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According to reports from the Japan Racing Association, often the 100,000 strong 
crowds that gather for Group 1 race days are predominately male, with female fans 
accounting for less than 20% of the patrons. However, since 2013, the JRA has 
been working to change this through initiatives such as ‘Umajo,’ which literally 
translates to Horse Girls. Buchiko makes an ideal, albeit inadvertent, poster girl for 
Umajo, and on days when she’s racing, heels, skirts and DSLRs go hand-in-hand.

THE UMAJO INITIATIVE is presented as an informal social club without membership 
that gives advice to women on how to enjoy a day at the races with friends, alone or 
‘with darling’ (your date), on its website. The aim is to make racecourses more 
welcoming and attractive to young women by providing incentives like ‘relaxation 
spaces’ with free sweets and non-alcoholic beverages. Entry to these areas is free, 
but patrons must show a betting ticket to be admitted. 

Alongside wagering endeavours, more light-hearted racing related activities are 
offered as well and change regularly with the seasons. A recent one was writing 
Valentine’s Day cards to some of Japan’s most popular jockeys, including interna-
tional stars like Christophe Lemaire and Mirco Demuro! 

In the midst of these women-orientated initiatives to boost attendance, Buchiko 
is like a magnet to new fans. The strappers of this now 4-year-old King 
Kamehamaha filly also do their part to grow her fan base, coordinating their 
clothes each race outing with their charger’s spots or theming their outfits accord-

Yes, those spots are real. Meet Buchiko, Japan’s latest racing darling thanks to her most 
unusual colouring. With her name translating roughly to ‘spotted kid’ or ‘dappled girl,’ 
Buchiko is developing quite a following—particularly among young women who traditionally 
don’t fit the mold of horse racing fans in Japan. 
White horses go beyond just cute, though, in Japan.
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ing to special days like Valentine’s Day. 
And this being Japan, the land of all 
things cartoon and cute, things go one 
step further with Buchiko, who has her 
own line of merchandise. Her cartoon 
alter-ego adorns everything from simple 
badges and keyrings to plush toys com-
plete with Hello Kitty, Japan’s beloved 
white cartoon cat, as her jockey.

BUCHIKO’S ABILITY TO draw people 
trackside is extraordinary, considering 
she is a moderately successful racehorse 
(12 starts, 3 wins, 3 placings). Self-
confessed super fan Naomi Usui, who 
has picked up the nickname Buchiko for 
herself, crafted a handmade 2m x 1m 
supporter banner then drove six hours 
from Shizuoka Prefecture to Kyoto 
Racecourse to see her idol. Her quest to 
see Buchiko turned into a three-day, 
two-night trip covering over 600 km. 

“I think white horses are cute,” she 
said. “When I saw Buchiko on TV I ex-
claimed, ‘Wow’ and I just had to see her. 
(Buchiko’s) brother looks similar but not 
as cute.” 

Surprising as Buchiko and her spots 
are, she is just the latest unusual addition 
to her most surprising family. Her moth-
er, Shirayukihime (Japanese for ‘Snow 
White’), is a pure white daughter of 
Sunday Silence. Since retiring to stud, 
she has predominately produced white 
offspring, all of which have been given 
suitably ‘white’ names such as 
Blancmange, White Vessel and 
Marshmallow. 

Including Buchiko’s family, there have 
been a total of 28 white racehorses born 
in Japan, and no matter how good they 
are on the track, most develop significant 
fan bases. The Japanese love of white 

horses knows few bounds. Businessman 
Hideo Takadaru travelled to New 
Zealand this January to buy a well-bred 
pure white High Chaparral filly for 
NZD$450,000 at the New Zealand 
Bloodstock Premier Yearling Sale after 
falling under her spell watching videos 
of her online.

HOWEVER THERE’S MORE than just 
‘cuteness’ behind the popularity of 
white racehorses in the Land of the 
Rising Sun. White horses have been tied 
to Japan’s national religion—
Shintoism—for centuries, where they 
are seen as the earthly mounts of the 
gods. In Shintoism, white is the colour 
of purity, and white horses were tradi-
tionally gifted to shrines as a show of 
gratitude by the wealthy when making a 
significant vow or prayer. 

These traditional beliefs continue to-
day, as some Shinto shrines still keep 
white horses for sacred duties. Most 
shrines make do with life-size plastic 
effigies due to expense and space con-
straints, but at Tado Grand Shrine in 
more rural Mie Prefecture, those sacred 
duties fall to a retired racehorse called 
Kinzan. 

Although technically grey, this grand 
old gent is pure white these days and 
quite enjoys being the shrine’s star at-
traction, a job that also includes visitors 
paying to feed him carrots to help keep 
him healthy and local children colouring 
in drawings to adorn his sacred stall. 
Just like Buchiko, this year Kinzan has 
made it in the popularity stakes and 
now has his own merchandise in the 
form of cookies and plush toys.

After all, the popularity of a horse of 
a different colour knows no bounds. 


