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					All over the sunny South went the word “Lexington.” Far up into the North, even into parts where the race-horse was not known, traveled the word “Lexington.” There came a day when any little child of America could have told you the story of Lexington. And the time is not yet past when that name is synonymous with everything that is greatest in a horse. Lexington belonged not alone to the turfmen. He was the heritage of the nation. He was Lexington in the minds of the people, and after him there were merely other horses.

					—Charles E. Trevathan, “The Last Race of Lexington,” The American Thoroughbred

					When the memory of the race takes in…the crowds in the hotels, the noted men and women from all over the South who had come for the match, the whirl of carriages, and cabs, and vehicles of all kinds along the shell road, a kind of race track itself, the grandstand, exclusive as a private ball-room, glittering with ladies in toilets from the ateliers of the great modistes…and the men, from all over the South glittering too…the track—that superb track of old Metairie—the jockeys petted and spoiled like ballet-girls—and the horses! A volume would not hold it all before we even get to Lexington and Lecomte, and after that, a library would be needed to contain it…. That was what horse-racing meant then.

					—Grace King, New Orleans: The Place and the People

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				 

				 

				BOTTOM

				Grit. That’s what nineteenth-century Thoroughbred racing was about. Back then, the sport in America wasn’t so much about a horse’s speed—although speed was important—as it was about stamina. A racehorse was no good unless it could run a distance of four miles or greater. The term used to describe a gifted racehorse was “bottom.” Bottom was what carried a horse beyond the brink, past the exceptional, and into the extraordinary. It was the embodiment of an undefined quality buried somewhere in a horse’s soul. Bottom was a measure: how much courage, stamina, heart, and strength a horse had before it hit that realm where it could go no further. To say that a horse had “bottom” meant, essentially, that it had no bottom. It had staying power.

				Stamina and courage played into every aspect of nineteenth-century competition. When prizefighter James Ambrose, better known as Yankee Sullivan, faced John Morrissey on October 12, 1853, the boxers dueled bare-knuckled for thirty-seven rounds. That’s when Morrissey swayed, “waiting,” noted the New York sporting paper the Spirit of the Times, “for his seconds to lift him up.” As Morrissey stumbled out of the ring, Sullivan bounced on his feet, jabbing his fists in the air, yelling at Morrissey to come back and finish.

				America, severed less than a century from Great Britain, was a young country. Americans expected much of themselves and much more from their horses. Besides politics and religion, nothing brought more intense feelings to them than racing and the racehorse.

				Horse racing came about in order to test and improve equine quality. Through breeding, the Thoroughbred horse evolved to meet the high demands of racing—tests of courage, strength, and stamina. The better the horse was able to meet the tests, the better it was equipped to serve man’s realistic needs in everyday life. And in battle.

				A racehorse in nineteenth-century America needed bottom and plenty of it. Today races consist of single-digit furlongs—each furlong being about 660 feet. America’s longest modern-day race, the Belmont Stakes, is one and a half miles, or twelve furlongs. In the nineteenth century, horses ran heats consisting of one, two, three, or four miles each. Per nineteenth-century racing regulations, a horse had to win at least two heats to earn the purse. It was therefore unknowable at the race’s outset how many heats a horse would actually end up running. In a race with four-mile heats—the top tier of American nineteenth-century racing—horses would run a minimum of eight miles, and that was only if one horse won the first two heats. If, however, different horses won heats one and two, a tie-breaking third heat would send them off for another four miles—a total of twelve miles run in a single race. This scenario could play out into additional heats until eventually, the same horse had won two heats. Four-mile heats, therefore, required an animal of supreme strength and bottom to withstand the pounding of bone and the pulling and stretching of sinew and muscle for eight, twelve, sixteen, or even twenty miles around an oval track at extreme rates of speed. Races of this distance were not uncommon. In that era, racehorses were trained differently: not to sprint but to endure.

				Cooling periods separated the heats to allow some modicum of recovery. Depending on each racecourse’s regulations, and the duration of the heats involved, cooling periods could last anywhere from fifteen minutes for a one-mile heat race up to forty-five minutes for a four-mile heat. During these compacted minutes, a small fleet of horse grooms armed with arsenals of buckets, rags, scraping brushes, and whiskey swarmed upon each horse as if it were their only task in life. Dousing rags with the liquor, grooms washed away the grime of four miles before massaging the numbing liquid over the horse’s aching body. After pulling and tucking wool blankets around their charge in a moisture-wicking papoose, they walked it in circles to loosen its muscles. All the while, grooms fought back the deluge of betting men and turf writers who had gathered around the heaving horse to hurl their weighted questions: How’s he faring? Is he lame? Can he go again?

				Betting tables were, after all, still open for the next heat’s speculations.

				Heats were tough on the jockeys too. Steering a twelve-hundred-pound animal at a full run for eight or twelve miles required not only strength but tremendous stamina. Jockeys, then as now, weighed less than average men, typically about ninety pounds. A minimally weighted man riding on an empty stomach during the heat of the day and regulating a powerful animal running at the top of its speed often failed to meet the challenge. Some riders fainted during the race. Others lost the strength to steer their mounts. Exhausted jockeys occasionally rode horses off course or collided with their competitors.

				These cooling periods were, therefore, equally important for the equines’ counterparts. Back at the cooling circle, grooms pulled limp rag-doll jockeys out of their saddles and propped them in straight-backed chairs to regain their breath. Dragging over the water buckets and whiskey that had first been used for the horses, grooms worked to massage the life back into jockeys’ spent arms and legs. If massage and liquor couldn’t revive a man over the next forty-five minutes, he was replaced—usually over hard-fought pleas and false assurances that he could go another four. Generally, it took at least two jockeys to ride a single horse in a four-mile heat race. Unusual was the man who could endure multiple heats. Those jockeys were rare, and they earned top dollar.

				During the 1850s, horse racing was America’s supreme spectator sport, attracting everyone from high-ranking political figures to anyone who could afford the one-dollar entry fee. Racecourses were the gathering place: a place to be seen, and a place to take a betting chance in an atmosphere dense with opinions. Horse racing was so popular in the mid-nineteenth century that anyone desirous of seeing a race would be hard-pressed not to find a racecourse somewhere in the then-existing thirty states. Fifty-nine tracks operated to a profit in the Southern states. New Orleans alone offered enough fanfare and patrons to support four racecourses. The North funneled horse-race patrons into twenty-one courses in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Four of those tracks were located on Long Island. Seldom in today’s vastly arrayed sporting spectrum can a city support more than one racecourse.

				In the nineteenth century, when a race involved a phenomenal horse—a horse that had shown exceptional bottom in past performances—hosting cities were often overwhelmed by the multitudes who thronged there for a glimpse of the spectacle. A race that featured a star horse induced mania to the extreme. By post time, a hosting city, whether New Orleans or New York, ceased functioning, having lost nearly every soul to the racecourse. News of the results was so eagerly awaited that newspaper reporters carted in carrier pigeons to their trackside tables in the hope of expediting bulletins prepared between heats to the printing press. This hurried endeavor was in no way unappreciated. On race day, those people who were unable to attend gathered on the sidewalks outside newspaper editors’ offices, waiting to hear the outcome at first opportunity.

				Horses in those days were celebrities in their own right. Their feats of courage were discussed in parlors, stores, and businesses, and at the family dinner table. And it was a celebrity that was well earned, since, even by that era’s unrelenting standards, a horse that could run a demanding four-mile heat race was a rarity. Even harder: to find a horse that not only had bottom but could capture the heart of a nation. It was in this era of pioneering tests of strength that a colt named Lexington rose to fame. It took two equally pioneering men to guide Lexington into becoming what one nineteenth-century writer described as “a name synonymous with everything that is greatest in a horse.”

			

		

	
		
		
			PART I

			 

			 

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			 

			 

			REBIRTH

			Richard Ten Broeck had always been exceptional, though not entirely in the best ways. His path was curved. Always had been. As if, by forging twists and turns into the straightaway, he could create a more complex and grander route than one that was quiet and mundane.

			He was easy to spot if you knew to look for the steady stream of smoke rising from his cigar. Otherwise, his appearance was so unremarkable you might well miss him. Instead of neckties popping with color like those worn by most men of the era, Ten Broeck chose the black and understated d’Orsay cravat, always immaculately tied, worn around a stiff upright collar. Aside from his eyes, which were deep blue and impenetrably faraway, the rest of his face was unexceptional, hidden as it was behind a light brown beard that was trimmed to even-sided perfection. Slim, medium in stature, he might have been mistaken for an oversize jockey. He enjoyed the misimpression and in fact occasionally rode his own horses in races. Even then, the cigar never left his mouth.

			But beneath the deadpan exterior was a master of wits who could bluff a royal flush while holding nothing but a high card, a risk-taker so self-assured that others thought he must know something they didn’t. He usually did. Always five steps ahead, Ten Broeck had already played out every conceivable scenario in his head before he made his next move. And so, when Richard Ten Broeck said he was going to accomplish something, no matter how fantastical it seemed, few among his broad group of acquaintances ever questioned him.

			However unassuming his appearance may have been, the Ten Broeck name stood out among the mightiest, having established itself in a patriarchal lineage of military and politics. In 1663, Dirck Wesselse Ten Broeck emigrated from Holland to New Amsterdam. He became rich exporting animal pelts, and helped found the city of Albany, New York, and its Reformed Dutch Church. Since then, just about every Ten Broeck male had either served in the U.S. Army or at the helm of New York’s government. Young Richard Ten Broeck’s was a golden path, paved for him by the dedication and hard-earned respectability of generations of forefathers. All he had to do was follow it.

			Born in 1812, by age seventeen, Richard—“Dick” to most people—had soared through the prestigious Albany Academy while simultaneously accumulating an unending list of disciplinary infractions and enduring more cracks from his headmaster’s cane than a promising boy ought. To enhance Richard’s chances for life success, his father secured him a paid position running messages as a page in the New York House of Assembly. It was a spoiled life, unearned and therefore taken for granted—flippantly burning through opportunities as if there were always another and better one around the corner. In Richard’s case, there usually was. In 1829, rebellions aside, his academic accomplishments and family name awarded him a coveted cadetship to West Point. But in less than a year, he faced resignation or expulsion after challenging his superintendent, Colonel Sylvanus Thayer, to settle their differences in a duel. Richard had only been doing what it had been ingrained in him to do—uphold honor at all costs. Instead of polishing his derringer, walking ten paces, and firing at the cadet, Colonel Thayer urged the military brass in Washington to expel the upstart.

			Back in Albany, Richard’s father scurried around the city, elbowing his way into important offices to have a discreet word about his son. His political pull worked, and in January 1830, young Ten Broeck wrote a letter to the secretary of war, John Eaton, tendering his resignation as a cadet “with the consent of my parents,” accompanied by a scribbled note of approval from his father “in accordance with the requests of my son.”

			Although the family’s honor remained intact, the West Point debacle sent Ten Broeck out on his own, undoubtedly with a stern order from his father to figure life out for himself. No longer was Richard the golden son. No longer was he one of the “favored children of the nation—the future men of America,” as the cadets had been dubbed in 1825 by the then secretary of war, James Barbour.

			Tossing aside his wool uniform and packing what was left of his two Academy-issued candles, eighteen-year-old Ten Broeck set out on a faraway path unbridled by regulations and discipline. A new world full of promises and adventure awaited him. He boarded a train headed southwest toward the Mississippi River.

			The Mississippi and all it had to offer made sense to wanderers. Snaking through twelve hundred miles of jutted bluffs and banks of mustard-colored soil, the river teemed with a society unto itself. Steamboats cut through dark rapids, transporting a menagerie of people over the river’s magical and mysterious wonderland. On board, vagabonds, wealthy Southern sugar planters, Northern bankers, bishops, and gamblers sat elbow to elbow as deckhands tossed tobacco over to Old Al, the river god of folklore, to appease his pipe and create a foggy ambiance, or spun stories about the river’s voodoo spells and ghosts moaning over some bygone wrong. Inside the common rooms, it was not unusual to find a deck of playing cards sitting pepper-and-salt beside a Bible, while out on the balcony, ladies corseted in fragile Parisian silks and wearing hats sprouting fountains of feathers gossiped with men swathed in buckskin leather with bowie knives strapped to their belts. All coexisted handsomely—if only for a short while—as they steamed north or south. For everyone, the river was a gateway to new worlds, and the artery through which Southern life pulsed.

			The sound of Southern life had attracted the young rebel. Not the bustle and mechanical motion of the big Northern cities, but rather, a society whose many great pleasures involved languid afternoons on porches flanked by dogwoods and French hydrangeas. All the while bantering and drinking an unfathomable number of juleps to celebrate the setting sun, only to then gamble with a hazy brain until the sun rose. Card playing wasn’t confined to the South’s richly green landmass. The recreation extended beyond the muddied banks and to the river. So much so that nineteenth-century author Emerson Bennett declared that “any man living on the lower Mississippi, who was not in favor of playing all sorts of games for all manner of sums, would have been at once pronounced no gentleman or a minister of the Gospel.” Unlike in the North, where moral conservatives eschewed card playing—considering it a destroyer of all incentive to industry and therefore taxing gambling with a stinging effect—the river brimmed with steamboats whose captains happily obliged the incessant running of card tables. Northerners with a penchant for cards naturally went south.

			In the roughly eight to ten days it took to travel the Mississippi from St. Louis to New Orleans, there were scarcely fifteen minutes when cards weren’t played. One steamboat captain recalled that at any hour, there were “four to six gambling tables stretched out in the main cabin in full blast for money.” Sometimes the captain himself was the most skilled gambler on board. Everyone—from passengers of all classes to the cabin steward and the cook—played, and it was not unusual for $1,000 to change hands in a single game. With cards, fortunes could be made or lost. Marriages wrecked.

			Professional gamblers, termed “cardsharps,” generally appeared to be gentlemen, polite to a fault. They wore fine clothes, carried gold watches, and looked the way a Southern cotton planter should. They bet their lives daily to make a profit and coolly affected living by the maxim “I don’t give a damn.” Cardsharps were shrewd, and having perfected the art themselves, could easily spot a man’s bluff. Cheating was scorned, and those who did cheat faced the end of a six-shooter and a permanent baptism in the Mississippi. One swindler unlocked the door to his cabin room only to find his opponent’s wife on the inside, aiming her pistol in his face and demanding her husband’s money. Another crooked gambler was seized, flogged, tarred and feathered, then placed in a canoe and pushed into the dark currents of the river with only one bottle of whiskey.

			Ten Broeck plunged into this funhouse world of twisted images and false angles. He had no money or accomplishments, but he was smart and began matching wits against a spectrum of men. Over the Mississippi’s churning waters he began to hone an awareness of man’s desires and fears and to understand that failure was largely dependent on how he chose to view it. He found a new life, fusing himself into the Mississippi’s rich amalgam of personalities.

			The young man from Albany spent the next decade gambling at the river’s card tables, gallivanting from Southern city to Southern city, never putting down roots, or much less staying in one place too long. The river was his home, and on it he emerged a formidable opponent—and not just at the card table. “I back my opinions. Each event in life is a wager,” he later wrote, “whether I gain or lose.”

			The Mississippi eventually relinquished Ten Broeck, depositing him in St. Louis. He still had no legitimate profession or social standing. All he had was the hard currency he won gambling. And his resilience.

			

			—

			It didn’t take long for the wandering cardplayer to find the racetrack. But gambling on horses was a whole lot different from playing poker at the buckaroo river tables. Betting on a horse wasn’t just about winning money. Nor was it about feigning one’s way through a bluff. Horse-race betting was very much a spectator event. Everyone went to the racecourse, including important men with big titles and lots of money—Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, the railroad magnate; John Cox Stevens, the yachtsman and steamboat-manufacturing heir; and President Andrew Jackson—men who had the clout and the means to make things happen. Many of them owned racehorses, and some owned the racecourse itself. In the South there was a lot riding, so to speak, on the way a man bet a horse.

			In the nineteenth century, there was no private betting at a window and receiving a paper ticket shrouded in secrecy. Instead, bets were made publicly, so the whole world knew how much a man wagered and with whom. At the racecourse, betting tables lined up row after row in a roped-off area near the grandstand. The betting ring was an odd place, with odd men called Knowing Ones, who had a lingo all their own. These men spent their days watching horses exercise around the track. If they hadn’t seen enough there, they headed to the bars or dining parlors to buy a round of drinks for grooms, jockeys, or anyone who might be willing to share reliable information. On race day, the Knowing Ones stood near the betting tables, yelling out whatever bets and odds they proposed along with the terms. “Who will give me one hundred dollars on Bay Maria to take both heats?” “Fifty dollars?” And then a somewhat plaintive “Will any gentleman back anything?” and so on, until someone took the wager by calling out, “Done!”

			Not only were men betting; they were watching. And they weren’t just watching to see how much a man bet, or whether he was drawn to bays over chestnuts. They watched to see if a betting man had the judgment to pick a winner. If he did, and won consistently, he probably carried that skill into all walks of life. Business in particular. Conversely, a man who bet on a losing horse—or worse, a horse that had to be withdrawn from a race because it was too fatigued to go on—was reckless, a fool. He should have known what he didn’t know. Wagering on horses, and doing it right, became a way to get a foot in the door of a desirable business enterprise, or an introduction to a group of men who moved and shaped society, or a betrothal to a rich man’s daughter.

			Getting a foothold was precisely what a young man who’d been forced out of society years before desperately needed. But a way back in wasn’t the only thing Ten Broeck desired. Horses had been in his blood since childhood. Even his orange-and-black family crest featured rearing white horses. Back before the anti-gambling craze seized the North, horse racing had flourished there. On childhood summer days, Ten Broeck’s father had taken him to the track near Albany, where the boy had elbowed his way to the rail along the homestretch.

			One memorable day, when he was eleven, young Richard sat in a carriage beside his father on the crowded roadway to the Union Course in what is now Queens, on Long Island. The attraction that afternoon was the first in a sensational series of horse races, monikered the “North versus South.” Originating in 1823, the race aimed to highlight the growing split in a nation fresh off the 1820 Missouri Compromise. It pitted the best horse from the South and the best horse from the North against each other. By post time on May 27, 1823, sixty thousand people had crammed into the Union Course—nearly half of New York City’s population of 123,000. Upward of $200,000 ($4.5 million today) was wagered.

			Racing for the North was the sportsman John Cox Stevens’s firecracker stallion American Eclipse. For the South, turfman Colonel William R. Johnson settled on a relatively unknown Sir Henry, chosen undoubtedly not just for speed but for his ability to withstand the arduous miles of rickety rail travel from Virginia to Long Island. The North versus South race was Ten Broeck’s introduction to grand-scale mania: tens of thousands of people shouting, backing their horses with cash and passion. Sitting next to his father in the stands, the boy fixated on the power and drive of Eclipse and Henry. Their hooves beat a percussion that rumbled through him, accompanied by deafening cheers and piercing shrieks from all around. The horses battled for twelve miles before the Northern horse won by a nose. Ten Broeck was hooked. Eighteen years later, he became immersed.

			Ten Broeck rode into horse racing on the coattails of the same flamboyant, wild-haired promoter who had showcased Sir Henry in that 1823 North versus South race. Colonel William R. Johnson was better known as “the Napoleon of the Turf,” or “Old Nap” by those who really knew him. The sobriquets had nothing to do with his height and everything to do with his giant reputation. In 1807, at age twenty-five, Johnson raced sixty-three horses and won sixty-one races. Napoleon Bonaparte was then the undefeated dictator of Europe, and American turfmen saw a comparison. Ever since, Johnson wore the title like a badge of the Légion d’honneur.

			Aside from fancy French nicknames, Johnson also answered to the title of Colonel, which in that era was a Southern honorific applied to any gentleman whose persona was grand enough to carry it off, and Johnson’s was. Dressed in frilled shirts and midnight-hued velvet frock coats, he sported a shock of white hair that never agreed to be tamed by a comb. His whole ensemble was punctuated by coal-black eyes that, according to his jockey, Charles Stewart, “snapped fire at you.”
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					“Old Nap” portrait by Thomas Sully. William R. Johnson, the gregarious Southerner, took racehorse promotion to another level. His North versus South races showcasing famous horses drew multitudes and generated large revenues for hosting cities and racecourse jockey clubs.

				
			
			That spirit was what drove Johnson. His dear friend John Davis described Old Nap as suave, amusing, and “ready to resent an insult.” A believer in respecting every man’s rights, Johnson stood, according to Davis, in an adored realm, highest of the high. Johnson was also one of the South’s most venerated hosts. He made sure the front doors at Oakland, his Virginia plantation, swung open to visitors from every corner of life. The place had notoriously reformed many a teetotaler from his erring ways of abstinence.

			Born in North Carolina, Johnson had walked the halls of that state’s legislature as an elected official until 1816, when he migrated to Virginia, married the daughter of a plantation owner, and assumed Oakland’s operations. Politics drew Johnson again, and he served another twenty years in the Virginia General Assembly.

			Taking advantage of Oakland’s location near Richmond, an area heavily involved in breeding Thoroughbreds, he began acquiring and breeding them himself. Above the main entrance to Oakland he hung a sign that read, “There is nothing so good for the inside of a man as the outside of a horse.” Rumor had it he could walk by a horse and tell how far it could run—just by eyeing it. Johnson’s opinion alone could make or destroy a racehorse and its breeder. Stallion advertisements often quoted him saying that the featured horse was “by far” the best racehorse he had ever seen…or ever would. And the ploy worked. Johnson’s promotions of racehorses and horse races created a roster of successes. The North versus South races were, after all, his idea.

			The gregarious Southerner was the ideal man to give Ten Broeck his start.

			By 1841, Ten Broeck was twenty-nine years old and filled with a sense of his future. His supreme confidence, plus the respect and money gained from his winnings at the card tables and on horses, paved his way to Johnson. Though the when and where of the partnership’s beginnings are unknown, at some point the two men sat down for a round of their favored mint juleps to discuss the current state of horse racing and Johnson’s illustrious career. At age fifty-nine, he managed racecourses all over the South and was involved in some manner with just about every racehorse worth mentioning. Although diametrical opposites in demeanor and appearance, they found their commonality in horses. Ten Broeck summed it up this way: “Owing to my fondness of racing, and his good opinion of me, Colonel William R. Johnson determined to take me into partnership in his many racing ventures”—though in what way, or to what extent, he never stated. Nevertheless, before long, Ten Broeck was standing next to Old Nap on the racecourse, being doused in horse-race lingo and whatever sage proverbs Johnson chose to share. He soaked up the knowledge and soon earned enough of a favorable impression that Old Nap started relinquishing the management of a few of his horses to the would-be turfman.

			Late that year, Ten Broeck gambled on himself and bought his first racehorse. He quickly bought another and started racing them to trophy-winning success. Horsemen soon took notice. Ten Broeck’s aptitude for sizing up horses began opening doors to clubs where important men drank Sazerac and talked about local affairs—including horse racing, that sport that consumed their world above all others.

			It was in that 1840s decade of tutelage when one horse in Old Nap’s stable profoundly shaped Ten Broeck’s view of racing and the animals it showcased. He was a super-horse, really. The epitome of bottom. A common chestnut with a white blaze that earned him the endearment “Old Whitenose,” Boston didn’t look like a standout, yet he was anything but common. Even his name had a story. Boston was christened not for the city but for the whist game in which he was anted up as eight hundred dollars’ worth of collateral by John Wickham, the Richmond, Virginia, lawyer who defended Aaron Burr on a charge of treason.

			The winner of the card game was a man named Nathaniel Rives, who wasted no time in turning the colt over to Old Nap for training under the skilled hand of the Englishman Arthur Taylor and his assistant, John Belcher. In a span of ten years at Old Nap’s training stables, Boston competed in forty-five races, most of which were four-mile heats, for a total of 265 career miles. He lowered his colors only five times. Twice he received forfeit to win after every other contending horse was withdrawn before the race even started.[*] Other owners simply felt their horses stood no chance against him. Their beliefs weren’t unjustified. Many speculated that Boston could go in harness, pulling a buggy, and still beat his competition. The horse packed grandstands with not only senators and congressmen but all colors and realms of society. Even Canadians and the English had heard his name. Bell’s Life in London, the English weekly sporting magazine, occasionally gossiped about the wagers Londoners had made on Old Whitenose. Wherever Boston raced, cities seemingly stopped functioning, having lost their populace to the racecourse. The Spirit of the Times, a New York–based sporting periodical, wrote in 1838, “Boston now stands alone in his glory.” No horse could touch him.

			Boston remained as the pinnacle of racing until May 1842, when, at the age of nine, he faced one of the most formidable opponents of his career. His rival was a sensational mare owned by William Gibbons, a quiet man from New Jersey who, oddly, detested almost everything involved with racing horses except the horses themselves. Shunning all forms of gambling, he raced only horses he had bred, and he never placed a bet. Not even on his own entries. In 1837, Gibbons had sent his mare Bonnets o’ Blue to the imported English Thoroughbred, Trustee. The result was the star-faced chestnut filly he named Fashion. By the age of four she had won six of her seven starts, against not just other mares but also stallions and geldings alike; horse races were never separated by gender back then. Fashion kept winning with such ease and courage that Northern turfmen were hailing her as one of the greatest racehorses of the generation. Some even spoke her name and the word “immortal” in the same breath. In 1842, she was half Boston’s age.
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					Boston by Edward Troye, based on an 1833 portrait by Henri De Lattre. Nicknamed “Old Whitenose,” Boston was the epitome of “bottom.”

				
			
			By 1839, Boston had been sold to a boisterous high-dollar gambler named James Long, who kept the horse in training with Old Nap. For the undreamed-of price of $12,000 ($363,000 today), Long had bought the one horse who, more than any other, could pave the man’s way into the national spotlight. And to guarantee he got noticed, Long challenged Gibbons by wagering $20,000 ($682,000 today) that Boston would beat Fashion in a four-mile heat race on her home turf, Long Island’s Union Course. In December 1841, after two months of public demand to see the horses matched, the anti-gambling Gibbons wrote the Spirit publicly, accepting the challenge. Given the competitors’ geographical origins, it made sense to stage the race as the next installment in Old Nap’s North versus South race series.

			On May 10, 1842, an estimated seventy thousand people thronged the Union Course to watch the race, completely disregarding rules of order. Fans who were legitimately inside the gates found they had no view at all, while those outside were nonetheless determined to get in. Thousands began tearing down sections of fences, breaking down doors, and storming the course. For a while, officials questioned whether they should call off the race. Finally, someone tracked down local prizefighter Yankee Sullivan in the crowd, paid him two hundred dollars, and sent him off to tame the trespassing masses. For those less than compliant, Sullivan swung with his right—the same right that was known to send other prizefighters stumbling to the floor.

			Nearing post time, thousands of people lined both sides of the field. Two judges climbed into the stands, each holding a chronometer—a watch that measures time in quarter-second increments—that had been made in Europe expressly for the legendary match between Sir Henry and American Eclipse.

			As space cleared for the horses to enter, Fashion walked gracefully to the post. When Boston set foot on the track, the crowd erupted. Tossing his head wildly, the stallion yanked his two grooms in every direction. Per regulations that required horses to carry weight according to their age—not ability—Boston, age nine, carried 126 pounds to Fashion’s five-year-old weight of 111. For a race of this caliber, Long had reached deep into his pocketbook to retain one of the best jockeys in the nation, Gilbert Patrick—known simply as Gilpatrick. The jockey pulled himself up on Boston and gathered up the reins. Joe Laird, the lightweight son of Fashion’s trainer, Samuel Laird, was given a leg up onto the mare. Receiving their orders, both jockeys brought their horses to the post and waited for the drum’s single tap—a sound that to every nineteenth-century racehorse meant, “GO!”

			Boston charged for the lead as if the race were a mere sprint. Drawing the inside track, he led the first half mile. With Fashion nowhere in contention, he passed the judges’ stand, completing the first mile. As Boston continued, Fashion threatened to take the lead. Boston pushed and again passed the judges’ stand, claiming the second mile. He then completed the third mile at a blistering speed, running the three miles in the fast time of 5:37 ½.

			On the turn of the fourth mile, Laird raised his whip over Fashion’s head, shaking it for her to see, then sank his spurs deeply, sending Fashion forward at a tremendous pace. In six strides, she took the lead. Refusing her an inch, Boston caught and held parallel to her along the backstretch.

			As the horses rounded the final turn, Gilpatrick urged Boston. But the horse’s drive was too powerful for even the experienced and renowned jockey to hold steady. Gilpatrick pulled too tight to the inside, ramming Boston into the rail and crashing him against a post. A nail sank deeply into Boston’s hip, ripping through eight inches of muscle. From the stands the crowd saw the stallion jar off course, falter, and appear to stop. Three lengths ahead, clouds of dust trailed Fashion.

			With a torn hip and the home turn in sight, Boston dug into the track, closing on the mare to within a few feet. The crowd, eager to see the drama firsthand, pushed onto the track, so that only a narrow path existed for the horses to run. With screaming fans only an arm’s length away, the horses squeezed through the crevice. Boston increased his speed. Someone in the crowd shouted, “Rouse up your mare! Boston’s on you!” Laird raised his whip and drove it down. Fashion regained focus and ran first to the wire, almost a length ahead of Boston.

			With tens of thousands of race patrons shouting—a sound, noted the Spirit, equaled only by the “explosion of a steamboat boiler”—many did not hear the judges announce the official time. Fashion had run the four miles in 7:32 ½, breaking the American record for horse racing’s four-mile speed. Boston crossed the wire less than a second behind.

			At the cooling circle, Arthur Taylor tossed his lucky sorrel-colored derby off his head. Even Old Nap’s unfaltering smile had been replaced by something far more determined. Ten Broeck stood nearby watching as grooms worked the life back into Boston’s aching body. The horse snapped his massive jaws at them and struck out with his hooves, warning them against rubbing their towels too abrasively on his sensitive skin or torn hip. Outside the Union Course’s gates, William Gibbons sat tucked away behind closed curtains in his carriage—too nervous to watch his mare race Boston; too nervous, even, to see Fashion’s physical state between heats. Someone knocked on his carriage door and delivered him the news that Fashion had beaten the American speed record. Still, Gibbons didn’t budge.

			At the bugle’s sound, Gilpatrick wedged Boston through a human barricade covering the track and steadied the horse at the post for the second heat.

			Fashion broke to the front, leading Boston down the backstretch by three lengths. The stallion challenged and passed, giving rise to a tremendous thunder from the grandstand. Laird dug his spurs into Fashion, sending her a neck’s length into the lead. As Fashion passed, Boston snapped at her twice, reprimanding, biting the mare severely on the second attempt. She continued on, completing the second mile three lengths ahead.

			Gilpatrick eased off Boston, but as the half-mile post neared, he drove the horse to a desperate effort. Sensing a futile expulsion of energy, Laird pulled Fashion back, allowing her to rest. Boston pushed on, claiming the third mile. The pace was electric. “Nothing short of limbs of steel could stand up under such a press,” wrote the Spirit.

			On the first turn of the final mile, Fashion rushed for the lead. Catching Boston opposite the quarter-mile post, she passed him with ease. Fashion won the heat, clinching the match win, with Boston trailing by sixty yards. Gilpatrick pulled Boston up and walked him over the finish line.

			Though he’d been beaten, many held Boston in higher regard for his incredible effort and his courage in defeat. Competing with an open wound and burdened with fifteen pounds more than the mare, he’d nevertheless run that first heat faster than any American horse besides Fashion ever had. Many turfmen viewing the race felt Boston had more speed than Fashion, and that, had he not crashed into the post, he would have defeated the mare. Boston was worth more after the race than before.

			The following day at the Union Course, after the enormous crowds had dissipated, leaving behind only a few devoted turfmen, Ten Broeck ran one of his own horses to a spectacular victory. But the win felt surprisingly hollow. There was a difference, he realized, between what he saw that day and what he’d seen the day prior. Boston wasn’t just a horse to rack up purses, providing prestige to his owner. The horse mattered to the people. His life’s hardships and setbacks resonated with them, and they were moved by his unfailing bottom. Horses like Boston came around only once in a lifetime. Ten Broeck knew as much.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Per nineteenth-century racing regulations, if a horse was the sole entry in a race, it was required to walk once around the racecourse to show nothing was amiss—that it could race if required—in order to claim the purse. In the case of Boston, he received forfeit twice, meaning that other owners paid to withdraw their horses prior to the race, believing they could not win against him. On one of those occasions, out of respect for Boston, who was by then a proven racehorse, track officials broke from the regulation requiring that he walk the course once. Without objection from the owners who had withdrawn, Boston was awarded the purse without ever leaving his stall.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			 

			WARFIELD’S PROPHECY

			In Kentucky, Lexingtonians awoke on Sunday, March 17, 1850, to squeeze into their best garments and fineries, then head to church. Although it was St. Patrick’s Day, celebratory parades had been postponed until Monday worldwide, out of respect for religious observance.

			At The Meadows, a sprawling 123-acre swath of bluegrass on the outskirts of the city, Dr. Elisha Warfield shunned his shined shoes and skipped church entirely. Since twilight of the preceding day, he had sat by candlelight, fidgeting away the minutes in a state of high expectation. Sometime during the night, his temperamental mare, Alice Carneal, had started pacing her stall, restless and sweating. By early morning, she had lowered herself to the ground and, lying on her side, begun birthing a foal. The colt emerged as he should, forelegs first, his nose tucked between. The sack covering his face was pushed back, allowing his first breaths to fill his lungs. The world was shadows to him: blurry, dark, and cold. He would soon gain his sight—the refined perception of objects and what they meant. Alice Carneal stood and began to lick him clean, reassuring him with her touch and presence.

			Birth was nothing new to Warfield. At seventy-one, with tousled white hair and a face etched by time, he had long been Lexington’s most venerated obstetrician and surgeon. By this point in his career, he had delivered the better portion of the city’s human population of 7,920, including Mary Todd, the future Mrs. Abraham Lincoln. Warfield also taught obstetrics and surgery to an endless roster of medical students at the nearby Transylvania University while serving as the department’s chair and a university trustee. When he wasn’t occupied with biped birth, Warfield was standing outside the stall of one of his numerous broodmares, ready to assist in her foaling.

			Having bred horses for fifty years, he was often called “the father of the Kentucky turf.” Warfield gained his vast knowledge from his personal library, which housed endless volumes of turf registries from England and America—monthly periodicals with handed-down stories of horse-racing lore stamped onto their rag-paper pages. Pedigree books and England’s Weatherby’s General Stud Book also lined his shelves. Conspicuously absent was any equivalent stud book from America. One didn’t yet exist. Therefore, Warfield became the recognized expert on the centuries-long evolution of the Thoroughbred. For a simple barter of candles, gunpowder, hemp, whiskey, or brown sugar, he could tell anyone the historical lineage of the most noted stallions in the world, or settle a dispute about a horse’s genealogy.

			But it was his own stables that benefited the most from his knowledge. Warfield was a master of determining the best stallions to cross with his mares. His most beloved mare, Alice Carneal, had delivered five previous foals before this morning’s new arrival, all of them sired by stallions with crowning pedigrees and headline-grabbing victories. Planning for his prize mare’s sixth foal, Warfield had paid a fifty-dollar stud fee and sent Alice Carneal to be bred to the racehorse Boston.

			The celebrated stallion had retired from his grueling race schedule six years before and begun his stud career in Virginia. Three years later, in February 1847, arrangements were made to send Boston to Kentucky. Reportedly, he was walked 435 miles, over weather-beaten and unpaved roads, from Virginia to Versailles.[*] There Boston entered the wood-planked stables of George Edward “Uncle Ned” Blackburn, the same stable where John Cox Stevens had sent his American Eclipse to stand as a sire. Uncle Ned’s was beyond a doubt the place to be for a stallion whose owner intended to produce a generation of racehorses. Central Kentucky had long been prized for its limestone-enriched soil that strengthened the bones and muscles of the animals that grazed there. By 1794, the Thoroughbred, originally imported from England into Virginia in 1730, had made its way into the Bluegrass State. Over time, Kentucky took the reins from Virginia and began in earnest establishing the Thoroughbred’s American bloodline.

			As Boston walked the long journey from Virginia to Kentucky, the Spirit trumpeted his sire services in an advertisement worthy of the champion racehorse:

			Boston’s prodigious power, size, and substance, make him an admirable cross…and we hope to hear that he is liberally patronized. On the score of family, game, and turn of speed, not less for training on during a career unparalleled for its brilliant achievements and its no less wonderful continuance, he commends himself to the breeders of the country. His colts are remarkably promising and if ‘like begets like,’ the admirers of [American] stock may confidently look forward to a succession of cracks who, like him, will be too fleet for the fast and too stout for the strong.

			Warfield didn’t need glowing words to convince him of Boston’s potential. The horse belonged to an ancestral line that began with the Byerley Turk, an English battle horse who had long been regarded for his stamina and courage. In 1690, he had triumphantly carried Captain Robert Byerley through the sword-slashing Battle of the Boyne in Ireland. Both survived and returned to England, where the stallion began siring a generation of racehorses. Boston’s dam was a full sister to Tuckahoe, a noted stallion from Maryland who ran in the North in the early nineteenth century. In pedigree books, breeders scribbled down her name simply as “Sister to Tuckahoe,” as if that was all that needed to be said. It wasn’t until after Boston had achieved fame that Tuckahoe was finally referred to as the brother to Boston’s dam.

			Alice Carneal, named in honor, or maybe in jest, of one of Warfield’s daughters-in-law, was a bay Thoroughbred mare who went back in ancestral lineage to the Cullen Arabian of England, one of the many blood strains that comingled early on to create the Thoroughbred horse. Out of the mare Rowena, Alice Carneal was sired by the mighty Sarpedon, an English stallion who had either won, placed, or showed in eighteen of his twenty-two starts in races all over the United Kingdom—races that focused on speed over bottom. Alice Carneal had a good pedigree for racing.

			Boston’s cover of Alice Carneal took, and eleven months later, on March 17, she foaled his son. As Warfield eyed the colt that chilly St. Patrick’s Day morning, he noted how strikingly similar the foal was to the Darley Arabian, another of England’s three primary Thoroughbred sires. In one of his many books, Warfield had seen the eighteenth-century paintings by John Wootton and John Nost Sartorius, and how splendidly they depicted the Arabian high-stepping along the English countryside on slender, spindle-shaped legs—riderless, supreme, and ethereal—as if human touch would mar him. Most pronounced in both depictions was the white blaze that stretched from the Arabian’s crown to cover his nose. Like the Darley Arabian, Warfield’s colt bore a white strip, made prominent by his contrasting dark velvety color. A bay. But Warfield noticed a small difference: The Arabian had three white socks; this colt had four.

			The doctor watched as the colt struggled to rise, teetering on his wobbly limbs, so unreliable in offering their support. With effort the colt splayed his legs and found his balance, succeeding in the first of his life’s trials. He raised his head and looked around at the parameters of his stall, peering at the shadows, examining Warfield and the stable grooms staring back at him. He was such a new creature, so fragile and vulnerable, but surely he would grow into something as magnificent as the Arabian in Wootton’s painting. Warfield liked the little foal immediately. He named him Darley.

			Over the next two years, Darley indeed grew into a form as splendid as Boston’s. Standing fifteen hands, three inches, a good height for that era, Darley was born with the build of a runner. His bones were slender, except his backbone, which was unusually large due to his wide chest: a genetic formation inherited from Boston. Where other horses outweighed Darley by two hundred pounds, he made up for that heft in muscular build. His large nostrils, wide jawbone—so wide that one man compared him to a squirrel with a cheek full of acorns—and deep chest combined to give him an exceptional ability to breathe. Like Alice Carneal’s, Darley’s shoulders were slanted, wide, and strong, enabling the colt a greater reach with his forelegs and a longer stride. The enormous size of his rib cage made his front legs appear shorter than they were. His pasterns connecting his hooves to his fetlocks were long, slightly upright, and firm, springing each of his steps and giving him excellent flexibility. The hocks of his hind legs were angled more than on most horses, affording him an increased ability to withstand strain from concussive, high-impact running. Darley’s entire hind leg conformation combined to provide him great mobility and an incredible forward reach—a dynamite punch of propulsion.

			But it was his eyes that best conveyed the soul beneath his build. The engine to the machine. One man described Darley’s expression only as “resolute.” At the time, the horse had been doing nothing more than walking off a railcar.

			

			—

			Despite owning a powerhouse of a horse, Warfield’s horse-racing hands were tied. By the time Darley was born, the doctor’s health had started to decline, and out of concern, his wife, Maria, ruled him off the turf and forbade him from having anything further to do with racehorses…or else! Toeing the line on the house rules, Warfield sat back, fidgeting under his newly imposed constraints, and did his best to suppress his ardor for everything equine.

			But if anyone cared to ask, they’d get a wistful earful of grand memories about the early days when Warfield became a member of the first Lexington Jockey Club, which had been formed in 1797. For a one-guinea (one pound, one shilling, or about $1.50) entry fee per horse, Warfield ran his colts in three-mile heat races for a chance to win almost double that. They ran carrying his registered silks: sky-blue cap and white jacket. When the Lexington Jockey Club folded in 1823, Warfield took his horses to his good friend Senator Henry Clay’s Ashland estate in Lexington and ran them there on Clay’s makeshift racecourse. For a while, Clay’s friends were content to let their horses run ovals into Ashland’s manicured lawns, but eventually the turfmen of Lexington yearned for something more structured, for something that gave legitimacy to what they were doing. Racing horses wasn’t just about a Sunday gathering and a chance to drink juleps in the shade. Finally, on July 23, 1826, Warfield and about sixty other men met at the Phoenix Hotel in Lexington and organized the Kentucky Association to promote the breeding and racing of the Thoroughbred horse in their state. They bought sixty-five acres of land outside Lexington, built a one-mile oval racetrack, and formed the Kentucky Association Race Course—no doubt with much gratitude from Henry Clay’s groundskeeper.

			The following year Warfield paid $3,690 to buy the 123 grassed acres adjacent to the Association Race Course. He sold his downtown home, packed up Maria and their children, and moved to what became The Meadows, complete with a nine-thousand-square-foot colossus of a house that sprouted four chimney stacks. The house had been configured so that the attic’s crescent-shaped window overlooked the racetrack, giving an unobstructed view of racecourse happenings. Warfield soon built his stables, paddocked off fields, and set out with purpose to breed racehorses. By 1850, his love of horse racing was operating at full throttle. Life was perfect until Maria’s sentence of doom.
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					Dr. Elisha Warfield, “Father of the Kentucky Turf,” by L. Rawley Jacobs.

				
			
			Further prompted by his wife, Warfield started selling some of his horses, ostensibly to ease his burdens. He kept Darley. The horse was then two, an age when other horses run their first races. But Warfield could do nothing with the horse without igniting Maria’s ire. Instead, Darley ran circles in the grassed paddock next to Warfield’s house, untrained and unraced. Over time, The Meadows became barren of any racing stock except for Alice Carneal, Darley, and just a handful of other young horses. Warfield had pointed Darley out to potential buyers, telling them that the Darley Arabian’s mirror-image colt would make a good racehorse. He went further on one occasion, telling a New York newspaper editor, “I am an old man. I cannot live long, but you will live to see the day when the best racehorses in America trace to Warfield’s Darley.”

			The editor wasn’t in the market for a professed would-be champion, but there was one man who liked everything he saw in Warfield’s bay colt. Harry Lewis, affectionately known as Old Harry to everyone who had anything to do with racing, was a freed Black man who had lived his life tending to horses. He was the trainer to see if you needed to turn a promising horse into a full-fledged racer. Deeply serious about his work, Lewis usually wore an impatient expression. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy the company of others, it was just that he had more pressing thoughts. Two steps ahead of everyone, he walked with purpose. You had to step up to keep up. And you had better not disrespect him by showing up in his presence in some ragtag ensemble. Lewis had gone through much in his life and had worked hard to be where he was. He not only wanted to be a part, he wanted to look it, and he was surely known to several haberdasheries around Lexington. They performed a remarkable job outfitting his tall frame with extra-long green velvet coats and sharp gray trousers. But it was the black silk top hat that announced he had arrived.

			Thanks to Lewis’s skilled training, Kentucky figured heavily in the national competition to produce winning horses. At some point, Kentucky turfman Captain Willa Viley bought Lewis from the Robert Burbridge family for fifteen hundred dollars. Although the date is unclear, by possibly 1853, Viley reportedly gave Lewis his freedom and then retained him at five hundred dollars per annum to train his racehorses—the equivalent of $16,680 today. It wasn’t much money, but Old Harry was free.
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					Richard Singleton by Edward Troye, circa 1834. Harry Lewis, the trainer of Richard Singleton, is pictured saddling the horse for a race. Also pictured are “Charles,” Singleton’s groom; and “Lew,” his jockey. Lewis was much younger here than when he assumed the training of Darley some nineteen years later.

				
			
			Lewis had crossed a forbidden barrier. Pre–Civil War horse racing was built on the tireless work of untold thousands of enslaved jockeys and trainers. Black horsemen had the knowledge of horse care learned from work with plantation field horses. Enslaved men and boys were the ones in the barns, riding the horses, feeding, medicating, and training. They were highly sought by racehorse owners, and, even though enslaved, they were paid. Sometimes handsomely. Old Nap Johnson’s enslaved jockey Charles Stewart traveled all over the North and South, not only to ride Johnson’s horses but also, eventually, to train and run an entire string of the colonel’s racehorses. “I went all alone,” Stewart said of his early jockey days, “and when I was up on the stage at Petersburg in my new suit o’ store clothes, with ten dollars in my pocket and more to come, I was ‘high come up,’ I tell you.” As early as 1823, Stewart commanded up to three hundred dollars to ride a horse in a race. “I had plenty of money and nobody to say nothing to me,” Stewart recalled.

			National newspapers also occasionally lifted Black jockeys, enslaved or freed, out of the stranglehold of inequality and anonymity by crediting them with the same level of skill and courage as their white counterparts. Skilled jockeys, Black and white, were coveted, and, according to nineteenth-century author Grace King, “petted and spoiled like ballet girls.” Black jockeys and trainers usually enjoyed a rare freedom, privilege, and authority that were otherwise unheard of in the lives of enslaved people. They had the ability to travel at will and alone. Historian Dale Somers wrote that “riding Thoroughbreds served one of the functions that professional sports have traditionally served—it provided an egress from poverty and humiliation for members of afflicted minority groups.” But despite the freedom, fame, and financial upswing, the lot of an enslaved horseman was just as uncertain and fearfully precarious as that of his brothers in the fields. At any time, he could be sold back into a life where he had no value.

			In 1853, freedman Harry Lewis rode out to The Meadows to take a look at the young bay horse who had inspired Warfield’s prophesies of eternal bloodlines. At the front door of the pilastered mansion, the doctor greeted Lewis with a hopeful handshake. Old Harry had trained Kentucky’s champion Thoroughbreds Grey Eagle and Richard Singleton. If Lewis would just take a look at Darley, he too would see that glimmer of greatness that Warfield intuitively believed was at the core of this colt. Warfield pointed to the paddock next to his house, and to Darley romping around and playfully kicking out. The spirited horse was already supremely powerful. Eager. Far too much animal to be unworked and relegated to a paddock. He could soon become unmanageable, even for breeding. But where Warfield saw in Darley thousands of future racehorses, Lewis saw a compact build, a deep chest, and muscular legs. He asked to lease Darley’s racing rights—the right to train and race the horse while Warfield remained the owner. Warfield readily agreed, and Lewis took the reins.

			In Lewis’s hands, Darley was started under saddle. Sadly, details of his early training have not surfaced in history, but if he was anything like his sire, Boston, the process was pure hell. Books of the era expounded training techniques to deal with horses of all temperaments. For a wild and unbroken colt, one manual advised,

			
				enter alone, with a long whip in your right hand held pointing behind you. When you enter the stable, stand still, and let the horse look at you a minute. As soon as he is settled in one place, approach him slowly, with the right hand hanging by your side, and the whip trailing on the ground, the left bent, and the elbow projecting.

			

			But such precision was a near impossibility with horses like Boston. Training manuals were most likely tossed aside.

			To break Boston, one of Old Nap Johnson’s trainers, John Belcher, had surrendered his best stable hand, a young man named John Alston, to the wild stallion. When Alston first approached the horse, Boston flared his nostrils and pawed the ground like a bull ready to charge. Still, Alston managed to slip on a bridle and girth on a saddle. But the horse swung his hind end and violently jerked his head back, wrenching the reins out of Alston’s hands. Alston grabbed the reins again, tightened his grip, and lowered Boston’s head, pulling the horse’s nose back toward the animal’s shoulder. Holding the horse in submission, Alston climbed aboard.

			The weight on his back was a decidedly unpleasant sensation to the horse. Boston lunged forward and bucked, kicking out twice before his rear hooves hit the ground. Skilled and fearless, Alston managed to stay aboard through the fire-and-brimstone fight. Boston jumped back, whirled around, and sidestepped in a frenzied staccato, as if dancing to some unknown rhythm playing only for him. Eyeing a fence, Boston ran to it, leaned in, and dragged his side against the planks, but Alston didn’t budge. The stallion turned in a tight circle and quieted, as if pondering a chess move. Then, from a dead stop, he sprang into a gallop toward a crop of trees with branches that swayed low to the ground. Boston rushed under them, but Alston flattened himself against the horse’s neck and dug in his spurs. Boston jumped sideways, then plunged low and kicked up toward the sun. Alston landed in the dirt. From that point forward the use of spurs on Boston was highly discouraged.

			Whatever amount of respect Boston afforded the young stable hand from that day forward was evidently enough for him to ride the horse in future races. But during those early years, if anyone other than Alston tried to board, Boston played his ultimate coup de main by dropping to the ground and rolling the rider from his back. After a couple of lackluster race performances, Boston finally matured into the phenomenal racehorse he was.

			Not only did Darley come to Lewis carrying the baggage of his sire’s obstinacy, he came weighted with the reputation of his dam’s irascible temper and anxiety. “Her nerves were as delicately tuned as those of a girl reared inside convent walls,” one turfman said. Although fast and headstrong, Alice Carneal could never last through a training session without panic; sweat poured down her sides and dripped from her belly as if she had come in out of a wrath of rain. For whatever reason, she was so terrified of any work that the decision was made not to race her at all until she had matured to the age of five. But age did nothing to calm her. Finally, a now-or-never decision was made, and Warfield entered Alice Carneal in her first race.

			At the sight of the track the five-year-old trembled convulsively, broke into a lather, and became so unmanageable at the post that track officials deemed her a hazard to herself and others. Warfield entered her in another race, hoping that she would mature—not from age but from experience. But the mare remained wildly ungovernable. At age seven, she competed in a two-mile heat race at the Association Race Course next door to The Meadows. She failed to show any effort and ran unplaced, or “distanced,” meaning that by the time the leading horse crossed the wire for the win, Alice Carneal had not passed the distance pole that was located one hundred yards from the finish. Despite her potential, Alice Carneal won only one of her seven races. But Warfield still believed in her. He retired his mare from the turf and started making plans for her broodmare career.

			When Lewis took on Darley, the horse was a spirited, unbroken three-year-old. But the trainer had handled more than his share of highly tuned horses. He survived the breaking of Darley and rechanneled the horse’s energy into daily workouts on the Association track. When Darley reached the age of three, Lewis aimed him toward his first race—his maiden. The Association Stakes was a one-mile heat race (a potential of two miles, three miles if a tie-breaking heat was required), a relatively easy race for well-conditioned horses of that era. Some of Kentucky’s best colts would be entered, trying to win their maiden in order to advance to more challenging and lucrative races.

			Back at The Meadows, Maria had gone looking for her husband. He wasn’t anywhere in the nearly empty stables. Nor was he in the parlor or even in his book-filled library. Finally, she resolved to search him out in the one place she feared he might be. Leaning into the stairway banister, she started the unpleasant climb up three flights of stairs. As suspected, Maria found the doctor in the attic sitting at the crescent-shaped window. In one hand he held his field glasses—pressed firmly against his eyes, squinting out toward the Association racetrack where Old Harry had Darley stretched into a full run. In Warfield’s other hand he held his chronometer. Each time Darley reached a certain point on the track, Warfield clicked the button and checked the time. He must have known then that Alice Carneal’s sixth colt was singular.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* It is mind-boggling to consider that Boston was walked the entire distance. At his apex as a racehorse, he was worth an estimated $15,000 (about $546,000 today). His financial potential as a sire would also have been considerable. The dangers posed to his health, as well as the possibility of being harmed or stolen by roadside thieves, would have made the journey extremely risky. Nonetheless, history records that Boston was indeed walked the distance. When the stallion was sold to James Long, he unfortunately fell into the hands of a man who cared little for the animal’s welfare. Long was ruthless with the horse, running Boston in many questionable races, even against his race promoter Colonel Johnson’s objections. The stallion’s health never having been foremost of Long’s concerns, it is possible that the man refused to pay the expense of having Boston shipped to Kentucky by rail or river.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 3

			 

			 

			THE METAIRIE

			A year after Boston lost to Fashion, Richard Ten Broeck found paradise. It came in the form of a city that a visiting cleric had once declared was a depot on the way to hell. Bishop Henry Benjamin Whipple listed twenty reasons to condemn New Orleans, most of which had to do with the fact that gambling and just about any form of entertainment—masked balls, sword fights, Italian fantoccini—occurred somewhere in the city every day of the week, the Sabbath included.

			By the late 1830s, New Orleans had garnered a reputation as a mecca of the spectacular. Everyone went there to experience what the city boldly held up as the scepter of indulgence. On any given week, the Port of New Orleans received as many as two hundred steamboats, steamships, brigs, and schooners. Many flew brightly colored foreign-national flags, turning the port into a miniature international enclave. Money and goods—cotton, barrels of whiskey, Parisian silks, Chantilly laces, feather compositions, and other bric-a-brac—funneled into New Orleans. The city swirled with every decadence, and because of these riches, it grew into an economic power to be envied.

			Open to all comers, the city particularly catered to those in pursuit of a lavish lifestyle, the kind author Grace King called “fine living and generous spending of lordly pleasure, and of haughty indifference to the cost.” Risk, and the chance to earn a self-made fortune, brought turfmen from Virginia, New York, Kentucky, and Tennessee down to the Deep South to speculate in what was quickly becoming the hotbed of horse racing. So much so that by 1838, New Orleans had enough money and horse-racing interest to support two separate jockey clubs and three separate racecourses.

			The Eclipse Course, operated by the New Orleans Jockey Club, looked about as opulent as an opera house. Thanks to a promotional sales wizard named Yelverton N. Oliver, who aimed to style the racecourse after the city, the Eclipse boasted a Baroque-inspired parlor with pink chaise lounges, carpeted floors, and gilt-framed mirrors almost as large as the walls themselves. Not to be outdone, the city’s Louisiana Jockey Club opened its own Louisiana Course that was figureheaded by a wealthy French Creole named Bernard Xavier Philippe de Marginy de Mandeville. Bernard claimed he could trace his lineage to an ancestor upon whom Louis XIV had bestowed a title, and therefore lived as if he were indeed the descendant of royalty. More tangible was the seven-million-dollar estate Bernard had inherited when he was all of fifteen years of age. Well accustomed to an unbridled existence, when he wasn’t lounging around at the Louisiana Course, he was swallowed up in a pool of velvet inside his gold-encrusted coach drawn by two magnificent fairy-tale-looking horses, no doubt en route to one of his many sword duels. An expert swordsman, Bernard gallivanted around New Orleans, challenging and successfully defending as many as fifteen duels, all in the name of afflicted love and gentlemanly honor.

			But for all the Baroque parlors and colorful figureheads, it was the third racecourse that would become a mainstay in New Orleans. The Metairie came about in 1838, when the New Orleans Jockey Club leased two tracts of land from the New Orleans Canal & Banking Company for purposes of building a racecourse. The region known as Metairie, a term for a farm run under a twelfth-century French sharecropping system, had once been owned by early European settlers and freed Blacks. The tracts abutted Shell Road, a five-mile stretch of crushed oyster shells that ended at the Port of New Orleans. After leasing the land, the New Orleans Jockey Club built a mile-long oval track, walled by an uprising of live oaks tangled in Spanish moss, and set up a wood-planked grandstand along the homestretch.

			Metairie’s track was something beyond supreme. Built on the upper Metairie ridge, one of the highest plateaus in New Orleans, the land offered excellent drainage for its fifty-eight annual inches of rainfall. And, when properly maintained, the soil compacted, preventing a horse from sinking too deep. The result was a springboard dirt surface—a responsive track that bounced energy back into the ligaments of the horse, allowing it an easier run. There wasn’t a track of its quality anywhere else in America.

			

			—

			It was only a matter of time before the Metairie, and all of New Orleans, reeled in Ten Broeck. By the mid-1840s, he had begun racing his own horses under the colors of his family crest: orange
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