
Have you wondered about the journey Starlight’s yearlings make from the time 

they are bought at the sales to becoming racehorses?  Like all youngsters, they 

go to school and our horses are lucky to have a wonderful first teacher!  They 

get their start at J.J. Pletcher’s Payton 

Training Center (PTC) in Ocala, Florida 

under J.J. Pletcher and the sensitive 

guidance of his Assistant Trainer, Lori 

McCard.  Lori has been involved with 

horses her entire life.  She grew up on a 

ranch in Florida and then attended 

college in Georgia on a rodeo scholarship 

and has a Masters’ degree in Sports 

Business.  Her first foray into racing was 

during these college years where she 

worked with yearling Quarter Horses, 

prepping them for future racing. Upon 

graduation, she moved back to her home 

state and accepted a position at a foal 

and mare Thoroughbred barn - marking 

her first interaction with the breed.   She later worked with an equine surgeon 

and veterinary group until last September when she was approached by J.J. and 

asked to be a part of PTC.  

When the yearlings arrive at PTC, the first order of business it to get them 

desensitized “to everything” and used to being handled. Lori explains, “We get 

them to where we can walk them, lead them, make sure we can pick up all their 

feet, do anything we want with them as far as hands on.” The time this takes 

varies and depends on the horse but those coming from the sales tend to be 
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fairly used to being handled.   Once they are comfortable they move on to being 

broke to the walking machine. This is also a part of the desensitizing process 

and usually takes 2-3 weeks. For the horses bought during the summer sales, 

this happens in late August/early September.  Once Lori feels they are 

comfortable, they sometimes get a little turnout time in the paddock or they 

continue walking on the walker everyday, getting baths, continuing to be 

handled.

Following this, they graduate to the round pen where they are lunged around at 

a trot on a line and introduced to the saddle and bridle.  This usually takes 

about two weeks and, once they are nice and relaxed, the time has come to 

introduce them to a rider.  It starts with the rider bellying-up (sort of laying up 

over the horse, like a feed sack, instead of straddling it) and, as the horse gets 

more used to the weight, eventually being ridden.  The babies are ridden in the 
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round pen, again, the timing is individualized according to the needs of the 

horse.  Once this step becomes familiar, they then move on to being ridden in 

the paddock.

During the paddock phase, they go out in pairs so they have a buddy and this 

phase takes a month or more.  From the paddock they graduate to the track. 

Lori explains, “Depending on how comfortable they are, how their mind is, how 

they’ve been growing we see if they are ready to progress onto galloping. We’ll 

jog them for the first couple weeks and once they are comfortable with the 

track, we’ll start galloping them a little bit, just one easy round and in time we 

build them up to 2 easy rounds.” This is a patient process and in the beginning 

they go in pairs, again, to help keep them more comfortable. They also begin to 

do a bit of gate work at this time, going through what they call the Big Gate 

starting in December (a bigger gate they walk through every day for a month or 

     Stormy B 12 (by Lemon Drop Kid) and Havenless 12 (by Harlan’s Holiday) being ridden in the 
                                    paddock.  The round pen can be seen inside the paddock.



so).   They slowly build up the horses’ strength until around February. At that 

time, they take a look at who may be ready to breeze. “We don’t breeze 

anything - nothing will even think of doing a 2 minute lick [a 2 minute lick is 

literally galloping a mile in precisely 2 minutes. It is faster than a normal gallop 

but not as fast as a breeze. It comes out to 15 seconds per 1/8th of a mile] or 

breezing - until February.” It is also in February or March they begin going to 

the regular starting gate which is the same size and type they will see in a race.  

They are schooled here for a few weeks or until they are comfortable galloping 

out of it.

At this point in their education, the babies are all two years old and begin 

moving towards their racing futures. The precocious ones will breeze in 

February, some of the others may not breeze until April.  It just depends on the 

individual, their mindset, their athleticism and their soundness.  Lori shares 

A Little Gem 12 (by Lemon Drop Kid) and Acadia 12 (by Tale of the Cat) in the paddock.



this is her favorite part, “I like seeing them grow and progress and how well 

they do once they leave me. Actually - I like it all! That’s my problem! I love to 

watch them grow and I hate to watch them leave!”

	  

Indy Business 12 (by Giant’s Causeway)


