
Fostering New Lives
The Oklahoma Thoroughbred 

Retirement Program  
helps gives racehorses  

a second chance 

By Lindsay Whelchel

Multiple stakes-winning Oklahoma-bred Loves Bonus  
is now enjoying retirement in him home state  

and ready to embark on a second career. 

Linda Early

On a farm in Guthrie, Oklahoma, sits CK Thoroughbreds, the successful  
breeding operation of Larry and Nelda Kettles. Here, you will find stallions, 
broodmares and foals with winning bloodlines. What you might not expect to 
find, however, is a horse like Loves Bonus. 

“Bonus,” as he’s called these days, is an easygoing bay gelding. Yes, he’s got 
an ancestry that traces back to greats like Storm Cat, Northern Dancer and  
Secretariat, and yes, his race record boasts 14 wins and earnings of more than 
$300,000, but what separates the 10-year-old Oklahoma-bred from the horses you 
might expect to find on a Thoroughbred farm is what he doesn’t have, at least not 
anymore, and that is a career as a racehorse.  



Amid the competitive duties of running a business, the Kettles, 
like others in the racing industry, have found a way to give back to 
the horses that provide them so much enjoyment. By offering a reha-
bilitative foster farm for injured Thoroughbreds, the couple aids the 
Oklahoma Thoroughbred Retirement Program (OTRP), a 501(c)3 
non-profit organization, in rescuing and re-homing retired racehorses.

Tackling a Growing Problem
The OTRP has helped facilitate new opportunities and homes 

for 72 horses since it began in 2007 under the direction of founders  
Robin Brookins and Royce Clay. The organization has 31 horses  
currently in their care with the number of horses waiting for help 
constantly increasing. 

These are horses who, like Bonus, are no longer able to race,  
whether from age, injury or both. Bonus came to the Kettles’ farm 
with a suspensory injury from his former career. He was given to  
the OTRP by his former owner and trainer, said Robin Brookins,  
co-founder of the OTRP.

Bonus began his career at Blue Ribbon Downs in 2005 and broke 
his maiden for a $7,500 claiming tag that year at Remington Park in 
Oklahoma City. The gelding spent much of the next three years on 
the Oklahoma circuit and proved to be a solid claiming horse while 
competing at Blue Ribbon, Remington, Fair Meadows and Will Rog-
ers Downs. In 2008, he shifted to New Mexico, added several stakes 
wins to his résumé, including one in an 870-yard event (just short of 

four furlongs) against a field that included American Quarter Horses, 
and set a new track record for five furlongs at Ruidoso Downs.

Needless to say, Bonus had paid his dues by the time injuries finally 
caught up to him. He made his final start back in his home state at 
Remington Park in November 2011, and his final impressive record 
showed 65 starts, 14 wins, 15 seconds and 11 thirds with a bankroll 
of $320,855.

After his last race, Bonus joined the large number of other  
racehorses at the end of their careers who become subject to the  
question of “What’s next?” 

With the U.S. foal crop averaging about 25,000 annually over the 
last five years and with the average racing career for a horse ending 
by the age of 5, the need to find new homes and vocations for these 
retired horses has become a national issue.

“Because of the amount of horses that are being retired, we feel 
there should be a good home for these horses,” said Larry Kettles of 
the desire he and his wife, Nelda, had to get involved. 

Since the Kettles have been fortunate with their success on the track, 
they wanted to give back to horses that are now off the track. The couple 
talked with the OTRP to find a way to help. Their experience with these 
types of horses turned out to be just what was needed.

“Of course, being in the racehorse business, we are fairly experi-
enced in rehabbing horses, so we take them here,” he said. 

They now have five OTRP horses, including Bonus. The  
Kettles’ farm is set up with appropriate barns and paddocks to aid  

Loves Bonus made 14 trips to the winner’s circle, but the most important trip of his life  
might just be through the Oklahoma Thoroughbred Retirement Program. D
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in the rehabilitation process for the horses that come in. These former 
racehorses are in need of a variety of things, from simple rest for bad 
knees or tendons to more complex attention for more serious issues. 

This is an opportunity for the Kettles to get to know the horses  
and see their potential as loving family pets, pleasure horses or  
competitive show horses.

Of Bonus in particular, Kettles said his good attitude shines 
through his injuries. 

“We were cold-watering on his legs, and he loved the attention,” he 
said. “He’s a real joy to work with.”

It’s clear that helping 
the horse is a win-win for 
the Kettles and for Bonus.

“We feel very proud 
that we can help these 
horses because of our  
attachment to our own 
horses,” he added.

Training for a 
New Career

Juan Padilla is another 
industry professional 
finding a way to do his 
part to help, and the 
trainer sees a bright fu-
ture for these horses that 
finish racing and become 
known as OTTBs, or off-
the-track Thoroughbreds. 

“When we break race-
horses, we break them 
forever,” he said of the 
solid foundation a racehorse usually has when coming off the track 
and seeking a new career. “I see a lot of people who do trail rides and 
jumping.”

Padilla works with the horses in the OTRP’s program to assess their 
temperaments and soundness in the hope that they can be adopted 
and move on to their new lives. Padilla explains that by the time he 
gets the horses, they have had a chance to recoup and settle down 
from their old habits as racehorses. He then works to help them  
become regular horses again. 

The trainer has a clear sense of modesty in his work, putting his 
confidence and praise in the horses themselves.

“These horses; they’re pets basically,” he stated. “They’re good  
animals; they’re not going to try to hurt somebody. I like to see these 
horses have a second chance. So I’ve got a place to do that, and I 
thought it was a good deal for the horses.”

Brookins speaks highly of the help the organization has received 
from Padilla, the Kettles and others in the industry, but she says there 
are plenty of opportunities and a need for others to volunteer.  

Specifically, she says one of their current biggest needs is for more 
people in the racing industry to offer foster farms. Because the OTRP 
does not have its own farm like some similar organizations, Brookins 
is always looking for experienced horsemen and horsewomen who are 
willing to help out.

“We put out a plea that we needed help with places for these horses 
to go,” Brookins said. “It’s been very welcoming to have people with 

their knowledge willing 
to help. It takes a great 
weight off of us because 
that’s been a big issue 
and there is always the 
need for more places to 
take these horses straight 
from the track.”  

Getting the 
Word Out

With the issues  
surrounding the indus-
try, Brookins says that 
increased awareness is 
the key and that change 
is happening.

“More and more peo-
ple are getting on board 
to help and support 
these horses, and that’s 
been very encouraging,” 
she said.

For example, through recent legislation, the OTRP has become  
a recipient of funds through the Oklahoma-Bred Special  
Development Fund. Through the fund, the OTRP is able to ap-
ply for monetary help that is available to qualified Oklahoma-bred  
horses to provide for aftercare and adoption after retirement from the 
racetrack. 

At racetracks, racing commissions and racing organizations around 
the country, there is an increase in similar provisions with a percent-
age of handle or registration fees being directed toward retirement 
efforts. Still, the issue persists.

For this reason, public awareness events and donation drives are a 
large part of the OTRP’s efforts. The organization has worked hard 
to increase the general public’s knowledge of the issues surrounding 
the long-term opportunities for racehorses after they are done on the 
track. To reach people outside of the racing industry, the OTRP has 

Oklahoma Horse Racing Hall of Fame  
member Highland Ice entertains an admirer  
on Oklahoma Derby Day at Remington Park.
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