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This book is dedicated to the handful of Black jockeys who continue to ply their trade in America. Those few remaining successors to the legacy of Isaac Murphy, Willie Simms, and James Winkfield, as well as the hundreds of skilled but unknown African American riders who preceded them, are among the modern heroes of the sport, continuing to overcome a history that for over a hundred years has denied their ability to succeed.

To those who continue to strive for their deserved place in thoroughbred racing: I am rooting for you. I hope, one day, to see you in the Churchill Downs winner’s circle, holding aloft the Kentucky Derby trophy.
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PROLOGUE

A WORD TO THE READER

The book you are about to begin is not the book it started out to be.

It was first conceived as a chronicle of the events leading up to and following the first Kentucky Derby. In this guise, it would have begun in 1872, the year Colonel Meriwether Lewis Clark traveled with his wife to Europe, and continued its tale when he returned home with a master plan for creating American equivalents of such great English tracks as Epsom Downs and Doncaster, and such historic races as the Epsom Derby, Epsom Oaks, St. Leger Stakes, and Ascot Gold Cup. Literally, the plans and ideas Colonel Clark brought home to Kentucky from that fateful vacation would change forever the foundations of American thoroughbred racing.

Over the course of a year, the Colonel discussed every detail of the matter with his famed father-in-law, the noted owner/breeder Richard Ten Broeck, and the important racing leaders of Great Britain and the continent. Clark and Ten Broeck visited ancient racetracks and watched great races, and Clark studied how racing on a grand scale should be conducted. The flurry of activity that he unleashed upon his return led to the construction of what would one day be known as Churchill Downs, and, in 1875, to the first edition of a race that has been contested annually ever since: the Kentucky Derby.

While Colonel Clark was engaged in that historic study of the best of thoroughbred racing, Aristides, the red chestnut colt who three years later would become the first Kentucky Derby winner, was foaled at Lexington’s McGrathiana Stud Farm. He grew to become a weanling, then a yearling, then a prospect, and then a racehorse. Nobody yet imagined that this smallish colt might one day win the Kentucky Derby; in fact, with a larger, more impressive-looking weeks-old son of the mighty Lexington named Chesapeake on the premises, Aristides wasn’t even considered McGrathiana’s most promising foal. And anyway, it would be another two years before anyone other than Colonel Clark would utter the words “Kentucky” and “Derby” in the same sentence.

The highlight of my book would have been the Derby’s inaugural running, over Louisville’s spanking new racetrack, on May 17, 1875, and from that point the book would follow the little red colt as his career continued: as he lost a Belmont Stakes that he should have won, won a race by many lengths over the horse reputed to be America’s unbeatable equine superstar, demolished world records and was acknowledged as, if not the best, certainly one of the best thoroughbreds in America. The tale would conclude in 1878 with Aristides’ sad final race.

But over the course of researching this version of The First Kentucky Derby, I realized that my emphasis on horses and owners and the man who founded the Kentucky Derby should change.

A book’s path to publication begins with a proposal to a publisher, generally delivered through the author’s agent, and I proposed my Kentucky Derby book, in almost precisely the words of the preceding paragraphs, to Lyons Press, the company that had published my first two books. Believing my initial proposal to be a bit too horsey for many readers, I added that a fascinating cast of non-equine characters would further interest prospective readers who were intrigued by individuals who propelled themselves on two legs, as well as on four.

There was, for example, Aristides’ owner, Henry Price McGrath, a red-faced, tough-spoken, bigger-than-life riverboat gambler with a talent for winning high-stakes card games and over-the-top racetrack wagers. McGrath also had a regrettable penchant for subverting racing rules in order to line his pockets—on occasion, he would seek to guarantee a positive return on his racetrack investments by fixing a race or two, sometimes in favor of his own horses, and sometimes, when the odds so demanded, in favor of an opponent.

A man with unbounded respect for the wagered dollar, McGrath would usually prefer that his orange-and-green silks cross the finish line first in a race, but when circumstances so dictated, losing the race and winning the wager would be an entirely acceptable alternative. For H. P. McGrath, the game was about the wager, more than about the race or the racehorse.

Then there was Frank Harper, whose brilliant colt Ten Broeck (pronounced in the Dutch style: TEN-brook) would be Aristides’ chief rival from the time they first met on the racetrack as three-year-olds until the conclusion of the McGrath colt’s career. Harper was a teetotaling, plain-dressing, hardworking Kentucky hardboot who bragged that he had never bet on a racehorse and never would, not ever, because he had promised his mother on her deathbed that he would forever forswear gambling.

Harper lived his life for the horses residing on his farm, Nantura, which, of course, was named after a horse, specifically the broodmare that had brought into the world Longfellow, the first of the farm’s truly extraordinary thoroughbreds. Harper honored the best of his farm’s racers by building large tombstones of fine Italian marble over their burial places, positioning the stones so that they could be viewed from the back door of his home. Two such headstones still stand today, monuments to Longfellow and Ten Broeck, two of the greats of the turf who were bred, born, raised, and ultimately buried at Nantura.

It might appear that McGrath and Harper had little in common, but they shared two important characteristics. First, both McGrath and Harper were racing men. And secondly, they were both white. As is true to the current day, almost all owners of important thoroughbreds in those days were white, and many of the important trainers were, as well.

But many of the jockeys of the 1870s were Black, either born into slavery and trained to ride, as had so many small, lean, athletic African American men over the course of our nation’s pre-Civil War era, or freeborn African Americans whose talents had propelled them to the ranks of leading jockeys.

Black jockeys had dominated the sport so thoroughly, and for so long, that thirteen of the fifteen riders in that first Kentucky Derby were African Americans. This will seem almost impossible to those who attend the races in the twenty-first century, when one almost never sees an African American jockey aboard a racehorse.

One can see the beginnings of the exodus of Black jockeys from the sport even as early as 1875. Oh, the African American riders are still on the track in profusion at that point; they win races, they compete on equal terms—sometimes better than equal terms—with their white colleagues.

But already by then, Black jockeys and trainers are treated differently. They are almost never asked to do interviews in the press. When they are interviewed, their words are likely to be jumbled into something approaching nonsense syllables, quoted in jargon that somehow is never used in published interviews with white jockeys. They are not quite accorded equivalent treatment to that reserved for the white jockeys they so often defeat.

Verbose white owners, articulate white trainers, and victorious white jockeys were the darlings of the press in those long ago days. Often, victorious Black jockeys and trainers would be ignored, treated as mere employees whose comments were of little interest.

Ten Broeck’s jockey and trainer, William “Billy” Walker and Harry Colston were examples of this. Ex-slave Walker was an intelligent man who also happened to be jockeysized and a gifted rider. He had interests that went well beyond the most useful strategies for being first to reach the finish line of a horse race. Walker studied Louisville real estate and invested his earnings; he learned the nuances of thoroughbred bloodlines with the thoughtfulness and dedication of a scientist. Billy Walker would never live the bare existence of so many former jockeys: mucking out stalls and hanging around the backstretch begging for a handout, drawing the pity of those who remembered the victories in their increasingly distant past.

Walker’s knowledge of equine pedigrees was so highly treasured that when he outgrew the saddle—as can readily happen when one begins race riding, as Walker had, as an eleven-year-old—he was routinely invited into the parlors of wealthy horse owners, his the only black face in a room full of white men discussing the purchase of a stud prospect, the mating of a valuable stallion and a well-bred broodmare.

Walker could have had much to say about races and racehorses—had he only been asked. As could Colston, whose training career ended abruptly following a disagreement with Harper that led to a Kentucky courtroom battle over ownership of a promising colt. When Colston’s arguments won the case, Harper paid off the judgment by signing the horse over to the trainer, then unceremoniously fired him. Within months, Colston sold the judgment-satisfying thoroughbred. He then seemed to disappear from the face of the earth.

This is not an exaggeration. When I first learned of Colston’s story I was writing a book about Colston and Walker and Harper and Ten Broeck, and I wanted more than anything to tell my reader about Colston’s life post-Harper. Colston was a fascinating character, a Black man who had emerged from slavery to condition the greatest horse of his generation, and then defeated his white-skinned former owner in a post–Civil War Kentucky courtroom. How often, I wondered, did that happen? This was anything but an ordinary trainer of fast equines.

But search as I might—online and in libraries and any place else I could imagine—I never found so much as a trace of Harry Colston once he’d sold that disputed colt. Newspapers were apparently disinterested in following the life path of a man they must have viewed as little more than a disgruntled, fired employee. But then, wouldn’t anyone be disgruntled who had satisfied the conditions of a contract, only to see the other party renege? Of course Colston sought his day in court.

Perhaps ignoring Colston’s history seemed appropriate to the press of the time. Why, after all, would anyone care to read about the lackluster life of so uninteresting a person?

On the first Derby Day, the winning jockey, nineteen-year-old African American Oliver Lewis, and Aristides’ trainer, a Black future Hall-of-Famer named Ansel Williamson, received the same silent treatment in the press. It would have been fascinating to read Lewis’s comments following his ride aboard Aristides, to learn from a future Hall of Fame conditioner how his little red trainee had just earned a shocking and historic victory.

It had, after all, been Lewis, the McGrath stable’s second- or third-string jockey, who had made a crucial management decision in the midst of an all-out stretch drive, locating a frantically gesticulating Price McGrath among the crowd of 10,000 and correctly interpreting the owner’s histrionics as an emergency directive to disregard his previous riding instructions, and to try to win the race.

How easy it would have been for Lewis to stare straight ahead down the stretch, ignoring all distractions, and riding precisely as he’d been directed, pushing hard during the Derby’s early stages, then easing his mount to a relaxed gallop during the stretch run so that stablemate Chesapeake, McGrath’s wagering preference, could charge from behind and win. Perhaps there would even be a bonus for the jockey who had followed instructions so perfectly, and in the process earned his employer a substantial wagering profit on the race.

The only problem would have been that Chesapeake, McGrath’s wagering choice, failed to unleash his vaunted stretch charge, and the runner that would have run past Aristides to win that first Kentucky Derby would have been Volcano or Verdigris, or possibly Ten Broeck (Chesapeake’s rider, African American William Henry, would also have been a worthy interviewee). Lewis couldn’t be criticized for riding exactly as he’d been directed, could he? His job with McGrath and African American trainer Ansel Williamson would remain secure if he rode to orders, wouldn’t it?

But observing McGrath’s increasingly wild gestures during the first two or three seconds of the stretch run, Lewis decided to disregard the orders he had received before the race from McGrath and Williamson, risk his job, and try to win the Derby himself. And he did, and in so doing he conferred a form of immortality upon H. P. McGrath, whose name will forever be in the record books under the heading: the first man to own the winner of a Kentucky Derby.

But nobody in the press would include a quotation from Lewis in his Derby coverage; no one would approach Henry with a question. And most assuredly, nobody would seek out Williamson, who might have had the most insight of anyone into the Derby’s outcome. McGrath was a hands-on owner who knew his horses well, but not as well as a man with Williamson’s decades of experience and his daily connection with the horses. How much might we have learned from Ansel Williamson about Aristides’ win, Chesapeake’s slow start and plodding failure to compete?

But it wasn’t to be. Williamson would have been regarded as just an uneducated Black employee who had spent his childhood and young adulthood in a stable, communicating only with other slaves, devoting his long hours to the staid business of horse training. There must have seemed no reason to seek out the opinion of someone like Williamson, not a Black someone, in the South, in 1875. There were, therefore, no quotes on that Derby Day from Ansel Williamson. And none from Oliver Lewis or William Henry.

And so my primary focus as I began work on The First Kentucky Derby was on (a) the great horses, and (b) their owners, since the horses’ records were readily available, and the owners were out front, discussed and quoted and critiqued and lauded in the press. And it was this concept that I initially presented to the publisher.

But I couldn’t seem to stop myself returning to some of those unbelievable numbers. Thirteen African American jockeys in that first Kentucky Derby, two white jockeys. Some of those who had written about the race in 1875 believed there were fourteen Black jockeys in the race, but whether the precise number was thirteen or fourteen seemed less important than that singular fact: there were all those Black jockeys!

I go to the races often enough to know that in today’s racing game, the phrase “African American jockey” is an oxymoron. Having attended the races for more than sixty years now, at tracks across the country and in a number of foreign nations, I doubt that I have seen as many as thirteen Black jockeys in my lifetime.

Where had they come from? Where had they gone? And why did none of the newspapers of the day recognize how extraordinary such numbers were? I had not found this seemingly inevitable discussion in the Louisville Courier-Journal or the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, in the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, or the Nashville Daily American, or even in the New York Times, each of whose sports reporting featured detailed coverage of the Sport of Kings.

Even periodicals that focused almost entirely on sports, such as Turf, Field and Farm, The Kentucky Livestock Journal, New York Sportsman, and Spirit of the Times (which in those uninflated days sold for ten cents per copy, five dollars for a year’s subscription), did not mention this unusual preponderance of African American jockeys in the Kentucky Derby. The reason, as I soon learned, was that at the time, a race with so great a majority of Black jockeys was NOT unusual. In 1875, in fact, it was business as usual.

And as I eventually learned from books such as the late Ed Hotaling’s The Great Black Jockeys and Professor Katherine C. Mooney’s Race Horse Men, this had been going on for as long as there had been thoroughbred racing in America. African American jockeys had dominated the sport from racing’s earliest days. But now they were gone.

And I realized that I was preparing to write the wrong book. The horses needed to be covered, certainly: Aristides was a terrific little colt; Ten Broeck was a marvel; the inconsistent Chesapeake was an enigma. And the owners couldn’t be left out. The first Derby was their race, too. And Colonel Clark needed to be in my book; without him there would be no Kentucky Derby to write about.

But this needed to be a book about African Americans: how they had populated the jockey ranks in such large numbers; how they had come to so dominate the sport; where and why they had gone. The story didn’t end with the first Kentucky Derby; that 1875 race merely continued a history that had been part of our nation since before there was a United States of America.

Extending my research beyond Aristides and Price McGrath, I learned—once again, Ed Hotaling had done the legwork, publishing his findings in a book called Wink—that Jimmy Winkfield had been the last Black man to win a Kentucky Derby; in fact, had won two of them, in 1901 and 1902.

And then—after Black jockeys had won fifteen of the first twenty-eight Derbies—they had disappeared from the sport. Even Winkfield had left his home country to ride for rich aristocrats in Moscow, because—can you believe this?—Russia, the repressive land of the Czar, the breeding ground for the Communist Revolution, had a more liberal atmosphere for Black jockeys than he could find in America. Asked about this in 1919, after he had fled the Bolshevik takeover, Wink told an interviewer, “There was no prejudice at all in Russia, not a bit. I would have stayed but for the Revolution.”

The entire transformation, from a sport dominated by Black jockeys to one with virtually none, passed in just over thirty years. In 1875, the fact that thirteen Black jockeys were riding in a fifteen-horse race was not considered worthy of comment. By 1905, Black jockeys were spiraling rapidly toward extinction on American racecourses. That was the story, and it was about African American riders and trainers, at least as importantly as white owners and racetrack executives.

My new viewpoint changed everything. The focus of the book changed. The key characters changed. Even the title of the book changed. What had started out to be The Little Red Horse that Wasn’t Supposed to Win was reimagined as Thirteen Black Jockeys, One Shady Owner and the Little Red Horse . . . Hotaling had known. Mooney had known. Now it was Shrager’s turn to tell the story.

That’s how this book became what it is. I hope you’ll find it worthwhile reading.










PREFACE

1875 WAS A LONG TIME AGO

“Success is not the key to happiness. Happiness is the key to success.”

—Nobel Prize–winner Albert Schweitzer, born January 14, 1875

It is not an exaggeration to state that 1875, the year of the first Kentucky Derby, was a very long time ago. It was in 1875 that Brigham Young University was founded in Provo, Utah; new arrangements by classical composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky were being heard for the first time. Georges Bizet’s Carmen, which remains to the present day a staple of opera companies worldwide, premiered in Paris in 1875, just months before the composer’s death at age thirty-six from diseases related to a lifetime of smoking. Flushing High School, the first public high school in New York City, opened its doors in 1875.

1875 was part of a historic period that would launch a thousand shoot-’em-up Western movies. By 1875, Jesse James, already an accomplished train robber, was approaching the violent end of what would be a notorious outlaw’s short life. He and his brother Frank would earn a reprehensible place in this book, stealing well-bred horses and occasionally burning down farms during the Civil War as members of Quantrill’s Raiders. Frank would eventually go straight and live out his years quietly; Jesse would celebrate just six more birthdays before being shot dead at age thirty-four while climbing on a chair to clean a dusty picture. Both his killer and his killer’s killer would also die violent deaths.

Also familiar to newspaper readers in 1875 would have been the notorious stagecoach robbers Black Bart and Sam Bass. Henry McCarty, who had taken the pseudonym William Bonney but was widely known as Billy the Kid, was already an infamous young outlaw and gunslinger. He would not live to see his twenty-second birthday.

John Wesley Hardin, who at his 1877 trial claimed to have killed forty-two men, was another who in 1875 had reached the height of his considerable notoriety. The Earp Brothers, Virgil and Morgan and Wyatt, and Doc Holliday and the Clanton Brothers and their assorted hangers-on were already either serving as lawmen or defying the law, treading the various paths that in 1881 would lead them to the infamous Gunfight at the O.K. Corral.

1875 was a year of transition for a number of historic individuals. Entering a world very different from today’s were physician, humanitarian, and crusader for peace Albert Schweitzer and pioneering motion picture director D. W. Griffith, American automobile manufacturer Walter Chrysler and, five months later, his German colleague Ferdinand Porsche. Newly arrived in 1875 were future world’s heavyweight boxing champion James J. Jeffreys and authors Thomas Mann, who would one day win a Nobel Prize in literature, and Edgar Rice Burroughs, who would invent the King of the Jungle, Tarzan. Psychotherapist Carl Gustav Jung would call 1875 the year of his birth, as would department store entrepreneur James Cash Penny and composer Maurice Ravel.

1875 also saw the passing of notables. Vice President John C. Breckenridge, who ran for the presidency against Abraham Lincoln, breathed his last on May 17, 1875, the day of the first Kentucky Derby. The twelfth Dalai Lama died in 1875 at age eighteen. George Pickett, who led the Confederate army’s charge at Gettysburg on July 3, 1863, lost his final battle twelve years later, on July 30, 1875, and one day later Andrew Johnson, the first president of the United States to be impeached, met his maker. Five additional days, and the world lost renowned Danish storyteller Hans Christian Andersen, whose fairy tales continue to this day to thrill children the world around.

Battles with Indian tribes were in the headlines in 1875. Hordes of American settlers, spurred on by proclamations of “manifest destiny,” were swarming westward to explore their enormous new continent, and finding that the Native Americans who already occupied the territories were not happy with these incursions into their ancestral lands. When fierce fighting ensued, General George Armstrong Custer, who had fought bravely, if recklessly, during the Civil War, was dispatched west to deal with the problem. He would meet his fate in 1877 at Little Big Horn Creek in the Montana Territory.

1877, the year that saw the tragic Battle of the Little Bighorn and Custer’s Last Stand, was also the year that Baden Baden, ridden by an African American jockey, William Walker, and trained by another Black man, Ed Brown, surprised his ten challengers in the third Kentucky Derby. That 1877 Derby was important for another reason: it was the first time the legendary African American rider Isaac Murphy, routinely described as the greatest jockey of the era, participated in the Run for the Roses. Born January 6, 1861, Murphy was but fourteen years of age when the field for the first Kentucky Derby headed postward in Louisville.

While no one was using the term “manifest destiny” to describe the African American migration from south to north, 1875 was seeing the continuation of the mass relocation of former slaves from the land of their enslavement. A total of four million enslaved people had been freed, able to pursue new lives outside the bounds of their previous servitude.

Some remained in their previous homes, or sought employment nearby, where familiarity with the area remained an attractive feature. Others moved north or west, preferring to leave behind the bitter memories of their enslaved lives. It was a migration that would fundamentally change the social structure of America. It would also have profound implications for African American jockeys in the decades to come.

In 1875, Americans’ average life expectancy at birth was about forty-one years for men, a trifle longer for women. Much of this was the result of the era’s high levels of infant mortality; an American male surviving to age five could anticipate more than fifty years of additional lifespan; at age twenty, life expectancy would increase to about sixty. With improved medical care and nutrition, these figures have continued to increase, gradually reaching today’s national average of nearly seventy-nine years.

While 1875 will always be noteworthy for the inaugural running of the Kentucky Derby, other sports were also experiencing historic firsts. In tennis, the All-England Croquet and Lawn Tennis Club at Wimbledon was rapidly transitioning away from its initial emphasis on croquet and toward the more exciting and lucrative racket sports. The Initial Championship—for men only—would take place in 1877.

On March 3, 1875, the first recorded organized Canadian ice hockey game was played in Montreal. The following day’s Montreal Gazette described it as “an interesting and well-contested affair, the efforts of the players exciting much merriment as they wheeled and dodged each other.”

On July 28, 1875, Joe Borden, pitching for the Philadelphia White Stockings in a league called the American Association, pitched baseball’s first no-hitter, shutting down another team called the White Stockings, this one from Chicago. On November 13, the Harvard and Yale teams gathered to play the first recorded college football game in which the teams wore uniforms. It was a great day for the Crimson, as Harvard, under the rugby-like rules of the day, prevailed with five goals and one touchdown, versus nothing for the Yalies. As this is being written, the two Ivy League schools have met 137 times on the gridiron, producing 68 wins for Yale, 61 for Harvard, and 8 ties.

It is certain that no living person would have recognized any of these long-ago contests as tennis or hockey, baseball or football. Modern rules had yet to be introduced, the numbers of players on a team was different, basic strategies were yet unborn, and the scoring systems varied wildly from today’s; they were as different from their modern-day sporting equivalents as a cooking fire is from a microwave oven.

The game of basketball had yet to be invented. James A. Naismith, a physical education instructor at Springfield College in Massachusetts, would construct the game from his imagination in 1891, some sixteen years after the first Kentucky Derby, as an “athletic distraction” for frustrated college students forced to remain indoors during harsh New England winters.

As Louisville advanced beyond the stage of being a small town, for a brief period it was the home of a Major League baseball team. Amateur baseball had been a mainstay of the Louisville sporting scene since before the Civil War, and professional baseball would arrive in 1876. As with football and ice hockey, the earliest versions differed markedly from what today’s fans would recognize as baseball. The pitcher’s mound was forty-five feet from home plate, rather than today’s sixty feet, six inches. Batters could demand a high strike zone or a low one, and the pitcher had the luxury of nine balls before the umpire would declare a walk. The pitchers threw underhand, or were supposed to.

The National League Louisville Grays played their first game on April 25, 1876, just weeks before Vagrant held off ten challengers to win the second Kentucky Derby. The venue for the newly launched team was advertised as the “beautiful new park of the Louisville Base Ball Club.” Admission to the new park was fifty cents, with reserved seats in the grandstand (“except for ladies”) a quarter. The games were advertised in the Louisville Courier-Journal not as sports, but under the heading “Amusements.”

Opening Day had not been a happy occasion for the locals, a 4–0 shutout loss to the Chicago White Stockings (a forerunner not of the White Sox, who came into existence as one of the American League’s charter franchises in 1900, but of the present-day Chicago Cubs). That opening day loss would presage a mediocre 30-win, 36-loss season.

But the Grays, owned by Courier-Journal owner Walter Haldeman, were much improved in 1877, finishing their second season with a 35–25 record and a second-place finish. The Grays, considered merely so-so just a year earlier, were a team of promise as the 1878 season loomed ahead.

But there were suspicions of gamblers’ influences when the team, in first place on August 25, 1877, suffered a seven-game losing streak, costing the Grays the league championship. Following an investigation by National League president William Hulbert, four players were banned from baseball for life. The National League withdrew the Louisville franchise, and the heady days of Major League Baseball in Kentucky were over.

The first Kentucky Derby was certainly a far cry from what the race has grown to be over nearly a century and a half. Derby Day’s annual attendance has grown exponentially, the horse-drawn coaches in the parking areas have been supplanted by thousands upon thousands of gleaming motor vehicles, and Churchill Downs, which no longer offers free infield admission to farm wagons and foot traffic, has itself grown magnificently from the small, basic racing venue whose premiere attracted perhaps 10,000 curious racegoers to what was yet known as the Kentucky Jockey Club grounds on May 17, 1875.

But unlike those other startup sporting events, that original Run for the Roses would have been easily recognizable to fans of any historic period as a horse race. Although medication rules and stewards’ rulings seem to grow ever more complex and, at times, more confounding, there remains very little in the sporting world more basic, more fundamental, than a horse race.

With the first Kentucky Derby in place, racing had created the third of the three classic races that now comprise the Triple Crown. The first Preakness had been run in 1873 in Maryland; the first Belmont Stakes in 1867 at New York’s Jerome Park, named for a man who would one day give to the world a grandson named Winston Churchill. Jerome Park would be shuttered permanently in 1894 and demolished to make room for a new reservoir needed to accommodate New York’s exploding population. The third jewel of the American Triple Crown would move to its permanent home at the new Belmont Park in 1905.

In 1875, of course, there was no mention of an “American Triple Crown.” With travel between racing venues a matter of considerable difficulty and expense, the idea of conducting an interconnected series of championship races, one in Kentucky, another in Maryland, a third in New York, was yet to be suggested.

But the third of the Triple Crown races had now been invented, and it is with that first Kentucky Derby with its $3,500 purse, at that newly established racetrack, that our tale continues—still, nearly a century before the inaugural Run for the Roses.










INTRODUCTION

THE DERBY OR THE BUNBURY?

“The Derby is the clearest symbol of the Englishman’s love of that beautiful animal, the horse.”

—Paul Mellon, American owner of 1971 Epsom Derby winner Mill Reef

The celebration was in full swing at The Oaks, the sumptuous country mansion of the 12th Earl of Derby. Earlier that day, Friday, May 14, 1779, Lord Derby’s three-year-old filly Bridget, and her jockey, Dick Goodisson, had won the initial running of the Epsom Oaks, a race named in honor of the Earl’s home, and by extension, in honor of Lord Derby, whose given name was Edward Smith-Stanley. And now, with the celebration at its peak, the Oaks was packed with reveling partygoers.

It was a fashionable throng. The women attendees were dressed in the formal apparel of the day: large, ornate hats, colorful floor-length dresses, and, reflecting the latest imports from Spain and France, squared-off necklines that revealed modest but unmistakable décolletage. The men, nearly as resplendent, sported powdered wigs, knee-high breeches, ankle-length high-buttoned waistcoats, and the occasional tricornered hat.

Somewhere within the confines of the estate a band played, and as the evening progressed those so inclined found their way to the ballroom. Fortunately, the size of this chamber was more than sufficient to admit as many couples as wished to participate in the day’s most popular dances. Couples moved in harmony to the band’s musical ministrations, bumping elbows or hips only occasionally with those in adjacent groupings.
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Figure 0.1 The Kentucky Derby was named after England’s Epsom Derby, which honors the 12th Earl of Derby. (Wikipedia Commons)
Soirees such as this were very much in fashion at the Oaks. Edward’s 1774 marriage to Elizabeth, the daughter of the 6th Duke of Hamilton, had been celebrated with a gala party, known forever after by its attendees as the “Fête Champêtre,” which can be defined as “lavish garden party,” a celebration so extravagant that Parliament was suspended for a period to allow members to attend. Money was not a concern; it was not unknown for the Smith-Stanleys to add rooms to the Oaks if the occasion and the number of invitees so dictated.

Though none could yet know it, the vast and expensive celebration of the wedding of Edward Smith-Stanley and the exquisite Lady Hamilton would not presage a long or happy marriage. Elizabeth, who had been a somewhat reluctant bride, soon began a relationship with the Duke of Dorsett, leaving Edward and their three children for good in 1778. When Edward refused to grant his departed wife’s request for a divorce, Elizabeth was unable to remarry, and when her relationship with the Duke soured and the two separated, she was scorned by society. She lived the remainder of her life in disgrace, dying an outcast in 1797.

No one in attendance at this evening’s party would have cause to complain of being underfed. Tables throughout the dining room were covered by platters of fine meats, rare cheeses, cakes, and trifles, as well as the best wines, whiskeys, and more exotic liquors that Lord Derby’s overflowing coffers could purchase.

Nor need any of the attendees concern him or herself with a place to spend the night, should the need arise. There were more than sufficient bedrooms throughout the large house that anyone chancing to remain too late or imbibe too deeply could be pampered in the appropriate luxury until morning by legions of butlers and chambermaids. Despite having begun its existence as a modest hunting lodge, the house had grown to considerable size over the years. According to David Hughson, who wrote extensively about the England of the period, “His lordship can accommodate his guests with upwards of fifty bed chambers.”

As the party progressed, the thirty-six-year-old Lord Derby excused himself from a tight knot of partygoers. Smith-Stanley was a political figure of some prominence. He was presently Lord Lieutenant of Lancashire, a position he would hold for fifty-eight years, and had previously served as a member of Parliament for the region. He had briefly been Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and had served on the Privy Council.

Lord Derby strode confidently across the room, nodding to friends and political allies. He walked slowly toward a group that included the distinguished thirty-nine-year-old Lord Charles Thomas Bunbury, a member of the House of Commons and, far more importantly on this occasion, the “perpetual president” of the British Jockey Club. Bunbury was not a universally beloved figure—rivals routinely referred to him as “First Dictator of the Turf”—but whether one might favor or oppose Bunbury’s regime, there was little question in English racing circles of his authority in matters pertaining to the sport. In 1779 and for decades after, what Lord Bunbury declared had virtually the force of law on the British turf.

While Bunbury was also a man of political savvy and influence, “his passion was for the turf rather than for politics.” The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography describes him as a “horse racing administrator and politician”—in that order. One prominent racing historian named Bunbury one of the “three outstanding members of the [British] Jockey Club” during its first 120 years, his influence on the sport sometimes described as “crucial.” No one, however, would use the word “crucial” in describing Lord Bunbury’s impact on British politics or government.

The previous year, Bunbury had assisted Lord Derby in establishing the Oaks, a mile-and-a-half race limited to three-year-old fillies, that Lord Derby’s own Bridget had won at nearby Epsom Downs just a few hours earlier. Although no one could know it at the time, Lord Derby would wait fifteen long years for his next victory in the Oaks, with Hermione in 1794.

Tonight, it was Lord Derby’s intent to finalize with Lord Bunbury the details of another new horse race, to be conducted at the following year’s Epsom Downs meeting. He envisioned a race that would be contested at just one mile, practically a sprint compared to so many of the era’s races, which consisted of multiple heat contests of two, three, even four miles, with the winner required to win two of three heats.
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Figure 0.2 Lord Bunbury’s colt Diomed won the first Epsom Derby. (Wikipedia Commons)
Derby’s proposed new race would be open to three-year-olds of both genders, with a purse sufficient to stamp it as one of significant importance on the English racing calendar. The amount of the purse would be determined not by Derby himself (although he would certainly be encouraged to enhance it with his own contribution) but by the wealthy aristocrats who comprised the Jockey Club and supervised the Epsom Downs race meetings.

Lord Derby tapped Lord Bunbury on the shoulder, and the two men proceeded to a quiet room nearby where two serious racing men, perhaps with a handful of their Jockey Club cronies, might conduct a private conversation about a topic that both would agree was of substantial importance.

Among those invited to join this exclusive, closed-door meeting might well have been the Duke of Queensbury, a notorious gambler and womanizer, and one of the best amateur riders of his day. As one observer of the racing scene noted, “not much in the racing world escaped Old Q’s attention.” Lord Egremont—formally, he was George O’Brien Wyndham, 3rd Earl of Egremont—would surely also have been included. One of the nation’s wealthiest men and also, by reputation, one of its most benevolent, Egremont is said to have given away £20,000 every year to various causes, and to have delighted in giving as other rich men delighted in accumulating. The owner of five Derby winners between 1782 and 1826, Egremont would likely have been included in any meeting with implications for the Epsom Downs racing season.

It was probably not a long meeting. The first edition of the Oaks had already prompted enthusiastic discussions among local racing leaders, and a corresponding race for colts was all but certain to fall on willing ears. Bunbury was especially enthused because his powerful racing stable included a number of talented two-year-olds who would be eligible the following year to contest the new event.

After brief discussion, Lord Bunbury declared that the new race, brought to the entire Jockey Club as a formal proposal, would surely be viewed with favor. An appropriate purse would be determined, an artisan commissioned to fashion a suitably impressive trophy, and a date would be established the following spring for the inaugural running. When the two men were in agreement that the new race should be proposed by Bunbury and adopted into the following year’s schedule, all that remained was to provide a name for the race indicative of the proper gravitas.

Lord Derby suggested that the new race should be named after one of the two men. He, after all, had proposed that the race be established and what the conditions should be; his fortune would help fund the purse and very likely pay for the trophy. Bunbury would be the one whose forceful personality, Jockey Club connections and administrative guile would ease the race through the necessary process.

“I propose that we spin a coin to determine the name,” declared Derby. “Heads, it’s the Derby; tails, it becomes the Bunbury. I have a two-guinea coin here.” It was an impressive coin; a third of a pound of thick twenty-two carat gold, measuring nearly an inch across.

“You’re on,” or the 1779 equivalent thereof, exclaimed Bunbury, and Derby flipped the weighty coin high into the air. He caught it, displayed it to Bunbury, and both men saw that it had landed on heads. “Congratulations, sir,” said Bunbury to his host. “The new race will be the Epsom Derby. And may it reflect positively on your name for generations to come.”

Or so the legend goes. “If the coin had landed on tails,” one sometimes hears, “America’s most famous race would be known today as ‘the Kentucky Bunbury.’”

But the reality is probably less colorful than the legend. What seems more likely is that Lord Derby and Lord Bunbury, and possibly a few others, adjourned to the private room as the party continued in their brief absence. And following a discussion of the details of the proposed race—would a race as short as a mile be accepted as a demonstration of the winner’s ability; should fillies be permitted to run, given that the Oaks, limited to fillies, was already on the agenda; should geldings be allowed in?—they arrived at the naming of the race.

Did Derby suggest flipping a coin? Possibly. Would Bunbury agree to name the race based upon the results of a coin flip? Probably not.

What seems
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Figure 0.3 In 1780, the great Diomed became the first winner of the Epsom Derby. (Keeneland Library General Collection)
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