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Lexington,  KY– It has not been often in my life that I have had the pleasure of watching a superior athlete at the top of their game [for all you fellow grammarians, please note that I have now officially adopted the previously “incorrect” use of “their” in order to avoid the hideous, but politically correct term “his/her”].  At earlier times I have seen baseball players such as Frank Robinson (hitting his first home run), Willie Mays, Sandy Koufax, Hank Aaron, Stan Musial, and several other Hall of Famers performing in person.  In basketball, I have been courtside to marvel at the majesty of Michael Jordan, Lebron James, and Kobe Bryant.  In football, my good fortune has been to see many of the great players of several eras in person, first at the old Kezar Stadium in San Francisco and then at RFK stadium in Washington, DC.  One particular memory is of watching Gayle Sayers of the Chicago Bears absolutely shred the San Francisco 49ers one rainy afternoon at Kezar when he ran two kickoffs back for touchdowns, with no 49er player coming within 5 feet of him as he raced and danced down the field.
So it was a new pleasure for me recently here at Keeneland Race Track to watch another super athlete in her prime.  That’s right, it was a woman, a female jockey, Rosie Napravnik.  Rosie is currently one of the top jockeys in the United States.  She is routinely chosen by many of the top trainers and owners to ride their best horses.  Since beginning her professional riding career in 2005 (at age 17), she has steadily risen to the top ranks of jockeys.  Two years ago she became the most successful female jockey ever, and is now arguably the best jockey, male or female, currently riding.  Now at just age 26, she has won nearly 1900 races with purses in the tens of millions. So far this year horses she has ridden have won nearly $20 million.  Since jockeys receive 10% of the purses won, you can do the math on her earnings.  This year alone, she was the leading jockey at both the Fairgrounds Race Track in Louisiana (3rd year in a row) and also here at Keeneland where she has become a betting favorite of many fans.

What is perhaps most remarkable about Rosie is her strength and savvy while racing thoroughbred horses in one of the most dangerous sports in terms of injuries and death.  In her 9 years of racing she has been thrown by horses during races, suffering many serious falls resulting in significant injuries, including fractured bones and vertebrae.  Earlier this year, for example, a horse she was riding in a morning workout at Churchill Downs in Louisville fell after breaking its leg.  Rosie was thrown and separated her clavicle and left shoulder.  At the time she was the leading jockey in terms of wins at Churchill.  Rather amazingly, one month later she was riding horses in the summer meet at Saratoga Race Track in New York.  

I had seen Rosie ride at the spring meet earlier this year at Keeneland and was struck by her poise in the saddle and her fearless guiding of horses in the chaos of a horse race.  It is difficult to describe the danger of a horse race.  Jockeys are perched high above the ground on an excitable animal running at high speeds over an unpredictable surface in close quarters.   Dirt (and often mud) is flying in your face, jockeys are switching whips from  hand to hand, and horse routinely bump into each other.  Rosie long ago earned the respect of her male peers, and now, it is accurate to say, recognition of her skill, fearlessness, and competitive mindset.  As a spectator and very infrequent bettor, I simply admire her as a jockey.  At Keeneland, spectators are able to get very close to the jockeys as they mount the horses and head to the track.  Rosie always looks as if she and the horse are one – that is, there seems to be no distinction between rider and horse.
This past weekend, at the most prestigious and important horse races of the year, the Breeders Cup races, Rosie won two major races, and then surprised everyone by announcing her retirement of an indefinite duration due to her being 7 weeks pregnant. She and her husband, a horse trainer, have two homes, one in New Orleans and the other in Louisville.  I suppose that she will spend some time there, but I would not be surprised if her baby is not born near a race track.  I wish her well.  
Even if Rosie never returns to competitive horse racing, I can take some degree of satisfaction in the knowledge that I have seen one of the best at her prime.  But here is my problem:  Whom, now, can I bet on????
I thought you might like to know.
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