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  The One and Only Bid


  (1979)


  People are always asking me who is the greatest horse I’ve ever seen. I tell them Secretariat and Damascus had the most incredible three-year-old campaigns, and Dr. Fager, in 1968, was the greatest horse that ever set foot on an American racetrack. But over the course of a career — at ages two, three, and four — Spectacular Bid was the greatest horse I have ever seen, and he was the one horse who didn’t sweep the Triple Crown who should have.


  Following his death in 2003, I wrote a tribute to The Bid. This chapter will include portions of that tribute, as well as glimpses of his journey through the Triple Crown.


  Spectacular Bid’s trainer, Buddy Delp, once called him “the greatest horse to ever look through a bridle.” People either laughed at his comment or paid no attention to the rantings of this Maryland hardboot.


  There have been better-looking horses. There have been better-moving horses and better-bred horses. But The Bid had one quality that separated him from the others — he could do everything. He won grade I stakes on the lead, and he won coming from ten lengths back. He ran seven furlongs in a near-world-record 1:20 flat and 1¼ miles in an American record 1:57⅘, a time that has not been equaled on dirt in twenty-eight years. He broke seven track records and equaled another, and he did it at ages two, three, and four. As a two-year-old, he won the World’s Playground Stakes at Atlantic City by fifteen lengths, running the seven furlongs over a dead racetrack eased up in an astounding 1:20⅘.


  He won at fifteen different racetracks in nine different states and carried 130 pounds or more to victory five times. To demonstrate his dominance, and the respect the public had for him, he was sent off at odds of 1-20 — that’s 1-20 — an unheard of nine times, and 1-10 five times. Beginning with the World’s Playground, he won twenty-four of twenty-six starts, rattling off twelve-race and ten-race winning streaks while facing such classy grade I winners as Flying Paster, General Assembly, Coastal, Glorious Song, Cox’s Ridge, and Golden Act. Interrupting those winning streaks were defeats at 1½ miles — in the Belmont, when he stepped on a safety pin that morning, almost losing his foot after a bad infection set in, and in the Jockey Club Gold Cup, when he was beaten by Hall of Famer Affirmed after a virus forced him to miss his prep in the Woodward Stakes.


  But The Bid’s appeal went far beyond statistics. As a four-year-old, his coat lightened, making him a ghostly figure as he hurtled down one stretch after another in isolated splendor. With his head held high and his powerful legs stretching across the racing universe, not only did he go undefeated in nine starts in 1980, he did so without a horse in front of him from the eighth pole to the wire.


  My wife, Joan, and I have always felt a kinship with The Bid. He was a part of our early life together, before we were married, and his passing in 2003 unleashed a flood of memories, especially ones surrounding his 1979 Triple Crown bid.


  A week before Joan started working as public relations coordinator for the New York Racing Association, we were hired as freelance photographers by a weekly racing publication, for which I had been writing part time, to cover the Preakness Stakes.


  Of course, all the talk was about Maryland hero Spectacular Bid, who had swept through his Kentucky Derby preps with ease and then handily defeated the swift General Assembly in the Kentucky Derby, with California sensation Flying Paster finishing out of the money.


  Covering the Preakness was easy. All we had to do was hang around Spectacular Bid. Sharing the stakes barn with The Bid was future Hall of Famer Davona Dale, the great Calumet Farm filly who had already won four stakes that year, including the grade I Kentucky Oaks and Fantasy Stakes. The day before the Preakness, Davona Dale cruised home an easy winner of the Black-Eyed Susan Stakes. She would go on to sweep New York’s Filly Triple Crown — the Acorn, Mother Goose, and Coaching Club American Oaks.


  A great photo opportunity presented itself Preakness morning when Spectacular Bid walked the shed after training. When he passed by Davona Dale’s stall, she thrust her neck out and pinned her ears. The Bid stopped right in front of her stall, and with his eyes as big as saucers, he stared her down for several seconds before continuing. Next time around, there was Davona Dale’s outstretched head, her ears again pinned back to her shoulders. And there was The Bid, stopping in his tracks and flashing the whites of his eyes at her. This routine would go on every time the colt passed by.


  Earlier in the day we were able to get another great photo of The Bid as he came off the track. Walking back along the rail with his groom, Mo Hall, he began bucking and lashing out with his back legs. I was able to catch him with both hind legs well up off the ground. Hall, holding on for dear life, began hollering at him. “Damn, you’re as crazy as the boss,” he said, referring to the often-volatile Delp.


  Later that afternoon I shot photos from inside the rail near the finish line while Joan found a spot on the outside rail. Together, we were able to record Spectacular Bid’s dominating 5½-length victory, in which he missed the track record by one-fifth of a second.


  History shows that Spectacular Bid was upset in the Belmont Stakes, finishing third behind Coastal and Golden Act, two horses he had crushed every other time he faced them.


  The morning before the Belmont, The Bid had breezed three furlongs in :35 and change. Following the work, Delp was sitting in the barn with several workers, including Hall. Delp looked at The Bid, who had his head out the door, and said in his typical cocky manner. “Well, boys, there he is. The Triple Crown is ours, without a doubt. All we have to do is lead him over there.”


  On Saturday morning Delp was driven to the track, arriving just before daylight. As soon as he got out of the limo, Hall came running over to him and said, “Boss, the horse is lame.” Delp raced to the The Bid’s stall and turned on the light. The horse was standing in the middle of the stall holding his left front leg in the air. Hall kneeled down and held the leg while Delp examined it. Sticking in the hoof a good half-inch was an open safety pin.


  It seems that when The Bid had been fed at four o’clock that morning, Hall had inadvertently dropped a safety pin in the straw. Spectacular Bid was hungry and stomping for his food. It was a one-in-a-million shot, but his foot struck the safety pin, which was sticking straight up. He came down on it so hard he drove the pin well up into his foot. Hall had no idea what had happened. All he knew was that the horse was lame. He was so upset he didn’t even bother to look at the foot. So, Bid had the pin in his foot for a good ninety minutes.


  Delp eased it out slowly, and with it came a thin, brown fluid. There was no evidence of the entry wound because the bacteria the horse had picked up from the straw had sealed it off. Once the pin had been removed, The Bid appeared to be sound and started bouncing and playing around the barn, obviously happy to have this foreign object out of his foot. To help prevent infection, Delp packed the colt’s foot with mud, Epsom salts, and vinegar a mixture known as Bowie mud.


  He then broke the news to owner Harry Meyerhoff and told him if the foot wasn’t 100 percent sound when he returned in the afternoon, he would have to scratch the horse. When Delp arrived, The Bid seemed perfectly sound, so Delp kept the incident from the media. He felt that The Bid could win the Belmont even if he wasn’t 100 percent, and the trainer remained upbeat all day. He did make one mistake, which he regretted until the day he died. Whenever he talked about it many years later, it still brought him to tears.


  He was always convinced he should have left jockey Ron Franklin in the dark about the pin so the jockey would not have it on his mind during the race. Delp felt that Franklin just wanted to get the race over with and foolishly sent The Bid after an 85-1 shot on the lead with a mile still to run. Delp could tell The Bid was running in pain. His action was different, and he wasn’t striding out comfortably. Coming into the stretch, The Bid, uncharacteristically, did not change leads, again indicating something was bothering him. Delp was tortured watching him, knowing he could have scratched him and didn’t. But he truly had believed the horse could win anyway.


  After the race Delp stood outside the test barn, drinking a bottle of beer, and said nothing to the press except that there were no excuses. All he wanted was to go see whether the horse was OK and get out of there. After returning to Maryland the following day, he told a few local reporters about the safety pin, and word quickly spread. Many people didn’t believe Delp, saying he was just making excuses. They accused him of lying, which upset him only because the accusations brought his mother to tears.


  But The Bid’s problems were far from over. Delp called noted veterinarian Alex Harthill, who told him to tub the foot in warm water and Epsom salts twice a day, then apply a poultice to seal everything up. If it wasn’t any better in a week, Harthill would fly up from Kentucky. The Bid appeared fine after a week, but on the eighth day, he was lame. Delp called Harthill and told him to get up there quickly.


  After arriving, the veterinarian used a miniature plane-like instrument to remove a little bit of hoof at a time. He noticed a black spot deep in the hoof and bore into it with an electric drill. As soon as the drill penetrated the spot, a thick, black fluid spurted out as if he had struck oil. The foot was badly infected and needed immediate treatment.


  Harthill looked up at Delp and said, “Hey, Bud, where are all those sonsabitches who called you a liar?”


  Harthill told Delp if the foot had gone much longer without being treated, the horse likely would have lost it, which in turn could have cost him his life.


  Back in Kentucky, Harthill had blacksmith Jack Reynolds fly to Maryland to fit The Bid with a special piece of aluminum for his shoe to support and protect the foot. Delp fed the colt gelatin to toughen the hoof wall and medicated the coronet band to stimulate blood circulation and help the hoof grow back.


  A little more than two months later, The Bid returned in an allowance race at Delaware Park with a new jockey, Bill Shoemaker, aboard and broke the track record, winning eased up by seventeen lengths. The Bid was back. His career would continue to skyrocket, taking him and Delp to new heights.


  Eleven months after that allowance win, Joan and I watched from her Belmont Park office overlooking the finish line, as Spectacular Bid, his name already etched in history as one of the greats of all time, concluded his remarkable career with the first walkover in thirty-one years. Eight days later we were married.


  Even The Bid’s walkover in the Woodward Stakes was an amazing performance. The colt had been battling a sesamoid problem all year, and Delp told Shoemaker just to cruise around the track. Instead, The Bid wound up running the 1¼ miles in 2:02⅖, closing his last two quarters in an unbelievable :24⅕. Horses don’t come home that fast in a hotly run race, never mind in a race against no one. The final time was faster than it took Hall of Famers Kelso and Buckpasser to win the Woodward.


  Delp said he thought going in that The Bid likely had only one more race left in him, and he was not happy about Shoemaker’s letting him run that fast in a walkover with the Jockey Club Gold Cup coming up. Shortly after the race Delp discovered The Bid had aggravated his sesamoid again, and he was forced to scratch him from the Gold Cup. That marked the end of Spectacular’s Bid remarkable career. With no other major races left for him, he was retired to Claiborne Farm in Paris, Kentucky. In 1991 he was moved to Milfer Farm in Unadilla, New York.


  Joan and I went to visit The Bid at Milfer Farm in 1998, along with our then fourteen-year-old daughter, Mandy. I wanted to make sure she saw the “greatest horse to ever look through a bridle” at least once in her life. The Bid, then twenty-two and milky white, was led out of his stall and proceeded to nuzzle up against my daughter. He no longer was among the elite roster of stallions as he had been when he was retired to Claiborne Farm with such great promise. And he no longer bore even the slightest resemblance to that charcoal-gray three-year-old with the star on his forehead. But he still held his head high with pride, and when he looked at you, that fire and spirit of his youth still shone through. He was Spectacular Bid, and he still knew it. And you knew it.


  Milfer Farm’s owner, Dr. Jon Davis, told us at the time, “I still get goose bumps standing next to him.” The Bid’s devoted groom, Tim Stewart, added, “All you have to do is be around him to know he’s something special.”


  The last image I have of The Bid is him standing outside his barn, his white mane blowing in the breeze, with my daughter standing alongside, patting him on his neck. That moment, like his death in 2003, rekindled memories of a very special time, not only for my wife and me, but also for Thoroughbred racing.


  Seattle Slew, Affirmed, and The Bid. They’re all gone, and with them the end of a golden era. We will never see the likes of Spectacular Bid again. But at least I have a photo album I can open and show my daughter. And I can tell her, “You remember these pictures of you and this great white horse named Spectacular Bid? Well, his trainer once called him the greatest horse to ever look through a bridle. It was quite an outrageous comment at the time. But, you know what? He was right.”
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  A Thorn in Cordero’s Rose


  (1985)


  By 1985 Angel Cordero Jr. had already won two Kentucky Derbys, aboard Cannonade in 1974 and Bold Forbes in 1976. Nine years after his last victory in the Run for the Roses, and after six unplaced finishes in the famed race, he was preparing to ride the brilliant speedball Spend a Buck. The colt was coming off two runaway victories at the newly opened Garden State Park, which had been rebuilt following a fire that destroyed the grandstand.


  To promote Garden State Park and attract top horses, track’s owner Robert Brennan was offering a $2 million bonus to the owner of any horse that captured the Kentucky Derby and Garden State’s three stakes for three-year-olds—the Cherry Hill Mile, Garden State Stakes, and $1 million Jersey Derby, run Memorial Day weekend.


  Unlike Cordero’s two previous Kentucky Derby winners, who were trained by Hall of Famers Woody Stephens and Laz Barrera, respectively, Spend a Buck was trained by a thirty-three-year-old newcomer named Cam Gambolati, who was just starting up his own stable after having worked in his father’s orange groves and for the National Football League’s Tampa Bay Buccaneers as a statistician. Spend a Buck’s owner, Dennis Diaz, was another newcomer to the sport who had retired at age thirty-eight after a career in insurance, real estate, and citrus farming.


  Although Cordero would go on to notch his third Kentucky Derby victory aboard Spend a Buck, who turned in one of the most dominant performances in the race’s history, it still remains a conflicting memory for the Hall of Fame rider.


  Cordero picked up the mount on Spend a Buck the previous October in the Young America Stakes at the Meadowlands. The colt had begun his career at Calder Race Course, and after three victories in four starts he headed north in search of fame and fortune. Following stops at River Downs and Arlington Park, where he won the Cradle Stakes and Arlington-Washington Futurity, respectively, he suffered a narrow defeat in the Young America Stakes before concluding his two-year-old campaign with a close third in the inaugural running of the Breeders’ Cup Juvenile.


  Despite those two defeats Cordero saw Spend a Buck’s potential and wanted to stick with him. After the Breeders’ Cup he told Gambolati that the colt wasn’t changing leads properly. They had him checked and discovered a bone chip in his right knee. On November 26 the chip was removed by arthroscopic surgery, and the colt was sent to Betty and Ralph Sessa’s Circle S Farm near Davie, Florida, not far from Calder, to recuperate.


  After walking for several days, Spend a Buck was put on a swimming program and soon was back galloping. When he was ready to work, Gambolati called Cordero and asked him if he could come to Florida to work the horse. Although Cordero had just broken his finger, he didn’t want to risk losing the mount, so he flew down.


  In his first start back, on March 23, Spend a Buck finished third in the seven-furlong Bay Shore Stakes at Aqueduct. Two weeks later he won the Cherry Hill Mile by more than ten lengths. He returned to Garden State two weeks after that, where he romped by 9½ lengths in the Garden State Stakes, blazing the 1⅛ miles in 1:45⅘, the fastest nine-furlong Derby prep ever.


  The Kentucky Derby that year drew a deep, talented field, headed by Chief’s Crown, as well as top-class colts Proud Truth, Tank’s Prospect, Eternal Prince, Skywalker, and Stephan’s Odyssey. So strong was this field that two of the starters — Proud Truth and Skywalker — would go on to win Breeders’ Cup Classics.


  Despite the quality and depth of the Derby field, two-year-old champion Chief’s Crown, brilliant winner of the Blue Grass Stakes in near-track-record time, was the overwhelming early favorite. Many felt Spend a Buck and Eternal Prince, wire-to-wire winner of the Gotham and Wood Memorial, would run each other into submission.


  Not having a mount in the Kentucky Oaks, the day before the Derby, Cordero decided to stay in New York to ride and then charter a plane to the Derby. When trainer Jan Nerud, for whom Cordero rode, heard about his plans, he offered to fly him and his wife-to-be, Marjorie, down Friday night on his plane and give them a better deal than they would have gotten with a chartered plane.


  Cordero and Margie, who was concluding her brief career as a jockey, packed up following the races and headed for the airport. Shortly after leaving their house on Long Island, Cordero, in his haste to get to the airport, was ticketed for running a stop sign.


  “Man, this isn’t starting off too good,” he said to Margie.


  Once they arrived at the airport, Margie took one look at the small five-seat plane and refused to get on. When Cordero told her he wouldn’t go without her, she gave in to her fears and reluctantly boarded.


  “Look on the bright side,” Cordero told her. “If we die, at least we’ll die together.”


  Cordero’s agent at the time, Jeff Blum, was new to the business, having been hired only a few months before, and he had booked Cordero to ride a filly in a $100,000 stakes at Garden State Park on the night of the Derby. That meant Cordero, win or lose, would have to catch a plane right after the Derby to make it to New Jersey in time for the race. If he were to win, he would be the first Derby-winning jockey unable to stay for the post-race festivities.


  Cordero’s main concern in the Derby was getting into a speed duel with Eternal Prince. He knew that Spend a Buck had more natural speed than his foe and could outrun him, but he didn’t want the colt to expend too much energy with talented closers like Chief’s Crown, Stephan’s Odyssey, Proud Truth, and Tank’s Prospect in the field. As it turned out, the expected speed duel never materialized. Eternal Prince broke poorly and got swallowed up in the field. That left Spend a Buck and Cordero out there winging by themselves. After sprinting to a big lead while setting blistering fractions, Spend a Buck continued to pour it on, winning by 5¼ lengths. The final time of 2:00⅕ was the third fastest in Derby history.


  Before the race Cordero had informed the Churchill Downs stewards he had to leave to fly up to Garden State and wouldn’t be able to participate in the post-race interviews, which were held in the press box. They suggested he call the press box and explain his situation, which he did. When the race was over, he jumped off Spend a Buck and raced through the tunnel, where his valet was waiting with his clothes. He caught a taxi and was given a police escort to the airport.


  Cordero had arranged with Garden State officials to have a limo driver waiting for him at the airport to drive him and Margie to the track. After landing, they rushed to catch the limo, not realizing Margie had left her purse, containing their money, credit cards, and house keys, on the plane.


  Knowing how close he was already cutting it, Cordero began to panic when the limo driver got lost.


  “Do you know where you’re going?” Cordero asked.


  “I’m a little lost,” the driver replied.


  “You picked the wrong [expletive] time to get lost,” said an irate Cordero, who hadn’t even had time to shower after the race.


  Margie told him to calm down. “Calm down my ass,” Cordero said. “The sonofabitch is lost. What kind of driver is he? How can he drive a limo when he don’t know where the [expletive] he’s going?”


  By the time they got to the track, the horses were already leaving the paddock. When Cordero hadn’t shown up, Chris Antley was named to replace him on the filly. So, here Cordero had spent thousands of dollars for a plane to get to a race in which he couldn’t ride. To make matters worse, Jean Cruguet, after hearing Cordero had a helicopter to take him back to New York, asked if he could catch a ride back. But when Cruguet saw Antley on the filly, he went to the helicopter and told the pilot that Cordero wasn’t coming and that he should just fly him back alone.


  Not only had Cordero missed the mount, he had no way of getting back home. By then, he was extremely upset and didn’t want to talk to the few reporters that were there.


  “You have to relax,” Margie kept telling him. “You just won the Kentucky Derby and you’re all keyed up.”


  Cordero was then approached by Garden State president Robert Quigley’s secretary, who told him, “Look, you’ve had a long day; why don’t you come inside and have something to eat.” When Cordero told her he had no way of getting home, she offered to have him flown back to Kennedy Airport on Quigley’s helicopter. After eating, Cordero reached in his pocket and gave the waiter $50 of the $60 he had in his wallet.


  As they approached the helicopter, Cordero told Margie to give him $20 so he could tip the driver: That’s when she realized she had left her purse and wallet on the plane.


  After landing in New York, Cordero and Margie decided to go to a nearby hotel that Cordero would often use to put up guests coming from his native Puerto Rico. Not having car keys or house keys, or any money, they used their last $10 to take a taxi to the hotel. Knowing the owner, Cordero was hoping to pay at a later time. But when they arrived, they were told the hotel was booked because of a convention.


  Cordero had only one other option and that was to call fellow jockey Jorge Velasquez, who was a close friend. But Velasquez was still in Kentucky; so he called his housekeeper and asked if she had a car. When she told him she did, he asked if she could pick them up and they would stay at Velasquez’ house. As it turned out, she got lost, and it took her two hours to find the hotel.


  By then, Cordero was livid, as he sat in the hotel lobby, giving Margie dagger looks. Finally, the housekeeper arrived
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  Quotes, Quips, and Quickies


  The following are some of the more memorable quotes I have either been given or overheard during the Triple Crown trail throughout the years.


 • Johnny Campo delivered the best post-race quote following Pleasant Colony’s victory in the 1981 Kentucky Derby. But first the stage has to be set. This was pre-Nick Zito, who had been Campo’s assistant years earlier. The Kentucky bluebloods had never been exposed to a New York trainer like Campo. So, you can imagine their reaction when ABC commentator Jim McKay reminded Campo on national TV that the trainer had predicted Pleasant Colony would win the Derby.


  The not-so-humble Campo’s response: “I’m a good horse trainer, pal. Don’t you forget it.”


 • Talk about ruffling feathers: How about owner Robert Lehmann saying after Dust Commander’s victory in the 1970 Kentucky Derby that winning the Derby wasn’t as big a thrill for him as bagging big game in Africa. Yikes!


 • Bob Baffert watching favored Cavonnier’s run fizzle out at the top of the stretch in the Preakness: “Houston, we have a problem.”


 • Speaking of Baffert, a few days before the 1997 Kentucky Derby, I accompanied him to a hair salon on Frankfort Avenue prior to going to dinner. As a new customer, he was asked to fill out a brief questionnaire. Under profession, Baffert wrote, “porn star.” The expression on the female hair stylist’s face after reading it was priceless.


 • Credit Wayne Lukas for the most cocksure prediction prior to a Triple Crown race. As he prepared Editor’s Note to be schooled in the paddock the day before the 1996 Belmont Stakes, Lukas said in a slow and succinct manner, “I’m going to say this — you are looking at the winner right now. I know every guy in the business has said that to you, but they won’t beat this horse tomorrow — rain or shine and despite the jockey change [to the little-used Rene Douglas]. This time he’ll keep coming and coming and coming.”


  And come he did. He wore down Skip Away by one length, giving Lukas a victory in seven of the last eight Triple Crown races and his tenth classic score.


 • But Lukas’ most profound comments came the morning after Grindstone’s victory in the 1996 Kentucky Derby. Despite the joy he experienced from winning the Derby, Lukas was still hurt over an article in the previous day’s Louisville Courier-Journal in which several peers criticized him for being more of a marketer than a horseman. No one prided himself as a horseman more than Lukas. So, well before dawn and the media rush, Lukas poured his heart out to me, revealing a side to him that no one on the backstretch had ever seen.


  “What did I ever do to deserve this?” he said. “The quotes they got were very unkind, and some of the people who were quoted swore to me they never said it. I really had to bite my tongue at the press conference in respect to Mr. Young [Grindstone’s owner William T. Young]. I stand out here for four or five hours a day and try to do my job, and they’ve got me as some Barnum-and-Bailey guy that doesn’t know a thing about a horse.


  “I can’t be somebody I’m not. Am I supposed to come here and wear a different type of clothes and change my whole makeup? I’m not supposed to be competent? I’m not supposed to be a good speaker? If a guy wants to put my name on a label of clothing, I should say ‘no’ because I’m a horse trainer? The quotes from the other trainers were very damaging, and I’m having trouble handling that. I’ve had an education and I’ve coached, so my background is different than a lot of horse trainers. I’m proud of my staff, and I’m proud of what we’ve done. That’s what we are; deal with it. If that offends you, and you think I’m obnoxious, just say, ‘I don’t like that guy’s personality.’ But don’t just keep hammering us all the time.”


  • Funny Cide’s trainer, Barclay Tagg, on the pressure of having a horse going for the Triple Crown: “That’s not pressure. You want to know what pressure is? Pressure is being flat broke with two kids in college and one horse left in your stable, and you’ve to haul it on a trailer to Penn National for the eleventh race on a snowy night. And if you don’t get there, you’re gonna be fired. Then you sit in the trailer with a blanket wrapped around you all night waiting for your race to come. That’s pressure.”


  Despite his curmudgeonly persona, Tagg actually is one of the most refreshing people to talk to because he says what he feels, whether you like it or not, and is extremely protective of his horses. If Tagg wasn’t complaining about something, he’d be miserable. He’s one of my favorite people, and I love his comment to the media the morning before Funny Cide’s attempt to sweep the Triple Crown in 2003.


  “From twelve o’clock on Friday to Sunday morning, I’m not doing anything,” he said. “Nobody’s coming here. I’m going to have guards posted all around all night, and if you don’t have a license saying you’re employed by Barclay Tagg, you’re not getting in here. I’m not going to church, so you can all come Sunday morning and criticize me or whatever you want to do. There won’t be any victory party after the race. I’ll just come back here to see if he’s eaten his mash and then go home.”


 • No one watches the stretch run of a Triple Crown race quite like Nick Zito. And no one ever watched one in the frenzied manner Zito did at the 1994 Kentucky Derby, won by Go for Gin.


  As Go for Gin turned for home, having led almost every step of the way, Zito went into theatrics that were wild even for him. Where he comes up with them no one knows.


  “You’re a fighter, Gin; you’re a fighter,” he screamed through sandpaper-lined vocal cords. “We know the way ... we know the way ... we know the way. You’re a fighter. One more furlong to go. Run for the roses as fast as you can.”


  As Go for Gin crossed the wire, Zito threw a kiss to heavens. “I love you, Goel. I love you. I love you. We know the way.”


  He then charged the ABC camera and stuck his face up against it, as if he were about to devour it. Having worked himself into a state of near delirium, he concluded his verbal eruption.


  “I love you, America. I love my kids. I love everybody.”


 • If there was one celebrity that provided racing with its biggest shot in the arm it was actor Jack Klugman, of The Odd Couple and Quincy fame. Klugman was a true lover of the sport and betting. He even devoted an entire episode of The Odd Couple to horse racing, filming it at Belmont Park.


  In 1980, Klugman, who had owned horses on and off for years, not only had his first top-class colt, he made it to the Kentucky Derby. The horse, a gray named Jaklin Klugman (yes, it was a Jockey Club error) came to Churchill Downs with a legitimate shot to win the Run for the Roses. The day before the race Klugman discussed just what this horse meant to him.


  “I’ve always been a workaholic,” he said. “All that mattered outside my family was work, work, work. I was getting jaded; the same thing over and over again. Then this horse came along, and I fell in love with him. He wouldn’t marry me, but I love him. He gave me somewhere to go. He gave me an outlet that’s so exciting. I bought a place and turned it into a horse farm, and I’m going to live with the horses six months out of the year. I already have three broodmares, so look out Spendthrift Farm.


  “You don’t really know about something until it comes along. I remember the old comic Joe E. Lewis. He had a piano player for twenty years, and he said about him, ‘I never knew he drank until he came in sober one day.’ That’s the way it is with the horses. You never know how much you love them until someone says, ‘Hey, look how terrific it can be.’ ”


 • In January 2006, I called trainer Michael Matz for a small “Derby Watch” feature I was writing on Barbaro, who was undefeated but had never run on dirt. I asked him if he knew where Barbaro’s name came from. He called out to his assistant, Peter Brette, and asked, “Hey, Peter, what does the name Barbaro mean?”


  Brette didn’t hesitate with his answer: “Kentucky Derby winner.”


  “In our dreams, right?” Matz replied.


  Well, dreams obviously do come true.
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