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For my mother, Robin Traywick Williams,

who taught me to love the Thoroughbred





Though some may think, and I’ll agree,

That only God can make a tree,

Before God thought of trees, it’s said,

His mind was on the Thoroughbred.

—Paul Mellon, “Thoroughbreds,” 1975






This book draws its title from a 1949 column by W. C. Heinz, perhaps the finest turf writer who ever lived, documenting the fatal breakdown of Air Lift, the full brother to Assault, in his first start as a two-year-old at the old Jamaica racecourse in Queens, New York.





CHARACTER LIST

Listed with their title at the time of the events recounted in the book


	1/ST: Racing company owned by the Stronach family and operating Santa Anita, Gulfstream, and Pimlico

	Andrew Adams: Prosecutor, Department of Justice

	Aqueduct Racetrack: Racetrack, New York

	Rick Arthur: Equine medical director, California Horse Racing Commission

	Bob Baffert: Trainer, California

	Vince Baker: Baffert’s longtime veterinarian, California

	John Bassett: Quarter horse trainer and friend of Bob Baffert

	Clark Brewster: Lawyer for Bob Baffert

	Belmont Park: Racetrack, New York

	Geoff Berman: US attorney, Southern District of New York

	Chad Brown: Trainer, New York

	P. J. Campo: Vice president of racing, Santa Anita

	Bill Carstanjen: CEO, Churchill Downs Inc.

	Churchill Downs: Racetrack and home of the Kentucky Derby

	Coolmore: Breeding and racing business operating in Ireland, the United States, and elsewhere

	Brice Cote: Track investigator, Meadowlands

	Rick Dane Jr.: Harness trainer, New Jersey

	Joe Drape: Reporter, New York Times

	Rick Dutrow: Trainer, New York

	Tony Dutrow: Trainer, New York

	Equestology: Drug manufacturing and distribution company owned by Seth Fishman

	Fasig-Tipton: Bloodstock sales company, Kentucky

	Seth Fishman: Veterinarian, Florida

	Lisa Giannelli: Sales representative, Equestology

	Randal Gindi: Racehorse owner, New York

	Gulfstream Park: Racetrack, Florida

	Jeffrey Gural: Owner of the Meadowlands, New Jersey

	Adrienne Hall: Harness trainer, Ohio and Florida

	Arthur Hancock: Breeder, Kentucky

	Seth Hancock: Breeder, Kentucky

	Robert Hanratty: Special Agent, FBI

	Tim Harrington: Investigator, 5 Stones Intelligence

	Dr. Alexander Harthill: Veterinarian, Kentucky; deceased

	Stuart S. Janney III: Chairman, Jockey Club

	Jockey Club: Thoroughbred breed registry, New York

	Keeneland Association: Racetrack and bloodstock sales company, Kentucky

	D. Wayne Lukas: Trainer, United States

	Mitch McConnell: Majority leader, US Senate (R-KY)

	Claude R. “Shug” McGaughey: Trainer, New York

	Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al Maktoum: Ruler of Dubai, founder and owner of Godolphin racing and breeding operation

	Mike Marlow: Assistant trainer for Bob Baffert, California

	George Maylin: Director, New York Equine Drug Testing Programs

	Meadowlands: Harness racetrack, New Jersey

	Sarah Mortazavi: Prosecutor, US Department of Justice

	Karen Murphy: Lawyer, New York

	Jorge Navarro: Trainer, Florida

	New York Racing Association: Not-for-profit corporation operating Belmont Park, Saratoga, and Aqueduct

	Chris Oakes: Harness trainer

	Mike Pegram: Racehorse owner and friend of Bob Baffert

	Ogden “Dinny” Phipps: Former chairman, Jockey Club

	Pimlico: Racetrack, Maryland

	Todd Pletcher: Trainer, New York

	Kristian Rhein: Veterinarian, New York

	Gail Rice: Breeder of Medina Spirit, Florida

	Shaun Richards: Special agent, FBI

	Tim Ritvo: CEO, Santa Anita

	Craig Robertson: Lawyer for Bob Baffert

	Rick Sams: Former lab director, HFL Sports Science, Kentucky

	Robert Sangster: Racehorse breeder and owner

	Santa Anita Park: Racetrack, California

	Saratoga Race Course: Racetrack, New York

	Mary Scollay: Director, Racing Medication and Testing Consortium

	Jason Servis: Trainer, New Jersey and New York

	Belinda Stronach: Chairman, CEO and president, 1/ST

	Nick Surick: Harness trainer, New Jersey

	Mike Tannuzzo: Trainer, New York

	David Tinsley: Founder and chairman, 5 Stones Intelligence

	Bruce Turpin: Special agent, FBI

	Mary Kay Vyskocil: Judge, US Southern District of New York

	Tim Yakteen: Trainer and former assistant trainer to Bob Baffert, California

	Marcus Zulueta: Trainer, Florida







PROLOGUE

On a quiet morning near Pasadena, California, in the December offseason of 2021, that year’s Kentucky Derby winner, Medina Spirit, was on the racetrack for a routine morning workout.

Something had gone horribly wrong.

It wasn’t a terribly fast effort for Medina Spirit, a dark brown horse with just the tiniest white star, like a freckle in the middle of his forehead. He covered five-eighths of a mile in precisely one minute and one and two-fifths of a second under his regular exercise rider, Juan Ochoa. An official track clocker marked the time to disseminate to gamblers across the country, so they could keep track of how the horse was training, mining the workout for clues about how well he might run in his next race, later that month.1 But there was little urgency this time of year. Racing’s year-end championships, the Breeders’ Cup, were over—Medina Spirit had finished second—and his next race was considered only a warm-up run for a $20 million race in Saudi Arabia in late February. With all the controversy about his Derby win and the status of his trainer still a matter of regulatory adjudication, it wasn’t at all clear what races he might even be entered into after that. Medina Spirit had failed a drug test after winning the Derby, and his sixty-eight-year-old trainer, Bob Baffert, was now facing suspensions at some of the country’s most important racetracks.

Baffert sat in his usual seat in the open-air grandstand at Santa Anita Park, watching. The workout had been rescheduled from the day before, when a dense fog had rolled into Los Angeles and made exercising horses impossible. The fog had cleared and business as usual had resumed. A handheld radio that was connected to a receiver in Ochoa’s ear rested on the seat next to Baffert, unused.

In fact, Baffert was feeling the early tug of impending vindication that morning. He had just gotten some good news that he hoped would clear both his name and Medina Spirit’s, laboratory testing he thought should prove that the positive test was the result of an innocent mistake. It had been an emotionally trying year for Baffert, a year that had left him feeling bewildered and betrayed by the sport he had dedicated his life to for the past forty years. Surely now his fortunes were turning. Fate was—once again—coming home to roost in his barn.

Medina Spirit and Ochoa galloped easily around the oval. Palm trees quivered in the chill morning breeze. The San Gabriel Mountains stood like sentinels in the distance, the unencumbered view along the backstretch of the track making them appear looming.

As they came to the end of the workout, finish line in sight, something in the horse changed beneath Ochoa’s hands, beneath the toe of his boots perched in the irons. Baffert saw it instantly. He knew this horse—every flick of his ears and ripple of muscle was a language that he could understand. The rhythm of the horse’s stride had changed. Medina Spirit was laboring.

Medina Spirit should not have been struggling. He was in peak physical condition and the workout had not been overly hard. Moreover, the horse was a trier. He had what horsemen speak of in hushed and reverent tones: heart.

No one had expected Medina Spirit to make anything of himself on the racetrack. His mother failed to produce milk in time for his birth, and Medina Spirit had to be bottle-fed in the beginning. He had an obscure pedigree, the first foal of a mare with no accomplishments and a stallion that no one had ever heard of. He was sold as a one-year-old, known as a “yearling,” for just $1,000—an age at which the top prospects sell for $1 million or more.2

But Medina Spirit had also been the biggest of the foals born at his farm, even though he was the youngest. He was pushy in the paddock with his friends, a scrapper. He played hard.3 The next year, at a sale for unraced two-year-olds, Medina Spirit caught the eye of a buyer for one of Baffert’s wealthy clients.

Baffert was America’s most successful and recognizable horse trainer. With a shock of lanky white hair and a pair of blue-tinted sunglasses, he stood out even in the spectacle of gaudy hats and too-loud suits on the TV broadcasts of the Kentucky Derby. Reporters loved him, and he loved reporters. He was always good for a colorful quote and he usually had the best horse in the race. By the time he trained Medina Spirit, he had won the Derby a record-tying six times and the Triple Crown twice—racing’s most elusive and sought-after prize, in which a single horse wins the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness Stakes, and the Belmont Stakes. Before Baffert, no one had won the Triple Crown since 1978. Most of the horses in his barn were blue bloods worth millions of dollars, their pedigrees a cashmere map of generations of prized Thoroughbreds.

But Medina Spirit had a quality that Baffert recognized. At two, he was tall, if a bit lean and weedy. His body had the easy balance of an athlete. Later, Baffert would remember some of the pieces of his anatomy that suggested his potential as a racehorse: A good, sturdy hind leg to provide power. A good shoulder, the scapula laid back at an open angle to allow the horse to reach forward and pull the ground under him. He was a beautiful mover, deceptively fast with an almost liquid stride.

Thanks to his junk pedigree, Medina Spirit would command only $35,000, a tiny sum in the rarefied market for top-level racehorses. But he quickly established himself in Baffert’s barn. The horse, Baffert recalled later, had no bottom. You couldn’t tire him out. In workouts, Baffert would pick up his two-way radio and tell the exercise rider to keep going on him, keep pushing him past the wire. He could work a mile and a quarter or more—something few other trainers in America ask of their horses—and not be blowing when he came back to the barn.

Still, Medina Spirit spent most of his two- and three-year-old years overshadowed by other, flashier-pedigreed horses in Baffert’s stable. Even after he had gained entry to racing’s most important race, the Kentucky Derby, bettors sent him to the post at 12-1—a long shot.

With the regally bred Mandaloun glued to his shoulder in the final stretch, Medina Spirit won by only a half a length. He had to fight for it. Two other horses, late closers who had conserved energy during the early stages of the race, were flying up the tails of the two lead horses. But the plain brown horse from nowhere refused to yield. The racecaller’s voice swelled to a crescendo as he crossed the finish line: Bob Baffert does it again! Medina Spirit has won the Kentucky Derby!

So Baffert knew something wasn’t right that December morning when he saw the horse suddenly begin to struggle in a routine workout. It wasn’t just that the horse was tiring, it was the way he was moving. That liquid stride had morphed into something jerky and painful. His tail flagged into the air unnaturally. Baffert reached for his radio to tell Ochoa to stop, thinking that something had gone wrong in the horse’s hind end. Ochoa was already standing up in the stirrup irons to signal the horse to slow. Medina Spirit took a few peg-legged strides, his front legs stiff and unbending against the ground.

Then he collapsed.

Somewhere behind Baffert, someone said, “Oh my God, no.”



Medina Spirit was dead by the time the racetrack vet got to him. He was only three years old. Most horses live into their twenties, sometimes into their thirties.

Watching from the rail, other trainers instantly knew what had happened. The stiff-legged strides, the grotesque fall—both were telltale signs of a heart attack.

They knew something else too: This wasn’t the first time one of Bob Baffert’s horses had dropped dead of a heart attack. It wasn’t even the second, or the third. A decade before, seven horses in Baffert’s stable had died abruptly of suspected cardiac-related causes in less than two years—nine times the rate of other trainers stabled in the state of California.

More to the point, Medina Spirit wasn’t just any horse in Baffert’s barn. Blood and urine samples drawn from Medina Spirit in the hours after his miraculous win in the Kentucky Derby seven months before had revealed the presence of an anti-inflammatory corticosteroid called betamethasone, which is illegal to have in a horse’s bloodstream on race day. Baffert’s team had insisted that the overage was infinitesimal and came from a topical cream used for a skin rash—but the racetrack and the regulatory body in charge of overseeing horse racing in the state of Kentucky argued that distinction was irrelevant. The drug was banned on race day for a reason: it has the potential to mask pain that a horse could run through and injure himself. Two months after Medina Spirit’s death, he would be officially stripped of his victory in the Derby.

Then there was the fact that Baffert had received four other medication positives in the year leading up to the race, including one in late 2020 for the same drug that had been found in Medina Spirit.

Baffert had operated under a cloud of suspicion for his entire career. For decades, rumors swirled around the backstretch of every racetrack from California to New York that the most dominant trainer in the country was giving his horses a little chemical help. Some people believed there was no way he was that good without doping his horses. Others believed he was exactly that good, and chalked up the rumors to racetrack gossip and jealousy.

Medina Spirit’s positive in the Kentucky Derby had thrust every quiet whisper, every rumor ever traded behind the stable gates, into the glare of the public spotlight. It swallowed the Baffert barn. Baffert went on a blitz of media appearances, trying to explain the overage. In the early hours following the news of the positive, he gave a press conference in which he insisted the horse had never received betamethasone. He was widely mocked for rambling, speculative explanations that at times bordered on the absurd. (He told Fox News that he was being “canceled.”)4 By week’s end, Saturday Night Live was in on the action, devoting three minutes of its “Weekend Update” segment to mocking Baffert’s protestations that he had not doped the horse to win the Derby.

Meanwhile, the commercial power centers of horse racing, long dominated by old and blue-blooded East Coast institutions, moved swiftly to eject the sport’s most famous and controversial face. Churchill Downs, the home of the Kentucky Derby, banned Baffert-trained horses for two years. The top racetracks in New York also sought to suspend Baffert for two years. Enough was enough.

Behind the scenes, the sport of Thoroughbred horse racing was in a moment of profound peril. The year before Medina Spirit’s victory, the Justice Department had indicted twenty-seven trainers, veterinarians, drug suppliers, and distributors in a sprawling doping scheme that drew widespread media interest. The year before that, in 2019, cable news networks across the country had feverishly covered a cluster of what the racing industry calls “catastrophic breakdowns”—a horse that breaks one of the myriad fragile bones in its legs and must be euthanized—at Santa Anita, California’s premier racetrack. More than forty horses died at Santa Anita that year. (None of Baffert’s horses were among them.) Pundits attributed the parade of deaths to rampant drugging of horses. The Los Angeles County district attorney launched an investigation that threatened to impose legal consequences for the deaths.

The back-to-back scandals had rocked an insular, arcane world that had long viewed itself as either above the law or off its radar. Racing had for most of its existence in the United States been regulated, with varying degrees of rigor, at the state level—and in recent decades, most states had higher priorities for enforcement than a bunch of people who ran horses in circles. Meanwhile, as America’s interest had dwindled in what was once among the most popular spectator sports in the country, national press coverage of racing had also grown increasingly spotty. The sport was a fiefdom unto itself, a cacophonous echo chamber of voices, often divided by class but united in the notion that it should be permitted to carry on as it had since the American breed registry was established in the late 1800s. The top strata of the sport had long been able to dodge questions about the ethics of its business model, cozily insulated as it was by money and prestige. (Some of the wealthiest people in the world—from George Soros to Mike Repole, the guy who created Vitaminwater—own racehorses.) At the lower levels, no one was paying attention anyway.

But the sport of kings was at last facing a uniquely American reckoning of conscience. Outside of the sport’s closed-door, wood-paneled smoking rooms, beyond the graceful, tree-lined farms of the Kentucky bluegrass, average Americans with no exposure to horses or horse racing beyond the spectacle of the Kentucky Derby were asking: How is this allowed to continue?

“No other accepted sport exploits defenseless animals as gambling chips,” wrote the Washington Post editorial board shortly after the 2020 indictments. “No other accepted sport tolerates the cruelties that routinely result in the injury and death of these magnificent animals. The rot in horse racing goes deep. It is a sport that has outlived its time.”5

Baffert had always believed in fate. He and Medina Spirit had taken a bad step on racing’s premier stage at exactly the wrong moment in history.



A decade before Medina Spirit was born, trainer Woodberry Payne had maybe two dozen young horses in his barn to be broken and shipped to trainers up and down the East Coast to begin their careers as racehorses. He also had a handful of older horses, layups that he would get fit for the track after a rest at the farm. When I was nineteen, he paid me fifteen dollars a head to exercise these horses at the little bullring training track in rural Virginia where his stable was based. Montpelier was the backwoods of a state whose racing industry was at the time dying a slow death. To me it was the pantheon, where men came every day to do immortal work. They came here to yoke their hands to nature’s most intelligent, sensitive, and heartbreakingly noble creature, to use their bodies to speak to his, and, if they were skilled enough, brave enough, and wise enough, to bend him to their will. They came to ride Thoroughbred racehorses.

It was the most terrifying job I have ever done. Even today, I can feel the pulse of hard fear vibrating like a wire pulled too tight in my throat. The young horses didn’t scare me—they were too young and too awkward to know yet how to really buck, how to drop a shoulder and squirt out from under you like ketchup from the glass bottle the second the knife releases the pressure. Besides, I knew how to ride a bucking horse. But the older horses scared me, the ones who wanted only to run faster and faster and faster, until the wind pulled the tears from your eyes and stopped the breath in your chest. Woodberry had a country boy named Jason riding for him at the time who used to say, every morning: “Welp, nobody’s shooting at me!” Every morning, I felt like I was dodging bullets.

Woodberry did his best to teach me how to gallop a horse without getting run away with. It’s not all about strength. It’s about stillness and patience. At nineteen, I had neither of those qualities. He put me on a kindly bay horse named Mr. Hooker, a plain brown animal that at three years old had two years of training and experience on the babies in the barn. Every morning, Woodberry took the flat of my shin in his hand and lifted me like a bird into the tiny slip of leather that counts for a saddle in racing barns. I took the wide rubber reins in my hands and made a bridge against Mr. Hooker’s neck, so that when he bowed his neck and made a perfect wheel of his body, he would pull against himself, not me. It is always January in my memory, sharp and bright and freezing cold.

Mr. Hooker—I called him Johnny Hooker—was kind. He would let me stand up in the irons and ease him into a gallop, gracious and gentlemanly. We would come around the first turn and into the backstretch as one, me perched lightly over his back, hovering with my hands fitted in the groove of his neck, my knuckles raw from the wiry hairs in his mane. (I had long since abandoned gloves after my fleece-lined leather work gloves slipped on the reins and I didn’t have the sense to buy proper riding gloves.) When it was right, it was like carrying a hot stone in the center of your chest. But somewhere down the backside, my balance would tip in some imperceptible way. Johnny Hooker would start to lean against my hands. I tried a hundred things, over the months, to check him without stopping him—to keep him galloping steady panels. But always, Johnny Hooker got faster and faster. I would shift my butt back, my feet forward, set my hands against his neck. But it was no use. By the time we came around the far turn and into the stretch, my feet were on the dashboard and Johnny Hooker was screaming past Woodberry, who was standing on the rail, watching and shaking his head. It remains true to this day that I can’t hold a horse for shit.

I eventually learned that there were jobs I could do in the racing business that didn’t involve putting my life in the hands of fate six times a day and I wound up making a career on the supply side of the business, working for some of the big commercial breeding farms that create and sell the horses that eventually go on to run in races. But I never lost the sense of awe that I felt at nineteen for the Thoroughbred racehorse and the people who know how to speak to him. You will never convince me that the Thoroughbred horse doesn’t love to run, that his soul doesn’t thrill to it, and that when he is given a human partner who is sensitive, attentive, and—yes—affectionate, he does not grow more noble, more capacious, more giving of himself. I remember Mr. Hooker for his kindness, and I remember Mr. Hooker for the frank pleasure he took in running his heart out—“with no need / For voice or spurs or flailing whip / To guarantee he gets the trip.”6 I write these pages as a lover of horse racing; a lover of horse people in all their flaws, eccentricities, and outright weirdness; and, most importantly, as a lover of the horse.

I left the horse business when I was twenty-five. It was more than a decade later that racing came back into my life, this time in headlines from the New York Times and morning show interviews on my own network, CNN. They were covering a series of enormous scandals: the disqualification of a Kentucky Derby winner for a drug positive and the federal indictment of dozens of trainers and vets for doping their horses. The death of forty-two horses at Santa Anita, one of my favorite racetracks in the country. I found myself reflexively defending the sport I loved against the public perception that it was rife with doping—and that it was killing horses.

I knew racing had its problems. My own discomfort with some of the practices of the commercial sales side of the sport was one of the reasons I got out when I did. But I struggled with the image of the sport as depraved and evil. I needed to reconcile the horsemenI I knew with the horses I saw dying in headlines. I needed to understand what, exactly, was going wrong in racing.



Thoroughbred racehorses defy all attempts at categorization. They are certainly not pets—they are far too expensive and they have the potential to provide their owners with income. But they are not considered to be livestock either. Unlike cattle or pigs, they are treated as individuals by their handlers and owners rather than as an indistinguishable herd. And unlike cattle or pigs, they do not behave precisely as commodities: they have no intrinsic value in the marketplace. From a market perspective, they have more in common with fine art than they do with copper wiring or chickens. Their value, at least before they have raced, is almost entirely subjective: Is its pedigree in vogue? Does the animal appear physically to meet the criteria of a successful racehorse? What those criteria are, of course, is a matter of personal experience, opinion, and constant debate among equine professionals. Some preeminent buyers of successful racehorses, Baffert among them, are totally unable to articulate what it is, exactly, that they saw in a young racing prospect.

Neither can racehorses be termed pure athletes. That designation suggests a human agency that horses of any breed do not possess. Their fates as individuals are beggared to human whims. They are utterly at our mercy. And in any case, horses are stubbornly resistant to any effort to anthropomorphize them. Even the most beloved animal will disappoint its well-meaning owner by behaving, to the human eye, irrationally. They refuse to do what we expect or want them to do—like win a race—sometimes for no apparent reason. Generations of horsemen have spent decades of their lives trying, and often failing, to get inside the mind of a horse.

Horses remain, on some fundamental level, a mystery to us. The differences extend even to how we see the world: Horses are primarily monocular, meaning that the right eye doesn’t see what the left eye sees. They see the world in panorama, unlike humans, whose eyes overlap to create a common picture and depth perception. Horses must raise and lower their heads to gauge distance and depth. The better horsemen learn to meet the horse on his own footing, to understand, through careful observation and study, what he sees and what he needs—and what it might take to bend him to our wishes. But the best of them will tell you that the process of learning is never done. They are a foreign species to us.

Still, they are a species that has captivated us and drawn our reverence and fascination long past the point of their utility in our society. There are no horse-drawn carriages or plow yokes any longer. We have an emotional connection to the horse, but what practical purpose does the horse serve now?

It has no purpose except for our entertainment, and therein lies the great paradox of the Thoroughbred racehorse. They have no value absent their ability to divert and amuse us—or, in the case of the truly horse-sick, to provide us some sense of physical purpose in a chaotic world that is migrating increasingly into the intangible metaverse. To some they are a calling: for love of the horse. To others they are a symbol of old-money wealth already possessed, or simply desired: Willy Wonka’s golden ticket to a better life for the nouveaux riches. A pathway to belonging. For still others they are a simple job to prop up the irrelevant interests of a distant upper class. A way to send money back to family in another country. But it is their basic status as a plaything that makes the racehorse unique in the realm of animal-human interactions. The horse is beloved—but he is also a financial asset. In a market-driven economy, such a plaything must earn its keep.

For Thoroughbreds bred expressly for the purpose of racing, this means they must race—and win—to pay for the prodigious cost of their upkeep and give their owners, trainers, and other connections even a ghost’s prayer of making any money on them. There are different levels of racing, meaning that horses that don’t make it in the big leagues can drop down in “class” and compete in less competitive races at less competitive tracks for less competitive earnings, but the fundamental proposition remains the same. At the elite levels, the astronomical price of these horses means that even the highest-rolling owner expects some return on their investment to make the outlay worthwhile. At the workingman’s track—the poorer facilities with cheaper racing that make up most of the tracks across the country—it’s quite literally a question of livelihood.

The incentives to cheat, of course, are clear.

Like any elite athlete, the Thoroughbred is treated by a sports doctor who may prescribe therapeutic medication. Racing downplays this class of drug as the equivalent of giving aspirin to the horse after a hard day at the gym, but the reality is much more complicated. Horses receive everything from sedatives to joint injections to a deeply controversial drug designed to prevent spontaneous hemorrhaging of the lungs during intense exercise, sometimes in untested combinations with unknown outcomes.

These medications are governed by a constantly evolving set of rules about what is and isn’t allowed in a horse’s system on race day and at what threshold. In a perfect world, they are part of the humane management of an equine athlete. But some trainers and vets lean more heavily on so-called therapeutics than others, using them in place of rest or more time-consuming training techniques. They use them to help horses that shouldn’t be running continue to run. They use them because they are willing to try anything that might help the horse win. They make little compromises to what’s best for the animal, rationalized away in service of the business of the sport.

Then there are the truly banned substances: blood-doping drugs, literal snake venom, new so-called designer drugs made to be invisible on drug testing by tweaking a single molecule. It was this kind of drug that the FBI sought to crack down on in 2020.

These two very different practices are often incorrectly conflated in the public eye—and sometimes within the racing industry itself, where rumor and innuendo are so powerful that they can calcify into “common knowledge.” But therapeutics and “dope” do share one important attribute: they are both given with the incentive of winning races. And it is racing’s tolerance of drugs, legal and illegal, that has become the focal point of the debate over whether the sport has outlived its time.

These days, I have the luxury of not getting on horses that frighten me. What scares me now is not being run away with, but that there will be no more running horses left because racing has failed to heal itself. If Thoroughbred horse racing disappears, so does the Thoroughbred horse. There will be no more Secretariats to break the bonds of nature by running a mile and a half in 2:24. We petty mortals have ridden the horse into war and into strange, uncharted country. We have stood at the shoulder of giants and watched, suspended in time, as man and beast have, together, achieved purity of form. I may no longer want to ride racehorses, except in my dreams. But I want my son, if he wants, to have the opportunity to fold his knees to his chin, stretch flat across the neck of a galloping horse, and reach for something untouchable.

When I set out to write this book, I thought I would use what I knew about reporting and what I knew about racing to learn what was broken in the sport and speak frankly about it in ways that might offer a constructive path forward. I wanted to speak for the horse, this mute witness who is so often treated as little more than a symbol, used for maximum rhetorical effect by supporters and opponents of the sport alike.

But as I reimmersed myself in a world I hadn’t visited for the better part of a decade, I remembered that it wasn’t just the horse I loved about racing—and it wasn’t just the horse who deserved a voice. Maybe because it revolves around a living animal, there’s a realness to the racetrack that feels uncorrupted by social media and the flat homogenization of culture. There are no Starbucks at the racetrack: It’s like Joseph Mitchell’s New York, bursting with characters who feel too bizarre, too full of hope and striving, to be real. But they are. And if their little slice of America disappears, it will feel to me, at least, as if the world has lost a little of its color. I don’t want to lose racehorses—and I don’t want to lose racetrackers. Their fates are intertwined.

This is my love song to horse racing.



As Medina Spirit’s dying body asteroided into the dirt, catapulting Ochoa over his head, Baffert sprinted down the steps of the grandstand toward the racetrack. Out of instinct, he called his wife, Jill, as he ran. She began to cry as he told her what had happened. Medina has gone down.

The scene had already played out by the time Baffert got to the track. The horse was dead. The palm trees shivered overhead. In the grandstand behind, the white railings and empty rows of Mediterranean green folding seats, relics of a grander era, looked on silently. Like everyone else by then, Baffert understood that the horse had succumbed to a cardiac attack. Ochoa was shaken but unhurt—a small miracle for a rider who had just been unexpectedly ejected from an animal hurtling along a metal railing at forty miles per hour. Baffert knelt over the horse, stunned. He removed Medina Spirit’s bridle and stood up. He held it, uselessly.

Baffert would continue to fight the charges that he had inappropriately medicated Medina Spirit to win the Derby for more than two years after the horse died. He would lose, over and over again, both in regulatory battles and in the courtroom. Baffert’s quest to claw back the victory in the Derby, and his own reputation, would nearly end his career. His was the sole face most Americans outside of horse racing recognized. Outside of the sport, and occasionally within it, he was made into the symbol for all its sins. But the true story of Bob Baffert—a tumultuous and controversial career that began long before Medina Spirit—was not a simple story about a singular sinner. It was a powerful illumination of how the sport had done business for decades. Baffert’s story is the story of Thoroughbred horse racing.

Later, in his inarticulate way, Baffert would try to explain the shock and grief of the moment Medina Spirit died. “People don’t understand what these horses mean to us—” he said, breaking off. The horse had been so gallant, his end so unfair, so tragic.

But it was a moment that, for Baffert, was all tied up in everything that had come before. The stinging betrayal he felt that the key masters of Thoroughbred racing hadn’t given him the benefit of the doubt. The years of crushing, unrelenting media criticism, not only from the uninitiated outside his industry but from within it. The ignominious loss of his Derby win with a $1,000 horse, which he would later say had done more to satisfy him that he had really done something than any of the other wins with million-dollar colts. It was impossible to separate the loss of “that little horse,” as Baffert called him, from the urgent and painful frustration he felt that people were still asking the question: Did Bob Baffert cheat?



	I. I use horsemen because the majority of public trainers in the United States are men. The leaderboards are dominated by male trainers. There are signs this may be changing—Jena Antonucci won the Grade I Belmont Stakes in 2023, making her the first woman to win one of the three races that constitute the Triple Crown—but it’s indisputable that racing is a male-dominated industry. In addition, much of the language that the sport uses to describe different roles in the industry—like the plural horsemen to refer to trainers—defaults to the masculine even when referring to a female participant; throughout the book, I have chosen to use the language that the sport uses to speak about itself.






PART I CALL TO POST [image: ]


You could be walking around lucky, and not even know it.

—Let It Ride (Paramount Pictures, 1989)








CHAPTER 1 THE BEST AT WHAT YOU DO

Bob Baffert was born in 1953 in Nogales, Arizona, a dirt-scratch town within spitting distance of the Mexican border. It was high desert country, four thousand feet above sea level.1 The family’s adobe house sat like a belly button in the middle of acres of cattle fields. There were no neighbors for miles around.

Boyhood in an Arizona border town sixty years ago had the sepia-toned feel of a world already disappearing by the time Baffert was born into it. But in the 1950s and ’60s, it was all he and his six brothers and sisters knew. They had no television because the cattle kept knocking over the antenna in the field, and eventually the Bafferts said the hell with it. The only real entertainment in town was a drive-in movie theater next to a swamp. Baffert’s mother would slather them all with oil to keep the mosquitos away while they watched, then roll her grease-smeared children, already asleep, into bed without baths.

Bill Baffert, Bob’s father, was known by everyone who mattered as “the Chief.” He had retired from the army and wanted to live on a ranch, because he loved horses and needed somewhere to keep them. When he first took his wife to see the house, it was locked and she had to peer in through the windows. Ellie Baffert, a schoolteacher born and raised in Nogales, saw what she thought were gorgeous hardwood floors, but which turned out to be linoleum that had rotted through and had to be ripped up. There was no electricity and for a while, the house was lit only by gas lanterns. The children—Bill Jr. and Bob, Penny and Nori, P.A. and DeeDee, and, finally, the surprise, Gamble—shared rooms even as the Bafferts progressively, and one has to think with a certain sense of desperation, added new rooms to the house. It was a close-knit family.

Baffert was a fastidious child, even by his own admission, a hangover from a stretch of time spent with a doting aunt who would wash his hands, dress him in a bow tie, and button his shirt to the top. He would come home from time spent with Aunt Ludie and correct his siblings’ grammar and table manners over supper, until the Chief finally snapped at his wife: “What’s the matter with your sister? She’s going to make a sissy out of the kid.”

That small addiction to neatness would prove problematic for a boy growing up in a ranching town. There were always animals around, mostly livestock that made up some of the family income. Baffert’s father eventually ran cattle, but started out with a chicken business that topped out at about five thousand chickens in individual cages.2 Chickens are, by anyone’s measure, disgusting. There were 4-H lambs as well, which Baffert hated because they, like the chickens, stank. Occasionally the local ranch hands whom the Bafferts hired to collect and crate the eggs wouldn’t show up Sunday morning, the sweeter libations of a night out in Nogales having proved too tempting, and the Baffert children had to collect the eggs. Baffert and his siblings walked the stinking, dusty rows of the henhouses, with the chickens raising unholy hell overhead, flapping their wings and stirring up the dust and chicken shit. They would come out of the chicken houses covered in a fine grain of filth. Baffert didn’t care for that part of owning chickens, but he proved adept at the business side of the venture, selling and delivering eggs for his father in high school. He was a natural-born salesman, making his own deals and adjusting prices to move aging stock over his father’s head—experience he would later credit with training him for a lifetime of making good business deals.

When he was about ten, Baffert was invited by a friend whose family owned a large ranch in Mexico to fly down on a private plane and spend three days on horseback pushing three thousand head of cattle on a hundred-mile drive across the border. It was a boy’s dream, in an era when John Wayne was king: They slept on the ground under the stars and lived on canned tuna and tortillas. Baffert rode point—the lead position at the front of the herd—and learned horsemanship from the Mexican cowboys. They were excellent, and taught Baffert how to go after cattle, how to really ride.

But there was a problem. Baffert did not want to perform one of humankind’s most important and private functions in the middle of the wilderness: he did not want to poop. In desperation, he asked the Mexican cowboys what they used to wipe. The cowboys soberly informed him that they used rocks. Ten-year-old Baffert, a forlorn Little Lord Fauntleroy left with no other options, held it in for three days.



Nogales was about as far from the center of the horse universe as it was possible to get in those days. In Kentucky and New York, the 1960s and ’70s were a halcyon age in Thoroughbred racing, an era of giants of the turf still remembered today. The year Baffert was eleven, one of the most important Thoroughbreds in the history of the breed won the Kentucky Derby—although no one knew it at the time. A small and fiery-tempered colt with a powerful engine, Northern Dancer had been underestimated from the start because of his size. He was foaled late in the season for a Thoroughbred and consequently stood a mere 14 hands as a yearling, when his owners held an annual auction to sell their stock. Horses are traditionally measured in “hands,” or the breadth of a human hand, with a “hand” standardized to four inches in the modern era. Anything less than 14 and a half hands, measured from the shoulder, is considered a pony. Tiny little Northern Dancer failed to meet even the low reserve of $25,000 and, unwanted, remained to race for his breeders. In a sign of how little they thought of his long-term value, his trainer initially wanted to geld (castrate) the horse.

But the scrappy bay colt quickly showed himself. He blew away the field by eight lengths in his debut, then went on to trounce the best two-year-olds in Canada, often while carrying ten pounds more weight than his lesser rivals.3 His first jockey, Ron Turcotte—who would later pilot Secretariat—had to be taken off the horse because Northern Dancer routinely ran away with him during races. “God knows how good he really was,” Turcotte would later say, “for he was never a completely sound horse most of the time I rode him, and I still could not slow him down.”4 He won the Kentucky Derby in a blazing two minutes flat, a track record that stood for almost ten years until it was broken by Secretariat himself. As a breeding stallion, Northern Dancer proved even more undeniable: decades later, he is the dominant sire in the Thoroughbred breed. In the 1980s, his offspring routinely sold for more than $1 million at auction.5 A privately negotiated breeding to the horse in the final years of his life—with no guarantee of a live foal—cost $1 million.6 His sons and daughters appear wheeled out in the pedigrees of thousands of racehorses in America and Europe today.I

The 1960s and ’70s were a time of historic farms, owned by old East Coast money, farms steeped in gentility that bred regal, long-legged Thoroughbreds whose value was steadily increasing as the boom years of the 1980s ticked closer. Families like the Vanderbilts and their friends the Phippses bred blooded horses—Thoroughbreds—for the sport of it. The Thoroughbred was noble, refined, a work of art, his classic beauty immortalized in London’s National Gallery in the form of the temperamental and heroic Whistlejacket, towering life-sized in George Stubbs’s iconic 1762 oil rendering. This was the sport of kings. It belonged to artists like Federico Tesio, an Italian breeder who wrote an influential book called Breeding the Racehorse in the 1950s, and the particular class of person who had the time and leisure to read Tesio.

In Nogales, the Chief had gotten his son Bobby hooked on a very different kind of horse. Ironically for a breed now associated so thoroughly with the American West, the quarter horse has its origins in the East Coast dating back to the colonial era. As early as 1611, settlers had begun crossing their English stock with a faster, squattier Chickasaw pony believed to be the descendants of Spanish barbs brought to Florida by early Spanish colonists. They would come to be known as the “Celebrated American Quarter Running Horse,” so named for their brilliant speed over a quarter of a mile. Later, an infusion of mustang blood would solidify the American quarter horse as the horse of the West. They carried cowboys and settlers alike across the harsh and unforgiving plains, and in Texas became the mount of choice for cutting and driving cattle. Their sturdy build and muscular haunches gave them not only searing speed over short distances but also the ability to cut and wheel, to change direction on a dime in pursuit of the Texas longhorn—with power and stamina left over to race up and down Main Street for a jug of corn whiskey on the weekends. This was the horse on which the West—at least for white Americans—was won.7

The Chief acquired a couple of quarter horses to race when Baffert was about ten or eleven. Bob won a couple of races with Baffert’s Heller, a horse possessed of a terrible beauty for an eleven-year-old boy. Baffert was in awe of the horse, but he was afraid of him and the horse knew it. Baffert’s Heller was cinchy, meaning that he would buck and sometimes throw himself on the ground when the girth was tightened around his belly. The boy spent months riding home on the school bus contemplating how to master the animal. By the time he had figured out the horse’s proclivities and come to ride him without fear, he was sunk. Baffert was horse crazy. He would groom and exercise his father’s horses and tag along to the races. By the time he was fourteen, the Chief had cut a quarter-mile strip in one of their hayfields and begun training their small string himself. There was a creek there, and the ground was loamy and soft. Baffert would exercise the horses for his father, riding them back and forth up the short strip. They weren’t very good horses, but it was a good education. When he was a freshman in high school, Baffert was riding in unsanctioned match races for $50 or $100 pots and dreaming of being a jockey. He bought a pair of bell-bottomed pants with his winnings.8

The horses were a hobby for the Chief. For Bob they became not only a passion but the vehicle for a magical connection with his father. Baffert worshipped his father. In later years he would become his simulacrum.9 Bill Sr. was fun. He was the kind of father who taught his son how to toss empty beer cans out of the window of a moving car without attracting police attention (“Hold the can down and keep your arm to the side of the car when you release it”).10 He let the boy sit around and listen to the old-timers’ horse stories, tales of races won and lost, wisdom passed down of homemade liniments and tinctures to rub a horse’s sore and ailing legs.

Nobody had any real money in horses in those days. The purse money for the top races was good—better, in fact, than for the big Thoroughbred races—and Baffert came of age with some of the greats in quarter horse racing. But most trainers were running just a couple of cheap horses for cheap purses, hauling them from race to race in a two-horse stock trailer attached to a pickup truck. Even the sanctioned racetracks were dusty, run-down affairs, nothing like the generous, tree-lined Thoroughbred ovals of New York’s Saratoga or Kentucky’s Keeneland. The famous El Paso tack-maker Johnny Bean once laughed off a persistent rumor that the now-famous Thoroughbred trainer D. Wayne Lukas, then training quarter horses, had stiffed him with a $20,000 bill: “Oh, that’s ridiculous. Nobody had $20,000 in those days.”11

The bush circuit for quarter horse racing was even poorer. It was part family picnic, part county fair, part illegal gambling ring, and it could be a rough-and-ready world with few rules: During one match race when Baffert was a sophomore in high school, the other horse in the race bolted from under his jockey, careening out of control off the dirt strip and into the crowd, running between the cars parked along the perimeter. Baffert kept riding, hollering all the way because the crowd had abandoned their barbecues and poured out onto the makeshift track to mill around on the finish line. They parted for him as he came blasting across the line first—but the instant he stood up in the stirrups to celebrate, the leather strap holding the footrest snapped. Someone had cut it in half, but it hadn’t broken during the race as it was meant to.

Sonofabitch, what the hell did I get myself into? Baffert thought.

It was hard to say he hadn’t been warned: The Chief had put $200 on his son to win, only to be told by a friend that it was a bad bet. The other horse had been “set up for a big race.” Whatever that meant exactly, the horse was supposed to win.

Baffert rode back into the middle of an argument. A man who stood out in his memory mainly for his size—and the fact that he had clearly laid a lot of money on Baffert’s opponent—wanted to call the race a no-contest because his horse had bolted off the track. The evidence that there had been a fix in on the race was mounting. The argument escalated, and pretty soon the big guy was whaling hell on two smaller fellas.

Other men stepped in to break up the fight. One of the smaller men ran off—and returned with a rifle. He fired a shot into the air as he approached.

Baffert’s uncle, who was with Bill and Bob, yelled: “Hit the ground!”

Pandemonium broke out. Everyone panicked, leaping into their cars and hauling ass to leave. Drivers wrenched the wheel to whip their cars around, grinding gears and stirring up dust so thick it was hard to see. Baffert looked over and saw one driver barreling down the track itself. He saw what was going to happen seconds before it did: “Dad, he’s going to hit the starting gate!”

The car plowed dead into the immobile metal starting gate with a sickening crash. The driver, who hadn’t been wearing a seat belt, was bloody and dazed.

It was the man with whom the Chief had bet the $200. Somehow he was roused and in a condition that the Chief could address the outstanding wager between them. The man, convinced he couldn’t lose, didn’t have the cash. So the Chief took instead a pocket knife and a hundred-year-old reata, the kind of long, braided rawhide rope favored by Mexican cowboys.

As Bob and his father finally drove away, the Chief had a single instruction: “Don’t tell your mother.”



Ellie Baffert was no fool. She believed race riding was too dangerous for Bobby, and for a long time, the Chief and Bob conspired to keep what he was doing from her. They had a deal: Bill Sr. wouldn’t squeal that Bob was riding races, and Bob wouldn’t tell on his father for his beer drinking.12

Few endeavors are more dangerous than race riding. Piloting a half-ton animal with a mind of its own and a highly sensitive flight instinct at speeds of near to forty miles per hour, with nothing but the tips of the toes and a whisper of ankle and hands on the reins for balance, is a physical feat the best parallel for which is likely free climbing. Often referred to as the best athletes pound for pound, jockeys suffer a shocking number of injuries from on-track crashes. A fund started only in 2006 to help care for permanently disabled jockeys now supports sixty former riders who have suffered paralysis, brain injuries, or both.13 Accidents happen both in the blink of an eye and in newly inventive ways every day. It takes only a split second for horses in a race to “clip heels”: a following horse’s front hooves grab a lead horse’s back hooves in a rippling disaster that is likely to snap both animals off their feet, catapulting their riders over their heads. Perhaps the most dangerous moment in any race is the time that the animals spend confined in the metal ribs of the starting gate. A panicked horse might rear and flip, his rider still perched on his back. Today an ambulance is required to shadow the horses and riders as they compete in races, driving around the track just behind the racing field.

The races Baffert was riding in were particularly dangerous. His earliest experiences race riding were en faja, a traditional Mexican style of match race in which the jockey is literally tied onto the horse bareback by a long strap that hooks over the rider’s lap and under the animal’s belly. A pair of golf balls in the front pockets of his pants kept the faja from slipping down.14

It was terrifying. If a horse flipped, there was no way for the rider to bail out. He would be crushed under the mass of a thousand-pound horse.

The last time Baffert rode that kind of race, his horse “bolted,” in the parlance of the track—running blindly and uncontrollable by the rider—and dove straight for the barbed-wire rail.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he remembered the counterintuitive wisdom given to all trackwork riders. If they’re bolting, give them their head: release your grip on the reins and stop trying to steer the animal. It’s the racetracker equivalent of “Jesus, take the wheel.” For some horses, giving up the fight will short-circuit their flight instinct. In the worst-case scenario, it will at least allow the horse to see where he’s going, and maybe he won’t run right through the rail.

Baffert threw the horse his head and closed his eyes.

The horse at the last moment saw the rail and ducked to the outside. Baffert stayed on and somehow managed to pull up the horse.

Baffert wasn’t any fool either. “I’m never gonna ride with that thing on again,” he told his father. After that, he would ride in a saddle.

But even a saddle offered few guarantees of safety. In one race in Yuma, Arizona, Baffert picked up a mount on a horse that turned out to be dead lame. Baffert rode the horse on the outside of the field for the entire race just in case the animal broke down, so he would not go sprawling in the middle of a pack of other horses running at top speed. On that same trip, the cinch of his saddle broke while he was exercising a filly for some friends. The saddle slipped and sent Baffert shooting off the horse like someone had opened the passenger-side door of a racecar going around a turn. He hit the ground with his elbow and jammed it into his kidney. He urinated blood that night. It wasn’t until a week later, when his older brother, Bill, caught him still pissing red, that Baffert was sent to the medical center in Tucson. He spent five days in a hospital bed with a bruised kidney.

Baffert didn’t even bother going to the hospital when he fell from a horse he was breezing and the animal stepped on his chest. The impact of the fall knocked the heels off his boots.15 He couldn’t breathe, and after about a week of that discomfort, he asked a vet he knew to x-ray him. “Oh, yeah,” the vet said. “You’ve cracked your sternum.”16

It wasn’t just the horses that were dangerous. He rode at the kind of track where the other riders would steal twenty bucks out of your pocket while you were out riding a race. “They were just a degenerate bunch of jocks who couldn’t make it anywhere else,” Baffert said.

There were some vestiges of the fussy boy who had refused to wipe his backside with rocks. Baffert was allergic to alfalfa, an occasionally convenient excuse to get out of barn work (and later, so legend has it, the reason for the trademark blue sunglasses).17 Because he was riding races in the afternoon, it sometimes worked out that Baffert loafed around the night before a race while Bill did the chores.18 But race riding was a real horseman’s education, the rare kind that gives a person an intimate facility with the horse’s body and his mind.

Ellie eventually found out that her son was riding in races. A friend noticed Bob’s name on the entries at the local track in Sonoita and called her to wish her son luck. Bob tried to stammer his way out of it, to no avail. Ellie burst into tears, calling her son and her husband both liars and sneaks and begging Bob not to ride. After he wound up in the hospital, she kept saying, over and over, “You don’t know what you’ve put me through.”

It was no use: Baffert was desperate to ride. With the danger of race riding also came the thrill. And by that point, Baffert was a fool for horses.



Baffert stepped out of the hot box at Tucson’s Rillito Race Track. He had been sitting under the burning red bulbs trying to get down to the 122 pounds he needed to weigh to ride races. The hot box is a feature at racetracks to help the riders drop weight. The professional jocks would slather baby oil on themselves and let the sweat run off them, but Baffert didn’t sweat much. When he stepped out from under the bare bulbs, he fainted.

College-aged at the time, Baffert was really too big to be a jockey. He had been a scrawny kid, which kept him just under 122 pounds for a while.19 But as he started to fill out, the problem of keeping his weight down became more acute. Although he was too squeamish to turn to bulimia—common enough in racing that jocks’ rooms often have a dedicated toilet for “flipping”—he effectively starved himself down to a twenty-seven-inch waistline by eating nothing but protein. He was skin and bones, which made him weak.20 He also wasn’t making any money. The math was grim for a race rider in Arizona even if you were winning races: the purses at Rillito topped out at about $600 for a given race. Only about half of that went to the winning horse, and the jockey’s cut of that was just 10 percent—$30.21 And Baffert wasn’t winning many races.

Still, he stuck with it for as long as he could. He deferred starting college at the University of Arizona for a year, in part because he knew his days riding races were waning. In the early 1970s, the Chief dropped him off at Los Alamitos Race Course, in Southern California, to spend the summer living on a cot in the tack room and breaking horses for a trainer there. Before long he had blisters on his ass from getting on horses from six in the morning to three in the afternoon. The blisters were worth it to Baffert because the horses belonged to Dr. Ed Allred, one of the legendary owners in quarter horse racing who later bought Los Alamitos. Baffert got to ride a few horses in the afternoons, in actual races. But the competition at Los Alamitos was stiff, and he eventually returned to Rillito.

In the end, it wasn’t Ellie who convinced Baffert to hang up his tack. It was one of the top quarter horse jockeys in the country, Bobby Adair. Known simply as “the Master,” Adair was the sport’s superstar. He had ridden some of quarter horse racing’s most famous horses to victory and shattered records for race wins. He famously remarked that he “thought he could ride anything that had hair on it,” and Baffert idolized him.22

Around the same time that Baffert passed out trying to cut weight, Adair was in town to ride a big race at Rillito. He asked Baffert if he was planning to return to Los Alamitos the next summer to ride.

“No,” Baffert said, honestly. “I’m not good enough.” The competition at Los Alamitos was too tough, the races full of better horses with more experienced jockeys competing for bigger purses than Rillito and the local county fair tracks like Sonoita where Baffert was riding.

Adair gave Baffert some advice that he would carry with him for the rest of his life: quit.

“If you don’t think you can be the best at what you do, you need to quit,” Adair said. “Because if not, you’re gonna kill yourself.” The Arizona fair circuit was too dangerous, full of rough riders and rough horses.

Driving home from Rillito that night, Baffert knew that Adair was right. He was a good horseman, but he wasn’t a great race rider. He couldn’t “switch sticks” while riding—transfer the whip from one hand to the other seamlessly. His friend John Bassett, a hard-partying quarter horse trainer Baffert had met in California, once told him, “You can’t ride a hog in a phone booth.”23 Privately, Adair was thinking the same thing, although he wouldn’t tell Baffert that until years later.24

Reeling after the incident outside of the hot box, Adair’s words ringing in his ears, Baffert decided he had had enough. He gave his tack to another jockey.

It was an early call of the true competitor in Baffert—or perhaps just a demonstration of the kind of boyish sense of entitlement to greatness held by restless young men who have yet to discover their ambition: a bone-deep belief that a thing isn’t worth the effort if you can’t be the best at it. In any case, Baffert would come to believe in Adair’s advice with an almost religious fervor. He would set himself deadlines based on it, shape career decisions around it, and, in later years, reflect on it as a credo that has set him apart.

The decision didn’t look nearly that fateful in the moment. In the short term, it mostly allowed nineteen-year-old Baffert to order a hamburger with impunity for the first time in a few years. He went to college, joined a fraternity, and, even as he continued to take jobs here and there fooling with horses, told people that he didn’t want anything to do with the racing business.

But Baffert was about to discover what he was the best at.



	I. In 2019, roughly half of the new stallions entering the market in central Kentucky were descended from Northern Dancer. https://www.bloodhorse.com/horse-racing/articles/231145/new-sires-of-2019-northern-dancer-fires-back.






CHAPTER 2 GO WEST, YOUNG MAN

Los Alamitos was plagued by rain almost from the beginning. The track, situated about twenty-five miles south of Los Angeles, began as just the corner of a ranch that belonged to a struggling Kentucky native named Frank Vessels. Vessels came to California with nineteen dollars in his pocket in the 1920s and limped along for decades before finally making a fortune building specialized drilling platforms for the oil business. He had long dreamed of building a racetrack, and now he had the money. By 1951 he had talked the state regulatory board into approving an eleven-day race meet, with wagering, for quarter horses.1

It rained for ten out of the eleven days of the meet.2 Vessels and his wife, along with their son Frank Jr. and his wife, spent the bulk of their flagship race meet trying to repair the damage caused by the near-constant rain.

But Vessels wasn’t a man to be put off his dream. He spent $100,000 on improving the facility and went back to the California Horse Racing Board (CHRB). The board allowed him another sixteen days of races in 1952, and quarter horse racing at Los Alamitos was off and running.3 A superstar racehorse in the mid-1950s named Go Man Go—a hard-bodied, ferociously competitive animal described by his trainer as “jes plain mean as a bear most of the time”4—drew big crowds and the interest of sportswriters.5 By the early 1970s, Los Alamitos was the glittering big leagues in quarter horse racing. The grandstand was packed on nights and weekends. A nobody like Baffert struggled even to get tickets to attend the races.

Baffert, then twenty-four and on break from the University of Arizona during the summer of 1977, wasn’t doing much at Los Al. After he had hung up his tack as a jockey, he tried his hand at training, running a handful of horses mostly belonging to a friend. His own horses were losing.

It was raining at Los Alamitos the day that another trainer offered him a drug that he promised would help his horse win.6 Baffert didn’t know the guy well. But he desperately wanted to win a race at Los Al before the meet ended and he would have to go back to Arizona.7

The horse in question was a “claimer,” a cheap horse that runs in races where he can be bought for a set price before the starting gate opens. Win or lose, the horse goes home with whoever “claims” him, while the original owner keeps any purse money from the race. Baffert had claimed the animal for $2,000 and planned to run him back quickly in another race, a risky strategy that might allow a trainer to capitalize on a horse’s fitness from a past race—or could leave him running a tired horse before it’s had a chance to recover.

Baffert had good reason to think he wouldn’t get caught on a drug test. Quarter horse racing had a reputation for an enthusiastic culture of doping, and still does today.8 But money for testing was tight, meaning that regulators likely limited the horses they tested to mostly winners. Baffert wasn’t winning races.

Baffert told me that he allowed the other trainer to give the horse something called apomorphine, a morphine derivative used in human beings to treat advanced Parkinson’s disease and in small animals to induce vomiting. Horses react very differently to morphine than humans or small animals. In horses, morphine and its derivatives act as a powerful stimulant, historically making it a very tempting performance enhancer.

There’s some evidence that apomorphine was in vogue at the time—available if you were interested—and that regulators were aware of it. In a 1979 paper, one of the sport’s most prominent pharmacological experts, Dr. Thomas Tobin, administered doses of apomorphine to horses confined to stalls and found that even a tiny dose of apomorphine would cause “locomotor stimulation,” spurring the animals to move about rapidly. For the horse, it was probably an extremely stressful experience. Tobin found that apomorphine made the horses “apprehensive and uncomfortable”; they paced the stall and lunged at the ceiling in every corner, “as though seeking to escape.”9

But for all its appeal as a potential stimulant, apomorphine was also unreliable. “The response of any horse to apomorphine could never be predicted or reliably repeated,” Tobin found. Some horses had a “peak response” at smaller doses of between 18 mg and 30 mg, while for others it would take more than twice that to elicit a noticeable reaction.

It’s not clear how much of this Baffert knew. He would have certainly known that morphine acted as a stimulant in racehorses. “You heard things,” he told me. But how savvy he was to either the risks or the opportunities at the time is debatable. “I was sort of naïve,” he said. In a 1999 memoir, he wrote that he didn’t really know what he was giving the horse at the time.I

In any case, it didn’t help him. The horse ran second, he told me.10

But Baffert got unlucky, not just in losing. The horse was tested. Of course, he came up positive for morphine.11

Baffert was humiliated. “It was like my guts had fallen out,” he recalled.12 He wasn’t even planning on making a career out of training horses—yet here he was, getting caught for drugging a cheap, losing horse? Man, this is not me. Screw this—I’m gonna do something else.13 The whole sordid episode put the terrible taste of being exposed, embarrassed, and stupid in his mouth. He never wanted to go back to Los Alamitos. Years later he would call it “a bad choice.”14

Worst of all, he would have to face his father with the news. The Chief was the listed owner of the horse. And because the meet was over, he was on his way to Los Alamitos with the horse trailer to pick up his






























	I. Throughout these pages, when a trainer has directed the administration of a drug—legal or illegal—I have chosen to describe them as “giving” or “administering” that drug. However, particularly with legal medication, it’s important for readers to understand that while it’s the trainer who makes the decision that the horse should have a drug, with few exceptions, a licensed veterinarian physically administers it.
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