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For my siblings Norah, Andrew, Mike, and Alice








There is no intention of making the claim

that the properties of a single ancestor

who lived so long ago

is strongly evident in descendants.

Yet, there is undoubtedly an influence

of all ancestors

no matter how far removed.

—John F. Wall, retired colonel of cavalry,
A Horseman’s Handbook, 1939

She’ll wish there was more,
and that’s the great art o’ letter-writin’.

—Charles Dickens, Pickwick Papers
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FOREWORD

How many times can lightning strike the same spot? If one happens to work at BloodHorse Publications, the answer is three. That is the number of times Maryland Thoroughbred horseman Josh Pons has approached the company with an idea, and the number of times editors, including myself, have taken the bait.


Not only have each of his columns been a hit in the weekly (now monthly) magazine, but also all three had additional wind in their sails in book form. The latest, Letters from Country Life (a.k.a. the “Letters from Rockland Farm” column), is in your hands.


Pons and his wife, Ellen, operate Country Life Farm near Bel Air, Maryland, along with his brother, Mike, and Mike’s wife, Lisa. I first met Josh longer ago than either one of us care to remember, when he was working his way through law school at the University of Kentucky under venerable editor-in-chief Kent Hollingsworth and I was a high school senior lucky enough to land a part-time position at the magazine. It has been a friendship—and semi-working relationship—for nearly a half-century. I hope the relationship has been half as rewarding for him as it has been for me.


Pons’s deft reporting skills landed him the Eclipse Award (racing’s highest honor) for magazine writing in 1981. He later proved to be no one-hit wonder.


However, the young Pons soon left BloodHorse to return to Country Life Farm, where the family business has managed to bob and weave its way through a myriad of hurdles that have faced the Maryland Thoroughbred community through the decades. Luckily for us, he never lost his itch for writing; his byline returned in 1989 and appeared monthly through 1991 in serial format. Country Life Diary followed the daily life of the farm, and with Pons’s ability to turn a phrase, it, too, won the Eclipse Award for journalism in 1992. Published in book form, it proved quite popular and one of the rare books about horses that required a reprint.


Pons called again a few years later, pitching a diary series dubbed “Merryland,” which appeared in BloodHorse starting in March 2005. The series took readers through the Pons family’s purchase of nearby Merryland Farm, a training center, in 2001, and offered a look at a different phase in the Thoroughbred life cycle: that of transforming a young horse into an equine athlete. It was no surprise when the popular series found its way to book form as well.


So, when Josh rang up BloodHorse in late 2017, there was no hesitation in my voice to agree to his latest pitch: to forensically deconstruct the boxes of his grandfather’s correspondence Josh had found in the attic and basement of the farm’s main house. His grandfather, Adolphe Pons, had purchased Rockland Farm in 1933 and renamed it Country Life Farm. Apparently, Adolphe kept everything, and his grandson has been constantly amazed at what has been slowly unboxed over the last few years.


Dubbed “the garret,” the attic where Josh writes has since been transformed into a staging area for his research, a sanctuary of folding tables filled with musty books and farm paperwork, his mother’s old big-band-era albums, and today’s Americana music. It is a magical space.


Adolphe had earlier been the able-bodied personal secretary to Thoroughbred scion August Belmont II. Belmont, a larger-than-life character, was an important player in the formative years of the twentieth century in the United States, and as a Thoroughbred leader, bred the mighty Man o’ War. Decades later, when Josh found unpublished photographic negatives of Big Red, he was quick to share his joy, and we promptly arranged a cover story with his newfound treasure.


Josh has many talents, and showed a new facet as historian, with his ability to take a box of ninety-year-old farm records and make them not only come alive but tie the generations together with what has been happening in the business during this century.


Pons is the rare bird—adept at the end of a shank or in front of a keyboard. And Ellen is equally impressive in her work behind the camera. Photographing farm life takes patience, and she has that in spades, as well as a cultured eye that adds colorful notes of realism, still-life, and impressionism to her husband’s prose.


Whereas Country Life Diary was more about the day-to-day farm operation, filled with self-deprecating humor, Letters from Country Life is more introspective, filled with his family’s story and how it has intertwined with the history of Thoroughbred racing in America, and its relevance to today. I’m sure you will agree it is a great read.


Evan Hammonds


Former Editor, BloodHorse


August 2024







AUTHOR’S NOTE

Every writer imitates some other writer they admire, at first. That’s how I started this project—in imitation of journalist Margaret Aldrich’s book A Hilltop on the Marne: Being Letters Written June 3–Sept. 8, 1914. She sent letters to an unnamed friend in America a century ago. Her words read as fresh as though written yesterday.


I stationed Aldrich’s book on the round glass table on which I often write. If the table were a clockface, she sat at one o’clock, at first glance. It was as though I were writing her back, as her unnamed pen pal. It seemed a way to overcome the doubt that accompanies writing. A letter to begin a story. A way in. A device reinforced by author John McPhee in his book Draft No. 4.


“Dear Mother,” he begins. “A bear can run nose-to-nose with Secretariat.”


Then you snip off the salutation and tell the bear story.


“Dear Grandfather,” I began, that winter of 2017, when I started drafting experimental chapters to the ghost of my grandfather, drawing upon primary source material: his own letters. I had found a thousand of them entombed intact in his basement storage room. He had been trained to keep records in his role as personal secretary for banker and horse breeder Major August Belmont II.


Acting on Major Belmont’s orders, Grandfather had sold the great racehorse Man o’ War as a yearling at Saratoga in August of 1918. I stumbled onto his voluminous correspondence from that era. His letters felt epic to me, something to be shared with an audience of horse fans, of history buffs. They read as if written yesterday, addressed not only to giants of the Turf such as Belmont, but to other patrons in the Golden Age of Horse Racing. Wall Street wizards. Gilded Age industrialists. Hollywood crooners assembling stables of racehorses. Most poignant, though, were letters to his three sons away in World War II.


Whenever I touched his swirling signature on a letter, a former world swam upstream to mine. All Grandfather needed to tell his story was a ghostwriter, a latter-day diarist, a wannabe biographer. Whether he chose me or I chose him, away we went together, his letters, my distillations, through thirty-eight monthly installments for the leading trade periodical in the horse business, BloodHorse.


Beginning the first month of 2018, the “Letters from Rockland Farm” column told how the horse business of Grandfather’s era impacted the horse business of my day, which is a battle fought on many fronts: against a declining annual foal crop, against pressure from land development, against public indifference or indignation to the sport of horse racing, and, more often than necessary, against ourselves.


I wrote the BloodHorse series under the guise of “Rockland” because that was the name of this farm when Grandfather bought it in 1933. For the title of this book, citing Grandfather as precedent, I have changed the name of the Rockland series to more precisely read “Letters from Country Life.”


A word on form. Letters and excerpts are set off by spacing and type-face. I have reconstructed Rockland chapters to flow into longer pieces, in chronological order—most of the time. The interval between the Rockland conclusion in 2021 and the publication of this book in 2024 allowed me to expand into materials previously unpublished in the magazine version. Here I cite another author and book I admire: Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August. In her Author’s Note, she writes:



I have tried to avoid spontaneous attribution or the “he must have” style of historical writing: “As he watched the coastline of France disappear, Napolean must have thought back over the long….”


States of mind, public or private, have documentary support.




I too enjoy the certainty of documentary support, as in, Grandfather and his family boarded the steamship Chateau Lafite in 1888 at the French port of Bordeaux to come to America. But in a takeoff of Tuchman, I offer this lone spontaneous attribution:



As he watched the coastline of France disappear, Grandfather could not imagine that a grandson he would never meet would one day discover the letters he would someday write.




As I write this, artificial intelligence chatbots are bringing grandfathers back to life everywhere. Feed enough letters into algorithms, you’ll hear your questions answered by ancestors. For the sake of all your descendants, now and in the ages to come:



August 2024


Dear Grandfather,


I hope I got your story right.


Josh Pons
Country Life Farm
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The stairs from the attic.








Part 1

ONE SHORT REMOVE

It’s Christmas morning. I’m alone in the attic. The entire top floor of an elegant old farmhouse. Below the blown-glass windows roll the one hundred acres of Maryland’s oldest Thoroughbred horse farm. Holidays trigger reflection. How did I get here? Where did I come from? I stare at the pitched angle of the steep eaves. White plaster walls meet honey-colored closets. Imagination takes over. I sense spirits pressing against the spring-loaded latches of the warped tongue-and-groove doors. When I touch the latches, it is as though I’ve broken the surface tension, and the doors spill open. Sunlight falls onto a shelf. A sky-blue envelope spools out like a proclamation. I read the first line out loud, a legal recital, a formal vow:


TO HAVE AND TO HOLD



It is the 1933 deed to Rockland Farm.


All that certain tract containing one hundred one and four-tenths acres.



My grandfather, Adolphe Pons, was three months shy of his fiftieth birthday when he bought Rockland Farm in 1933 and renamed it Country Life Farm. Not quite a century ago but bearing down on it. He had served for twenty-five years as personal secretary to New York banker August Belmont II, the most important figure in American horse racing. As a young clerk in the Belmont & Co. Bank, Grandfather was schooled in the importance of keeping accurate records. He filed copies of everything: terse telegrams, lovely letters, formal photographs—a record of American life spanning the first half of the twentieth century.

On the same shelf as the Rockland deed, the front page of the Harford County weekly newspaper The Aegis and Harford Gazette:


Dateline: Friday, Dec. 28, 1951

ADOLPHE A. PONS, SR.

DIES TUESDAY, CHRISTMAS DAY

AT COUNTRY LIFE FARM

One of the nation’s foremost authorities on Thoroughbred horses … 68 years old … in failing health for several months … sold the great Discovery to Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt … active, genial, and a great lover of people and home life … liked by young and old alike.




[image: fig_2_1.jpg]
Adolphe Pons before World War II.





[image: fig_3_1.jpg]
Adolphe Pons obituary.



Above his obituary, accounts of true tragedies. Teens in a deadly car crash. A young father found wedged between boulders in the Gunpowder River. My mind jumps to everyday risks on a farm. Fell out of a hayloft. Kicked by a horse. Pinned under a tractor.

Thankfully, that wasn’t you, Grandfather. You didn’t die in a farming accident, but of a blood clot broken free from a frail heart. You died on the farm you bought two decades earlier for your family to grow up on, and which they have always loved. You died in the room below this attic, at 8:30 on a distant Christmas night. But you left the path for me to find you—your signature on documents, your thoughts in letters. And while most books about someone’s life end in their death, this book picks up where death left off. Standing before the long-closed closet doors, I sense a pleasant madness come over me. I am about to begin a very long conversation with an empty room, but I am not crazy. I am simply acting out the words of a sign I once saw carved in stone above the door to a college library:

SPEAK

TO THE PAST

AND IT

SHALL TEACH THEE


STALL OF FAME

Adolphe (pronounced with a soft a, as in apple) Adrian Pons. The only one of my four grandparents I never met. Born in France in 1883. Died in this house in 1951. I was born three years later. Most of what I knew of him came from a dog-eared clipping from the Daily Racing Form. The headline:

Noted Turfman Dies

Discoveries in the attic enticed me to explore a basement storeroom, hasp lock invitingly unlocked. I knew he had kept records in wooden filing cabinets, but I had never researched their contents. Brittle cardboard boxes obstructed my entrance. I put my shoulder into the door and pushed hard enough to reach in for the light switch. An overhead bulb flooded the room in a faint yellow. Sense of something vintage in that light. I had pushed through to the past.

On a chair with the canework seat half missing, I sat and read. Grandfather came alive in his own words, in what archivists refer to as “primary source material.” Letters, as opposed to newspapers. First-hand accounts in longhand, or typewritten. Contemporaneous. In the moment.

Grandfather’s letters had been safekept for a century in a room so out of the way no one ever needed the space. No one ever culled the contents. No periodic purging. No pirating. The oldest documents—undisturbed for one hundred years.

The room is the size of a yearling’s stall: ten feet by ten feet. Six panel wooden door. A raised oak floor to keep contents dry from any bursting basement pipes. Inside, letters from the Golden Age of Horse Racing, the years before and after Man o’ War—the Horse of the Century bred by Belmont in 1917.



[image: fig_5_1.jpg]
First Easter at Country Life, 1934. Left to right: Aunt Peggy, Auntie Kas, Grandmother (“Nana”: Mrs. Adolphe Pons) in white dress on wicker chair.



I begin ferrying boxes of archival papers up the forty-two steps to the attic, where sheets of plywood on sawhorses serve as examining tables. I arrange a rough chronology of curled photos of Easters and birthdays, of studio portraits, of faded brown images of horse people from racing publications. In every photo I find of him, Grandfather appears lost in concentration. Restless intensity in his eyes. Preoccupied.


[image: fig_5_2.jpg]
The smoke-scarred accordion file.



Contents of a smoke-stained, legal-sized accordion folder dated 1901 begin to tell his story. Early biographical material of young Adolphe, age eighteen, errand boy in his first year of employment in the Belmont bank. From the file falls a letter on elegant turn-of-the-century stationery:

S. Klaber & Co.

Art Workers in Marble

In 1901, Grandfather’s father Flour (pronounced “fleur,” as in fleurde-lis), a French-born cook employed in the Belmont households, dies at forty-seven years old. Funeral arrangements are in the hands of teenage Adolphe, the eldest of three children.

A rare relic, this smoky file. Only a few charred documents made it out alive from the devasting 1912 fire in the Equitable Life Assurance Company building in downtown Manhattan, home to Belmont’s bank office. I gingerly finger water-damaged papers streaked with blue ink that washed out into faint brushstrokes, lettering barely discernible, the file compressed shut for a century inside the thick accordion folds.


[image: fig_6_1.jpg]
Fair Play with Hall of Fame jockey Joe Notter.



Lost to the blazes were the Belmont family’s Nursery Stud records from 1867 through 1911. A treasure of horse history. The great racemare Beldame’s 1904 championship campaign, when she was named Horse of the Year. The career of Man o’ War’s sire Fair Play—his historic 1908 battles against undefeated champion Colin. Notes on breeding decisions that produced Man o’ War’s dam Mahubah, a foal of 1910. Irreplaceable equine archives of the Belmont empire perished in the fire.

The accordion file is a delicate matter. I coax it apart. Pages pressed by time reveal eureka moments, such as the Klaber letter. A year out of high school, Grandfather is asking Mr. Klaber to please leave three empty spaces following Flour’s name on the family headstone. What fate does he anticipate as he pencil-sketches a grid of four gravesites? Perhaps just the fatalistic reality of life in that age of tuberculosis, of unchecked pandemics. He writes an inscription in French for Mr. Klaber to chisel in marble:


A La Memoire

de

Flour A. Pons

Décédé le 17 Janvier 1901

A L’Age de 47 Ans.



Adolphe is the man of the house now. Dreams of college set aside. Maybe he takes clerical courses in the Teacher’s College at Columbia (still a college then, not a university until 1912). I recall proud family lore that Grandfather had graduated from Columbia, but when I visit the admissions office to confirm this anecdote, they can find no record of him.


“Records from back then are incomplete. So many immigrants had to learn the language, learn the skills necessary to build this great city of New York. Many came through here, but we have no record of your grandfather.”



And I have no informal nickname for him. He wasn’t Gandy Pops. He wasn’t Granddaddy. He was always simply identified to me as “your grandfather.”

My grandfather was born in 1883 in the town of Gignac near Mont-pellier, forty miles from the Mediterranean Sea in the south of France. The family moved to the Twelfth Arrondissement in Paris, along the river Seine, southeast of Notre Dame Cathedral. His father Flour was trained as a chef, an honored occupation in France, world-famous for its cuisine.

According to the American Family Immigration History Center at Ellis Island, Flour arrived en famille in New York Harbor on July 2, 1894, aboard the La Normandie. It was Flour’s second trip to America, having first come over in 1887 as a chef for the Robert Garrett family
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	Adolphe, 12 (Author’s note: He was actually 10.)
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HORSES ON THE HIGH SEAS
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KANE CAN EXPLAIN
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THE MAJOR’S ORDERS
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DISPATCHES
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MAN O’ WAR STORIES























































































HORSE PATHS
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ALL THAT GLITTERS
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GRAPHOLOGY
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FAR FROM THE MADDEN CROWD








THE WIZARD DIES
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WRITER IN WONDERLAND
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FIRST CALL
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TELEPATHY
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	Equitable
	$3,000



	Union Central
	$10,000



	Metropolitan
	$10,000



	New York Life
	$5,000



	Mutual Life
	$40,000
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WALKING IN THEIR FOOTSTEPS
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JUST A MINUTE









	Chance Play
	$85,275



	Claptrap
	$300



	Hat Brush
	$700



	Sun Edwin
	$1,500



	Mary Jane
	$7,250



	 
	



	TOTAL:
	$95,025















CRACK OF THE CUE BALL
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF EVERYTHING
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MANAGEMENT ISSUES
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DRUGS, CHEMICALS, CANDY, SODA





























LION OF GOD
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REDEMPTION
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ANOTHER KIND OF BOOK










WHENCE THE THOROUGHBRED
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THE SMALL THINGS
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BLACK AND WHITE CHRISTMAS
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BATTLING THE ELEMENTS
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HIGH TIME FOR A LESSON

















































AN UNFORGETTABLE JOCKEY
























	6 months salary at $400.00
	$2,400.00



	7 winners at $1,000.00 each
	$7,000.00



	
	$9,400.00
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

When a soldier tries to simply spell a word, but can’t, so breaks it into its individual letters: “with all his fac—, with all his f-a-c-u-l-t-i-e-s intact,” this final line in J. D. Salinger’s “For Esmé—With Love and Squalor,” won’t leave me. I have just spent three years in the company of ghosts. I question whether I have returned with all my fac—with all my faculties intact. I need them now, for this is a serious assignment, the acknowledgment of those whose contributions to this book won’t be apparent to most readers.


My instincts tell me start with your mother. Salinger’s short story was one of her favorite examples of the craft of writing. This is the lady who gave me a thirteen-pound dictionary for my college graduation. Her ghost in my ear: “Salinger meant ‘faculties’ as in senses. But look it up. It also means teachers.”


I extend this idea to include my Deepdene Writers Workshop classmates. Their patience with my drafts of horse-themed stories is laudatory—all of us disciples of Johns Hopkins University memoir and fiction-writing instructor Margaret Osburn who, luckily for me, also likes horses.


Secret weapon to vet my unfinished lines: lawyer-turned-wordsmith Jay Merwin. He returns my submissions in two formats: redlined and clean. Very clean. He exercises restraint: “Don’t overdo the ghost thing.” I can’t help it, Jay. They’re everywhere in my head.


Page ix of Mom’s thirteen-pound gift of words is entitled “Guide to the Use of the Dictionary.” It’s dry stuff: Main Entry, Pronunciation, Part-of-Speech. These are the fundamentals of language. When I began researching century-old documents foisted onto attic tables, I felt weak-kneed about the fundamentals of a new language: I needed a “Guide to the Use of Archives.” On cue, Elizabeth Schaaf arrived fresh from her decades as archivist of the prestigious George Peabody Library in Baltimore. Two years into the three-year project of writing this book—and just as her Gaylord archival storage boxes began to impose order—Elizabeth slipped and fell at the bottom stairs to this old farmhouse. Some gravestones soften the finality of it all: “… Fell Asleep” on such-and-such a date. How I wish I could awaken Elizabeth.


To restore—to bring back to a former condition—that is the specialty of Coyle Studios in Baltimore, where John and Mary Lou Coyle, Brynne Devereaux, and Amy Meyer bring back the dead, putting a pulse in pictures of the departed. Photography was in its infancy when immigrants such as my ancestors landed in New York City, and thus every photo, by definition, is a rare photo. For negatives to be developed and preserved is to live once more. That Grandfather seldom smiled in photographs is belied by the light Coyle Studios finds in his eyes, the windows to his soul.


Acknowledge, as a verb, appears early in Mom’s big book: “To understand, know.” Acknowledgment, as a noun, is an expression of thanks. To all the horses of history, famous or not. How they enrich our lives with their mere being. Just think of the horses in the Wounded Warrior program, what they do for battle-fatigued veterans such as Salinger’s hero, the way horses help us all face the world with our f-a-c-u-l-t-i-e-s intact.
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