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pony named Fireball in Owensboro. He
had his training license by the time he
was 19 and was breaking rogue yearlings
at Ellis Park before coming to Lexington
in 1986.

In the Bluegrass, he found plenty of
work as an exercise rider. On the track,
he showed off horses at 2-year-old sales,
and on the farm, he taught the yearlings
how to be racehorses. He made good
money, $200 a day or more each fall,
during yearling season.

“I did it ’cause I loved it, and I was
happy doing it,” Autry said. “I never
thought I’d get hurt on a horse.”

Autry, 32 at the time of his accident,
had never had an injury worse than a
broken knuckle from a starting-gate
mishap. Extraordinarily lucky, consider-
ing.

“Anybody that rides horses, if they
say they’ve never been thrown, they’ve
never rode many horses. ’Cause tack
will break … you’re gonna come off. I
come off a hundred times. … And I rode
a jillion horses,” he said.

But that April ride at the training
center would be his last.

The weeks at the University of Ken-
tucky Hospital were a blur. A surgeon
braced his back with steel rods. For
days, Autry searched for the courage to
ask whether he’d be paralyzed.

“So one day, I finally pinpoint asked
him the question. And he pretty much
told me. … He didn’t give me much
hope as far as walking,” Autry said.
“But you don’t really believe it, at first.
It takes a while to sink in. When it
does, man, it’s not an easy thing.”

Especially when he first came home.
“I was looking out the window, I was

depressed as hell. Hell, if I’d had a gun
at the time, I’d have probably … who
knows what,” he said. Thinking of his
son, Patrick, and his wife, Debbie,
saved him. 

“If I hadn’t had a 3-year-old son, I
don’t know if I’d have wanted to go on,”
Autry said. 

But Autry caught one good break.
The trainer, Rimer, provided work-

ers’ compensation coverage.
Most trainers do not. In 2003, al-

most two-thirds of Kentucky trainers
did not indicate on their state licensing
documents that they had coverage.

Trainers are required to cover any
full- or part-time employees, but exer-
cise riders, like Autry, often fall — or
are pushed — into a more nebulous sta-
tus: independent contractor. Indepen-
dent contractors are not covered by
workers’ comp or other wage-and-hour
laws. 

Autry’s case is similar to those of ex-
ercise riders who have been denied cov-
erage.

“He was an independent contractor,”
said Rick Kaster, owner of Crafty Won-
der, the filly Autry was riding the morn-
ing of his accident. But Kaster said nei-
ther he nor Rimer nor the insurance

company made coverage an issue.
“We all felt real bad that it had hap-

pened to Shawn,” said Kaster, a Wis-
consin builder and part owner of Wa-
fare Farm in Midway. “Mark and Shawn
were pretty good friends, and he was
not going to say, ‘Gee, I’m going to
fight you, I don’t want you to get cover-
age.’ Everybody felt bad that it hap-
pened, first of all, and second, you hope
that whenever something like that hap-
pens to somebody there’s coverage,
from someplace.”

Autry had been working full-time for
Rimer only about a month, riding as
many as 15 horses each morning for
$10 a head.

Rimer, who quit training several
years ago, carried workers’ comp, and
his policy paid Autry’s claim, which
guaranteed him lump sum payments to-
talling $160,000, plus $6,000 a year for
30 years, as well as all ongoing medical
costs.

“I thought that’s why you had insur-
ance — to pay when somebody got
hurt,” Rimer said.

Too often, that doesn’t happen.
Many trainers in Kentucky use rid-

ers paid by the head, and they some-
times hire a groom or a hot walker just
for a race, usually without providing
workers’ comp coverage.

In Autry’s case, the settlement paid
his medical bills and enabled him to get
a $12,000 “bicycle” that mechanically
stimulates and works his legs, building
up crucial muscle tone that could help
him live longer.

Without the coverage, he said, he
has no idea how he would have sur-
vived. “I’m sure I would have gotten the
same care at UK, but I probably would
have only gotten 30 days of rehab.”

Instead, after a month at Cardinal
Hill Rehabilitation Hospital in Lexing-
ton, his insurers arranged for Autry to
go to Atlanta’s highly regarded Shep-
herd Center. 

There he regained his independence.
He learned to drive on Atlanta’s frantic

interstates, swam to build his strength
and went on outings nightly to get used
to life in the chair.

“You learn to live with it. You can re-
ally have a lot of limitations if you put
them in front of you. Or you don’t have
to have too many,” Autry said.

He’d already figured that out. While
at Cardinal Hill, he’d asked the hospital
whether he could go to the High Hope
Steeplechase, an annual outing in May
for him and his buddies, tailgating and
watching the Jack Russell terrier races.

The hospital said no.
Autry picked up the phone and

called a friend. “After lunch, I want you
to meet me here at the back entrance to
Cardinal Hill,” Autry said. “We’re going
to go out to the High Hope.”

Having made his escape, he sat out-
side with his friends that afternoon,
drank a little vodka and had a thorough-
ly good time.

He got back to the hospital about 8
p.m., sunburned. Autry’s brother Joseph
had come down from Louisville to see
him — about 10 minutes after Shawn
gave the doctors the slip.

“I caught hell after that,” Autry said.
“But I got out of there,” he said, if only
for the day.

Now, Autry said, he does not let the
chair keep him from doing things — es-
pecially with his son, Patrick — such as
going fishing, or to the movies, or to
UK football games.

His wife, Debbie, was diagnosed
with multiple sclerosis nine months af-
ter his accident. Things are still a bit of
a struggle financially, but Autry is not
on federal disability payments.

Autry went to school for computer
training, graduating from Lexington
Community College in three years. He
went to work, first for The Jockey Club,
now for EDS in Winchester.

He’s also participated in several
studies on ways to help people with
spinal injuries.

Autry was a perennial guinea pig for
three or four years at UK’s Center for

Biomechanical Engineering, said Jimmy
Abbas, now co-director of a similar re-
search program at Arizona State Uni-
versity. “He was great. Pretty much any-
thing we would ask, he was willing to
do — with a note of sarcasm and a
smile on his face,” Abbas said.

Autry was especially helpful to grad-
uate students who knew science but
had little real experience with people in
wheelchairs.

“Shawn was very good at answering
questions and talking about things he
has to deal with on a daily basis,” Ab-
bas said.

More than 10 years after his acci-
dent, Autry still misses the racing life.
He visits his friends at the training cen-
ter and wants to get back into the
game.

“I wish I didn’t love the horse busi-
ness so much, man. It’s hard to get it
out of your blood,” he said. “It’s killing
me right now.”

But he said that in a lot of ways he is
lucky, better off than he could have
been if he’d stayed in the business as
long as some backsiders.

“They really don’t know anything
else,” he said. “After you get a certain
age, you kind of lose your heart. You’d
rather do other things, but you can’t re-
ally do anything else. And you may not
want to groom or walk hots, so they
drink and smoke and keep getting up.”

Although it isn’t what he would have
chosen, the accident that ended his ca-
reer also gave him a way out.

“I was lucky to have workers’ comp.
It would have been hell without it.”
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About this series
Backside workers at Kentucky race-

tracks are some of the least-protected
in the state when it comes to work-
place injuries, and they are some of
the poorest in the billion-dollar horse
business.

Kentucky law requires that anybody
with even one employee must provide
workers’ compensation coverage. But
a loophole allows many trainers to
avoid paying for workers’ comp — and
only about a third of Kentucky’s train-
ers report having the insurance.

As a result, seriously injured back-
side workers often find they have
nowhere to turn.

Reach Janet Patton at (859) 231-3264
or 1-800-950-6397, Ext. 3264, or jpat-
ton1@herald-leader.com.
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This bike’s electric pulses help build and maintain muscle tone in Shawn Autry’s legs. The workouts can be intense, so he takes breaks. Workers’ comp covered the bike’s $12,000 cost. The Kentucky Thoroughbred Farm
Managers’ Club raised money to send Autry to Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio, for six weeks to learn how to use the bike, he said. 

LAUNCHING A NEW LIFE

Trainer, insurer come through

Autry hoisted himself into his Ford Escape, then took his wheelchair apart and lifted it
inside piece by piece. The Escape is customized with hand controls.


