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            Joe Louis, left, wears his customary dead pan, as he and Billy Conn prepare to leave the ring after their fight at the Polo Grounds June 18. In the center is Johnny Ray, Conn’s manager.
         

         
            He was a young man in a hurry in those first weeks of 1941, twenty-three years old, ambitious, obsessed with chasing the American dream in the most American way possible, by playing the blissfully democratic game of baseball.

         “You could be a regular guy like me,” Phil Rizzuto would explain, “and you could still make a living at it, if you were good enough, if you worked hard enough.”

         Rizzuto stood only five feet, five inches tall, weighed but 155 pounds, and he’d grown up a Dodgers fan in Ridgewood, Brooklyn. For years he’d dreamed of playing in his home borough until the day in 1936 when he showed up at Ebbets Field for a tryout and was crushed by a dour, disapproving Dodgers manager who couldn’t believe this runt of a shortstop had dared to fancy himself a would-be, could-be big-leaguer.

         “Son,” the manager said, “you can stay and watch the game, but after that you’d better run home and get a shoeshine box.”

         There was a small part of Phil Rizzuto that never forgave Casey Stengel for that dismissal, but a more important piece never forgot it, either. Hunger was a powerful motivator, and even as economic forecasts grew brighter as the 1930s melded into the 1940s, young men everywhere shared a common fuel: the eagerness, the necessity, to find a better place for themselves, and for their families. For Rizzuto, that meant trying to add to the twenty-dollar weekly salary that his father took home each week as a waterfront watchman. For his future teammate with the Yankees, Joe DiMaggio, and a future rival, Ted Williams, it meant evading the erratic prospects of day-work employment in the fishing basins of Northern California and the dull gray warehouses of Southern California. For a truculent pug from Pittsburgh named Billy Conn, it meant fleeing the backbreaking death sentence of forty inevitable years in a steel mill, and for the most famous athlete in the world in 1941, Joe Louis, it meant staying exactly where he was, lest the pull of poverty ever suck him back into the vile vortex from which he’d already escaped once.

         “All you cared about,” Rizzuto said, “was getting ahead. It was all you thought about.”

         In 1941, however, the world at large eventually caught up to everyone. It reached Rizzuto on the morning of March 6, when he walked into the Yankee clubhouse and discovered a letter in his locker from Public School 68 back home in Ridgewood, where Draft Board Number 284 was headquartered.

         
            “Please advise us,” the dispatch began, “of the address of the local board nearest your home in St. Petersburg in order that we may send them the order of transfer for physical examination.”
         

         Suddenly a curtain had been opened on the world beyond Al Lang Field, the Yankees’ spring training headquarters. There was no such thing as hiding your head in the sand in 1941, not if you were an able-bodied male, not with the nation’s first-ever peacetime draft going on, and not with the world seemingly crumbling bit by bit, piece by piece, day by day. This was true for Rizzuto, hoping to earn his first promotion to the big leagues. It was true for Hank Greenberg of the Detroit Tigers, the most decorated and highly paid team sports player in the country, whose two Most Valuable Player trophies and hefty salary helped make him the Alex Rodriguez of his baseball generation, but whose low draft number made him just as vulnerable to military service as a Kansas farmer or a Brooklyn apprentice plumber or an aspiring California actor.

         The morning papers didn’t simply report the news in 1941, they screamed it, and whatever they missed the afternoon papers shouted even louder a few hours later. The same day Rizzuto received his letter, the dailies were stuffed with stories speculating about Yugoslavia’s immediate future. Hitler’s army had encircled it, and it seemed the country was only hours away from capitulating, one more trophy for the Fuehrer’s mantel. Every day brought something new, something worse, something unspeakable.

         “You read the sports section a lot,” Rizzuto would say years later, “because you were afraid of what you’d see in the other parts of the paper.”

         To appreciate how much sports meant in 1941, you must first understand what its landscape looked like. Basketball was a minor-league curiosity, its professionals confined to barnstorming tours and chilly armories, many of its games still contested behind chicken-wire netting, earning its practitioners the derisive nickname of “cagers.” Football was king on college campuses, but since the majority of Americans in 1941 had never set foot in a university lecture hall, it was a pastime that thrived detached from most of the nation’s urban centers. And pro football was still a nascent phenomenon, played before sporadic pockets of fans, still searching for its niche just fifteen years after boasting such hub cities as Racine, Hammond, and Duluth as members. It didn’t pay very well; for much of 1941, Tommy Harmon, who’d won the 1940 Heisman Trophy at Michigan, insisted he wasn’t going to play pro ball, opting instead for a more lucrative radio gig in Detroit. Auto racing was mostly a once-a-year carnival act contained at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. The National Hockey League existed in only four U.S. cities. Golf was a pastime mostly pursued by the fortunate segment of well-to-do citizens who hadn’t been decimated by the Depression.

         No, in 1941, only three sports truly mattered in the American consciousness. There was baseball, the undisputed king, the game still favored by an overwhelming number of children, one that filled every sandlot and every playground in one incarnation or another. There was boxing, dominated in 1941 by Joe Louis, entering his fourth year as the undisputed heavyweight champion, an African American whose appeal crossed racial and cultural boundaries of every kind—no small feat in a nation where Jim Crow laws dominated the lower half of its geography, where a “gentleman’s agreement” barring men of color from organized baseball still thrived, where even in the army races weren’t yet mixed. And there was horse racing, the self-styled “sport of kings,” which offered Americans almost everything they could have desired in 1941: wide-open outdoor spaces, cheap admission prices, and the opportunity to leave with their pockets a little fuller than when they’d arrived, thanks to the recent advent of pari-mutuel betting.

         People embraced all sports that year in ways they never had before. In March the National Invitation Tournament drew 70,825 college basketball fans over four nights at Madison Square Garden, easily a record. New attendance records were broken at the Kentucky Derby and at the Indianapolis 500. Boxing nights in Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., St. Louis, Denver, and Baltimore all drew record single-night crowds. In the spring, over 155,000 people flocked to St. Paul, Minnesota, to watch the American Bowling Congress tournament. A brash young Californian named Bobby Riggs electrified Forest Hills by winning the U.S. Open, the only one of tennis’s four Grand Slam events held in 1941 because of more strident matters occupying the sites of Wimbledon, the French Open, and the Australian Open. Even though tennis was still mostly a country-club game, unprecedented crowds made their way to the West Side Tennis Club.

         Still, 1941 was defined, and will always be defined, by four sporting achievements that energized a nervous nation on the brink, that provided sustenance to the American need to seek and worship secular idols. Soon enough, that void would be filled by soldiers fighting the bloodiest conflict the world had yet seen, and sports would once again seem hopelessly trivial by comparison. But that was for another day. For now, for 1941, the nation would hand itself over to sports, and to four very different entities that would carry it through.

         There was DiMaggio, who even in 1941, as a twenty-six-year-old, carried himself regally, who was married to the beautiful actress Dorothy Arnold and lived the life of a millionaire, even though he would pull down barely $35,000 that year (about $200,000 in 2006 dollars). At the start of 1941, DiMaggio was the logical heir to the grand Yankee legacy started by Babe Ruth and continued through Lou Gehrig, despite whispers that he didn’t always devote himself as much as he should to his craft.

         There was Williams, an impatient twenty-two-year-old third-year player, who, like DiMaggio, didn’t report to the early part of spring training, a ploy that was frowned upon in those years (there was still a Depression afflicting most of the country, after all), but was especially discouraged since so many boys making so much less than baseball players were starting to make twenty-one dollars a month as army privates. If Williams heard the scorn, he never let on, probably because he was used to it. He’d welcomed ridicule the previous year by suggesting that he might chuck baseball entirely sooner rather than later and head home to San Diego to become a fireman. Bench jockeys across the American League immediately brought fire helmets to their dugouts in derision, but there wasn’t a soul anywhere who could deny the kid’s talent for hitting a baseball.

         There were two prizefighters, both hailing from hardscrabble backgrounds out of two of America’s great industrial cities, one black, one white, headed on a collision course for one night in New York City that people would still be talking about sixty-five years later. Joe Louis was the most famous athlete in the world, heavyweight champion, conqueror of Max Schmeling and patron saint of millions of African Americans who still believed, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, that they could be party to the same American Dream to which white folks aspired.

         Louis was quiet, even-tempered, mild-mannered, and as 1941 began he was fully engaged in an exhausting tour of monthly bouts against challengers who didn’t belong in the same city as he did, much less the same ring. Boxing fans longed for something better than this “bum-of-the-month club,” and they thought they had it when Billy Conn was matched with Louis for a June 18 bout at the Polo Grounds in Upper Manhattan.

         Conn was then the reigning light-heavyweight champion but had grown bored by the belt, knowing that this division would always be considered the junior varsity to the heavyweights. Of Irish descent, from the East Liberty section of Pittsburgh, Conn never stopped yapping. He weighed at least twenty-five pounds less than Louis, and that would’ve been if they’d tipped the scales after Conn pushed himself away from Thanksgiving dinner and Louis emerged from a two-hour steam bath, but he believed with every ounce of his Gaelic soul that he knew how to fight Louis. And he said so. Neither man could know just what lay in store for him on the night of June 18; when it was over, neither man would ever be allowed to forget what had happened. And neither would ever want to.

         And there was maybe the grandest pure athlete of all of these, one who’d not yet reached his third birthday when 1941 dawned, but one whose feats would be seen by more people, in more places, with more mouths set agape and more hearts set racing, and who would earn more American dollars, not incidentally, than all the others combined. This was Whirlaway, the Thoroughbred racehorse who in early spring was considered one of 1941’s greatest disappointments, yet by late summer would be one of its lasting icons. In 1941, if you’d asked almost any American what athlete they would pay to see on any given day, the near-unanimous answer would come quickly and easily: I want to see the horse.

         In June, Whirlaway would run in the Belmont Stakes, and the Louis-Conn bout would be fought, and DiMaggio’s hitting streak would continue to mount, and Williams’s quest to become the first man in eleven years to hit .400 would quietly build momentum. And Kaiser Wilhelm II would die in exile in the Netherlands at age eighty-two. And Lou Gehrig, baseball’s beloved Iron Horse, would die of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis at age thirty-seven. And Japanese ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura would express a “firm conviction” that war would never break out between his country and the United States, even as high-ranking members of his nation’s government and military were plotting to shatter that tenuous peace within six months’ time. And word would reach the States that survivors of the sunken American freighter Robin Moor—attacked in cold blood by a German U-boat the month before—had been wandering around the Atlantic Ocean for weeks on life boats, the first tangible evidence that the United States was involved in the war, even if it hadn’t yet declared as such. And the Nazis would storm across Russian borders, millions of them, in a strategy called Operation Barbarossa that was intended to alter the war’s course irrevocably—and wound up doing just that, although not the way Hitler anticipated.

         That was just one month. But in truth, they were all like that—the real mingling with the surreal, triumph framed by tragedy, exhilaration tinged with anxiety. One of the war’s most significant characters, Gen. Douglas MacArthur, began the year in obscurity, in retirement; by the end, his name would be known by every citizen in every state in the union. Once, while describing the exploits of the beloved football team at his alma mater, West Point, MacArthur tried to explain why sports not only mattered to him, but why they should matter to all men in some small way.

         “Upon the fields of friendly strife,” he said, “are sown the seeds that on other fields, on other days, will bear the fruits of victory.”

         Never were MacArthur’s words more apparent, or more relevant, than in 1941. This is why.

      

   
      
         Also by Mike Vaccaro

         EMPERORS AND IDIOTS

      

   
      
         

         
            [image: image]
            1 
            [image: image]
         

         
            “GOOD-BYE, DEAR, I’LL BE BACK IN A YEAR.”
            
         

         
            THE DRAFT HOVERS OVER BODY EVERYBODY, EVEN A SLUGGER NAMED HAMMERIN’ HANK
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            Hank Greenberg enters the Tiger dugout before his final game in 1941, on May 6 against the Yankees. He would hit a pair of home runs in a 7-4 Tigers victory. He was sworn into the Army the next day.
         

         
            
               Hank Greenberg tomorrow dons khaki
A very fine soldier he’ll be
He’ll worry the enemy wacky
By sniping at .333
            

            —Tim Cohane, New York World-Telegram,
May 6, 1941
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         The cops knew early on that they were in for a long night. There were 1,489 of them on duty, most of them in uniform, most of them drawing overtime, all of them startled at the steady stream of humanity pouring into the ten square blocks bracketing Forty-second and Forty-ninth Streets, Fifth and Eighth Avenues. This was Times Square, New York City, and on this thirty-first day of December, 1940, it was suddenly home to over a million temporary citizens, as many human beings as had ever seen fit to gather at one place in the city’s history. It had been a gray Tuesday afternoon, unseasonably warm, and now the day had given way to a clear, starless night, 35 degrees, perfect for revelry, perfect for noisemaking, perfect for stealing sips from pocket-sized flasks, perfect for a grand old party. Perfect for a New Year’s Eve celebration that many sensed they would need to keep with them for a long, long time, for who knew when they would be allowed to be this happy, this carefree, this uninhibited, ever again?

         “It’s bigger, better, and more joyful than ever,” Louis F. Costuma, the New York Police Department’s chief inspector, said as he watched the swelling crowds grow from makeshift police headquarters on Forty-sixth Street and Duffy Square.

         Standing next to Costuma, cupping a Camel cigarette, Deputy Inspector John J. DeMartino nodded and pointed at the eclectic array of faces. People had been coming to Times Square to ring in the New Year since 1904. Only once, on December 31, 1918, less than two months after Armistice Day, had there ever been a turnout that approached what was happening now. “Over a million,” he said. “Definitely.”

         “It’s bigger than ever before,” Costuma said, checking his watch, marveling that it was still over two hours before midnight, wondering how many more tens of thousands might still be on their way, and where they’d possibly find room to stand—or breathe. “We never had to shut down the streets so early before.”

         New York, like the rest of America, was in the mood to celebrate on this last night of 1940. And why not? After a desperate decade of bleak times and bleaker prospects, the economy was finally picking up, and though 9 million people remained out of work, more and more regular folks finally had spending money in their pockets again. To commemorate this promising prosperity, the nation had just delivered Franklin Delano Roosevelt back to the White House for an unprecedented third term, sweeping him home with 55 percent of the popular vote. Just a week earlier, a Gallup poll had listed the president’s approval rating at a robust 79 percent. Eight years earlier, Roosevelt’s favorite song on his path to Washington had been “Happy Days Are Here Again,” and finally they truly seemed to be. Employment was up. Breadlines were vanishing. Best of all, in his Christmas address Roosevelt had restated a pledge that had become his campaign cornerstone: At all reasonable cost, the United States would refrain from joining the fighting that had already begun to ruin the European continent for the second time in as many generations.

         But even Roosevelt couldn’t completely ignore one gnawing reality.

         “It is clear,” he said, “that Nazi Germany will not stop until it achieves complete world domination, or until they are destroyed in that pursuit. We pray to Almighty God for the latter.”

         In New York City, these truths were only slightly tempered by the joy of the season. Millions of its citizens were fully aware of just how grave the situation had become across the Atlantic, because so many of them still had close ties to relatives living through the growing, stultifying nightmare. They may have come to Times Square this night to celebrate, yes, but they also arrived understanding that all the laughter and buoyancy of another Auld Lang Syne couldn’t possibly halt the miserable momentum advancing elsewhere on the planet. The president could pledge peace and promise pacifism, but what man could truly guarantee tranquility? Too many wars had been fought, too many war memorials built, too many cemeteries filled, and too many lessons forgotten to forge a peace of permanent penitence in too many souls.

         All you had to do was see how other nations were greeting the dawning of 1941 if you wanted a cold shot of perspective with a chaser of gloom. In Berlin and in Rome, cornerstones of the Axis, blackouts curtailed whatever festivities might otherwise have been planned, and mandatory curfews with shoot-on-sight consequences discouraged anyone from breaking these solemn codes. In France—which had entered 1940 a free nation and exited it a divided state, with most of its landmass occupied by German invaders and over 2 million of its citizens rotting in prison and detainment camps—there was no place for celebrating and even less cause for it. Early on New Year’s morning, in Vichy, capital of the unoccupied country, Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain would issue a somber forecast for the coming year: “We will go hungry in 1941.”

         In London, hundreds of smoldering buildings offered silent testimony to months of German air raids. Smoke still filtered into the streets. Thousands of families mourned loved ones who’d been unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place when the bombs had fallen. Still, at midnight, Big Ben defiantly rang out twelve times, echoing through a deserted Parliament Square, and on the final peal a voice cried out “Hooray!” followed by another, in a distinctly Cockney accent, that bellowed: “An’ London’s still ’ere!” Underneath Piccadilly Circus, some Londoners had gathered in a “tube” stop to toast the New Year and say good riddance to the old one, forcing a joyful, if halfhearted, respite from their daily melancholy.

         The source of so much of this dimness had wasted little time delivering his first message of the New Year, addressing his troops at dawn while much of Europe was still engaged in fitful spasms of sleep.

         “This year, 1941, will bring consummation of the greatest victory in our history,” Adolf Hitler told his soldiers. “This war must be continued as a result of the democratic warmongers and the Jewish capitalists. The representatives of a broken world believe they may achieve in 1941 what they were unable to do in 1940. We are ready and armed as never before.”

         Then, in a none-too-subtle swipe at his declared and undeclared enemies, the Reichsfuehrer offered a sinister New Year’s wish for the world’s remaining free peoples: “The stupidity of rulers in the plutocratic democracies rejected all methods and measures that could put brakes on the limitless egoism of the individual in front of the life of all. Every person that dines off the democracies will die with them. When Churchill and his international democratic comrades declare that they are defending their world, and that their world cannot exist beside ours, then that is their own misfortune.”

         Less heralded, but just as ominous, was this cheery salutation from Yosuke Matsuoka, foreign minister of Japan, a nation just starting to flex its international muscle thanks to a recently signed Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy and its emerging dominance in the Asiatic sphere: “I pray that God and all godfearing people will cooperate with me in saving 1941 from being the first year of the decline and fall of modern civilization. It’s my fervent desire that 1941 be the first year of a world revival containing a new order. This is the dream of the Japanese nation, and it is the spirit with which the alliance with Germany and Italy was conceived.”

         The world was a much larger place in those final hours of 1940 than it would be within even a few short years, but not so vast that these snapshots couldn’t touch the American cousins sitting on the opposite shores of two oceans. Still, if for only one night, folks tried to set aside the echoing madness surrounding them in order to usher in the New Year in the traditional manner—even though the supply of champagne was terribly short, limited by the German invasion of France which, in the words of one restaurateur, “gave domestic wines a great break.” Scotch, however, was still coming into American ports in barrel quantities, defying Nazi submarines, proof that some vices were worth dying for. Those who were able to toast the New Year with bubbly did so with bottles ordered in bulk shortly after the Nazis crossed France’s borders, but before they seized the vineyards and started sending all the remaining champagne to Germany.

         By midnight, Times Square was a twitching tinderbox of color and light. An electrician named Thomas Ward engineered the sixty-foot drop of the luminous three-hundred-pound ball that would descend from the top of the Times Tower, a task he had fulfilled for twenty-seven consecutive years, one that never failed to energize him.

         “For a minute every year,” Ward said, “I’m the most popular man in New York.”

         This year was no different. In a noisy eyeblink, 1940 morphed into 1941, and in a flash the square was covered with millions of slivers of paper, lit up with thousands of crackling flashbulbs, filled with a million voices wistfully wishing, in song, that old acquaintances never be forgotten.

         Prominent among the partyers were thousands of soldiers and sailors, in town on leave, most of them greeted by civilians with handshakes and backslaps. This was an increasingly common sight throughout the country, as thousands of young men between the ages of 21 and 35 had been thrust into military service thanks to the nation’s first-ever peacetime draft. In New York City alone there was a quota of 66,651 men, a sizable segment of the 789,000 who would be called up before this first phase of the draft was completed.

         One of the men who filled both rations was Ben Kish, a former All-American football player at the University of Pittsburgh and presently a member of the Brooklyn Dodgers of the National Football League, who’d received word earlier on New Year’s Eve that the army expected him to report for duty no later than January 16.

         “I’m used to taking orders from the coach, so I guess I will be able to bear up under army discipline,” Kish said. The news item went little-noted at the time, especially in a crush of New Year’s stories focusing on the Rose Bowl, the Sugar Bowl, the Cotton Bowl, and the Orange Bowl, but Kish thus became one of the first professional athletes summoned to active duty, even if his name wasn’t terribly well known outside the borough of Brooklyn.

         He wouldn’t be alone on that list for long.
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         Years later, Hank Greenberg would rue his carelessness and shake his head at how haphazardly he’d allowed his life to be folded inside out. In the fall of 1940, Greenberg stood alone at the top of the American sporting pantheon, the highest-paid baseball player in the game, pulling down $50,000, the most money ever earned by anyone not named Babe Ruth. He was coming off a splendid season in which he’d hit .340 with 41 home runs and 150 runs batted in, would soon earn his second American League Most Valuable Player plaque, and had just led the Detroit Tigers to within one win of a championship before losing the World Series to the Cincinnati Reds. He was also an unrivaled hero to millions of youths, particularly Jewish kids who’d marveled at his resolve in sitting out High Holy Days during much of his career. What’s more, Greenberg was just entering his prime. He wouldn’t turn thirty until New Year’s Day, and he’d already hit 247 career home runs, giving him at least a reasonable chance to surpass Babe Ruth’s career record of 714 lifetime.

         He was the Alex Rodriguez of his time, a two-time MVP by age twenty-nine, a fearsome slugger who still maintained a hefty batting average, an above-average fielder, drawing the sport’s fattest paycheck.

         “I was sitting on top of the world,” Greenberg recalled some forty years later.

         Yet he was about to make a terribly foolish decision, though he had no way of knowing it. On October 8 the Tigers dropped a devastating 2-1 decision to the Reds in the seventh game of the World Series at Cincinnati’s Crosley Field. Afterward, Greenberg spent a few days settling his affairs before meeting his younger brother Joe, himself a minor league ballplayer. Together, the brothers Greenberg would set out in Hank’s car for their parents’ modest home in the Bronx, which both still listed as their primary residence. They left Michigan early in the morning of Wednesday, October 16, and knew that before they reached their final destination they’d have to make an important pit stop. For October 16 had been looming for weeks as an unofficial national holiday, replete with capital letters:

         National Registration Day.

         For the first time, the United States was about to conduct a peacetime military conscription. President Roosevelt had quietly set the groundwork for this the previous May, when he’d asked Congress to appropriate $2.5 billion to rebuild the nation’s sagging military infrastructure as global events began turning darker and gloomier by the day. By late summer the war in Europe had grown increasingly dreary, and the logic in maintaining an all-volunteer army with the world going to seed no longer appealed, or applied. So on September 6, the Burke-Wadsworth Bill became the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940, and October 16 was designated as the day that each of the nation’s 16 million men between the ages of 21 and 35 would be required to formally enter his name in a draft lottery. Failure to do so would incur five years in prison and a $10,000 fine, and there were no exemptions: married men, fathers of nine, even aliens who weren’t yet American citizens had to register. Everyone.

         That included the most feared slugger on the planet.

         The Greenbergs were about eight hours into their trip when they pulled off the road to find a registration center. They had just reached Geneva, a small town in western New York, near Rochester, so they pulled off U.S. 20 and found a small schoolhouse where men had been lining up all day to sign in. Greenberg’s appearance caused a brief ripple. Hank and Joe were both handed the necessary forms.

         For his address, Joe wrote in “663 Crotona Park North, Bronx, New York,” the Greenberg family homestead.

         For his, Hank wrote in “400 Bagley, Detroit, Michigan.” That was the location of the Detroit Leland Hotel, which is where Greenberg stayed during the baseball season.

         “I don’t know what prevailed upon me to list my residence as Detroit,” Greenberg would lament, years later, in his autobiography. “Maybe somehow I thought it would keep me from being drafted too soon.”

         If so, the strategy backfired because the exact opposite happened. When Henry L. Stimson, Roosevelt’s secretary of war, wrapped a blindfold around his eyes on October 29 and plucked the first capsule from a fishbowl, 16 million men around the country waited to see when their serial number would emerge, and where they would stand on the list of imminent inductees. As each pod was opened, and each slip of light cardboard was posted on a blackboard and photographed for the National Archives, another few thousand men saw their lives instantly—and in some cases, irretrievably—altered. Greenberg drew a reasonably low number of 621 (thanks to deferments and geographic quotas, though there were some 8,500 serial numbers selected, only those with numbers under 500 were likely to be immediately called) and if he’d been registered in New York City, with its dense population, he would almost certainly have avoided an early call-up even though, as a single man with no dependents, he was all but certain to be classified 1-A. But not only had he registered in Michigan, which had fewer men than New York overall to fill its quotas, he’d picked an especially unfortunate precinct in Detroit, packed mostly with transients and hotel visitors and very few actual residents. Instead of getting a pass until 1942 at the earliest, it soon became very clear that Hank Greenberg might not even make it out of 1941 spring training before having to trade his $50,000 annual salary for the $21 monthly stipend provided a buck private.

         “There was no arguing with the law,” Greenberg said. “When you were called, you went, and it didn’t matter how famous you were. In fact, the more famous you were, the more attention was paid to you. Even if you’d had a good reason to seek a deferment, people didn’t want to hear about it. They wanted you to serve, the same as their sons and brothers and cousins. No exceptions.”

         The actor Jimmy Stewart was the first to experience the whispers and the rumors that would instantly surround a famous name that didn’t immediately fall in and eagerly swap wingtips for dog tags, no matter the circumstances. Stewart had become a superstar in 1939 thanks to Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and his acting legacy would be forever solidified early in 1941 when he earned an Academy Award for best actor for his work in The Philadelphia Story, the number-one movie of 1940. Still, on February 1, when it was announced that Stewart would be granted a six-month occupational deferment, the snickering began at once.

         Stewart was helped neither by his $1,500-a-week studio salary, which incurred instant resentment, nor by Maj. E. J. Plato, the draft coordinator for Southern California, who said Stewart’s work in pictures “justifies postponement of his being called into a year of training.” In truth, Stewart was initially turned down for service because he weighed only 143 pounds, five fewer than the army minimum, and it was a ruling Stewart fought to overturn from the start, even as cynics had begun besmirching his name, and even as Stewart began religiously guzzling milkshakes to try and add the necessary weight. The furor wouldn’t cease until March 22, when a slightly beefed-up Stewart boarded a Hollywood streetcar bound for Fort MacArthur and was greeted by a Col. John Robinson, who said for the cameras: “We’re glad to have you in the army.” Stewart replied, rather bashfully, “Thanks. I’m glad to be here. I expect to get a lot out of it.”

         As Greenberg would soon discover, people were keeping score as 1940 gave way to 1941. The draft was still far more of an inconvenience than a frightening threat to anyone’s health, and the public faithfully subscribed to the belief that if their own anonymous existences could be upended, so could lives whose every detail was preserved on the pages of Variety or The Sporting News. If your number came up, you weren’t concerned that someone would be shooting at you as much as that your life would be disturbed, your career interrupted, your entire subsistence placed on hold for the 365 days of service required by the Service Act. Soon, Tin Pan Alley songwriter Mack Kay penned a ditty that kept people humming for most of the year:

         
            Good bye dear, I’ll be back in a year
         

         
            ’Cause I’m in the Army now.
         

         
            They took my number right out of a hat
         

         
            And there’s nothing a guy can do about that.
         

         There was nothing Greenberg could do now but shrug his shoulders, accept the inevitable, and fire off a series of quotes that all said essentially the same thing: “I’m ready to go when I’m called.” Such was life in the early days of 1941. He kept in shape by playing handball and squash near his parents’ home in the Bronx. He looked forward to spending a long vacation in Honolulu. On January 15 a selective service official named W. H. Wells, chief clerk of Detroit Draft Board Number 23, was quoted in newspapers around the country saying, “Greenberg will get a draft questionnaire within two or three weeks. If the number of draftees into the army continues at the present rate, he probably will be called sometime in May and hardly later than June 1.”

         Greenberg was not alone. In fact, if the draft asserted one thing, it was its impartial blind eye to reputation, income, or surname. On January 22, Winthrop Rockefeller, scion of one of America’s most celebrated clans, stepped out of his apartment at 24 West Fifty-fifth Street and into a taxicab waiting to ferry him uptown, to 125th Street, where he was quickly processed, transformed into Private Rockefeller, serial number 32-002-756, and sent off to Fort Dix. On April 16, William McChesney Martin, thirty-four-year-old president of the New York Stock Exchange, dubbed the “Boy Wonder of Wall Street” and one of the nation’s leading economic minds, left his $48,000-a-year job to join Company B of the 39th Training Battalion at Camp Craft, South Carolina, departing with an observation that was music to the public’s ears: “Naturally, all of us who are subject to this law must expect inconveniences, but I am sure many others have been more adversely affected than I.”

         It wasn’t long before sports started feeling the draining impact of the draft’s detached sword, too. On January 9, professional golfer Ed “Porky” Oliver was getting set to plant his tee in the ground on the tenth hole at Sequoyah Country Club in Northern California, where he was competing in the first round of the $5,000 Oakland Open. Oliver was one of the sport’s most popular figures, garrulous and gabby, 240 pounds and twenty-four years old. A year earlier he had nearly won the U.S. Open, finishing in a three-way tie for the lead before being disqualified for the playoff for starting his round fifteen minutes early. Oliver had just completed his front nine by carding a birdie 3 on the ninth hole and was feeling splendid about his chances when a messenger boy clutching a telegram elbowed his way through the gallery and onto a tee box, informing Oliver he had six days to report to his local draft board in Wilmington, Delaware.

         “I thought I was below par on that one,” Oliver quipped, referring to his draft number, drawing gales of laughter from the spectators. He’d have to drive home immediately to beat the deadline, so he removed his tee from the ground, shook hands with playing partners Johnny Revolta and Earl Fry, and told them, “I’ll see you fellows later. I’ve got to be going.” After driving nonstop for three thousand miles and showing up bleary-eyed at the draft board as ordered on the fifteenth, Oliver discovered there had been a miscommunication: He hadn’t been called, just placed on the reserve list. “Guess I’ll go back to work now,” he announced, and two weeks later he won the Western Open in Phoenix and the thousand-dollar first prize that went along with it.

         Oliver hoped to put off his draft call until fall, so he could sock away his golf earnings for his parents, but his luck finally ran out on March 3 when, after he had already qualified for the semifinals of the big-money Four-Ball Championship in Coral Gables, Florida, another messenger appeared bearing another telegram, and this time there was no mistake. One more time Oliver withdrew his name (and forfeited the chance to win another couple of grand), piled into his Chevrolet, and declared, “I’m the fittest two-forty anyone’s ever been. Tell Uncle Sam he can write me an IOU for the tournament winnings I’m leaving on the table.”

         Professional baseball wore the largest target because of its status as the nation’s unofficial pastime and its employment of thousands of draft-eligible men. Whenever a feature story was prepared about a ballplayer as they turned up in spring training in 1941, that player’s draft status was mentioned before anything else, whether he was Bob Feller (likely to last until fall) or Phil Rizzuto (deferred thanks to his family’s dependence on his baseball income) or Joe DiMaggio (deferred due to his pending fatherhood) or Ted Williams (single, low number, good health, fifty-fifty to make it through the summer).

         Every ballplayer with a vulnerable draft number crossed cautiously through the same gauntlet. There was Morrie Arnovich, a serviceable player with the New York Giants who was reclassified from 1-A to 1-B thanks to a “dental deficiency,” which he explained thusly: “I have been wearing partial upper and lower dental plates for the last fifteen years as the result of losing several teeth in basketball.” For the rest of the season, bench jockeys up and down the National League rode him relentlessly for that.

         There was Johnny Rigney, a fine right-handed pitcher for the Chicago White Sox who, on June 10, was granted his sixty-day deferment just ten days before his scheduled induction. The next day, Paul Armstrong, Illinois director of the Selective Service Act, protested that the deferment showed favoritism for “high-salaried people” (as Rigney pulled in the princely sum of eight thousand dollars per year) and demanded an appeal, suggesting that President Roosevelt himself should issue the ruling. But a perforated eardrum made the issue moot, and he was reclassified 4-F. “Frankly,” Rigney said, “I’m disappointed. I was looking forward to serving in the army.”

         Hugh Mulcahy wasn’t so fortunate but, then, Mulcahy was used to bad luck. It was Mulcahy’s fate that he should play with the Philadelphia Phillies, the most woeful team in the major leagues, and so not only would he become an incongruous oddity in 1940—earning a spot on the National League All-Star team during a season in which he would lead the league in losses with twenty-two—but he would also earn one of the most unfortunate nicknames in baseball history: “Losing Pitcher.” In the spring of 1941, though, nobody much cared that Mulcahy’s career record sat at an unsightly 42-82. No, baseball was searching for its current generation’s version of Hank Gowdy, who twenty-four years earlier was a fairly pedestrian catcher and first baseman for the Boston Braves but gained instant and lasting fame when, on June 1, 1917, he became the first active ballplayer to enlist in the service for the Great War, where he carried the colors for the Fighting 42nd, the famed “Rainbow Division,” and endured some of the most vicious trench fighting of the war.

         Gowdy’s name hovered over every ballplayer who pondered deferment until March 10, when Mulcahy reported to Camp Edwards, on Cape Cod, and became the first major leaguer to officially swap flannels for khakis. Before reporting, Mulcahy wired Phillies president Gerald Nugent with these philosophical parting words: “I’ll do my pitching for Uncle Sam this year but I wish I could be with you and wish you the best of luck.”

         Losing Pitcher had earned his nation’s gratitude.

         It wouldn’t be quite so easy for the reigning MVP.
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         The newspaper photograph captures what was probably the last completely carefree moment of Henry Benjamin Greenberg’s life. The image of the slugger at rest, at ease in paradise, had been taken only the day before, on the beach at Waikiki. He is smiling, with a drink in one hand, flanked by friends both male and female. He is clearly enjoying the spoils of a young, wealthy, successful life and doesn’t seem to have a worry in the world, probably because he had yet to be told of the furor brewing six thousand miles to the east.

         On the same day the picture appeared in hundreds of newspapers across America, a very different kind of story broke on the front page of the February 21 edition of the Detroit Free Press, replete with blaring headline: GREENBERG ASKS FOR DEFERMENT OF DRAFT CALL.

         According to the newspaper, in Greenberg’s draft questionnaire received by Board 23, there was a request made for deferment as a “necessary man.” This, under the Selective Service Act, was defined as one who either “cannot be replaced satisfactorily because of a shortage of persons with his qualifications or skill in a particular activity” or one whose civilian activities “are contributing to the national health, safety and interest” and whose removal from civilian activity “would cause a material loss of effectiveness in such activity.” This provision was supposed to cover small-town doctors, for instance, without whom entire rural counties would suffer, or certain business leaders whose companies provided small communities with most of their employment opportunities. While most would agree that there was a shortage of civilians who had the skill to hit forty home runs against big-league pitching, this situation didn’t necessarily reflect the spirit of the law.

         Still, Greenberg had done nothing wrong. Each of the 16 million men who filled out a draft questionnaire in 1941 was encouraged to list potential reasons for deferment or reclassification. Such opinions were supposed to be kept in strict confidence. So Greenberg was completely unprepared for what he was about to walk into. When his ship, the Mariposa, docked in California, a fleet of news reporters boarded, descended on his cabin, knocked on his door, and awakened him. Greenberg, leaning against the door frame in a bathrobe and wearing a sleepy, awkward smile (dutifully captured by an Associated Press photographer), provided a stark contrast to the beaming beach bum. Then the writers started asking how it felt to be called a draft dodger and a slacker. A VFW post had already condemned Greenberg, calling for a resolution to boycott Tigers games since Greenberg “turned us from boosters to booers.”

         “I’m in Class One, ready to be called and I’ll go when they call me, and I will not seek a deferment,” he insisted, his fury growing. “I’ll go when they collar me.”

         When Greenberg arrived at the Tigers’ spring headquarters in Lakeland, Florida, a few weeks later, the question of deferment still stalked him, and he finally snapped with exasperation: “Jesus, you would think I was the only guy going into the army.” Each day brought an unwelcome adventure. On March 11 he visited Dr. Grover C. Freeman, who administered a physical, and when the doctor asked Greenberg, “Do you know you have flat feet?” Greenberg quipped, “Of course I do. I’ve had them my whole life.”

         The army hadn’t known. When it found out, it granted Greenberg precisely the same thing it would give more than 8,000 other would-be draftees in 1941 who suffered from the same affliction: a 1-B classification and automatic deferment. But those other 8,000 men didn’t have their names in the papers every day, and didn’t earn $50,000 as an athlete who managed to hit towering home runs in spite of his flat feet. Back home, Greenberg’s draft board overruled Dr. Freeman and arranged another physical for April 18, the same day as the Tigers’ home opener. By now there was little doubt that Greenberg could show up with both feet amputated and be classified 1-A. It all moved very quickly after that. Greenberg’s draft order came. His induction ceremony would be held the morning of May 7.

         And his last game for at least a year would be May 6, in Tiger Stadium, with his hometown team, the Yankees, in attendance. The night before, in a spirited send-off, Greenberg’s teammates and a few guest Yankees had gathered at Franklin Hills Country Club for a private dinner. Del Baker, the Tigers manager, bid his star an emotional farewell: “Pal, I hope those flat feet of yours are flat enough to send you back to us in a few days.” When it was Greenberg’s time to talk, he did so dry-eyed and clear-voiced without a whiff of sentiment. He was tired, he was angry, he was hitting .258, and his drop-off had reminded him that turning thirty was sometimes all a ballplayer needed to start heading south—even without the obsessive glare of a nattering nation.

         “There’s no chance for a reprieve,” he said. “Even now, I can hardly realize that I’m about to leave baseball. It’s a pretty tough thing to give up. It’s almost the only thing I’ve thought about my whole life.”

         He would savor every second of his last day on the job, every otherwise mundane rite of a baseball workday: batting practice, infield practice, bull-shitting in the clubhouse, jabbering in the dugout. His teammates, who’d presented him with a gold watch the night before, inscribed with all their names, voted him captain for the day and so he took the lineups out to home plate before the game, drawing a warm rain of cheers from the 7,850 in attendance. Damn, he said more than once. I’m going to miss this bad. Soon enough, he’d remember what he really was going to miss. In the second inning, sitting on a 2-and-0 count, he drilled an Ernie Bonham fastball deep into the overhanging upper deck in left field, his first home run of the year. An inning later he crushed another one to almost the exact same spot. The two blasts gave him 249 for his career, and when he strode to the plate for the last time that afternoon, in the bottom of the eighth inning with the Tigers leading 7-4, he found himself craving one last moment.

         “Two-fifty would be a nice, round number, wouldn’t it?” he joked at the plate, turning to Yankee catcher Bill Dickey.

         “Well, we’re gonna give you nothing but fastballs here, Hank,” Dickey replied in his Arkansas twang. Twice fastballs came straight down the pike. Twice Greenberg missed them. One last time, Dickey said, “Look fastball, Hank.” Greenberg said nothing, swung viciously, and popped out meekly. “I don’t know if Hank believed me,” Dickey said, sadly, years later.

         That was it. By early the next morning Greenberg would raise his right hand and take the soldier’s oath alongside 301 other recruits and officially become a serial number in the eyes of Uncle Sam, 36-114-611. “I don’t want the papers to think I’m a good guy, because I’m not. I think the papers are full of shit,” Greenberg railed. “I’ll be glad when this day is over. I’ll be glad to get in the army. This has been an awful strain.” And with that he was off, to Fort Custer in rural Michigan, to basic training with the 5th Division’s Anti-Tank Unit, to occasional KP duty and early reveille and softball practice and hours of dull, endless toil.

         
            [image: image]
         

         On that very morning of May 7, German air raiders bombed the British port city of Liverpool for the seventh straight day, the House of Commons gave Winston Churchill a vote of confidence by a 447-3 count, American immigration officials began to quietly identify and round up some two hundred German soldiers living illegally within U.S. borders, and from the largest city in Greece, the ancient cradle of civilization, came the wistful news that a street formerly known as Franklin Roosevelt Boulevard was to be renamed Adolf Hitler Boulevard, an item accompanied by this fawning message from Ambrosius Plitas, the mayor of newly conquered Athens, to Hitler: “Expressing the feelings of all the citizens of Athens, I wish to assure you of my deepest gratitude for the irreproachable conduct of the German troops and for the solicitude shown by the German authorities in dealing with the city.”

         And Hank Greenberg’s baseball career came to a grinding halt. While his contemporaries would fill the coming months of 1941 with an astonishing array of accomplishment, Greenberg would be peeling potatoes in military kitchens, learning how to clean his rifle, and killing time in barracks with his fellow draftees, most of whom were ten or eleven years younger than him. In his stead, the call was out for a new national sporting hero, which would soon be answered from a most unlikely place.
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            “GOD GAVE HORSES TAILS FOR A REASON.”
            
         

         
            THE RISE, FALL, AND REBIRTH OF A HORSE CALLED “MR. LONGTAIL”
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            Jockey Eddie Arcaro is shown whispering into the ear of Whirlaway during one of their training runs together in May 1941.
         

         
            
               Hoofs that beat in record time
Racing rhythm, racing rhyme
Speed that won the crown of crowns
On the course of Churchill Downs
Speed with not a need for thrift
(Eddie, don’t let Whirly drift!)
            

            —Tim Cohane, New York World-Telegram,
May 9, 1941
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            It wouldn’t have occurred to Ben Jones that people might look askance at what he was about to do. After all, the muck beneath his feet was considered holy ground to just about anyone who might be able to see him, especially on this day, May 3, 1941. In a few hours, eleven Thoroughbred racehorses would be led into starting gates on this very dirt, the most hallowed oval in American racing. A few seconds after that, the stalls would fling open, the sixty-seventh running of the Kentucky Derby would be under way, and the world would officially hear for the first time what the crush of a hundred thousand racing fans gathered in one place at one time sounded like. It was a grand moment for this sport to which fifty-eight-year-old Benjamin Allyn Jones, “Plain Ben” to his friends, had devoted his life as a horse trainer, and it was an even grander opportunity for Jones himself, because he had one hell of a horse running in the race, the kind of colt a trainer sometimes spends his entire life chasing and never finding, not just a once-in-a-lifetime horse but a once-in-everyone’s-lifetime horse.

         Jones had started out on the bullring tracks of Kansas, Missouri, and Oklahoma more than thirty years earlier, and on the county fair loop, and he’d spent some hard time running third-rate horses in Mexico, too. On those early circuits a trainer had a difficult time even dreaming about winning a race like the Derby; that would be like a slo-pitch beer league softball player fancying himself roaming centerfield for the Yankees then actually winning the batting title to boot. You had to be a tough guy to emerge standing and walking from that life, a hard guy, and you’d better be prepared to settle the occasional negotiation with your fists, if the occasion called for it, as it often did.

         “Sometimes,” Jones recalled, years later, “we walked the horses twenty miles from one track to the other. It was a tough way to make a living. You had to take broken-down horses and patch them up some way or other and make them win. Two hundred bucks was a juicy purse then, and you seldom got a crack at that kind of money. You had to be crazy about horses, or maybe just crazy, to stick with it.”

         Now, as Jones blinked away the first sharp rays of morning sunshine, pleased that the storm clouds threatening to imperil the day had vanished, he approached this horse about whom he’d been dreaming his entire adult life. His name was Whirlaway, and he was the product of pristine blood-lines, his sire the former English champion Blenheim II and his dame a sharp filly named Dustwhirl. Whirlaway was a tad on the smallish side, but he had a rich chestnut coat and a tail that Jones purposely kept long and flowing. He’d done this for strategic purposes—the tail regularly distracted other horses, sometimes literally flying in their faces—but hadn’t minded a bit when the newspapermen had dubbed the horse “Mr. Longtail” during his wildly successful two-year-old campaign. Jones wasn’t one to court attention, and he never went chasing spotlights, but he never ran away from them, either. He was an unmistakable sight at the track, always turned out in coat and tie, always wearing a white Stetson hat. He was bedecked in this very uniform as he hopped off his white pony and walked over to Whirlaway, grabbed his reins, and led him slowly along the Churchill Downs backstretch.

         There they stopped. Alone. Together.

         And it was there that Ben Jones began speaking softly into Whirlaway’s ear. Maybe this would have seemed odd anywhere else in the world, but not at a racetrack, certainly not at Churchill Downs on the first Saturday in May, a holy day of obligation throughout the Commonwealth. The stable-boys ignored them, as did the exercise riders, and the custodians, and the early-arriving concessionaires. Plain Ben talked to all of his horses all of the time. But it was Whirlaway who actually seemed to listen, who actually seemed to understand. In later decades Jones might be referred to as a “horse whisperer,” a term he probably wouldn’t have liked very much, for it implies a mystical relationship when, in truth, the bond this trainer and this horse shared was quite visceral.

         “Now look here, old fellow, that’s the rail, see?” Jones said, retracting his head a few inches to see if he had his star pupil’s attention, his left forefinger pointing at the white fence that bordered the track’s infield. “Everybody’s been talking about how you bear out at the turns and that’s why you haven’t been winning. Well, you don’t want them saying things like that about you, do you? Now take a good look at this. And when you’re out there this afternoon keep as close to it as you can.”

         Jones stepped back. He studied Whirlaway’s expression, saw him brush his huge tail slowly, left to right, right to left, left to right.

         “Okay, Whirly,” he said. “I think we’re ready.”

         Jones really said that. He may even have believed it. But the truth was, he didn’t know, and he couldn’t know, and it was killing him not to know, because the next few hours would determine not only what kind of year Whirlaway was going to have, but what kind of career, what kind of retirement in stud, what kind of legacy, what kind of life. A lifetime reduced to two minutes and change on a track. And Jones had filled so many hours, spilled so much blood and toil in training this horse, proffered so much hope and hype and hyperbole, that it was also his reputation sitting squarely on the line this day. He had long believed that this undersized, overachieving animal had the talent and the track sense to accomplish some extraordinary things, and if he did, then Ben Jones would ride shotgun the whole way. It was a marvelous blueprint.

         With only one potentially fatal flaw.

         Whirlaway was dead in the eyes of most experts. His future was a flat line at best, his present even less encouraging. In the weeks leading up to the Derby, Whirlaway’s stock had plummeted to nothing, to worse than nothing in some sectors. Though he’d been as much as a two-to-one favorite on the day Derby entries were accepted the previous January, this morning most of the racing cognoscenti had failed to even include Whirlaway in their predictions for win, place, or show. It was true that the early wagering had been a different story, with many of the railbirds selecting Whirlaway, but even this was dismissed as sentimental pap. Whirlaway was a Kentucky horse. His owner, Warren Wright, was a Kentucky gentleman whose Lexington stable, Calumet Farms, was slowly growing in status and in reputation. Whirly was also the most famous of all the listed three-year-olds, and status still counted for something, especially on Derby Day. But reputation wouldn’t win the blanket of roses. Skill would. Savvy would. Discipline would. Luck would. And in the run-up to the Derby, Whirlaway had been conspicuously lacking in all four.

         The year had started so promisingly. Whirlaway raced sixteen times as a two-year-old in 1940, an extraordinarily large workload, but he’d handled it well and was doing his best running toward the end of the season, winning three of his last four starts and banking $77,275, easily the highest total of his age group. His seven overall wins had included victories in the Saratoga Special, the Hopeful Stakes, the Breeders Futurity at Keeneland Park, and the Walden Stakes at Pimlico. He’d already developed a signature style and a fetching personality; both would make him one of the most crowd-pleasing Thoroughbreds ever, and both would provide Ben Jones with a ceaseless supply of sleepless nights thanks to Whirlaway’s scatterbrained reluctance to focus, a maddening tendency to bear out on straightaways, and an almost incredible ability to make up ground at the very last instant. None of these traits is terribly surprising in young horses, few of whom emerge as ready-to-race prodigies. But Whirlaway had displayed such early aptitude, capturing the attention of the sport’s speculators, that when his three-year-old season got off to a less-than-rousing start, he quickly fell out of favor.

         “Maybe he’s a half-wit,” someone suggested to Jones sometime in the winter.

         “Maybe so,” Jones replied. “But if that’s the case, what does that make me?”

         On January 15, Whirlaway officially became the horse to watch for 1941 when John B. Campbell, veteran secretary of the New York Metropolitan Racetracks, released his annual tabulation, ranking the previous year’s juvenile standouts and providing them with experimental handicap weights. Whirlaway was allotted a “top weight” of 126 pounds, meaning that if a handicap race should be run at that specific moment, the recommendation would be to force Whirlaway to carry between three and twenty more pounds than any other three-year-old horse alive. These rankings were mostly for amusement, since in the Triple Crown races that would ultimately determine the sport’s best three-year-old that spring, every colt would carry the same poundage. But they were enough to get the people talking, which was good for the sport, if not necessarily the horse.

         When Whirlaway made his 1941 debut in victorious—and typical—fashion, storming back from far off the pace to capture the Coconut Grove Purse at Miami’s Hialeah Park Racetrack on February 8, the racing community was instantly electric with expectation, and so were general-interest sports fans. Every day brought word of a fresh batch of baseball players, football players, tennis players, and golfers scooped up by the draft, taken from sports pages that suddenly seemed shriveled and barren. Whirlaway wasn’t eligible for the draft, so this was one burgeoning superstar upon whose shoulders a nation could rest its own athletic aspirations without worry.

         Ben Jones welcomed the attention, but he also had a nagging sense, and instinctive fear, that something wasn’t quite right with his horse. He wouldn’t dare share those opinions with the world, of course, because if he was right, the world would find out soon enough. For now, his job was to figure out a way to fix whatever was ailing Whirlaway, because it wasn’t just Ben Jones’s dreams that would die if he couldn’t.
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         His whole life, Warren Wright had admired his father’s tenacity, his wisdom, his stubborn belief in right and wrong, and he’d been lucky enough to inherit all of those qualities in addition to the vast fortune the old man had left behind. William Monroe Wright had struck it rich by seizing on a brand-new turn-of-the-century invention, double-acting baking powder, just as it made its way across the sea from Germany, at the very moment it became a must-have product in every American kitchen. Thanks mainly to an inherent knack for marketing (the company slogan, “Baker’s Best and Always Pleases,” was the “Where’s the Beef?” of its day), Wright turned an initial $3,500 investment in Calumet Baking Powder (produced at first in a 400-square-foot office space on Chicago’s West Side) into a booming $32 million juggernaut whose centerpiece was a massive 160,000-square-foot factory. Warren Wright studied at his father’s knee and was ceded the old man’s cunning, his ambition, and his
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