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The Kentucky Derby 

The Kentucky Derby has taken place annually in Louis-

ville, Kentucky since 1875. It was started by Meriwether 

Lewis Clark, Jr. at his track he called Churchill Downs, 

and it has run continuously since that first race. This first 

jewel of the Triple Crown has produced famous winners, 

with thirteen of these winners gaining that Triple Crown 

title. Lewis limited the Derby to only 3-year old horses. 

The race has evolved and grown over time and has 

changed since its first running, remaining an important 

event for more than a century. Through the study of the 

Derbyôs influential historic traditions, notable winners 

and horse farms in Kentucky, and its profound cultural 

impact, this program will identify and explore these dif-

ferent aspects that all contribute to the excitement and 

legacy of the ñmost exciting two minutes in sports.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To replicate the races he witnessed in Europe, Meri-

wether Lewis Clark Jr., the grandson of explorer Wil-

liam Clark, created three races in the United States 

that resembled those heôd attended in Europe. The 

first meet was in May of 1875. Family ties to the horse 

racing world led Clark to his  purchase of what would 

become Churchill Downs, named after his uncles, 

John and Henry Churchill in 1883. The race grew in 

popularity largely because Lewis didn't charge for an 

infield ticket. Promoting the event as one for the elites, 

as well as the common people, dramatically increased 

the attendance and popularity of the event. Since its 

early beginnings, the Kentucky Derby has become the 

longest continually held sporting event in the United 

States and a worldwide tradition, attracting over 155,000 

people each year. 
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Question: How many years has the Kentucky Derby taken place in Louisville? ____



For Educators 

 
K.H.CH.1 Identify and describe how communities change over time 

K.C.KGO.2 Identify local and Kentucky state symbols and events 

K.H.CH.2 Compare traditions found in communities over time, including those from diverse back-

grounds 

1.H.KH.1 Compare life in Kentucky in the past to life in Kentucky now 

1.H.KH.2 Identify Kentucky symbols, songs and traditions 

3.H.CH.1 Create and use chronological reasoning to learn about significant figures, traditions and 

events of diverse world communities. 

3.H.CE.1 Compare diverse world communities in terms of members, customs, and traditions to the 

local community. 

3.H.CO.1 Evaluate the effects of people, goods, and ideas that diffused from one world community 

into another world communities and the effects of the people, goods and ideas on these communities 

3.HKH.1 Explain how world events impacts Kentucky, both in the past and today 

 



 

 Jockey Silks 

Silks are worn by the jockeys riding horses 

in a race. Colors and patterns are usually 

representative of the owner or stable of the 

horse. Original patterns and colors are used 

to distinguish the racers from far away.  

It was determined by the late 1700s that 

owners racing their horses had to choose a 

specific color and pattern and register it 

with the Jockey Club. Now, there are many 

patterns associated with famous racehorses, 

like the examples of previous Kentucky Der-

by winners shown. 

 

 

CHURCHILL DOWNS TRADITIONS 

Secretariatôs blue and white checkered rac-

ing silks (above) have become closely related 

to his success, though he is not the only Ken-

tucky Derby winner to race in them. A year 

before him, Riva Ridge won the 1972 Derby 

and both horses were from Meadow Stables 

in Virginia. 

Seattle Slews (above) silks included a draw-

ing of a logging truck. He was named after 

the logging sloughs of Seattle, where his 

owners were from.  

Funny Cide raced in the silks of Sackatoga 

Stable (above). The same owners teamed up 

again in 2020, with Derby hopeful Tiz the 

Law. 

Question: If you owned a horse in the Derby, what would your silks look like? 

____________________________________________________________



     Run For the Roses  
Famously known as the ñRun for the Rosesò, 

the Kentucky Derby features a garland of red 

roses for the winner.  Sports columnist Bill 

Corum first referred to the race as ñthe run 

for the rosesò in 1925, and it stuck. The tra-

dition of  roses at the race started with wom-

en receiving roses at post-Derby parties 

growing in popularity. Meriwether Clark 

Lewis named the rose the official flower of 

the Kentucky Derby in 1904.  

 

American Pharoah receives his blanket of roses after winning 

the 2015 Kentucky Derby (above) 

Kentucky Derby winner Ill Have Anotherôs rose 

blanket (pictured below) from the 2012 run-

ning in the collections at the International Mu-

seum of the Horse. 

Winner Ben Brush was the first horse to 

be awarded the collar of roses in 1896. At 

the time, the collar was made of white and 

pink roses. In 1932, the roses were offi-

cially awarded as a garland 

More than 400 red roses are used to make 

the garland of roses. The Kroger Company 

has been making the garland since 1987. The 

company allows the assembly process to be 

viewed by the public at one of its local stores 

the evening before Derby Day. 

Secretariat after winning the 1973 Kentucky Derby 

(below) 

Question: Why is the Kentucky Derby called ñRun for the Roses? 

____________________________________________________________



Derby Fashion and Celebrities 
 

 The fashion of the Kentucky Derby originates in 

the history of the elite attendance and high-profile 

fashion observed at horse races in Europe by Meri-

wether Clark Lewis Jr. He promoted the Derby as a 

ñwell-to-doò affair, and the tradition has continued 

over the years. 

Hats were a customary addition to formal attire 

during the race. Lewis made the event an oppor-

tunity to show off. Clark used high class women to 

attract his targeted audiences to Churchill Downs. 

There was a lot of attention on fashion, especially 

womenôs fashion. The Derby's connection to the 

historical races in England attracted members of 

the British Royal Family. 

The first celebrity sighting at Churchill 

Downs was Polish actress Helena Modjeska, 

who attended the 3rd running of the Ken-

tucky Derby in 1877. Throughout the years, 

the Kentucky Derby has attracted people 

prominent in film, music, TV, politics, and 

fashion to Louisville. In 2007, a red carpet 

for VIP guests was added to the Derby Day 

experience. 

 

 

 

 

Queen Elizabeth of England watched 

Street Sense win the 133rd running of 

the Kentucky Derby. 

Seven politicians who went on to become presi-

dent or were formerly the president, attended the 

Kentucky Derby. This included Lyndon Johnson, 

Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter. 



  Mint Juleps 

The mint julep is the official drink of the Ken-

tucky Derby. Promotion of the drink began in 

1938.  Churchill Downs served souvenir julep 

cups in the 1930s. According to legend, the first 

record of a mint julep at the Kentucky Derby 

was in 1877. There are many different theories 

used to explain the origins of the drink at the 

Derby. According to one, a Polish actress at-

tending an early Churchill Downs meet re-

ceived a mint julep from Clark and thought it 

was ñenamoringò and continued to order them 

for herself. 

The first mint julep glasses were very 

popular among people and were used to 

serve water. People were stealing them off 

the tables, so track managers began to let 

people keep the glasses for an additional 

25 cents. In 1939, the Libbey Glass Co. 

and Churchill Downs came to an agree-

ment to create an official mint julep glass, 

increasing the popularity of the drink. 

Churchill Downs Mint Julep Recipe 

¶ 3oz Old Forester Mint Julep 

¶ 0.75 oz. Simple Syrup 

¶ 8-10 mint leaves 

¶ 3 mint sprigs, for garnish 

 Add crushed ice and bourbon, crush mint leaves for a 

garnish. 

ñMy Old Kentucky Homeò 

 

ñMy Old Kentucky Homeò is the state song of Kentucky sung most famously during the post 

parade of the Kentucky Derby. The song was first used at Churchill Downs in 1924. ñMy Old 

Kentucky Homeò was written by Stephen Foster before the Civil War. Matt Winn, known as 

the father of the Kentucky Derby, introduced many traditions to Churchill Downs, includ-

ing the singing of the Kentucky state song. The song is now traditionally played by the Uni-

versity of Louisville Marching Band. 

ñMy Old Kentucky Homeò- Stephan Foster 

The sun shines bright in the old Kentucky home, 

Tis summer, the people are gay; 

The corn-top's ripe and the meadow's in the bloom 

While the birds make music all the day. 

The young folks roll on the little cabin floor 

All merry, all happy and bright; 

By'n by hard times comes a knocking at the door 

Then my old Kentucky home, Good-night! 

Weep no more my lady. 

Oh! Weep no more today! 

We will sing one song for the old Kentucky home 

For the old Kentucky home, far away.  

Question: What is your favorite Kentucky Derby tradition? 

____________________________________________________________



Twin Spires 

The twin spires have become visual symbols 

of Churchill Downs. This iconic landmark was 

created by Joseph Dominic Baldez in 1895. 

Baldez believed the grandstand needed a 

unique look. The addition of the spires includ-

ed an ñelement of majestyò.  The spires were 

designed as a monument that would remain 

forever and continue to carry Baldezôs legacy. 

They have become an integral part of Church-

ill Downs, and a popular location for visitors. 

Derby Trophy 

The trophy awarded to the winner of the Ken-

tucky Derby is believed to be the only solid 

gold trophy associated with any major Ameri-

can sporting event. The trophy is almost en-

tirely handcrafted. Since 1924, Derby winners 

have received gold trophies. Early Churchill 

Downs president, Matt Winn, began a standard 

design that has been used since. 

Winnerôs Circle 

The winner of the Kentucky Derby was orig-

inally paraded around the racetrack within a 

circle drawn with chalk. This is where the 

reference ñwinnerôs circleò originated. The 

winnerôs circle was moved to its modern lo-

cation, in the infield, in 1938. Winning hors-

es are paraded around with the garland of 

roses and pictures are taken of the horses 

connections. 

Riders Up! 

The ñriders upò call is used to signify when the 

jockeys get a leg up onto their horses in the pad-

dock. At the Kentucky Derby, this is usually done 

by a guest of the race as a special honor, known as a 

paddock judge. This is usually a celebrity or a well-

known person. At the 2019 Kentucky Derby, Cleve-

land Browns quarter back Baker Mayfield had the 

special honor. 



The Triple Crown 
The American Triple Crown consists of three races: the Kentucky Derby, Preakness Stakes and 

the Belmont Stakes. Winning all three is the one of the highest honors a racehorse can receive. 

Sir Barton was the first Triple Crown winner in 1919. Since then, there have been twelve more 

winners, most recently American Pharoah in 2015 and Justify in 2018. The other Triple Crown 

winners include Gallant Fox, Omaha, War Admiral, Count Fleet, Assault, Whirlaway, Citation, 

Secretariat, Seattle Slew, and Affirmed. Similar to 

the races Clark organized at Churchill Downs, the 

American Triple Crown races were also modeled off  

the British Triple Crown races. 

The term ñTriple Crownò was first officially 

used in 1930 to describe Gallant Foxôs sweep of 

the Kentucky Derby, Preakness and  the Bel-

mont. (Below) 

Sir Barton (above), the first winner of 

what would later become the American 

Triple Crown. 

Seattle Slew (below)  won the Kentucky Der-

by and the Triple Crown in 1977. He became 

the first undefeated Triple Crown winner.  

American Pharoah (left) won the Triple 

Crown in 2015. He ended a 37 ïyear 

drought; the last horse to win before him 

was Affirmed in 1978. 

Justify (below) won the Triple Crown 

three years later in 2018. He became the 

13th Triple Crown winner and the first 

undefeated winner since Seattle Slew in 

1977. 



Kentucky Derby Winners 

Like Man Oô War, Secretariat was given the 

nickname ñBig Redò due to his chestnut 

coloring and size. He was trained by Lucien 

Lauren , owned by Penny Chenery, and rid-

den by Ron Turcotte. He raced for Meadow 

Stables, located in Virginia. Secretariat  

won the 1973 Kentucky Derby and Triple 

Crown.  He set records in all three races 

that still stand today. Secretariat is one of 

only two horses to finish the Derby in un-

der two minutes, the other being Monar-

chos in 2001. Secretariat is widely known 

as one of the greatest racehorses in history. 

Secretariat 

 
Aristides 

Aristides (left) was the winner of the 

very first running of the Kentucky 

Derby in 1875. He wasn't supposed to 

win, but rather serve as a pace setter 

for another horse. He won the Derby 

when it was run at a mile and a half. 

Years later, it was shortened to a mile 

and a quarter. Aristides was trained 

by famed African American trainer, 

Ansel Williamson. He now has a  

statue dedicated in his honor in the 

Churchill Downs courtyard. 

Funny Cide 

Funny Cide (right) won the Kentucky 

Derby and the Preakness in 2003. 

Known as the ñPeoples Horseò, he was 

the first gelding to win the Derby since 

1929 and the first New York bred horse 

to ever win. He was purchased by a 

group of former high school friends who 

traveled around in a bus to watch him 

race. Funny Cide can now be visited at 

the Kentucky Horse Park in the Hall of 

Champions. 


