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  PREFACE


  A SLOW DAY IN CONGRESS


  October 24, 1877, was a day of minimal activity in the halls of Congress. The US Senate was not in session, having adjourned the previous day and calendared no activity until the twenty-fifth; the House of Representatives was largely empty, and in any event was scheduled to address only a few items, primarily a variety of petitions and claims remaining from the Civil War, which had concluded some twelve years earlier.


  That small group of Congressmen—and they were all men; Congress had broken the color barrier in 1870 with the seating of Senator Hiram Rhodes Revels of Mississippi and House Member Joseph Rainey of South Carolina, but it would be nearly forty years before Montana’s Jeannette Rankin would become the first female member of Congress—considered the petitions and motions dispiritedly. With so few members in attendance, Congress would accomplish nothing of note on October 24. One can readily imagine the few remaining legislators’ voices echoing eerily in the cavernous, nearly empty halls of the House of Representatives.


  The handful of legislators in Congress on October 24 was well aware of the reason so few were present for the day’s session. Some may have glanced resentfully at the empty desks of their absent colleagues, but most participated resignedly, performing the work of the nation as they had been selected to do. Finally, at 3:25 p.m., the Honorable Fernando Wood, perhaps best known as the Civil War mayor of New York who had suggested that his city secede from the Union rather than sacrifice its profitable business relationship with the Confederacy, rose to move that the House adjourn. Upon passage of the motion, Congress called a merciful end to its unproductive day.


  While October 24, 1877, represented something less than a shining example of the US Congress at its finest, the date nevertheless earned a unique place in history. It was on this date that the nation’s senators and nearly all representatives abandoned the halls of Congress to attend an occasion of less repute but considerably more sporting interest—a specially arranged and long-anticipated horse race at nearby Pimlico Racetrack involving three of the nation’s best-known thoroughbreds. It marked the first time in the nation’s history that either house of America’s most august legislative body had adjourned specifically so that its members could attend a horse race.


  It was a race of enormous national interest, both to elected officials and to America’s common folk. The race involved two high-profile “Eastern” thoroughbreds, Parole and Tom Ochiltree, one hailing from the New Jersey headquarters of one of the nation’s preeminent sportsmen and industrialists, the other from the New York stable of his brother.


  The third starter was Ten Broeck, an invader from the “West,” in this case the state of Kentucky, whose unrivaled record on the turf had already made him legendary in his own time. The opportunity to partake of this East vs. West rivalry, and perhaps extract a profit through a few well-placed wagers, proved far more enticing to many of the legislators than the essential but less exciting business of Congress.


  Although East and West were the compass points discussed in the day’s newspapers, and in polite conversation in Congress and on the street, many would have recognized that the race also symbolized the North vs. South hostilities that had so recently and profoundly shaped the nation’s racial relations, its family structures, its international relations, and its domestic politics. New York and New Jersey had, of course, been squarely pro-Union during the Civil War, even given the draft riots that had shattered the peace of the Empire State, even given the sentiments of Mayor Wood. Kentucky had been a slave state whose legislators had declared it a neutral party, doubtless in the hopes of doing business with both sides, Union and Rebel.


  The Civil War had been the deadliest conflict in American history. It had long been estimated that the War Between the States cost the lives of at least 625,000 combatants—360,222 on the Union side and roughly 258,000 Confederates—but recent scholarly recounting of census records suggests that the toll may have been substantially higher—perhaps upwards of 850,000. More soldiers on both sides died of non-battle causes—primarily disease and hunger—than of gunshots, bayonet strikes, or other human violence. Multiples of these numbers were left permanently debilitated.


  More than 150 years after the war’s end, after two World Wars, after Korea and Vietnam, after two Gulf Wars and a protracted American presence in the Middle East, the Civil War remains the deadliest conflict in the history of a nation that has, by dint of its economic and military might, been among the combatants in many an armed struggle. Owing to the slow communications of the times, overt hostilities between North and South continued even after the war was diplomatically concluded; the final Confederate general to surrender was Cherokee leader Stand Watie, who conceded defeat at Doaksville in the Choctaw Nation (now Oklahoma) on June 23, 1865, some two and a half months after Lee laid down his sword.


  The regional rivalries that had existed long before the Civil War had been nurtured in the years that followed the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. The surrender of Robert E. Lee at Appomattox Court House had formally ended the war, but while most of the conflagration’s nonfatal physical wounds were slowly healing, America’s emotional scars remained and, in some cases, festered. The disputed presidential election of 1876, pitting Republican Rutherford B. Hayes against Democrat Samuel J. Tilden and decided by a single electoral vote after four states’ electoral slates were claimed by both political parties, exacerbated tensions that were already near the breaking point.


  It is no exaggeration to suggest that Hayes’s hairsbreadth victory in the Electoral College, awarded to the Republican candidate despite Tilden’s sizable margin in the popular vote, brought the nation to the brink of a second Civil War. When an election commission, established by Congress to sort out the votes in the four disputed states, awarded each of the states to Hayes by a strictly partisan eight-to-seven vote—the commission comprised eight Republicans and seven Democrats—Congressional Democrats threatened a filibuster to delay Hayes’s inauguration. It is questionable whether an elected president could be denied his office because of a political maneuver in Congress, but the possibility was there. More ominously, one frustrated Democrat vowed that “a hundred thousand Kentuckians would see justice done to Tilden” and the Republicans reportedly considered using the army to enforce the election commission’s rulings. Only when cooler heads prevailed, creating the “Compromise of 1877,” was what historian James Truslow Adams described as “the filthy mess of 1876” brought to a conclusion.


  A deeply divided nation was still seeking to implement—or subvert—the changes wrought by the deadly years of brother vs. brother hostility. The issues that created these lingering scars unquestionably played no small part in the desire of the elected representatives to participate, even if only by rooting for their particular regional favorite, in this East vs. West contest.


  It was, however, not merely public officials who availed themselves of the opportunity to attend the Great Sweepstakes while shirking official duties. The October 25, 1877, edition of the Chicago Tribune noted that “the Stock Board early adjourned till to-morrow to allow the members to attend the race. At the Corn and Flower exchange very few members were present, and little business done.” Businesses operated with skeleton crews that day; both managers and employees wanted to be nowhere but at Pimlico. This was an iconic, must-see occasion; if one’s circumstances allowed it, he or she was going to the races.


  And while Congress—and the Stock Board and the Corn and Flower Exchange and the rest of the nation—awaited the confrontation of the three great horses with fevered anticipation, discussed the horses’ relative merits for weeks beforehand, argued the race’s results heatedly for months afterward, and demanded a rematch in letters to the editors of hundreds of newspapers, it may well be that the horses were the least interesting of the cast of characters that came together on that cool October afternoon in Baltimore.


  Certainly, the horse’s owners were without peers as objects of public curiosity; the jockeys were men of accomplishment, each with a unique perspective on the race, on life; and the trainers ran the gamut from enormously successful and publicly revered to practically unknown. All of their stories will be told in these pages.


  As our tale begins, the nation awaits the arrival from Nantura Stock Farm, in the heart of the Kentucky Bluegrass, of Ten Broeck, quite possibly America’s greatest racehorse to that point in time.



  CHAPTER 1


  The Champion


  Telegraphic News


  From Washington


  Congress and the Races


  Washington, October 22—The House has adjourned over to-morrow for the purpose, it is generally understood, of allowing an opportunity to members to go over to the Baltimore races. The Senate will meet, but most probably with not more than a bare quorum, even with that. Senators were running around for an hour after the adjournment this afternoon endeavoring to effect pairs.


  One democratic Senator said he would go to Baltimore with a light heart, for he understood that Judge Edmunds had paired and was going too, so he was satisfied no mischief would be done. Someone asked Senator McCreery if he, too, was going to the Baltimore races? He responded in his very humorous and dry way, “Races? Why there will be no race: that Kentucky horse will have a walk-over.”


  —THE BALTIMORE SUN, OCTOBER 22, 1877


  THE TOWN OF MIDWAY, KENTUCKY, CURRENT POPULATION 1,641, LIES equidistant between the state capital, Frankfort, and the city of Lexington, which describes itself as the “Horse Capital of the World.” In many locales, of course, it would be rank hyperbole for a city of just over three hundred thousand to declare itself the world capital of anything, but one who travels beyond the environs of downtown Lexington in any direction and observes the vast and famous thoroughbred breeding and training establishments that dominate the area will quickly recognize that Lexington’s self-proclaimed title is not an undeserved appellation. Midway was once a single farm belonging to one John Francisco. In 1835, however, Francisco sold out to the Lexington and Ohio Railroad Company for the then substantial sum of $6,491.25, and Midway became Kentucky’s first railroad town. Long before this, the area had been the home of mound-building Indians. Two large Indian mounds remain, on farms within easy driving range of Midway.


  Midway’s primary claim to fame, however, is neither its Indian sites nor its railroads. Midway is a horse town. In fact, the area was once the home to not one, but two of the greatest thoroughbreds ever to compete on American soil, each of which was born (foaled, in the language of the breeding shed) on Nantura Stock Farm in Spring Station, within shouting distance of Midway. These two immortals of the track also summered and wintered there between racing campaigns, spent their breeding careers there, and died there. And both are buried there, beneath imposing monuments that were, when initially dedicated, within sight of the home of their long-ago owners.


  One of these two immortals of the turf, a steed named Longfellow, was known throughout the nation as the King of the Turf. Foaled in 1867, he was famous for his imposing size, his speed, and his endurance. Newspapers throughout the nation carried the story when he suffered a crippling racetrack injury in 1872 that ended his career and left his devoted owner devastated; at that point, this prodigious animal had won thirteen of his sixteen races, although his headstone incorrectly claims another start, another victory. His plaque has long adorned a wall in the National Museum of Racing and Hall of Fame.


  His stablemate, foaled in 1872, may have been even better. During his reign as equine superstar, Ten Broeck (the name is pronounced in the Dutch style: “10 Brook”) shattered revered time records by impossible margins and routinely left challengers struggling in his dust. On one occasion, no owner could be found willing to send a runner against Ten Broeck, and he simply galloped around the track in regal solitude, the recipient of racing’s greatest compliment: a walkover. Three other times, Ten Broeck was sent to the track not to win a race, but with the specific intention of destroying a world record.


  On these occasions, pacesetters were dispatched ahead of the champion, running flat-out for a short distance in the hope that Ten Broeck would quicken his own pace, seeking to outrun the interlopers. When one pacesetter would tire, he or she would be eased to the outer rail, and a new target would charge onto the track. In these “races,” one could wager either on Ten Broeck or the stopwatch, but the wise course was always to wager on the horse. All three times, Ten Broeck flew down the final straightaway and directly into the record books.


  Ten Broeck’s was a relatively brief racing career, consisting of just thirty races over three seasons, and he passed from among us at the fairly young equine age of fifteen. Even in death, Ten Broeck continued to fascinate the racing world; his Kentucky funeral was covered by the distant and serious-minded New York Times, not a publication that commonly reports on the last rites of equines.


  Ten Broeck rests today, as he has since 1887, under the fertile soil of a Kentucky field, near his stablemate, Longfellow. Together, the two horses’ headstones create a picturesque but curious Bluegrass tableau, an almost surreal echo of racing’s distant past, surviving into the very real present.


  The wording on Ten Broeck’s imposing headstone might seem strange, perhaps even cold, to the casual observer, but then, this was the first headstone ever erected over the burial place of an American race-horse, and Ten Broeck’s owner therefore had no models of appropriate tombstone verbiage from which to draw. The owner, Frank Harper, whose inheritance upon the death of his uncle had included this great horse, was a simple man, not given to flowery prose or rhetorical eloquence. His was the world of thoroughbreds, not that of belles lettres.


  Decades later, the tombstone of the great horse Domino would gush, “Here lies the fleetest runner the American Turf has ever known, and one of the gamest and most generous of horses,” but such bursts of prolixity were not for Harper. Ten Broeck’s tombstone speaks of his great horse in facts and numbers, not in flowing emotions. The engraved eulogy, in fact, includes an egregious error, utilizing the word “folded” in place of the proper “foaled.” In its entirety, the tombstone reads:



  TEN BROECK
BAY HORSE
FOLDED [sic] ON NANTURA
STOCK FARM
WOODFORD COUNTY, KY.
JUNE 29, 1872
DIED JUNE 28, 1887


  PERFORMANCES
1 MILE ... 1:39¾
15/8 ... 2:49¼
2 ... 3:27½
25/8 ... 4:58½
3 ... 5:26½
4 ... 7:15¾


  The revered thoroughbred buried beneath this prosaic memorial was named for the legendary racing man and raconteur Richard Ten Broeck, who had imported Ten Broeck’s sire, Phaeton, from England (see Appendix C for a more extensive biography of Richard Ten Broeck). While Phaeton was by no means a champion on the racetrack, his exotic blood coursing through the veins of Frank Harper’s thoroughbred helped to create a superhorse.


  Hewn from Italian marble, Ten Broeck’s tomb was once a beautifully crafted monument, as was that of Longfellow. But while the two tomb-stones retain much of their grandeur, they are now somewhat in disrepair, their words and numbers becoming increasingly difficult to read. Nature’s processes are inevitable, and the nature of the relatively soft Italian marble is taking its course.


  For many years, the ground upon which the tombstones stand was grazed by cattle—an odd sight, to be sure, on land that had long felt the impatient hoofbeats of jostling thoroughbreds—and the corrosive bovine waste materials that once surrounded the marble tombstones have doubtless hastened the mineral’s decomposition. The land’s current owner honors it by continuing to call his farm “Nantura,” and has built wooden borders around each of the headstones, separating them from the workaday world and from any cattle that might stray into their area. But the tombstones of Ten Broeck and Longfellow continue to deteriorate, slowly and gently, but inexorably.


  Time has also taken its toll on Ten Broeck’s place in racing’s record books. Spirit of the Times, one of the nineteenth century’s most popular sporting newspapers, had once declared that his achievements represented a “brighter and more brilliant record than any horse that ever appeared upon the American turf,” but in the world of sport, nearly all records eventually are surpassed. Ten Broeck’s proved to be no exception.


  As inevitably as the slow deterioration of his headstone, Ten Broeck’s record times for the mile, 15/8 mile, 2 miles, 25/8, 3, and 4 miles have been bettered by thoroughbreds both great and mediocre. His fastest time for most of the distances is many seconds slower than the records on the books today.


  This does not, however, serve to denigrate Ten Broeck, which raced under the primitive conditions of the 1870s, when the era’s simple dirt tracks became quagmires on rainy days and dust bowls when the Kentucky weather turned hot. Harper, defending his animal’s legend, often maintained that the thoroughbred breed improved little from one generation to the next; that the faster times earned by the runners that followed Ten Broeck were the product of improved conditions, not greater horses.


  And there was truth in Harper’s contention. In racing, as in every other endeavor, eras change. Racetrack surfaces are modernized, and times improve. Equine nutritional practices are refined, and times improve. New veterinary medicines enhance the health of thoroughbreds, and times improve. New training and riding techniques are pioneered, and times improve. Knowledge of equine genetics progresses, and times improve.


  And however insuperable they may have seemed at the time of their accomplishment, speed records fall. As did Ten Broeck’s.


  In appearance, Ten Broeck was usually described as “well-balanced” or “of faultless form,” rather than as being in any way particularly striking. He was a blood bay—a reddish brown color, with black mane, tail, and legs—with no white markings other than small patches just above and at the rear of his hind hooves. A sketch of Ten Broeck “from life at Baltimore, Oct. 20, 1877,” shows him with ribs clearly visible through his shiny coat, and with a tail that had been docked so that its end was parallel to the ground. He was 16.1 hands tall (a “hand” is four inches), taller than the average for the period without being either massive or gawky.


  The Nantura colt had raced just once at age two, finishing third at Lexington on September 15, 1874, behind a runner that had not yet even been named, then was sent back to the farm to mature and prepare for his three-year-old season. This began at the Lexington Association course on May 10, 1875, when Ten Broeck earned an easy victory in the Phoenix Hotel Stakes. Among those chasing him home that day was a chestnut colt named Aristides, whose own career would be of near Hall of Fame caliber.


  Ten Broeck lost his next start, the two-mile Citizens’ Stakes, to Aristides’s stablemate, Chesapeake, and three days later was shipped to Louisville for a new event on the racing calendar that had been named in honor of a race contested annually at England’s Epsom Downs. In the first edition of the mile-and-a-half Kentucky Derby—the race would be shortened to its present mile-and-a-quarter distance in 1896—owner Hal Price McGrath had intended that the sluggish but distance-loving Chesapeake should win the race, with his speedy colt Aristides setting the pace.


  Chesapeake, however, was not at his best that day, and when it became clear that his vaunted stretch run would not materialize—Chesapeake would finish eighth in the race—McGrath, standing at the finish line, implored jockey Oliver Lewis aboard Aristides to “Go on with him, Lewis!” Lewis went on with him, and Aristides and his African-American rider won in American record time. Ten Broeck, never a factor in the Derby, finished fifth and was dispatched to Nantura for the summer.


  Ten Broeck returned on September 6, finishing fourth, at least five lengths in arrears, as a colt named Bob Wooley won by “two lengths well in hand,” setting a record time of 1:54 for the 11/8 miles. Possibly Harper had not prepared his colt for a top effort in his first start in nearly four months, but three days later Ten Broeck would avenge the loss to Bob Wooley, and in the process begin his own assault on racing’s record book.


  Ten Broeck earned his first record on September 9, 1875, at the Lexington Association track, traveling 15/8 miles over a surface described as “deep with dust, precluding the possibility of a very extraordinary time being made,” in a quite extraordinary 2 minutes, 49¼ seconds. The record had previously been attributed to the great colt Harry Bassett, winner of the 1871 Belmont Stakes in 2:56 and later the conqueror of Longfellow, although some claimed that Springbok had posted a faster time; thus, Ten Broeck may have lowered the existing record by a spectacular 6¾ seconds (if Harry Bassett were still considered the previous record holder), or merely a sensational 3¾ seconds (if one preferred Springbok).


  No matter whose record Ten Broeck had destroyed, it was an impressive performance by a colt that had not, to this point, been particularly highly regarded. Bob Wooley had been the favorite in the race; Ten Broeck was grouped with other unlikely contenders in the wagering pools. It was the last time the bookies would treat him with such disdain.


  Closing out his season with a second-place finish and three more wins, none of which eclipsed records, Ten Broeck was sent home to Nantura for the winter. But 1875 and the 15/8-mile record would be mere prelude. The following year, Ten Broeck would rewrite important sections of the record book, and in the process become an equine megastar.


  After winning four of his first five starts at age four—he pushed Aristides to a world-record time in his only loss—Ten Broeck appeared on September 16, 1876, at the Lexington Association track in an otherwise routine $600 race. Only one undistinguished opponent, a colt named Redding, had been entered, and Redding would not be a problem. “Running within himself from the start,” Ten Broeck rendered the day memorable, winning “in a big canter” at the 25/8-mile distance, and scoring “as he liked” by six lengths in 4:58½, which shattered the American record for the distance. With two records now to his credit, Ten Broeck was sent out for more.


  He next went postward on September 23, in the three-mile Post Stakes at Churchill Downs, racing for a $700 purse and again challenged by just one overmatched opponent, a colt named Add. The two ran as a team for 1¾ miles, Add’s jockey, a lad named Hargo, pushing hard to stay on even terms. Ten Broeck then began pulling away, and Hargo succumbed to the inevitable, allowing Add to settle into a comfortable stride while both observed Ten Broeck’s stretch run from a respectful distance.


  Ten Broeck continued extending his lead, reaching the finish in a magnificent 5:26½, which demolished Norfolk’s record, set eleven years earlier to the day, by 1¼ seconds.


  One racing publication took this occasion, the third record-setting effort by Ten Broeck in slightly over twelve months, to laud him as “doubtless ... the fastest four-year-old in the Western country.” Ten Broeck, another claimed, might have run the distance even faster, had he not lost “fully a second or two in the last furlong by pulling up for he stopped just after going over the string.”


  Frank Harper’s real aim that day had been the four-mile record, but he had signaled jockey William Walker to stop after the third circuit of the course “on account of the wet state of the track.” It boggles the mind to consider how many more seconds Ten Broeck might have sheared from the record had he been ridden hard all the way over a fast surface.


  But Harper’s colt would soon own the coveted four-mile record. Ten Broeck stepped onto the track at Churchill Downs four days later, and 7 minutes, 15¾ seconds after the official timers first clicked their stopwatches, the name of Fellowcraft, who two years earlier had defeated by a quarter-second the 7:19¾ clocking established by the great Lexington in 1855, was erased from the record book. Lexington that day had “literally [run] out of his shoes; one of them, twisted, now hangs in the National Museum of Racing at Saratoga.”


  Fellowcraft’s record run had been greeted at the time with what the New York Times had described as “the wildest excitement.... Men threw up their hats and jumped as if they were crazy. The ladies cheered and clapped their hands, and old turfmen who had witnessed Lexington’s performance at New-Orleans stood in dumb amazement. The astonishment of every one was so great that people did not know what to say to each other, and did nothing but cheer and shake hands.”


  And now this. Add had been entered to ensure a fast pace for the record-setting effort, but with a mile still to go, Ten Broeck, carrying just 104 pounds and the willowy Walker, had left his pacesetter a hundred yards behind. Now Harper’s speedy filly, Necy Hale, was sent out to keep Ten Broeck on task, and Harper “stood under the wire, and waved his hat to Walker to push ahead.” Walker responded with hand, boot, and whip, and Necy Hale was quickly outrun. Ten Broeck, nearly drained from the effort, passed under the finish line, and the crowd waited impatiently as the judges compared stopwatches. Then the official time was posted.


  Chaos ensued. Spirit of the Times described “a wild scene of enthusiasm, such as has not been seen for years in the good old State of Kentucky.” The New York Times ’s reporter, surrendering all pretense of journalistic restraint, described Ten Broeck’s record-smashing run as “The Greatest Event in the History of the Turf,” and well it may have been. Ten Broeck’s margin over Fellowcraft’s time was not a mere ¼ second, but 3¾ seconds, an eternity in horse-race clockings.


  One sporting publication, Turf, Field and Farm, described Ten Broeck’s feat as “the acme of equine power,” and lauded Walker: “a bright-looking mulatto, aged eighteen ... born a slave on the Harper estate in Woodford County. He now justly takes rank among the great jockeys of the country.” The Dallas Daily Herald placed its coverage of Ten Broeck’s astounding feat on its cover page, alongside stories of Tammany Hall leader Boss Tweed, the sudden death of Civil War general Braxton Bragg, and a dispute involving Serbia, Turkey, and Montenegro that threatened to erupt into war.


  With nothing left to prove in 1876, having won seven of eight starts, destroyed three of racing’s most revered records, and lost only once, to a record-shattering performance by the previous year’s Kentucky Derby winner, Ten Broeck was sent back to Nantura for the winter. And as the runner now nicknamed “the Kentucky crack” went to the sidelines, both the sporting press and the common racing fan began speculating about what further prodigies Ten Broeck might accomplish in the coming year. The sport’s bookmakers, conversely, were likely in a state of dread, awaiting the onslaught Ten Broeck’s backers would surely unleash on their bankrolls when the new season commenced.


  Ten Broeck’s 1877 campaign began on May 16 in Lexington, in a common mile-and-a-half race, but when nobody could be found to oppose the Nantura colt he was allowed to walk over for a $350 purse. This was followed two days later by a ten-length victory at 21/8 miles, Ten Broeck lugging ten pounds more than his outclassed rivals. And now, with all possible opponents cowering in their barns, Ten Broeck’s assault on the record book was resumed in earnest, under the excited gaze of overflow crowds rarely seen at the nation’s sporting venues.


  He was first sent after the one-mile record. Quoting the Turf, Field and Farm ’s report from Louisville, “The day was bright, clear and bracing, but cold, with strong wind, not favorable to fast time.” The Churchill Downs crowd was a large one, primarily male, but liberally sprinkled with members of the fairer gender: “That portion set apart for the ladies was a living mass of beauty, decked in gorgeous apparel of the varied hues of the rainbow. It was brighter than a summer’s morn, when all the heaven is streaked with dappled fires, and flecked with blushes like a maiden’s cheek.”


  Despite the less than ideal weather, the five-year-old was favored by the crowd to break the record, and the Kentuckian succeeded in justifying the odds. Given a running start and the assistance of pacesetters Early Light and St. Louis, Ten Broeck scampered the distance in 1:39¾, feeling the sting of Walker’s whip for a rare time as he tired nearing the finish. Ten Broeck’s clocking lowered the previous standard for the oft-competed distance by two full seconds.


  The racing world, which had never before seen a thoroughbred race a mile in fewer than a hundred ticks of the stopwatch, responded to Ten Broeck’s feat with incredulity. One publication compared him first to a locomotive, and then to a lunar-bound missile:


  He made the mile in 1:39¾, that is, he ran at the rate of 36.042606 miles per hour. Dropping the decimals, and rating him, in round numbers, at thirty-six miles per hour, he would make 864 miles per day. He might run over the Short Line Railroad to Cincinnati in 3h. 3m. 19s. He might run over the Louisville and Great Southern Road to Nashville in 5h. 41m. 33s. He might give the through sleeping-car to New York several hours start and get in ahead of it. He might put a girdle round the earth at the equator in 27 days, 16 hours, and travel the average distance to the moon in 276 days and 8 minutes.... Ten Broeck could not hold out for very long at such a rate of speed, but for that matter neither can a locomotive be kept up to its highest rate of speed for any great distance.... When Ten Broeck goes home, if he goes by rail, the fastest speed that the Lexington express will attain, even over the best mile of road, will not equal that at which he ran Thursday, and the mile stones will seem to pass him very slowly.


  Less than a week later, again at Churchill Downs, Ten Broeck was sent after the two-mile mark, which had previously been True Blue’s at 3:32½, but had been bettered just days earlier by McWhirter in 3:30½. Despite the defection of the injured Aristides, which had been expected to join in the quest for the record, an “immense,” screaming throng followed Ten Broeck’s progress with one eye, the ticking of their timepieces with the other. First St. Louis, and then Necy Hale provided moving targets for Walker and his flying mount, and Ten Broeck reached the finish in 3:27½, a full 3 seconds faster than the record. The ink commemorating McWhirter’s historic run never even had time to dry on the record books.


  At least one publication was ready at this point to declare Ten Broeck the “grandest horse that ever pressed the turf ”; another insisted that he was “the wonder of the age,” and pondered, “When shall we look upon his like again?” Spirit of the Times featured a reproduction of a Henry Stull portrait of Ten Broeck on its cover and declared him “the great conqueror.” It was speculated that Harper would immediately retire Ten Broeck to stud duty, one publication insisting that the six-time record-setter would, in all probability, “never face a starter again.”


  Perhaps they should have checked this assumption with Harper. Ten Broeck, after summering at Nantura, reappeared on September 20, winning a $400 Lexington purse race “in a canter,” then won a $500 race in which he was so obviously the best that he was barred from the wagering lest he bankrupt the bookmakers. He won again on October 1, and on October 4, a routine trouncing of two overmatched steeds named Tolona and Whisper marked Ten Broeck’s fifteenth consecutive victory.


  It had now been nearly seventeen months since the turf ’s reigning superhorse had last tasted defeat. Each of his wins had occurred within the boundaries of his native Kentucky, and it was conceded by all concerned that he was much the best horse in the Bluegrass State.


  But outside Kentucky, there was doubt, and even a level of grumbling, about Ten Broeck’s records. The belief outside the champion’s home state was that his feats had been accomplished with the aid of “India-rubber courses and fast timers,” and it was noted that his record-breaking dashes had employed pacemakers and running starts, and that he had carried light weights.


  Frank Harper may have been a man of simple tastes, but he was anything but simpleminded. He must have felt concern, anger, perhaps even resentment as he read these critical assessments of his beloved thoroughbred—but he must also have recognized that they contained a germ of truth. Kentucky’s thoroughbred industry had been ravaged during the war, and Nantura had felt the predations of both sides in the fiery conflict. Even twelve years later, and even given the growing prestige of the new Kentucky Derby, the Bluegrass State had yet to fully recover. Its reputation as a haven for great racing remained below that of such states as New York and Maryland.


  Racing promoters elsewhere in the nation had long been clamoring for the champion to leave his Kentucky bastion, offering lavish inducements in the form of generous traveling money and enhanced purses to lure him north. And as the critiques of Ten Broeck continued, Harper began to consider them more seriously.


  The most persistent challenge was emanating from the wealthy Lorillard brothers, who were loudly and publicly demanding that Ten Broeck journey north and take on their top thoroughbreds, Parole and Tom Ochiltree. With Ten Broeck having routinely run for purses that failed to reach four digits, Harper, much respected by his racetrack opponents but bearing “the reputation of being one of the stingiest horsemen in the country,” could not help noting that the amounts being proffered by his Northern suitors were far greater than the Kentucky tracks were ever likely to offer.


  The Lorillards had met with rebuff after rebuff from the cautious Kentuckian, but finally, in the aftermath of yet another round of offers and counteroffers, proposals and counterproposals, a telegram was received in the offices of Spirit of the Times:


  Louisville, Oct. 10, 1877—Editor, Spirit of the Times: Ten Broeck goes to Baltimore. Will reach there to-morrow.


  The battle, it seemed, was joined at last. The race was on.


  CHAPTER 2


  The Home Team


  [Tom] Ochiltree is a horse of fine size and finish, with an excellent way of going. In him Ten Broeck will have an opponent worthy of his fame.


  —LOUISVILLE COURIER-JOURNAL, OCTOBER 22, 1877


  [Parole] had a very long light stride, and, like all long-striding horses, he was not a quick starter; his long stride made it difficult for him to force pace from the start. He won his races by lying away and coming with a burst of speed.... No horse of his time could live his pace in a finish.


  —RACING IN AMERICA 1866–1921 BY W. S. VOSBURGH


  A HORSE RACE IS BASICALLY A DIFFERENCE OF OPINION AMONG TWO OR more horsemen, a disagreement in which the opposing sides proclaim, “My horse is faster than your horse,” and strive to prove their point. Ten Broeck’s imminent arrival in the East created a frenzy of activity among owners and trainers anticipating that one of their thoroughbreds might settle the dispute by defeating Kentucky’s champion. Foremost among them were the fabulously wealthy—and fanatically competitive—Lorillard brothers, whose tobacco company, founded by a great-grandfather but expanded a thousandfold by his heirs, was among the largest and most profitable in the nation.


  The Lorillard brothers, Pierre and George, were gamblers of the first magnitude, always looking for a contest—a horse race, a yacht race, a shooting match, any competition would do—at which they might win some serious money. The brothers prided themselves on upholding the Lorillard name against nonfamily members, but each had equal enthusiasm for the prospect of competing against the other.


  They were certainly not in the habit of issuing challenges that they might lose, and they had not enticed the great Ten Broeck into their territory merely to watch the Kentuckian append the names of Lorillard thoroughbreds to the long list of those he had already humiliated. It was the Lorillard brothers’ belief that their thoroughbreds were more than capable of outracing even the great Ten Broeck, and given the accomplishments of their outstanding racers, it seemed difficult to dispute them.


  From the Westbrook Stable of George Lorillard, located in Islip, New York, came the strapping Tom Ochiltree, which had originally been purchased by J. A. Chamberlain from the famed Woodburn Stud Farm as a yearling, for the bargain-basement price of $500. This was the farm where Tom Ochiltree’s sire, the immortal Lexington, reigned as “The Blind Hero of Woodburn,” a title he had earned by fathering—“siring,” in the language of the breeding shed—more high-quality thoroughbreds, year in and year out, than any other stallion in the history of the sport.


  It seems likely that the well-bred but overgrown youngster’s low selling price resulted not from any injury or evident lack of quality, but because big, clumsy yearlings often spend their two-year-old seasons maturing on the farm rather than earning money on the track. There would be no quick return on investment from this colt.


  Tom Ochiltree had been named for Colonel Thomas P. Ochiltree, a man whose attainments—or at least, his entertaining and perhaps occasionally accurate descriptions of them—had bestowed upon him near legendary status in the American Southwest. Also legendary were his Texas-sized appetites for good food, fine liquor, expansive conversation, and the opposite gender. A fuller biography of the human Tom Ochiltree is included in Appendix C.


  Colonel Ochiltree’s equine namesake grew into an imposing mass of horseflesh. To quote distinguished racing historian Walter S. Vosburgh, whose impact on the sport is reflected in the Grade 1 stakes race that continues to bear his name, “For size, bone, and coarseness, Tom Ochiltree surpassed all contemporaries.... He was always a monster of size.”


  A “life-like” portrait of Tom Ochiltree adorned the cover of the July 15, 1876, issue of Spirit of the Times, evidently from a Henry Stull portrait that George Lorillard may have commissioned. It depicts a large, heavily muscled animal in full flight, with bobbed tail, braided fore-lock and mane, and a large, wild eye ringed in white. He is a thoroughly impressive-looking beast.


  His accomplishments on the racetrack were also impressive. Tom Ochiltree was victorious in his first career outing, then, in just his second start, won the Preakness. Following this auspicious beginning, however, the big colt went somewhat amiss, due, some said, to a change in training regimen that stressed speed at the expense of Tom’s natural strengths: power and endurance. He lost the Belmont Stakes to Calvin and Aris-tides, then the Jersey Derby to Calvin and Chesapeake. When he finished a disinterested last in the July 14 Ocean Hotel Stakes, Big Tom was sent back to the farm for the remainder of the summer.


  When Tom Ochiltree returned to the races on October 2, he had a new trainer, Anthony Taylor, and a rekindled enthusiasm for racing. After tuning up with a fourth-place finish in the Jerome Stakes, behind Kentucky Derby winner Aristides and Belmont Stakes hero Calvin, the big horse began to regain form, winning by three lengths over Chesapeake in the Annual Stakes while held in so little esteem by the betting public that the bookies packaged him with other long shots as a single entry in the wagering field. He romped home again in Pimlico’s Dixie Stakes, winning by two lengths at odds of at least 20-to-1, and then concluded his season with a third-place finish as the wagering favorite in the Breckenridge Stakes.


  Sold to George Lorillard prior to the 1876 season for $5,000 plus 25 percent of the colt’s winnings (he is thought to have netted Alexander $12,000, not a bad return on a $500 initial investment), Tom, now under the skilled handling of trainer R. Wyndham Walden, became arguably the best distance horse in the East, winning seven of nine starts, including the 2¼-mile Baltimore Cup, the 2-mile Jockey Club Handicap, the 2¾-mile Centennial Stakes, the 3-mile Capital Stakes, and the 2¼-mile Saratoga Cup, all before the end of July.


  Thoroughbred racing in the 1870s was a far rougher enterprise than today’s patrolled and policed version of the sport. Bookmakers proliferated on local tracks; drug testing beyond a visual inspection was the stuff of science fiction. Efforts both subtle and crude (e.g., shoving a sponge up the nostril of a racer to impair its ability to breathe; over-feeding or overwatering a thoroughbred during the hours before a race) were occasionally employed to secure victory or defeat. On one occasion, Tom Ochiltree, through the good fortune of the would-be fixers’ incompetence, narrowly avoided being a poisoning victim, and, in the process, the vehicle for a betting coup.


  The victim instead was his stablemate Leander, which received a dose of poison that nearly cost the colt his life. The New York Times provided the story:


  It is known that an attempt was made to poison Tom Ochiltree while he was at Long Branch [New Jersey’s Monmouth Park], but his stable companion, Leander, received the dose and has not yet recovered from its effects.


  Obviously, even the most benighted of would-be race-fixers—and this crew, unable to discern the hulking Tom Ochiltree from his smaller stablemate, would certainly qualify—would know enough not to poison a horse that isn’t likely to win, anyway. Tom was good enough that “dosing” him could well promote the victory of a lesser runner, possibly at sizable odds. The unfortunate Leander, mistakenly fed the poison intended for Tom Ochiltree, was unable to race again in 1876.


  Given the remainder of the summer off, Tom Ochiltree returned in the autumn to reel off the three-mile Maturity Stakes and the four-mile Centennial Cup before tossing in his only clunker of the season, a third-place finish to Add in a $700 race at two miles. Had there been Horse of the Year balloting in the nation’s centennial year, Tom Ochiltree, with seven wins in nine starts, would have seriously challenged Ten Broeck for top honors.


  At age five, in 1877, Tom Ochiltree was arguably even better. He won a second Baltimore Cup, the Westchester Cup, the Grand National Handicap, and the All-Aged Sweepstakes, plus a number of unnamed races designed to keep him fit for the season’s important events. He was often required to carry top weight, not a problem for an animal of his musculature. In all, he raced fourteen times in 1877 and won nine, with four seconds and a third.


  George Lorillard’s impressive purchase had faced brother Pierre’s gelding, Parole, on six occasions. Tom had run second to Parole in the 1876 All-Aged Sweepstakes while carrying 118 pounds to Parole’s 99, and defeated Parole in the Saratoga Cup, hauling 21 pounds more than his rival. In 1877, Tom had finished ahead of Parole three times in four confrontations, each time carrying more weight than his opponent, in accordance with the period’s scale of weights for five-year-old horses and four-year-old geldings. Overall, Big Tom had twenty-one wins from thirty-two starts, and was regarded as unquestionably one of the best horses in America. The big son of Lexington was, by any measure, a formidable opponent for Ten Broeck as the “Kentucky crack” arrived at Pimlico.


  Pierre’s four-year-old gelding, Parole, was smaller and plainer than Ten Broeck and Tom Ochiltree, and was decidedly less favored by both the sporting press and the wagering public. Despite the media’s lukewarm reviews, however, he was a solid horse that had earned his way into whatever race Frank Harper might choose for Ten Broeck.


  Lorillard had purchased Parole at a yearling sale for $780, a figure that, even based on 1874 exchange rates, was unimpressive. But the gelding blossomed under the conditioning of trainer William Brown, and was deemed ready for his initial start early in his two-year-old season. Parole was an impressive winner of Monmouth Park’s July Stakes, and a month later defeated Shirley, which would win the following year’s Belmont Stakes.


  Lorillard and Brown were firm believers in keeping all bases covered, and while Parole was winning four of six starts and earning accolades as the season’s best juvenile, Pierre’s Faithless was laying waste to the East Coast two-year-old filly division. The pair would almost certainly have earned their respective juvenile championships, had such awards existed in 1875.


  Parole would not, however, win any awards as a show horse. Vosburgh described the gelding as “lengthy and narrow ... 15.3 [hands, not very tall], with a lean, ‘varminty’ head, light neck.” The New York Times also professed to be unimpressed with Pierre’s plain brown gelding: “a stranger looking at Parole for the first time, would not exclaim in admiration for him.” Years after the Great Sweepstakes, covering the ten-year-old Parole’s amazing career, the publication the New York Sportsman displayed on its cover a drawing of Parole, clearly showing his solid color and plain head, the ribs showing through his coat. He looked exactly as Vosburgh had described him.


  Vosburgh was far more impressed with Parole as a racehorse, however: “He had a very long light stride.... He won his races by lying away and coming with a burst of speed.... No horse of his time could live his pace in a finish.”


  To begin his three-year-old season, Parole had been shipped to Louisville for the second running of the Kentucky Derby, at the time offering a purse of $3,150. He did not respond well to the change of food, water, and surroundings, and finished fourth, as Vagrant took home the winner’s share. Sent to the farm to recuperate, he reappeared two months later at Saratoga in the All-Ages Stakes, in which he defeated Tom Ochiltree for the first time. This was to be the high point of Parole’s season, however, as he proved anything but a champion at age three, winning just three times in an abbreviated seven-start campaign.


  At four, however, Parole regained his form. He began his season with a second-place finish in a six-furlong prep race, then won the 2½-mile Woodburn Stakes. Returning a month later, he finished third as the fine colt Vera Cruz defeated Tom Ochiltree in the 1¼-mile All-Aged Stakes, then reversed the order of finish in the 2½-mile Saratoga Cup, leaving Tom and Vera Cruz behind. Parole then won his next three starts, including a 2½-mile walkover at Saratoga, then lost twice to Tom Ochiltree, by four lengths on October 2 in the 2¼-mile Grand National Handicap, then by two on October 13 in a 1½-mile stakes for runners of all ages.


  And now came word that Frank Harper had accepted the Lorillards’ challenge, and that the legendary Ten Broeck would at last be journeying east.


  As this electrifying announcement made the rounds of the racing world, Parole’s record stood at thirteen wins in twenty-three lifetime starts, with a number of the losses occurring against such good ones as Virgil, Vera Cruz, and Tom Ochiltree. He had won seven of eleven as a four-year-old, rebounding from his mediocre three-year-old campaign, and while there might be some doubt as to whether he was quite as good as the talented Tom Ochiltree, few could question that his accomplishments at least placed him in the conversation. On his best day, he could provide a sterling challenge to any thoroughbred that might be entered against him, up to and including Ten Broeck.



  CHAPTER 3


  The Harpers


  Mr. [Frank] Harper is a heavily built, white bearded old gentleman, of the utmost simplicity of manners and life. He knows few greater pleasures than to sit on the front porch of the little one and a half story cottage, part log and part brick, of five or six rooms, which constitutes his home, and to talk with deep feeling of his noble animals, whom he has loved with an affection rarely given by man to man, and almost unheard of between man and beast.


  —NANTURA 1795–1905 BY JONELLE FISHER


  THE HISTORY OF THE HARPER FAMILY IN THE UNITED STATES BEGINS long before Ten Broeck and the Great Sweepstakes at Pimlico. Emigrating from Germany, a young couple, Jacob Harper and his wife, Mary, arrived in Virginia in 1795, following an earlier migration of family members during the 1740s. Family legend claims that there were Harpers assisting George Washington and his troops during America’s struggle for independence. If so, the Harper family shares with the Lorillard family stories involving both acquaintances with America’s first president and participation in the Revolutionary War.


  In 1795, for the sum of “nine hundred and ten pounds, lawful money,” Jacob Harper purchased from the heirs of General Hugh Mercer, who had been granted the land in appreciation for his service during the Revolution, approximately fifteen hundred acres of fine Kentucky land in Woodford County, within a few miles of the town of Midway. The Harpers would eventually own more than two thousand acres in the lush Kentucky Bluegrass.


  An industrious family, the Harpers went about building on their land, creating two modest houses—one log, the other brick—and added facilities for raising farm animals. The Harpers spun their own clothing, raised much of their own food, and bred and raised horses, although not race-horses, for Jacob was “not of the turfman type.” It would be future generations of Harpers that would breed and raise some of the most noteworthy thoroughbreds to tread the Bluegrass.


  Jacob and Mary produced ten children: George, Jacob, Adam, Nicholas, John, William, Henry, Barbara, Elizabeth, and Mary. After their parents died, most of the children moved on, many settling in other states and other areas of the country. It was a grandson, John Harper, very much “of the turfman type,” who would eventually inherit the farm, name it Nantura (the name of the broodmare who produced the great racehorse Longfellow), and use it as a headquarters for raising thoroughbreds. John’s siblings, brothers Jacob and Adam and sister Betsy, also lived at Nantura, Jacob overseeing the farm’s operations while Betsy cooked, weaved, and sewed. Adam, the money man, handled the family’s finances.


  When war broke out between the North and South, Kentucky was something of an anomaly, a slave state that had not seceded from the Union. Neutrality may have afforded the state a modicum of protection from the harshness of the period’s economic realities, but no mere political designation could shelter it from the war: more than 100,000 Kentuckians fought, approximately 64,000 on the Union side, between 30,000 and 40,000 for the Confederacy, and 13,000 as State Guards. President Lincoln, a Kentucky native, saw Kentucky’s neutrality as essential to the prosecution of the war, declaring that while he hoped to have God on the Union’s side, “I must have Kentucky.”


  As a buffer between North and South, the Bluegrass State became fair game for the depredations of both sides, and Nantura, with its livestock and its location in the midst of the area’s breeding farms, was sometimes visited by bands of armed raiders in search of food, valuables, and, most important, fast horses. Some of these were marauding Confederates, some Union, and some were unattached or unidentifiable armed bandits.


  At times, it became necessary for Nantura’s residents to protect their farm, their horses, and their family. On one such occasion, old John Harper, his long gray hair flowing as he confronted a group, succeeded in driving them off by proclaiming that he intended to protect the farm with his life if necessary.


  In 1864, however, a less easily persuaded gang of raiders approached the farm, and when Adam Harper confronted them, possibly firing off his pistol in the effort to send them fleeing, they fired back, and Adam fell, mortally wounded. The guilty soldiers—it proved to be a gang of Union troops—were identified, ordered by their commander to dig their own graves, and executed.


  Mercifully, the armistice at Appomattox Court House brought the war to a close, and with the conclusion of hostilities Kentucky, and the Harpers, was able to return in peace to their favored economic and sporting pursuits: breeding and racing fine horseflesh.


  The unpretentious John Harper, “clad in faded homespun and leaning upon a stout stick,” had long been a familiar figure on the Kentucky thoroughbred circuit. He sent postward under his orange racing silks a steady stream of competitive colts and fillies, and was known as a no-nonsense owner who insisted that his racing stock make the maximum effort in every race they contested. They were not to be held back, never to be used in the race-fixing schemes that were endemic to the period, never to be worked into shape in races that they were not intended to win. Harper’s horses would, in his quaint phraseology, battle “from eend to eend” every time they took to the track.


  It is a long-held maxim of thoroughbred breeding that one should “breed the best to the best, and hope for the best,” and perhaps this was the philosophy that guided Old John when he decided to send one of the farm’s best broodmares, Nantura, to the court of the stallion Leamington. Whatever may have been his philosophy, the result was a colt that would be named Longfellow, and would prove to be a very special thoroughbred indeed.


  Longfellow was an exceptionally large animal, standing 17 hands high, and Harper probably recognized at the colt’s birth that he would be a long-term project. When the formidable animal was finally deemed raceworthy, it was as a three-year-old in 1870. Entered in a race at one-mile heats, he promptly lost the first to Enquirer, finishing third. He failed to reach the distance flag in the second.


  Enquirer would remain undefeated throughout the 1870 season, so perhaps Longfellow’s debut was not as inauspicious as it may have seemed. The big colt was returned to the farm for the summer, and upon his reintroduction to racing went about making amends, defeating all opposition in his remaining four races at age three. Local owners and trainers began to realize that Longfellow might become a difficult adversary when racing resumed the following spring.


  Harper returned his colt to the races at age four, in a $400 race at one-mile heats, but when nothing was entered to oppose the big son of Leamington he was allowed to walk over. Following two consecutive authoritative victories, Longfellow’s opposition again remained in the barn, and he was conceded a second uncontested victory. And then, shockingly, he lost a four-mile race in the Saratoga mud to a horse he’d beaten earlier in the year, the slop-loving Helmbold. Longfellow, it seemed, was not fond of getting mud in his eyes.


  It had been Old John who had named the colt, and it was naturally assumed that the moniker was intended to honor Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, the poet who had given the world such beloved volumes as The Courtship of Miles Standish, Tales of a Wayside Inn, and Household Poems.


  Longfellow, in fact, wrote to Harper to express his appreciation for the honor, which thoroughly befuddled the grizzled horseman. There are innumerable versions of Harper’s reaction to Longfellow’s letter, but they generally agree that when the poet’s missive was brought to Harper’s attention, his response was something akin to, “Never heard much of that feller, but that colt of mine’s got the longest legs of any feller I ever seen.” Longfellow’s final race of 1871 was scheduled for September 12 over the Lexington Association course, at two-mile heats against a colt named Pilgrim. The race itself, however, paled in comparison with the tragic events surrounding it, which would haunt John Harper for the remainder of his long life.


  Harper, as was his custom during the days when runners could be “got at” by race-fixers, had elected to sleep in Longfellow’s barn during the prerace hoopla. This time, however, Harper was summoned back to Nantura, and upon arriving at the farm learned that his brother Jacob, seventy-five, and his sister, Miss Betsy, seventy-three, had been savagely attacked with a hatchet while they slept on the night of September 11, 1871.


  It was the family’s servants, some of them former slaves who had stayed with the family following emancipation, who discovered the carnage. When Jacob and Miss Betsy failed to respond to the early-morning knocks on their bedroom doors signaling breakfast, the servants broke into their rooms, then recoiled in horror.


  Jacob was dead at the scene, his face obliterated by hatchet wounds, blood covering his bed linens, his pillow, even the canopy under which he had been sleeping. Miss Betsy, whom a bout with tuberculosis had left as weak and feeble as a child, was clinging to life, her skull fractured in three places by hatchet blows. She would hang on for a few days in pain and delirium, but would regain consciousness only intermittently before dying of her wounds without identifying the killer.


  John Harper may have narrowly avoided becoming a third victim. Around midnight, he had been awakened by knocking on the barn door. He wasn’t opening up, not to anyone, not with his most prized possession sleeping nearby.


  “Who’s there?” he called to the intruder.


  The response: “I want to see Longfellow.”


  John wasn’t having it. He shouted, “You can’t come in. Go away.”


  The door rattled ominously; then John heard retreating footsteps, followed by the sound of a horse galloping off, possibly toward Nantura and a deadly confrontation with Jacob and Miss Betsy. It was the next morning that news of the vicious attacks reached John. In his haste to return to Nantura and learn the fate of his brother and sister, Harper apparently neglected to withdraw Longfellow from the race, and the Lexington Association’s $400 Jockey Club Purse, at two-mile heats, went forward as planned, with Harper’s absence the only unusual factor. Longfellow easily defeated Pilgrim in both heats, with the odd result
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