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In order to fully comprehend the
impact that Bruce Davidson has
had on the evolution of the Kentucky Horse Park, all one has to
do is a little research on the history
of Rolex Kentucky. Due to his win
at the 1974 World Championships at
Burghley aboard Irish Cap, the United
States won the right to hold the following World Championships on our soil for
the first time in 1978, where Bruce defended his title riding Might Tango.
During this time, the Kentucky
Horse Park was in its infant stages of
development, but presented a prime
opportunity for developing a world
class venue for U.S. eventing. Equestrian Events, Inc. (EEI) was formed as
a non-profit entity to work with the
equestrian community to embrace and
develop a premier competition facility
located in the rolling hills of the Kentucky bluegrass.
Throughout the years, Bruce has
had an instrumental impact on the
development of this event through his
enthusiastic participation as a rider,
owner, and supporter. He worked closely with event organizers and sponsors
to ensure that Rolex Kentucky would
evolve into a superior four-star event—
the only of its kind held in the western
hemisphere. It is no small wonder that
Bruce is fondly known in our community as “Mr. Rolex.”
Recently, I had the opportunity to
speak with Bruce about his experiences
at Rolex and to reflect upon his participation at the Horse Park throughout
the years.

LISA THOMAS: How has the Rolex competition changed over the years?
BRUCE DAVIDSON: In my mind, dressage and show jumping have probably
seen the most change over the years.
The dressage required today at the international four-star level is more comparable to the Prix St. George level versus the prior Third Level test.
Show jumping now has two fences
at 4’3” and the rest at 3’11”, and it is
much more technical in both design
and construction. It was much more
difficult to pull rails back when the
cups were much deeper and there were
heavier rails.
The cross-country course has
changed in terms of technicality, and
the types of questions asked today have
evolved as well. Modern course designers ask for more accuracy and maybe a
bit less scope as the fences may not be
quite as big, but the questions are much
more technical in terms of angles, corners, skinnies, and approaches.
LT: What are your thoughts on the evolution
from the long- to short-format?
BD: There is a misconception that the
short format is less demanding now in
terms of fitness and ability, which it is
not.
Twenty years ago, most eventers
came from foxhunting or point-topoint barns and were accustomed to
trotting hills and going on long conditioning rides. Today, riders have limited
resources and have to train on ten acres
and in arenas. The biggest problem for
holding the long-format today is having the facilities to properly condition a
horse for those past phases of roads and
tracks and the steeplechase.
It should not be a sport where the
winner is on the horse who can take the
most knocks and still run cross-country. It is not that sort of competition. It
is about accuracy, speed, stamina, and
PREVIOUS PAGE: Bruce Davidson is fondly known
as “Mr. Rolex” in the eventing community, counting
more than thirty finishes on his resume since the event’s
inception. His statue at the Kentucky Horse Park was well
earned. LISA THOMAS PHOTO TOP: It was Bruce’s victory
aboard Irish Cap at the 1974 World Championships
at Burghley that granted the United States the 1978
Championships at the Kentucky Horse Park. IRENE CROMER/
USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO RIGHT: Bruce defended his World
Championship title at the Kentucky Horse Park in 1978
aboard Might Tango. KARL LECK/USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO

athleticism. The short-format to me
makes all kinds of sense and is an improvement.
LT: What about the environment at the
Kentucky Horse Park?
BD: The event has grown so much
structurally in terms of the Horse Park
facility and management. The infrastructure, such as the arenas, surfaces,
and warm up areas, are always improving. Each year I have attended it has
been quite different. It has gone from
Country to Hollywood.
The whole atmosphere at Rolex
is so unique, as it is the only event in
this country with such a big crowd. It
is truly a destination vacation for many
people with all the shopping and vendors in addition to the actual event. In
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England, horse sports have always been
a lifestyle and eventing a big spectator
sport with sponsorships who bring the
crowds to the table. They ensure their
sponsorship investment by making sure
the whole world knows about the event
and that everyone wants to attend.
I have been a staunch supporter of
seeing this event grow in terms of the
corporate sponsorship, and I hope that
I have influenced Rolex (the corporation) to back this event with the same
level of support that they have shown to
other sports, such as tennis.
LT: How do you think these changes have
influenced the sport and where do you see
it going next?
BD: Burghley has jumped ahead of the
game by tasking [the late] Dick Saun-

ders with improving the footing. They
have leveled the galloping lanes and
prepared them all year long. It is exceptional and a perfect course on event
day. I see this as a big area for improvement here in the U.S.
Let’s compare our sport to the sport
of golf. Think about all the efforts that
go into golf course maintenance and
preparing a course for the Masters.
Kentucky bluegrass is fabulous, but it
still needs to be maintained. I like the
turf, but you have to nurture and manage the soil under it. There are areas for
improvement with excavation, irrigation, drainage, and correcting the shift
and movement of the ground which occurs over time. Like in golf course management, there should be areas set aside
for the next year’s track. Those areas

PREVIOUS LEFT: Bruce Davidson won Rolex Kentucky for the second consecutive time
in 1984 aboard Dr. Peaches. This same combination would go on to win again in 1988
and in 1989. PHELPS PHOTOGRAPHY/USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO ABOVE: Bruce won Rolex Kentucky in
1983 riding J.J. Babu, who would finish second behind Dr. Peaches in 1988. MICKI DOBSON/
USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO

should be roped off, leveled, irrigated, fertilized, and preserved for the following year’s event.
Perhaps, too, there are places on course where the allweather footing could be brought in to improve the approach or the gallops. I see all events becoming bigger and
better competitions through better cross-country courses.
We have to rise to the quality of the animals that we are
running today.
LT: What are your most memorable Rolex Events?
BD: In 1983 J.J. Babu was first; 1984 I won on Dr. Peaches;
1988 Peaches and Babu were first and second. I have actually had 30-plus completions and six wins [including the
1978 World Championships]. They award a mug to a rider
for every five years of completions, and I have got six of them
lined up on the shelf. Each ride has been a vivid memory.
To come to Rolex each year and to see the names of great
horses on the plaques mounted on each stall makes it fun
for me. It is a good omen to have our horses going into the
stall of a great horse.
Every year there are also great moments due to our team
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE LEFT: Bruce and Little Tricky negotiating the Head of the Lake in 2001. SHANNON BRINKMAN/USEA ARCHIVE
PHOTO; Bruce and Pilot Kid on their way to victory in the Advanced division in 1988. LESLIE VINCENT/USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO; Bruce and Squelch in
1999. SUSAN SEXON/USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO; Bruce and Heyday in 1996. NAN RAWLINS/USEA ARCHIVE PHOTO; Bruce and Jam in 2009. JOSH WALKER PHOTO

effort. We always have a fun group of
people who make up our team of owners, staff, and friends, who wear many
hats. Our owners have always been very
good friends, so these occasions are
opportunities to get together, experience the event, and share some great
meals and some laughs. It is the shared
experience that comes with the event
with all the highs and lows.
LT: Who will win the Rolex Trophy this
year? Do you have any favorite up-andcomers?
BD: Phillip will be a big contender
on his new Australian horse Mystery
Whisper.
In terms of the “up-and-comers,”
the Pan Am team was very successful
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this year, and it would be nice to see
some of those horses step up to the
four-star level.
Of course, Buck has had a marvelous history here at Rolex, winning the
USET Markham Trophy in 1996 and
1997 then winning the Pinnacle Cup
in 2003 and 2009. We are excited to
watch [Sharon Will’s] Absolute Liberty take on her first four-star, but
Buck has been in a bad spot for training since his [collarbone] injury. We
are also betting on Kristi Nunnink (RStar), Beth Perkins (Sal Dali) and Ashley Leith (Jet) who I have been coaching for the event.
LT: This year’s Rolex event features the
selection trials for the 2012 U.S. event-

ing team for the London Olympics. Do you
have any Olympic team predictions?
BD: Lots of horses have gone to Europe and have not necessarily gotten
the results. Consistency in results is
very important in choosing the team.
It is not just the young, up-and-coming, but the horse and rider who produces the results repeatedly who will
lead the team. It is a long way between
now and the end of July.
That is what Kentucky will do for
us this year. Rolex will help weed out
the inconsistent performers and help
the selectors make their decisions. I
wish all the competitors, Olympic contenders, and Rolex newcomers a safe
and satisfying completion to the event
this year!

