated some big pro-

fessor. When the boys got older, I wanted 
them to finish school and, hopefully, go 
on to college, but Dick didn’t. He said, ‘Let 
them quit; they can learn a lot more with 
me than they can in any school.’ ”

Life wasn’t always smooth for Dick and 
Vicki, but they stayed married for 41 years 
until his death. “They got married when 
my dad was 20 or 21 and my mom was 17 
or 18, and their marriage was a bit rocky 
at times,” said Tony, who’s been married 
for 16 years and has three sons. “But my 
father loved my mother a great deal, even 
though they did spend some time apart 
and got into some disagreements.”

It was Vicki who took care of Rick’s 
then-2-year-old daughter Molly after her 
mother (Rick’s girlfriend) was murdered 
in their home in upstate New York in 1997. 
As Vicki says, “Molly is now 13 going on 
35.” Vicki and Molly still live together in 
Rick’s house on Long Island. 

While Vicki and Molly were at Churchill 
Downs May 3, Tony, who shuns the lime-
light, stayed home to attend to his horses. 
“After the Derby, Ricky called me, and I 
said, ‘Rick, how’d we do today? I was at my 
kid’s wrestling match.’ And he just started 
laughing.”

Despite all their good fortune, the 
Dutrow family has had enough heartache 
to be a bit wary when things are going this 
well.  

“Tony just called me and we were talk-
ing about how everything is so right in 
our lives right now we wish it could stay 
this way,” Vicki said. “It’s not just because 
Ricky is winning big races, but because 
everything is going so well for all of us. It’s 
just too scary to think about.” b

Purchasers of Big brown as a  2-year-old

A long with the IEAH Stables entourage and the folks in trainer Rick Dutrow’s 

outfit, a solitary figure followed Big Brown to and from the racetrack leading up 

to the first two jewels of the Triple Crown, his eyes peering intently at every move 

made by the imposing son of Boundary.

Jack Brothers and the Hidden Brook team play  
a large part in the Big Brown story

It wasn’t the first time Jack Broth-
ers performed a full visual inspection of 
the Kentucky Derby Presented by Yum! 

Brands (gr. I) and Preakness Stakes (gr. I) 
winner. Just over a year ago, it was Broth-
ers and his partners in Hidden Brook, as 

Big Brothers
B y  L e n n y  S h u l m a n
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agent for Paul Pompa Jr., 
who eyeballed Big Brown 
over several days of the 

Keeneland April sale of 2-year-olds in 
training, ultimately making the winning 
bid of $190,000. Today, he would be a bar-
gain at 10 times that price.

Sergio de Sousa, Dan Hall, Mark Roberts, 
Danny Vella, and Brothers are the princi-
pals in Hidden Brook, with de Sousa serv-
ing as general partner. All work or have 
worked in various jobs at Frank Stronach’s 
Eclipse Award-winning Adena Springs 
operation. With the Belmont Stakes (gr. I) 
looming, it is fitting that Brooklyn native 
Brothers and New Jersey native Pompa, 
whose trucking business is based in Brook-
lyn, formed the first ties that brought Big 
Brown to where he is today.

Brothers grew up in the shadow of Bel-
mont Park in Elmont, and would spend 
Easter vacations toiling on the backstretch 
walking hots for small operations. At 16, he 
met Hall of Fame trainer Woody Stephens 
and went to work for him walking hots, rub-
bing horses, and serving as a stable swing-
man. While he attended college, Brothers 
continued with the stable, which boasted 
Danzig, Conquistador Cielo, White Star 
Line, Terpsichorist, Believe It, Smarten, 
and Quadratic during that period. 

“Considering Woody only had 40 horses 
at any time, it was like a Hall of Fame ros-
ter,” noted Brothers. “I got to see a lot of 
good horses come and go, and was there 
when Believe It ran with Affirmed and 
Alydar in 1978.”

Next came a stint in the 1980s with the 
Horsemen’s Sale Co., a regional auction 
set up by New York trainers Frank Mar-

tin, Johnny Campo, and P.G. Johnson that 
sold yearlings at Yonkers and Saratoga. 
Brothers also began selling racehorses pri-
vately.

“Before regional racetracks offered big 
purses, a lot of horses would be sold from 
Belmont and go to other regions,” said 
Brothers. “Today, trainers put a horse on 
a van and send them to wherever there’s 
a big purse, but back then there was a 
vibrant sales market for racehorses, es-
pecially with the start of winter racing. I 
had a lot of local clients at that point.”

By 1991, Brothers was selling broodmare 
prospects to Stronach, who was establish-
ing his North American operation. Brothers 
sold him several horses off the track, and 
Stronach suggested a more formal arrange-
ment. Today, Brothers heads up bloodstock 
services for Adena Springs in addition to 
his sideline with Hidden Brook.

Pompa had begun in the Thoroughbred 
business in 2000, and started stepping up 
his operation and making more serious 
purchases at auction when he was intro-
duced to de Sousa and Brothers. 

“The first horse we bought for him 
was Watchmon, who became a graded 
stakes winner and ran in the Belmont,” 
Brothers noted.

It was an auspicious beginning. 
“They’re terrific to work with, and their 
track record has been fabulous,” Pompa 
said. “They’re classy guys, and we have a 
great relationship.”

The association was further cemented 
after Pompa raced Snake River Canyon 
and noticed his half-brother was in the 
2007 Keeneland April sale. He asked Hid-
den Brook to check the horse out.

“Paul was looking for a colt or two to 
balance his stable,” said Brothers. “So all 
of us went to see Big Brown before the 
breeze show. We went back to see him the 
afternoon after, and the morning after that 
we looked at him twice more. 

“There was nothing to forgive as far 
as Big Brown was concerned. We’re 
very conservative, so usually if a horse 
has question marks, we err on the side 
of caution, and he comes off our list. We 
were very pleased collectively with him. 
We liked the way he presented himself 
in the breeze show, and liked the way he 
showed at Eddie Woods’ barn. He was 
athletic and light on his feet. He had a lot 
of overall quality, and even at that early 
stage, tremendous presence.

“We ballparked him at around $200,000, 
and were happy with the sale price. A lot 
of people probably weren’t inspired by 
Boundary, and the rest of his family sug-
gested grass, but he didn’t have a grassy 
look to him. When I see him today, he still 
has that presence we liked. He was bomb-
proof how he conducted himself around 
all those people at the Derby. He never 
turned a hair, and that really worked to his 
benefit right up to the time he stepped into 
the gate. 

“We’ve been involved in the game 
since we were kids, so naturally this is 
our dream, a chance to be part of history. 
We’re so happy for the connections. We 
have great appreciation and respect for 
Paul and all he’s done for us, and we’ve 
gotten to know the IEAH group, who have 
really embraced us and welcomed us as 
part of the team. That’s important to us. 
It’s always good to feel welcome.” b

Pinhooker of the Derby/Preakness winner 

Eddie Woods
B y  D e i r d r e  B .  B i l e s

Eddie Woods knew for a long time that Big Brown was talented. But the Florida 

pinhooker never dreamed that one day the strapping bay colt would have an op-

portunity to make racing history and capture the Triple Crown.

Pinhooker plucked out Big Brown 
as a yearling; still reaping the rewards

“The fact he is a good horse is not surpris-
ing, but the fact he is possibly a great horse, 
I’m just in awe of it; it’s incredible,” said 
Woods after Big Brown’s 51⁄4-length romp 
May 17 in the Preakness Stakes (gr. I).

Woods, 50, was at Churchill Downs for 
Big Brown’s May 3 Kentucky Derby Pre-
sented by Yum! Brands (gr. I) triumph, 
and the native of Ireland also attended the 
Preakness, watching the colt from a box 
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located right across from where Big Brown 
was saddled on Pimlico’s turf course. 
When the son of Boundary runs in the 
June 7 Belmont Stakes (gr. I) in New York, 
Woods plans to be there as well.

“I wouldn’t miss it for nothing!” de-
clared the pinhooker, who is as proud as 
an elementary school teacher whose for-
mer student has grown up to be President 
of the United States.

Woods operates a training center locat-
ed on approximately 250 acres near Ocala, 
Fla. The facility has a one-mile track, a 
seven-furlong turf course, and 146 stalls. 

In 2006, Woods, as agent, purchased Big 
Brown for the modest price of $60,000 at 
the Fasig-Tipton Kentucky October year-
ling auction. At the time, the colt was at-
tractive physically, but he was by a sire 
that didn’t have a lot of commercial ap-
peal, and his first three dams hadn’t pro-
duced any added-money winners.

“I was kind of moseying around seeing 
what was there,” Woods said. “Most peo-
ple are done buying yearlings by then, so 
you can get a horse you like for value. I’m 
one of Boundary’s few fans because he has 
always gotten a good-looking horse, and 

Big Brown had a presence about him. He 
was a big colt with scope and a bit of class. 
I thought maybe I would go to $75,000 or a 
little better for him, and I actually thought 
I might not be able to buy him.”

But nobody else liked Big Brown more 
than Woods, so he ended up with what he 
thought was a bargain. After being sent to 
Florida, the colt made a smooth transition 
from sale yearling to horse in training.

“If someone didn’t ask, you would never 
know he was even in the barn,” Woods 
said. “He just went through the motions. 
There was no drama. He was an easy-to-
live-with horse, and you just went about 
your business with him every day. He was 
always natural and compatible with what-

ever we wanted him to do.”
Woods thought back then that Big 

Brown’s future was on the grass because 
he was by a son of Danzig, out of a Nureyev 
mare, and had a second dam by Lear Fan. 
The colt also “moved awesomely” when 
trained on turf, Woods said.

But after Big Brown was sent to Keene
land for the 2007 April sale of 2-year-olds 
in training, he showed a liking for Poly-
track, and he worked a quarter mile over 
the surface in :211⁄5.

“Even though he was beautiful-looking, 
I knew it was going to be tough to get him 
sold,” Woods said. “I would have to ask 
people to look at him, and they would say, 
‘Well, he’s a Boundary.’ I would tell them, 
‘Just look at him; it won’t take long.’ When 
he came out of the barn, a lot of people 
ended up really, really liking him.”

Woods sold Big Brown for $190,000 to 
Hidden Brook, agent for Paul Pompa Jr.

“I was pleased,” said Woods, who 
made some money and is still reaping the 
rewards of his association with the colt.

“This has been a million dollars worth 
of advertising for me,” said Woods of Big 
Brown’s Triple Crown quest. b

Woods’ training center near Ocala, Fla., has a one-mile track and 146 stalls

 Though he was beauti-
ful, I knew it was going to be 
tough to get him sold. 

E d d i e  Wo o d s

big brown /  The connections
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An entrepreneur, Knapp became an 
admirer of EQUIX, a bloodstock advisory 
company that assesses the athletic potential 
of Thoroughbreds using a variety of mea-
surements. Eventually, his enthusiasm for 
the company, which was founded in 1984, 
led him to buy an interest in it, and then, in 
2003, he took control of the business. 

EQUIX offers its clients a variety of prod-
ucts, including breeding analysis, racing 
analysis, and motion analysis. Not surpris-
ingly, Knapp uses these various analyses to 

assist his breeding operation, Monticule, a 
530-acre property near Lexington. And it 
is a breeding analysis termed OptiMatch 
that led to the existence of Big Brown.

OptiMatch uses an extensive database to 
match stallions and mares by calculating 
the probability of producing quality foals 
from a specific mating. Knapp combined 
these results with pedigree evaluation 
when deciding to send Mien to Boundary.

“Everything we are dealing with in these 
reports are probabilities,” said Knapp. 
“When you look at the mating report, the 
high probability you get a nice foal is what 
you are looking for. None of these are war-
ranties of any sort. They are just saying 
the probabilities are much better here than 
over there—choose this stallion because 
there is a higher probability you are going 
to get what you are looking for.”

The program allows its users to select 
stud fee and location limits for potential 
matings. Additionally, default assump-
tions about what both the stallion and 
mare contribute to the size and shape of a 
foal can be manipulated if so desired.

“What happens in the EQUIX program 
is that a biometric model of the mare is 
compared with the biometric model of the 
stallions in the database that you have de-
scribed that you want to compare her with,” 
said Knapp. “Then, the biometric model 
includes consideration of all the different 
bones in a horse’s body, the growth rate of 
those various bones, and the probabilities 
of those bones growing at those rates. 

“When this comparison is made be-
tween Mien (or any broodmare) and these 
stallions, there are literally trillions of pos-
sible outcomes. What the program does is 

take a random sample of 10,000 outcomes 
and give you the data.” 

OptiMatch is set up to give the average 
biomechanical efficiency score (BME) of 
the random sample for each potential mate 
for the mare. Additionally, it provides the 
BME of what is termed the “most likely 
foal,” and uses the mode to determine this 
number. 

“It sets you up to do the best things you 
can with pedigree because it is taking an 
empirically based, quantitative approach 
and saying, ‘Does this mare fit with this 
stallion?’ ” said Knapp. “What this is doing 
is assuring you have the shape right as 
best as you can get it first and then go for 
whatever mystery is in that pedigree. I 
am sure pedigree is better understood by 
many other people than I understand it, 
but I can look at results of a pedigree and 
say, ‘OK, that worked.’ ”

When looking at the results for a given 
stallion/mare combination, Knapp prefers 
to use the number predicted for the most 
likely foal over using the average.

“That number, which is very, very spe-
cial, is the number I use,” he said. “Most of 
the distribution of data I have seen in the 
Thoroughbred industry is skewed data. 
When you have skewed distributions, you 
don’t want to use the arithmetic average 
to represent that data. They ought to be 
looking at the mode, what happens most 
often. In order to get a good representative 
of that distribution, that is what you have 
got to use.”

OptiMarch also contains standard de-
viation information and the expected phe-
notype of the resulting foal. Armed with 
this information, Knapp selects the group 
of stallions that match best with a given 
mare. He takes that group, compares how 
their individual pedigrees mesh with the 
mare, and evaluates what crosses have 
worked in the stallion’s top runners.

In the case of Mien and Boundary, they 
achieved a BME score in the range Knapp 
looks for, and had an acceptable standard 
deviation number, so Boundary made the 
short list of considered stallions. 

But it was when Knapp began looking 
at the resulting pedigree of a foal by the 
two that he knew he had a winning cross. 
That is because the potential foal, who 
grew up to be Big Brown, would be inbred 
to Damascus, Round Table, and Northern 
Dancer, and many of Boundary’s top run-
ners have come from crosses involving 
those stallions.

“There was a lot to like about the pedi-
gree,” said Knapp. “You start out with (the 
BME scores) and then look at the genes 
you are going to be putting behind those 
scores. I don’t pretend to tell you why I 
think those three crosses in Big Brown 

Planner of the mating that produced Big Brown
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Dr. Gary Knapp

Computer programs help him paint Big Brown  
by the numbers

Dr. Gary Knapp’s EQUIX
b y  a m a n d a  h .  d u c k w o r t h

When Dr. Gary Knapp sent his Nureyev mare Mien to a stallion that stood for 

$10,000, he knew he was taking a risk, but he also knew it was an educated 

one. Although Boundary stood for a modest fee, he and Mien meshed together well 

based on their pedigrees and on a program called EQUIX. Clearly, Knapp’s risk paid 

off, as the resulting foal, Big Brown, is now one race away from being the first Triple 

Crown winner in 30 years.

Preakness
S t a k e s

133
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“What can you say?” Reynolds, 57, said 
at his Belmont Park barn a little more than 
an hour after Big Brown demolished his 
Preakness rivals by 51⁄4 lengths. “This 
was a carbon copy of the Derby. (Kent 
Desormeaux) shook the reins at him, and 
school was out. It was pretty exciting to 
watch and definitely very eventful to be 
a part of (his story). Without a doubt, he 
wins the (Triple Crown).”

The Big Brown saga began for the 57-
year-old trainer in January 2007, when he 
claimed Snake River Canyon, Big Brown’s 
older half-brother (by Gulch), for $62,500 
from trainer Frank Brothers at Gulfstream 
Park. When Snake River Canyon ran next 
for $75,000, he won for Reynolds and his 
owner, Paul Pompa Jr., but was claimed 
back by Brothers.

Although their association with Snake 
River Canyon was brief, Reynolds and 
Pompa saw enough from the horse to pique 
their interest when Big Brown was offered 
at Keeneland’s April sale of 2-year-olds in 
training. Pompa purchased Big Brown at 
the auction, with Hidden Brook as agent, 
for $190,000.

Reynolds said one of the things he first 
noticed about Big Brown when he came 
into his barn was that he didn’t need to be 
over-trained.

“You just need to leave him alone, and 
he will leave you alone,” Reynolds said. 

“He is just a special horse; there’s no two 
ways about that.”

After annihilating a field of maidens 
on the grass at Saratoga last September 
by 111⁄4 lengths, Pompa’s cell phone was 
bombarded with calls from would-be buy-
ers. Mike Iavarone and Richard Schiavo’s 
IEAH Stables was the lucky bidder, and 
three weeks later purchased 75% interest 
in Big Brown from Pompa, who retained 
the other 25%. Reynolds was given a 
10% commission from Pompa on the sale 
price, which has been reported to be in 
the ballpark of $3 million. After the deal 
was sealed, the horse was turned over to 
trainer Rick Dutrow Jr. 

Reynolds said it was a rough day when 
Big Brown left Belmont Park on a van 
bound for Dutrow’s Aqueduct barn. 

“I put four nice (shipping) bandages on 
him, patted him on the head, and I left the 
barn before he did,” Reynolds said. “I was 
a little emotional.”

Reality really hit the Reynolds household 
on Kentucky Derby day. Reynolds and his 
wife, Laura, watched the race at home.

“When Big Brown turned into the 
stretch, there was dead silence from us,” 
Reynolds said. “Laura was pretty broke-
up. It took a lot to hold it together because 
this is what we work for—to get a horse 
like this.”

Reynolds said the Preakness was less 

trying to watch because he was sure of the 
outcome of the race before it was run.

“I knew he was going to win,” Reynolds 
said. “I said a prayer for him to run good 
and to come home good.”

Reynolds, who saddled his first winner 
in 1974, gained national recognition for his 
work with Peeping Tom. He claimed the 
gelding for Louis Milazzo’s Flatbird Stable 
for $40,000, and Peeping Tom went on to 
win more than $1 million and was victo-
rious in the 2001 Carter Handicap (gr. I). 
In last year’s Breeders’ Cup Juvenile Fil-
lies (gr. I), Reynolds saddled the Pompa-
owned Backseat Rhythm to a third-place 
finish behind champion Indian Blessing 
and eventual Kentucky Oaks (gr. I) winner 
Proud Spell.

Reynolds has 14 horses in his stable, all 
of whom are owned by Pompa, who began 
his association with the trainer in 2003. 
There are some promising horses in his 
barn, including a 2-year-old son of Awe-
some Again that Pompa bought this year 
at auction for $340,000.

“Hey, they made Rocky V, so I’m not 
going anywhere,” Reynolds said. “Maybe I 
have a horse that will be mine and Laura’s 
story.” b
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Patrick Reynolds

big brown’s former trainer

seemed to have worked so well. But I knew 
they have worked before, and I would as-
sume they were going to work again.”

EQUIX also evaluated Big Brown when 
he was a yearling in August 2006 and pre-
dicted his BME scores at 24 months all 
the way to 72 months. His predicted BME 
score for 30 months, meaning October 
2007, was 98.1. According to the program’s 
scale, that score means he was expected to 

have exceptional biomechanical efficiency 
with a high probability to race in allow-
ance or stakes company. The colt broke his 
maiden by 111⁄4 lengths Sept. 3, 2007.

The BME score’s highest range is 98+. 
Based on projections from Big Brown’s 
evaluation in 2006, his score at various 
stages from 30 months until the last pro-
jection at 72 months does not dip below 
that level, with his peak of biomechanical 

efficiency predicted to come in October of 
this year.

“All you can do is the best you can and 
then see what happens. It is the epitome of 
‘breed the best to the best and hope for the 
best,’ ” said Knapp. “This is the way I know 
how to do it. There will be many Derby 
(and Preakness) winners bred from here 
on out that are not done like this, I am sure. 
But this is how I do it, and it worked.” b

Patrick Reynolds
B y  K a r e n  M .  J o h n s o n

Patrick Reynolds trained Big Brown, who won the May 3 Kentucky Derby Pre-

sented by Yum! Brands (gr. I), early in his 2-year-old season. The colt is now 

undefeated in five starts, and will seek a place among racing’s greats when he runs 

in the June 7 Belmont Stakes (gr. I) in a quest to become the first horse to win the 

Triple Crown in 30 years.

Trainer knew Big Brown way back when

big brown /  The connections


