
Over the years, the men and women elected to the Board of the 

New York Thoroughbred 

Horsemen’s Association have 

brought with them all manner of 

professional experience. There 

have been attorneys and 

accountants, bankers and 

businessmen, equities traders 

and insurance brokers, lifelong 

horsepeople and even the 

occasional track announcer. 

Since 2017, the NYTHA Board 

has had the benefit of the 

knowledge and expertise of a veterinarian as well, Dr. John 

Kimmel. 

The son of longtime horse owner Caesar Kimmel, he grew up 

around racing, cheering on his father’s impishly named horses, and 

working for a time as a hotwalker and groom at Monmouth Park in 

his native New Jersey during school vacations. A career with 

horses was always in the cards. Kimmel went off to the University 

of Colorado for his undergrad studies, and graduated from the 

University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine in 1980. 

He spent seven years as a racetrack vet, but always with an eye 

towards a trainer’s license. 

“Even before I had my license, I had a hand in training,” Kimmel 

said. “I was actively involved in breeding and pinhooking since vet 

school. I believed that a veterinary education would be a great 

background for understanding the equine sports medicine 

challenges that trainers face, and that has proved to be true.” 

Kimmel was a member of the M.B. Teigland and Associates team 

on the South Florida racing circuit from 1980 to ’83, then had his 

own practice in the Sunshine State for four years. In 1988, he put 

his veterinary practice on the backburner and turned his full 

attention to training. The plan was to spend summers in New 

Jersey and winters in Florida, but things didn’t work out as 

anticipated. 

“I never intended to make it a permanent move north,” Kimmel 

recalled. “I had a home in Florida and two young kids. But my 

mother got sick with pancreatic cancer, I wanted to stay with her, so 

I sold my house and brought my family up.” 

While the catalyst for the move was a sad one, it proved fortuitous. 

In less than five years, Kimmel had his first Grade I winner when 

Twist Afleet took the prestigious Test Stakes at Saratoga in 1994.   

“After that, my business blossomed into a huge operation,” Kimmel 

remarked. “I had 115 horses in three different jurisdictions – I had 

40 at Fair Hill, 44 at Belmont, 25 at Monmouth and some at 

Saratoga as well.” 

By 1997, he earned his first of seven New York training titles, 

leading the standings at the Saratoga meet. One of the highlights 

that summer proved to be the epitome of racing’s “rollercoaster 

ride.” 

“You can go from total elation to total depression in a matter of 

moments,” Kimmel said. “The perfect example? I had two horses in 

the Grade I Go for Wand at Saratoga – Flat Fleet Feet for my 

father, and Hidden Lake for Robert Clay. They were head and head 

down the stretch, I had one owner to my left and another to my 

right, I didn’t know who to root for. Flat Fleet Feet had Mike Smith 

on her, she took the lead and looked like she was going to win, they 

were duking it out, way ahead of the rest of the field, then Hidden 

Lake came back and won with Richie Migliore. Dad’s disappointed, 

Robert Clay is elated – then we look up the track and Mig had 

jumped off Hidden Lake, she’d been pulled up after the wire. We 

ran down the track, the win forgotten, just worried about the filly. I 

examined her, and thankfully she was okay. We walked her back to 

the winner’s circle and took the picture with Mig standing next to 

her. It was the full spectrum of emotions.” 

Click here for the video of the 1997 Go for Wand Stakes 
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Hidden Lake went on to be named champion older mare for 1997. 

Over the next decade, Kimmel trained a host of top horses, 

including the likes of Catinca, Crafty Friend, Fabulously Fast, 

Friends Lake, Golden Bri, Miss Golden Circle, Miss Linda, Pompeii, 

Premium Tap, Successful Appeal and Timber Reserve. He was the 

leading trainer on the NYRA circuit in 1999, and 10th in the country 

in purse earnings in 2001. 

But fortune can be fickle, and doing business in New York is ever 

tougher. Kimmel now trains on a smaller scale, with 25 to 30 

horses in the barn. He knows firsthand how difficult it can be to 

make a go of it in the current climate. But rather than carping in the 

clocker’s stand, he decided to try to make a difference. He was 

elected to his first term on the NYTHA Board in 2017. 

“I wanted to run for the NYTHA Board because I thought I had 

something to add,” Kimmel explained. “I am pretty well versed in 

regulatory and medication issues, with my veterinary background, 

but I have also done pretty much everything in this business – 

owner, trainer, consignor, vet – everything except jockey or 

exercise rider. I have a broad background, so I think I’m a good 

person to bounce questions off of. I’ve been in the game a long 

time, my experience is a benefit, I hope.” 

He added, “My main focus as a member of the NYTHA Board is 

how we can make it more economically feasible to race in New 

York, from purse distribution to workers’ comp relief to health 

benefits. We have to try to put money back into the accounts of 

struggling horsemen – owners and trainers. That is an incredibly 

important aspect of what we are doing.” 

While it is still a challenge to compete against the big stables in 

New York, Kimmel does feel that recent changes have given the 

smaller outfits some hope. 

“We have seen improvements in the cost of the workers’ comp for 

jockeys and exercise riders, with the per-start credit and paying the 

fees for the first 12 stalls,” he offered. “The work comp rate is 

improving across the board, and you know how many hours went 

into making that happen.” 

 

But there are still major hurdles to overcome, with the Department 

of Labor and public perception chief among them. The issues that 

resonate with Kimmel are not only those that affect individual 

horsemen like himself, but those that impact the industry as a 

whole. 

“We are under such scrutiny, everything is under the microscope, 

and it is a little bit imposing,” he said. “The negative publicity in the 

press, on social media, gets so much play, when there are so 

many positive aspects of the industry. We are in a constant battle 

to get the word out about what a great sport this is.” 

Despite the tough times, Kimmel loves training horses, and the 

game still has its highs, shared with a team that includes veteran 

assistant Loretta Lusteg and longtime owners Chester and Mary 

Broman. The stable celebrated its first Breeders’ Cup score with 

Bar of Gold, who captured the Filly & Mare Sprint at 66-1 in 2017. 

Mr. Buff continues to edge close to the $1,000,000 mark in 

earnings after taking last month’s Empire Classic. There are no 

regrets about the career change made more than three decades 

ago. 

“Unless you specialized in something like surgery, the day-in and 

day-out of veterinary practice in a racetrack environment gets to be 

routine,” Kimmel said. “But there’s never a dull moment in training. 

It’s very fulfilling to work with a horse and see that horse go out and 

win - there’s nothing like it. And if you don’t get that feeling, you 

need to find another way to make a living.” 
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