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Every year the daunting task of weeding through 4,000+ 

yearlings and ending up with 12-15 runners for Starlight 

Racing falls to Bloodstock Agent, Frank Brothers.  Around 

horses for literally his entire life, Frankie spent the majority 

of his career as a successful trainer, both privately and 

publicly for such prestigious operations as Lazy Lane and 

Claiborne farms. Over the course of his 29-year training 

career, he won over 2,200 races including 280 stakes wins 

(including the 1991 Preakness and Belmont Stakes 

with Hansel).  In addition to his stellar training background, 

he is currently a member of the Keeneland Yearling                          

Inspection Team responsible for ranking the current crop of yearlings offered for sale.  These 

many years of experience merge perfectly, making him exceptionally well-suited for his role at 

Starlight where he is described by managing partner Donnie Lucarelli as "a jewel" and "one of 

the best in the business." 

 

Selecting racehorses isn't a perfect science although there exists a handful of somewhat objective 

gauges one can observe, such as physical conformation and pedigree. The real criteria is more 

nuanced and esoteric - the swing of a walk, the colt's presence and state of mind, their perceived 

athletic ability.  Everyone has a different method by which they judge a 'good' horse.  Frankie is 

decisive, knowing at first glance whether or not he likes a horse. His mission for Starlight is to 

cull down this overwhelming number of babies available for purchase and create a short list for 

Starlight's managing partners Jack Wolf and Donnie Lucarelli.  Laughing, he describes his 

process and what he is looking for in a racehorse: 

  

 I am looking for a needle in the haystack!  You're looking for an  

 athletic horse you think can run and is correct enough and has  
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 balance. Those are the important things to me. Then I try to get 

  as much pedigree as I can, because pedigree does count. Some 

  people want all pedigree and don't care what the horse looks like, 

  they just want the page, so to speak. I am usually pretty quick. I  

 either like them or I don't. If I have to sell myself on a horse,  

 chances are I don't want him.  

 

 

Starlight purchases mostly yearlings rather than older or 'made' horses.  In a business where 

flexibility is part of the game, there is no hard or fast rule but approximately 98% of Starlight 

horses are purchased at one of three yearling sales.  The first two sales are sponsored by Fasig-

Tipton and take place in July (Lexington, KY) and August (Saratoga Springs, NY).  They are 

small but high quality sales, each with approximately 300-400 horses.  By comparison, the 

Keeneland Yearling Sale held in September, offers 4,000 or more babies.  There is no set plan as 

to how many yearlings Starlight acquires from each sale.  They have had success at buying good 

horses from all three of the sales and the number purchased from each changes from year to year 

based on availability, affordability and selection.  If they end up with several yearlings via the 

Fasig-Tipton Sales they'll have fewer horses to buy at Keeneland but, if not, the September sale 

offers many, many yearlings from which to choose.   To make the Keeneland sale more 

manageable the yearlings are ranked and placed into several Books (or catalogs) as opposed to 

the one Book that will represent all the yearlings in the Fasig-Tipton July Sale and then the one 

Book for the Fasig-Tipton August Sale.  At Keeneland, those in Books 1 and 2 are considered 

the front liners and the prices and ratings go down as the numbers of the book go up (i.e., Book 5 

will have, theoretically, less expensive yearlings).  Of course, like any auction, the price 

ultimately is determined by what someone is willing to pay and if more than one person wants a 

certain yearling, there can be no limit.  Conversely, often breeder's will set a reserve price and 

failure to meet this minimum results in the nullification of the sale and the return of the horse to 

the breeder. 

                                                     

 

 

 

 

Monopolist (Giant’s Causeway – Empire 
West) as a yearling at the Saratoga Sale 
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With regard to Keeneland, Starlight buys the bulk of their horses from Books 1 and 2 but this 

year, for the first time, Keeneland has rearranged their program, basically combining Books 1 & 

2 into a four-day mega sale offering approximately 250 yearlings each day.  They are then 

presented for sale by a fair and random system using the first letter of the dam's name.  This 

quaint process begins with the pulling of a letter out of a hat.  If that letter is X, any mare who's 

name begins with X is offered first and they go down the line.  The letter is noted and the 

following year they make sure X is not selected first (Fasig-Tipton follows the same protocol but 

they only have one, maybe two, catalogues for each sale rather than several).  Purchasing from 

Books 1 and 2 (or this year, maybe just Book 1) isn't set in stone, however, and as Frankie says, 

"The door is always open for whatever. I may see a horse over the summer that is placed in Book 

3 at Keeneland and if I still like him, and we still have some money left, we may bid." Rather 

than spending their entire budget on one or two horses, Starlight seeks out a balance of quality 

animals within a reasonable price range.  The process is as such: Each year, Jack and Donnie 

give Frankie a dollar amount and request he buys an average of 10-15 horses, a mix of colts and 

fillies.  From that original 4,000+ yearlings, Frank whittles down the number to approximately 

40-50 horses. He tries to see every baby himself, "I'm a little hard-headed. A lot of people hire 

others to help them but I've never done that. I would rather hang myself, so to speak.  I'd rather 

do it myself." He then brings in the vet and they may eliminate another 5-10 from those 

examinations.  Following this, he collaborates with Jack and Donnie, going over the list, visiting 

the 30 or so remaining yearlings, discussing  pedigrees and setting limits for what they are 

willing to bid for a particular animal.  Just as the number of horses purchased from each of the 

three yearling sales changes from year to year, so does the breakdown by gender. Ideally, 

Starlight shoots for a mix of fillies and colts but the quality of the yearlings directs the selection 

and one gender would never be prioritized over another just to meet a certain quota.   
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Buying racehorses is a process primarily informed by intangibles.  The ability to recognize 

which babies will turn into great horses, as Frankie has so consistently done (and continues to 

do), is a gift refined by decades of experience.  He, however, is modest and philosophical while 

summing up his approach: 

 It's an odds game and if you look at the percentages, it's terrible!  

 Only 10% of them get to be Stakes winners so the the other 90% don't 

  live up to expectations. I guess everybody buys bad horses, anybody 

  can stumble on a good horse but I think people who have a good eye 

  probably come up with a good horse on a regular basis. And that may 

 mean you have a year or two when nothing happens but then you get a 

  third year with a couple of knock-outs - you hope there are a couple 

  of good ones over a 3-5 year period that kind of carry the load of the 

  others that don't make it or are not as successful as you would have liked. 

 

While sifting through the many, many yearlings can seem an almost overwhelming task, the 

sales are also exhilarating and offer the promise of maybe, just maybe, this will be one of those 

great years! 

 

 

Some of the horses Frank Brothers has purchased at auction over his career: 

Hansel (G1 and MGSW, winner of the 1991 Preakness and Belmont, 3 year old Champion)  

Secret Hello (G1 and MGSW) 

Ocean Crest (GSW) 

Arch (G1 and MGSW) 

Mighty (MGSW) 

Madcap Escapade (G 1 and MGSW)  

Bel Air Beauty (MGSW) 

Tessa Blue (GSW) 

First Samurai (G1 and MGSW)  

Position Limit (GSW) 

Algorithms (GSW) 

Thunder Moccasin (GSW) 

Shanghai Bobby (G1 and MGSW, winner of the Breeders’ Cup Juvenile 2012, 2-year-old Champion) 

 

 


