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When the afternoon of Aug. 5 rolls around, there will be plenty of money on the line 
at Mountaineer Casino, Racetrack & Resort. 

Headed by the $750,000 West Virginia Derby for 3-year-olds, the Saturday program 
that begins at the special time of 2 p.m. will include six other stakes with purses of 
$200,000 to $75,000. 

Total stakes money for the day will be $1.325 million. The other two races on the 
traditional nine-race card are expected to be West Virginia-bred allowance races that 
would take total purses for the day to $1.375 million. 

When the Derby was revived in 1998 after a seven years on the shelf, the purse was 
$200,000. The race was won in dramatic fashion by Da Devil, who just got up by a neck 
over heavily favored One Bold Stroke at odds of 13-1. 

It was the beginning of a major turnaround for the racing product at Mountaineer, 
which in 1990 became the first Thoroughbred track in the United States to offer video 
gaming as part the “Mountaineer Magic” experiment tied to the West Virginia Lottery. 
Video lottery terminals were officially approved by the state legislature and Hancock 
County voters in 1994, and Mountaineer was well on its way to becoming a full-scale 
casino and resort. 

With no casino-style gambling in neighboring Ohio or Pennsylvania, the racetrack on 
the Ohio River became not only a major jobs-producer but a major revenue-producer. 
As business grew, so did purse money for the year-round racing program. 

The Derby continued to grow in stature, and gained Grade III status for 2002 when it 
was won by Wiseman’s Ferry. For the 2009 edition, won by Soul Warrior, the race was 
granted Grade II status. 

In conjunction with the growth of the West Virginia Derby, Rose Mary Williams, the 
long-time director of racing, worked with local horsemen to make it one of the early “big 
event” days in racing—a program comprised only of stakes. The move was well-received 
by horsemen and the betting public, and records for total one-day pari-mutuel wagering 
were set. 

As the racing product improved even on a daily basis, Mountaineer was at the 
forefront of altering its racing schedule to capitalize on attracting wagering dollars 
through exporting its signal around the country. 

“The action by the state legislature was very important, because it helped revive the 
West Virginia Derby and improve the overall racing program at Mountaineer,” Williams 
said. “The racing office here has done a terrific job recruiting horses for the Derby every 
year and helping make for a day of premier racing for the Tri-State Area and the 
Northern Panhandle of West Virginia. 



The advent of casino gambling in Pennsylvania in the mid-2000s and Ohio about five 
years ago has dented revenue at Mountaineer, but such is the case at most gambling 
facilities in extremely competitive markets. As for racing, Mountaineer now makes up a 
an unofficial cross-state circuit with Hollywood Casino at Mahoning Valley Race Course, 
located about 45 minutes away near Youngstown in Ohio, in an effort to maintain field 
size and purse levels. 

The first Saturday in August, however, remains a major highlight for all of West 
Virginia Thoroughbred racing and particularly the residents of the Northern Panhandle 
and nearby communities in Ohio and Pennsylvania. The stakes, fields for which will be 
drawn July 31, are expected to attract quality runners from many states in the Mid-
Atlantic and Midwest regions of the country. 

The 48th running of the West Virginia Derby will carry on a tradition that began in 
1923 at a track just outside of Huntington but really began impacting the state and 
national racing pictures beginning in 1998. 
 


