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PRAISE FOR HORSE OF A DIFFERENT COLOR


“Squires has written a superb book that provides the ultimate insider’s view of big-time racing. His love for the animals he breeds is obvious and easy to share.... Squires has managed to capture [the Derby] in a manner which should appeal to true horse people, as well as readers who have exactly two minutes a year to devote to the sport.”

—Rocky Mountain News



 


“Reading Horse of a Different Color, you might be tempted to quit your day job and try for a toehold in the thoroughbred industry. Don’t: First, Squires has a real talent for pony-raising. Second, you can’t write as well as he does. Few can.”

—Lexington Herald-Leader



 


“The former Chicago Tribune editor brings an insider’s viewpoint and the skill of a seasoned journalist to his work.”

—Kentucky Monthly



 


“[A] wild chronicle of [Squires’] removal to the Bluegrass Country, where he found the humans almost as interesting as the horses.”

—Dallas Morning News



 


“Squires writes . . . with clear affection, proving that even a crusty, hard-eyed newspaperman can have a soft heart.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer



 


“Offers insight into the strange world of thoroughbred breeding and racing . . . an entertaining book.”

—Orlando Sentinel



 


“Jim Squires is a wonderful horse breeder and a very wily guy. There isn’t anyone in bluegrass who’s done quite what he has—edit a major newspaper and breed a Kentucky Derby winner. Guess which one was more exciting and fun? I loved this book and laughed all night the night I read it.”

—Jane Smiley 


“Like so many of the blueblooded beasts he writes about, Squires’ new book is a winner.”

—Bookpage



 


“Fast paced and fun to read.”

—Library Journal



 


“Mixing the pride of a parent with self-deprecating humor, Squires makes Monarchos’ dramatic ascent to the pinnacle of his sport a ride we can share, just as he did. It’s a ride most racing fans won’t want to miss.”

—Booklist



 


“Squires’ witty prose makes [Horse of a Different Color] very difficult to put away as he takes you for a ride and makes you feel the same emotions as he did as it all happened just over a year ago.... [A] quick lesson in both the breeding business and Derby Fever in one . . . entertaining package.”

—Horse-Races.net, Cindy Pierson-Dulay - 4 out of 5 horseshoes


 


“A sharply written tale of an autumning media master beating all odds and crafting a classic championship pastiche of a gray bluegrass soul.”

—“At the Races” by Jim O’Donnell, Chicago Sun-Times



 


“Squires has the gift for good, toothsome storytelling. . . . A heart pounding finish.”

—Kirkus Reviews



 


“A month before the Kentucky Derby I tipped my friends about Jim’s little gray colt, Monarchos. Now, I get to do it all over again about his book. This is a savvy, insider’s view of the racehorse game told by a man who actually nailed a piece of its most elusive accolade. A genuine pageturner.”

—Sam Shepard






Also by Jim Squires

 




The Secrets of the Hopewell Box: Stolen Elections, Southern Politics, 
and a City’s Coming of Age


 




Read All About It! the Corporate Takeover 
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For M. A., 
standard-bearer of dominant females everywhere







Be not afraid of greatness: some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Twelfth Night






PREFACE

I would my horse had the speed of your tongue, and so good a continuer.

my friend WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


 



But now it seems your horse has the speed of your tongue—which I always did think was pretty damn fast.


my friend PROFESSOR DAVID BADGER

 



 



 



Breeding racehorses for a living is not something a sane, intelligent, mature person experienced in American capitalism would ever attempt to do. Even I knew better. Long experience at formulating business models for a Fortune 500 media company taught me that if there is no way to project making a profit eventually, there is no business—period. But then thirty years in the same business—newspapers—had obviously left me hopelessly addicted to the thrill of labor in a doomed industry. Jettisoned in 1990 with a gold-plated parachute at age forty-seven, after a tumultuous decade as editor of the Chicago Tribune , I did what any other shocked and hopeless fool would do. I looked around for new work just as exciting, risky, and unpredictable as my old job had been.

From the outset the similarities between racehorse breeding and being a media corporation executive were striking. For one thing, the beast you’re feeding has an insatiable appetite, resulting in excessive  amounts of excrement that must be dealt with each day. For another, a lot of time is spent making plans that never get beyond the conception stage. Some projects that do get launched die (literally, in the case of horses) before they can ever succeed. And those that make it to fruition and become a smashing success are inevitably taken over by someone else who gets the credit. When things don’t turn out as planned, well then, of course those still belong to you and they were never a good idea in the first place.

One aspect of big corporate life missing in my new business endeavor, however, was second-guessing by big bosses. Having people in suits breathing down your neck when things are going great, yet nowhere to be found when straits are dire, eventually becomes essential to good executive decision-making. Fortunately, this vacuum was ably filled by my wife of twenty years, M. A., shorthand for Mary Anne, perfectionist and born CEO.

Working against the backdrop of a Gregorian chant of skepticism over a new enterprise from such a knowledgeable and conscientious overseer was not only comfortingly familiar, it also underscored the importance of two essential management techniques that in retrospect would have proved invaluable in journalism: (1) the use of drugs, and (2) the availability of a “twitch,” which is a loop of rope attached to an ax handle-like stick that when applied around a nerve in a horse’s nose tends to have a calming and immobilizing effect.

Horses don’t need drugs, unless they’re sick. But the people around them do, because horses simply won’t do many of the things people ask them to do without being on drugs—specifically tranquilizers. Expecting a three-day-old, 120-pound foal to hold still while stitches are taken in his eyelid is unreasonable. Without sedation and immobilization, the needle would end up in the eyeball of the surgeon, or more likely, the person being asked to hold the foal’s head. A combination of skill, twitch and drugs is what makes it possible to clip the hairs from deep inside the ears of a 1,200-pound stallion (racehorses can’t go around with fuzzy ears), or to get him safely aboard a jet transport in time to make a race on the West Coast. Had I only known back in my editor days the power of a tiny syringe of Acepromazine,  think what miracles I could have wrought on meddling corporate types, publishers, accountants and other irritants who belittled and foiled my precious work. M. A. does not come near me when I am carrying a syringe and a twitch.

However grim the future of print in the world of electronic information delivery, the year I left newspapers everything was hunkydory. The Tribune made about 25 percent operating profit on a billion dollars, my pay was about half a million bucks and the newspaper won two Pulitzer Prizes. Some said I had fallen from the pinnacle of my life’s vocation. I thought so, too. Indeed I had lost one of the great jobs in journalism, a post of such prestige and power that I could have never reasonably hoped to attain it in the first place.

My resignation statement, fabricated to spare everyone the humiliation of a firing, said I was leaving to pursue other longtime interests, specifically the commercial breeding of horses in Kentucky. This announcement produced widespread sniggering, especially among my newspaper colleagues who knew the meaning of “canned”—and among horse breeders who knew the definition of “commerce.”

A million dollars—the approximate size of my golden parachute—can disappear in the thoroughbred horse industry with the stroke of a gavel or a clap of thunder. Dozens of times each year in Kentucky, Florida and Saratoga auctions, horses worth five and six times that amount sell in the span of thirty seconds. Countless others that might attain such a handsome worth die in their mother’s wombs, are struck down by disease or lightning bolts in the pastures, impale themselves on oak board fences or simply break their legs running across a field or down a track and have to be euthanized.

Ten years ago gamblers’ odds were more a mystery to me than they are now. But it is safe to say that my chances of becoming a successful racehorse breeder were no better than even with those of me ending up homeless living under the “el” in a cardboard box. That I might eventually breed and raise the winner of the most famous and important horse race in the world—thus climbing to a second pinnacle of sorts—was beyond even an imagination as fertile as my own.

Realistically the most skilled, formidable and experienced horsemen  can only dream of breeding a Kentucky Derby winner. More than 30,000 thoroughbred foals are born each year. Only fifteen to twenty make it to the Derby gate and only one can win. In history there have been just 127 winners, while generation after generation of breeders—some fabulously successful otherwise—have devoted their lives to this challenge in vain.

A few days after the steel gray colt, Monarchos, won the 2001 Kentucky Derby, a letter came from my friend Michael Dickinson, the great British-born horse trainer, whose skill at winning big races and developing revolutionary training methods often results in the use of the adjective “genius” in connection with his name. Obviously taken with the word, he used it flatteringly to describe my accomplishment of breeding a Kentucky Derby winner from only my third thoroughbred foal crop.

However, people more familiar with the miraculous nature of my life’s journey have other explanations for such a surprising success. I made the mistake of relating Dickinson’s compliment to a crusty old pal of thirty years who has been along on a few of my previous stumbles into good fortune. “Breeding genius, hell!” he exclaimed. “All this means is that sunshine will even hit a horse’s ass if he stands out in it long enough.”

Whatever the source of the streak, six weeks after the Derby Churchill Downs invited the winner’s “connections”—owners, breeder and trainers—and their friends back for yet another celebration and the re-awarding of the engraved trophies. For everyone involved, including the track’s corporate owners, the Derby is an event to be milked for all it is worth. There can never be too many toasts or reruns.

A dinner hosted by Monarchos’s owners, Debby and John Oxley, that weekend in the magnificent Kentucky Derby Museum trackside turned out to be a joy second only to the actual running of the race. It began with the 100 or so guests standing by their tables as the music and color of 127 years of racing tradition whirled around us in a spectacular 360-degree video presentation. It was the equivalent of having a catbird seat in the infield with the ability to see, up close, everything that goes on before, during and after a Kentucky Derby. Waves of emotion began to build, rising off the great performances of previous  Derby heroes—Northern Dancer, Secretariat, Affirmed—finally bursting into an explosion of color and sound from the 2001 Derby that focused on a monster-sized, dirt-stained Monarchos in full flight to glory, nostrils flaring, hooves pounding, eyes glistening, bearing down on you from every direction—as if you were waiting for him at the finish line. Just the recollection returns the shiver to my spine. Relating the thrill of seeing an animal you pulled from his mother’s womb rising to such a level of magnificence tests the most fertile imagination and defies adequate description. Even people who’d never seen the horse anywhere but on television were moved to tears. The theater erupted in deafening applause. After everyone else had stopped, I was still standing there, clapping like an exuberant seal, as oblivious to surroundings as I had been on May 5, when I was unable to believe what I was seeing in my binoculars.

Of all the thrills available in life, there is none greater for a horseman than winning the Kentucky Derby. Inside the thoroughbred industry worldwide, particularly for a Kentuckian, the consequences of winning this race are stunning. The level of acclaim among your peers, for example, approaches that associated with winning the Nobel Prize. And the stature and respect it earns among horse enthusiasts is unfathomable, embarrassing and in my case at least—in light of the degree of chance involved—completely undeserved. Many Nobel Prize winners have reported the same feelings of humility, even though the skill, knowledge and effort demanded by their professional achievement cannot be measured against the dice roll involved in breeding and raising an animal. But unlike the Nobel Prize competition, the Kentucky Derby is the most famous and most widely observed contest of excellence in the world. Like the football Super Bowl, the baseball World Series and World Cup soccer, it attracts public attention far beyond that expected from the normal denizens of a particular sport. And because it requires only two minutes of attention each year and occurs within the context of a social event now over a century old, the Derby has attained an extraordinary level of popular significance. Now available worldwide through the miracle of live television, it is the one event with which almost everyone can associate. Simply knowing  someone who knows someone who has won the Kentucky Derby endows a degree of coveted exclusivity. On the morning of the 2001 race, my son-in-law, a telecommunications executive in Greenville, South Carolina, casually mentioned to his barber, a transplanted Kentuckian, that his father-in-law had bred a horse slated to start in the Derby. On his next visit to the shop after Monarchos’s victory, the barber greeted him with waving scissors, a shouted “Oooweee!” and a celebrity’s introduction to fellow patrons as “Mister Monarchos.” Simply cutting the hair of a relative of the winning breeder had given the Kentucky native son a rewarding sense of special relationship with the race, literally an “exciting moment.”

And for those with a more direct connection, winning the Derby can actually change your life, even against your will and in ways never contemplated. In my case, it expunged from my consciousness a long-felt sense of rootlessness—the unavoidable result of spending most of my adult life as a journalistic and political vagabond. For me being happy where you are meant being rooted in a sense of being rather than place. Solace came from knowing who I was, not where I was. Loving my birthplace of Nashville and all the places I’d called home since—Washington, Orlando, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Lexington—had made me comfortable virtually anywhere but truly at home nowhere. In the months preceding the Kentucky Derby, M. A. and I had considered selling Two Bucks, our gorgeous old farm west of Lexington where Monarchos was born, and possibly relocating a downsized horse operation elsewhere, perhaps even in Florida or New Mexico—not because Kentucky in any way had failed us but because we are both by nature restless and adventurous spirits.

When compelled by circumstance or wanderlust to move in the past, I had inevitably left behind, attached to cherished people and places, great chunks of my heart and soul—to such an extent that I felt the supply in danger of depletion. Still, leaving Kentucky and starting over yet again had become a viable option. It no longer is. Within forty-eight hours after winning the Kentucky Derby, I had been planted into the fertile loam clay of Woodford County as solidly as if I had died and been inserted beneath the limestone.

On the afternoon of June 16, when the Oxleys, trainer John Ward, Mary Anne and I were again celebrated in the winner’s circle at Churchill Downs, we were presented with the “official” trophies. As an award, the breeder’s trophy is neither artistically stunning nor extravagantly crafted—a rather small, simply engraved sterling silver statuette of horse and rider.

But the day my name was inscribed on it I claimed a tiny, coveted, precious spot in history for an achievement that, dubious or not, will likely define my life as much as anything else I have ever, or will ever, do—however unfair that might be to the rest of my existence. Where “winning the Derby” ranks in true importance varies with the life of the individual involved. But the handful of owners, jockeys, trainers and breeders fortunate enough to have had the experience must all realize one simple truth—that you owe it all to the horse that brought you there. To the Oxleys, he was the fleet, gunmetal-colored stallion with a bearing as regal as his name. To the trainers and grooms, he was the enigmatic and unpredictable “Sparky” who kept them both entertained and on their toes. And to those of us on the farm who raised him, he was a little, black, bright-eyed bugger with ears that talked and a personality that began telling you the minute he was born about how great he planned to be.

Monarchos fulfilled his promise. He proved to be a helluva ride for everybody, but particularly for the one rider aboard who had spent his entire life watching big stories happen to other people—me. As proof of my newly acclaimed “breeding genius,” he became for me one of those signposts in life that delineate where you’ve been from where you’re going, a turning point that altered everything from the nature of my deepest sleep to the shape of the most cursory conversation when awake.

All those years as a journalist had enabled me to recognize an extraordinary tale when I saw one. But I had been thoroughly conditioned to observe significant happenings from the emotional safety net of complete detachment. The impossibility of being at the center of something big and at the same time completely detached from it did not stop me from trying, of course, which made the story even better. When people try to do the impossible, it always does.

In the old days, to unravel such a twisted yarn I would have assigned my best young, energetic, curious and unbiased reporter. But in this case I knew the main character to be so contrary, elusive, conflicted and skilled in the black arts of journalism that few reporters would be a match for him. And I knew his story to be so complex and talismanic that a veteran investigative reporter with grit and expertise would be in order, one who could track mushy ground, one with an eye for the absurd and an ear for code and doublespeak. This particular protagonist demanded a writer with a poison pen and a complete disregard for balance and objectivity. And for the tale to be as unbelievable, entertaining, ridiculous and as much fun in the reading as it was in the happening, a humbling confession would have to be wrung out of the one surly wretch who knew it all—me—which would require someone equally merciless. So having always been a sucker for the challenge of a good story, I willingly became my own target—and with only one glorious benefit assured.

For all of my adult life, when asked by the stranger in the airplane seat next to me what I did for a living, my answer was invariably “newspaperman” or “writer.” This was always followed by further inquiry about which big events had been witnessed, which books authored. Thankfully, most of these conversations soon died, owing to the interrogator’s lack of familiarity with the answers.

But from this day onward, when asked that question, my reply will be “racehorse breeder,” to which the follow-up inquiry will invariably be the same: “Did you ever have a famous horse, like in the Kentucky Derby or something?”

Natural modesty and a soon-to-be obvious aversion to the firstperson pronoun will prevent me from owning up to the truth. But at the risk—and delightful prospect—of the conversation going on forever, I will employ a tactic that was taught to me by politicians. I will evade the question thusly: “As a matter of fact, a guy I know particularly well bred a Kentucky Derby winner named Monarchos and it changed his whole life. And he wrote a book about it.”






PART 1

BREEDING SUCCESS





1

In the choice of a horse and a wife, a man must please himself, ignoring the opinion and advice of friends.

GEORGE JOHN WHYTE-MELVILLE, Riding Recollections, 1878

 



 



 



 



 



Sometime in the mid-1990s, the Museum of the Horse at the Kentucky Horse Park opened a small art-and-photo display entitled “Women and Their Horses.” Among the first to view it was an aging, silver-haired member of both the museum’s supporting foundation and controlling board, the Horse Park Commission. Intending only a quick glance at the new exhibit, he ended up enthralled for nearly two hours by the beasts and the beauties who loved them—well past his due time for a long-planned business lunch.

Except for possibly the portrait of an extraordinarily proportioned Lady Godiva impersonator, the exhibit was hardly stunning enough to justify his stiffing a luncheon appointment. Angry for doing so, he fretted in search of an explanation. Finally, it dawned on him why he had been so completely seduced by the photos of women and horses. Of course, why not? He was fifty-five years old and had spent every dime he’d ever made on one or the other.

The dual obsession, he reasoned, had been with him since childhood. There was a mongrel dog named Bob, remembered only as being “big enough to ride,” and a four-foot stick of white oak called Silver or Trigger or Diablo or the name of the horse of any other movie cowboy he happened to be imitating at the time. The stick had a length of rawhide through a hole in one end—a “bridle”—and had been sanded smooth and round by his great-grandfather for more comfortable straddling by a five-year-old in short pants. This finishing touch lessened the chance of painful thigh splinters that were always a danger in high-speed gallops though the alley badlands. In foul weather, the perennial gunfights took place indoors, where “horseback” was a chair arm, or even better, the arm of a sofa with cushions that made for soft landings when he was unhorsed. Pillows or thick towels affixed to the furniture with leather belts made the best “saddles.” But the indoor rides finally ended just like in the movies—violently—the morning he cinched up a stack of newly folded laundry his mother had ironed the night before.

That was the beginning of the horse part of the love story. The girl part started about the same time when the pursuit of bad guys inadvertently crossed the path of the lovely Kaynell, a six-year-old neighbor girl who went on to dance on The Lawrence Welk Show. Kaynell appeared unfazed by the passing one-rider posse, but her later frequent and usually unexpected encounters with his stick-horse opera inevitably sent self-conscious shivers up the little cowboy’s spine. Though she once even consented to a dramatic role—a “kiss on the lips” behind the bushes—the romance never flowered. It had been doomed, the backyard hero would eventually conclude, by the ludicrous sight of a kid in short pants running around with a stick between his legs, or Kaynell’s embarrassing witness to the spanking he’d endured for saddling up his mother’s ironing.

The years since had only validated his adolescent judgment that the two most beautiful and fascinating of God’s creatures are women and horses, the order being determined by the period of his life. Whether being beguiled by Kaynell or the steeds of the matinee cowboys, physical  attractiveness was long his most important criterion. Trigger, Roy Rogers’s gorgeous, well-made Palomino, was a favorite pretend mount, but not Smiley “Frog” Burnette’s mare, Black-Eyed-Nellie. The black circle painted around one eye or another for the sake of movie comedy simply made her too ugly. In later years, the word “thoroughbred” became a complimentary term reserved in his lexicon for the classy, sleek, athletic and slim-ankled ladies that always turned his head.

Eventually, it was these beautiful women who taught him the meaning of “skin-deep.” And now at the point in life where he felt lucky to wake up on the right side of the grass each morning, he was still as certain as ever that in either world—human or equine—females were the most interesting and the most important inhabitants. Their preeminence was particularly evident when it came to breeding, a subject on which he would come to be credited, although unjustly, with some expertise—but only in the equine world.

By the time he got around to actually shepherding the mating of horses, his definition of a “quality” female had been greatly expanded to include the far more important attributes of intelligence, durability and heart. What he’d been so slow to learn the hard way could have been easily gleaned from books. The male heroes of Louis L’Amour’s classic stories of the Old West, for example, were all “men’s men”—gentle and thoughtful but still capable of great violence in the cause of justice. And the mates they selected were invariably “women to ride the river with.” Riding the river was the most dangerous thing men did in those days, so any companion had to be savvy, dependable and willing to fight somebody. The modern-day equivalent might mean traveling an L.A. freeway or passing through the Miami airport. What we are talking about are women—and mares—that are not only attractive but smart and tough. They make the best companions and the best mothers, though not always the most pleasant.

In twenty years of raising horses, he had been bitten only twice—both times by kind paint mares who normally weren’t even aggressive with other horses. These were young mares he’d raised from babies who now had foals by their sides. But they were not mothers simply  protecting their young. By this time in the equine-human relationship they knew their owner was no threat to the foals. They were instead exhibiting another decidedly female characteristic—irritation at suddenly being ignored by someone from whom they expected attention. Stallions bite for the hell of it and must be watched constantly, while females bite only when necessary for maintenance of the relationship. And only they know when that is, which makes them far more dangerous. Later, one of the mare’s foals, a filly naturally, would put him in the hospital with a kick to the groin.

This incident was not unlike his experience with women. For generations the females had been dominant in his family—smarter, tougher and more aggressive than the men and yes, sometimes, like the mares, even violent. Women whose very presence commanded respect were precisely the kind he’d always found most irresistible. This preference had been key to the long, tempestuous love affair with his wife, who reflected perfectly his attraction to dominant females. They agreed on all the important things in life: the fundamentals of good and evil; the need to protect the environment; the virtues of rural life; the appalling lack of manners in modern society. It was the minor stuff that caused problems, like which direction is north, who last had the car keys, what TV channel to watch and whether it was day or night. The result had been two decades of basic marital bliss obscured on the surface by trivial but incendiary conflict. His neverdisclosed admiration of the Lady Godiva look-alike at the Horse Park museum, for instance, would have sparked a fierce challenge on the grounds of artistic merit, and then it would have been quickly dismissed as typical male obsession with female breasts and legs astraddle. Yet she would understand perfectly when in January 1995 he fell in love with and brought home another good-looking, discerning female—the good thoroughbred mare Regal Band. A class act herself, the dominant female at Two Bucks Farm recognized and appreciated peerage when she saw it.
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First warning had come in a prayer—grace offered before a dinner welcoming newcomer bettors and potential investors to a big day of racing at Churchill Downs: “God willing, may no one lose any more than they can afford to.”

And hints to the hazards inherent in the unusual and schizophrenic nature of the horse business were delivered in the form of subsequent assurance: “The people who make their living in thoroughbreds are as honest as their profession allows.”

Forewarned is forearmed. Nonetheless there are no more thieves in the thoroughbred business than in any other, maybe fewer. But owing to the nature of the commerce, which is primarily public auctions, they are like bastards at a family reunion—hard to distinguish from legitimate relatives.

The longtime lifeblood of the thoroughbred game has been the infusion of new money, mainly from men made wealthy by other endeavors. They can be characterized generally, if uncharitably, as having more money than they know what to do with. With rare exceptions these are prominent individuals accustomed to attention, attracted to challenge and endowed with a well-developed sense of entitlement to success no matter what they’re up to. In the horse business, however, only the first two are guaranteed, and both come easy at the auction sales.

Like everything else, horse-sale crowds are divided by wallet, and in an interesting way. Cheap horses draw only cheap crowds. But expensive horses draw everybody, so the top-end sales resemble industry showcases like the film festival at Cannes or the automobile show at Detroit. Anybody who is anybody plus all the wanna-bes show up. The capability and intention of buying is no requirement. And when new money lands, it attracts immediate attention, like chum cast into the sea.

The thoroughbred establishment—mostly breeders and farm owners rooted in both tradition and old money—are with few exceptions ladies and gentlemen of honor. Some are still actually true “sportsmen” for whom a profitable horse deal is low in life’s priorities. They  welcome rich new owners as “almost” equals and want them to succeed. In some cases they even attempt to assure it by assuming a kind of dolphin protection role, gently trying to guide newcomers through a sea of bloodstock agents, pedigree specialists, sales consignors, farm and racing managers, veterinarians, mating advisers, agents and consultants of every stripe. These are all reputable vocations vital to the business, populated mostly by honest, ethical, hardworking horse lovers struggling for survival in this tiny, difficult sliver of world commerce. But cleverly disguised among them are the predators and parasites who live off the inevitable proceeds of the game’s most common business model: “To become a millionaire in the horse business, you start out with $10 million and wait five years.”

Man being as much a herd animal as the horse, the appearance of attendees at thoroughbred horse sales is uniform. Some come from abroad in their own customized 747s, others from the coasts in their Gulfstream executive jets. They alight from Mercedes, BMWs and giant SUVs, and some drive pickup trucks in from Florida and Texas. But regardless of age, shape, size or mode of transport, by the time they reach the sales grounds everybody has on the same jeans, khakis, parkas, comfortable shoes, and cell phones. This common attire makes it impossible to tell a respectable Fortune 500 CEO, there to redistribute his disposable income, from the penniless wretch hoping to wrangle a crumb from the distribution. Some of the so-called bloodstock “experts” tend toward affected accents, distinctive hats and the poor posture that results from incessant staring at horses’ knees and ankles, the ancient idea being “no foot—no horse.” Still, that old catalogladen guy in walking shorts of one plaid and a tam of another is as likely to be a bloodstock agent famous for buying a European champion as he is a stoop-shouldered New Jersey accountant in his golf clothes. Either way there is an equal chance he owns neither land nor beast and if asked to feed a horse would not know to which end he should offer the meal.

Whatever their net worth, intentions, motivations or rank in the sale social order, everybody in the thoroughbred world is in dogged  pursuit of the same overriding goal. Whether breeding, buying, selling, consulting or snake-oiling, they are all after one thing—“the big horse” that will win the Kentucky Derby, a Breeders’ Cup championship, or one of the great classic races in Europe. To the bottom dwellers the financial reward connected with such an animal might mean everything, or simply rent and grocery money for another month. For those at the top, the monetary gain great or small is superfluous to the achievement. But for everyone, simple association with the big horse—whether breeder, owner, trainer or merely a broker of the sale—becomes an identifying industry badge that satisfies the human craving for peer recognition and self-validation. Everybody needs the big horse and there is no more likely place to find it—or a mare that will ultimately produce it—than on the sprawling, perfectly manicured sales grounds of the esteemed Keeneland Association six miles west of Lexington.

Formed on about 150 acres as a nonprofit association of breeders in 1935, Keeneland has grown into a racing and sales complex of nearly 1,000 acres that might well be the heart of the horse business. The thoroughbred industry’s most glittering institution, it conducts the world’s most important horse sales and has no equal as a conservator of “the finest tradition of the sport of racing.” As a business, Keeneland is a hard-nosed, profit-making machine that gives no quarter (except to charity), pays no dividends, and takes no guff from anybody. As a place, it is one of the most beautiful and serene in the world. So even when its emerald brilliance disappears under the snow-mud slush of a Kentucky winter, Keeneland is the place to be, not only for those looking for the big horse but also for potential buyers of any thoroughbred horse, period, who is looking for a new home. And in January 1995, that is where Regal Band found herself—in Barn 12, with the number 586 stuck on each of her ample hips.

 



 



 



The air of haughtiness about the mare and her well-shaped loins were for this particular horse lover a lethal combination. A stuck-up beauty  had always been too big a challenge to ignore. Females who declined to return a glance were demanding another look, which he certainly could spare in light of the bloodlines of her pedigree. The story of her life and that of three generations of her ancestors were all right there on a single page of the sales catalog. The study of thoroughbred pedigrees, of keen interest to him for several years now, had been good preparation for moments just like these. Wouldn’t the world be better off if people knew this much about each other up front when trying to decide if something is too good to pass up? The question nagged him as he struggled to put a value on Regal Band.

At nine years old she was off to a slow start as a broodmare, but so what? He’d always been attracted to older women. Her being short for a thoroughbred—only an inch over 15 hands—didn’t bother him either. That was about the size of her grandsire, the great Northern Dancer, who’d won the Kentucky Derby in 1964 and went on to become the most important influence in the breed in the last half of the century. Besides, the pedigree on her maternal, or dam’s, side was populated with giants, like the great broodmare sire Graustark. And long experience breeding stock horses had taught him that a mare’s genetic makeup was often more important than her physical appearance. In fact the best producers male and female had often been small physical aberrations—horses that didn’t look like the bloodline prototype.

But many thoroughbred buyers simply reason that a small mare means a small baby that will not be impressive at the yearling sales, which can happen. So since they are often buying for clients, they are loath to deliver a mare short of stature, which Regal Band clearly was. And they would be even more discouraged by her rather shady past. Regal Band’s first foal had died for reasons unknown, the second was born with a leg so crooked it had to be put in a cast, and her third was aborted during the first trimester. A record like this and being culled from the prestigious broodmare stock of her owner, the renowned Darby Dan farm, was sure to be held against even a well-bred girl at a high-end horse sale like Keeneland’s.

None of this bothered the admirer of Regal Band, who had never  let common sense or economics regulate his interest in a beautiful, highfalutin female. And Regal Band was both. From one of Darby Dan’s best old families, she was nearly black—“dark bay or brown” the thoroughbred people called it—with a lovely white star between highly intelligent eyes. And what a body! Robust but sleek, and with her diminutive stature disguised by a long, slinky walk that only comes from perfectly formed, well-lubricated joints. A model on a fashion show runway. There was no sign of bad knees or even a hint of commonness, both flaws frequently found in the progeny of her young sire, a useful racehorse named Dixieland Band.

Still, the buyer had reason to be cautious. Having raised horses of other breeds for more than twenty years, he had once concluded that it was a mistake to do business with people he didn’t know. So up to this point he’d done thoroughbred business only with friends, the experienced horsemen with whom he had served on the Kentucky Racing Commission.

His deal with the charming Texan John T. L. Jones, Jr., called by some “Alphabet” because of the extra initials, had been typical. A former insurance broker and quarter-horse trainer, Jones possessed a personal charisma and a keen eye for horses, which had transformed a fledgling, once-struggling stallion syndication partnership, Walmac International, into one of the few solvent, solely owned stud farms not subsidized or underwritten by a personal fortune.

Walmac’s slogan, “Winning the World Over,” reflected the secret of its owner’s success—an infectious, ingratiating personality and a penchant for doing business on a handshake as trustworthy and ironclad as the best lawyer’s contract. It made Jones a perfect horse partner. So they bought a yearling together—a filly, naturally—a big-hipped granddaughter of the great Seattle Slew. The deal would become classic proof of a basic tenet of horse ownership: Whatever can go wrong will, sooner or later.

First the filly had to undergo ankle surgery before she could train. When she finally raced, she broke a bone in her foot that never healed properly and left her lame for life. Inexplicably named Pearlshot by  Jones, she went on to a similarly distinguished broodmare career—four times pregnant and four abortions.

A second partnership with another proven horseman from the racing commission had ended the same way—with an unsuccessful and eventually lame horse and sizable cash loss. Thankfully the horse was a gelding that couldn’t be pushed into broodmare service, although it could have done no worse than Pearlshot. A third racing partnership with yet another racing commissioner—a guy who had raised four champions—had been considerably more fun, and therefore an even more “valuable” experience. This time it was a far more expensive but similarly unsuccessful and eventually lame racehorse, and $120,000 plopped into the manure pile.

It was only then that this quick-witted, professionally trained observer finally employed the one enabling skill of his previous journalistic career—deductive reasoning. If so many thoroughbreds were going to go bad, wouldn’t it be more profitable to own and sell them before it happened?

So it was with the firm conviction that investment in thoroughbreds might be better done with strangers that the admirer of Regal Band set out in search of the Darby Dan farm manager, Wayne Sweezey, fully aware that having never seen Sweezey without a shotgun he might not recognize him unarmed.

 



 



 



The one living creature Kentuckians have learned to feed as well as horses is the migrating dove, whose arrival in Kentucky in late August also signals the beginning of a critical time for horse breeders, the start of the fall yearling sales. The juxtaposition of these phenomena have important implications.

Of all the stuff doves eat, they love best Kentucky sunflowers, which can be found in abundance in specially designated fields on the back acres of thoroughbred farms. This supply is not coincidence but the result of coordinated cultivation. Market-sensitive farm managers like Sweezey, whose job it is to attract potential buyers to their farms  in late August and September to inspect yearlings, love the contrasting color and charm sunflowers bring to bluegrass pastures. They want their special clients and sales guests to see them, too.

But the lovely sunflowers are an even bigger attraction to the doves, who get hungry flying south. So from Labor Day until the middle of October, the sunflower fields erupt in the sound of war. Virtually every afternoon somewhere in central Kentucky, heavily armed horsemen and their guests camouflage themselves in hiding to protect the sunflowers from thousands of the tiny, determined northern invaders which come in gray waves from all directions at blinding speeds in darting, diving, zigzagging attacks. Sometimes the shooters look so much like sunflowers that the doves end up mistaking the barrels of shotguns for a flower stem or tree branch. Avoiding the embarrassment of a live dove roosting on your gun barrel often results in “frantic reloading,” a hazardous practice for which Sweezey became celebrated—and well known among newcomers like the prospective buyer of Regal Band. One autumn day the Darby Dan man came to the dove field, late in the attack as usual, accompanied as always by a handsome dog and more shotguns than could be fired at once by a single person, raising the question of whether the dog was even smarter than he looked. A crack shot, Sweezey was also skilled at frantic reloading, when demanded by the ferocity of the dove attacks. One minute Sweezey was picking off speeding doves like they were slowmoving ducks in a carnival gallery. And then—boom! The young farm manager, the blood having drained from his tanned, handsome face, was staring aghast at his antique shotgun, its barrel split and peeled back toward him like a banana. Lucky to be alive, he had loaded and fired the wrong gauge shell, causing his weapon to explode—thus committing what was from then known as “a Sweezey.”

Many men would have given up shotguns instantly, perhaps forever. Others would have been too shaken to take a level aim for days. Sweezey just picked up a spare weapon he’d brought along and started knocking down doves again as efficiently as before, reloading as frantically as necessary.

To the admirer of the mare Regal Band, the dove fields and the thoroughbred auctions of Kentucky lay in perfect assimilation. At a time when the land is its most alluring, hungry doves and horse buyers alike flock to an irresistible and dangerous orgy. Flaunting themselves on every vista are enough luscious blossoms and beautiful horseflesh to sate the most voracious of appetites. But cleverly disguised among them lurk the deadly hunters, captive of their own eagerness and perpetually in peril as well, from frantic reloading or other sins of gluttony.

Whether the seller of Regal Band, found standing beneath the Darby Dan sign outside her stall at Keeneland, was a harmless sunflower or a stalker in perfect camouflage was in no way discernible to the prospective buyer, intent on concealing any sign of appetite.

“This is a very good mare, believe me,” said Wayne Sweezey, as confident and convincing as he was the day his gun exploded. “She’s had some bad luck, that’s all. She’s a tough luck girl.”

It was a hard luck story heard many times before, from the lips of lawyers around police stations and night court. Some of those excuses were credible, too, but not as convincing as Regal Band’s, as told by Sweezey. The death of her first foal had been accidental, having nothing to do with her mothering, some poison water or something. The severely malformed limb on the second was not uncommon to thoroughbred babies, whose long legs sometimes get twisted causing them to grow unevenly in the womb. Certainly his crookedness was no genetic gift from Regal Band, whose short, straight cannon bones aligned correctly in the center of her knees. And aborting her third foal, Sweezey suggested, could well have been caused by fretting over the loss of the second, who was taken from his mother and placed with a nurse mare because he was too crippled to grow up in the pasture.

“The family just has more good mares than they need right now,” he went on, “and they’ve had no success breeding her.”

By “the family” he meant the heirs of the late John W. Galbreath, the thoroughbred industry aristocrat and real-estate magnate who  owned Darby Dan, the Pittsburgh Pirates and Swaps, the 1955 Kentucky Derby winner. When he died in 1988, Galbreath had been a Jockey Club steward for over fifty years and responsible for the success of the influential thoroughbreds Ribot, Graustark and Roberto. Regal Band had been owned and raced by his daughter and son-and-law, Mr. and Mrs. James W. Phillips. Phillips had been a Jockey Club steward as well, and his son, John, would soon become the family’s voice in the industry.

“Frankly, I’d like for them to keep her. I like her a lot,” Sweezey said. “I guarantee there is nothing wrong with her and she will make you a good mare.”

He could have been a defense lawyer. But none of the other horsemen from the dove fields who were solicited for an opinion shared his enthusiasm. Although quick to vouch for Sweezey, nobody viewed Regal Band as much of a prospect, for the same reason that Darby Dan had culled her.

They pointed to the fact that a couple of days earlier Regal Band’s crooked-legged yearling colt had sold in a lesser winter sale across town at Fasig-Tipton, a competing sales company, for $4,400, less than half the stud fee of his sire, the Darby Dan stallion Meadowlake. Sending the mare to one sale and her bad foal to another is a common practice when culling. Not many buyers will go searching for the offspring of a mare at a competing sale. The Keeneland computer, which ranks sales horses by pedigree and quality and catalogs them in that order front to back, had put Regal Band in the top half of the sale, but only barely—586 out of 1,312. And when shown her catalog page, one of Sweezey’s dove-hunting friends, a veteran of thirty years at the sales, said, “I don’t know what she looks like, but I’ll guarantee you won’t have much trouble buying her today.” The smart-ass smile on his face added, “you fool.”

But to some fools even the undisputed truth of their own foolishness is no deterrent to its continuance. The four other broodmares already in the would-be breeding genius’s band had been selected in accordance with “accepted” industry business principles (there are no  sound ones). The mares were all less than ten years old and had unimpeachable pedigrees. But all had been bought the same way—instinctively—without regard to good advice. Dedicated horse lovers know what they like. It’s like beauty and art—all in the eye of the beholder. Or, as the used car dealer had once explained when asked how he could possibly ever move an old Plymouth beater on his lot that someone had painted a putrid-looking purple: “Somebody’ll like it,” he said. “In this world there is an ass for every seat.” The axiom would be severely tested when Hip No. 586 went to the sales ring later that day.

Horses in line to be sold at Keeneland wait double file in a wide lane behind and outside the sales pavilion—odd numbers on one side, even on the other. Potential buyers walk up and down the lines scrutinizing the merchandise and asking questions of the consignor representatives that accompany each horse. The level of buyer interest can sometimes be gauged in advance by how many people ask to view the horse at the barn and show up again to see it in the lane. Those who follow the animal into the walking enclosure immediately adjacent to the sales ring are considered potential bidders.

The January sale is decidedly the lesser of two at Keeneland offering babies and broodmares, the premier being a huge November extravaganza. Two months earlier, at the November 1994 sale, 2,488 mares and weanlings had been sold with revenues topping $121 million at an average price of $48,646. The previous January sale had averaged about half that, and January 1995 looked to be a repeat.

Although sale price averages are widely regarded as a barometer of industry health, they are deceiving. The big money is regularly spent on a handful of the highest quality stock, making for a “white meat or feathers” market. As prices rise at the top, the average increases without doing anything for the bottom 70 percent. Long before Regal Band’s number came up, twenty-nine horses at the front of the sale had brought $100,000 or more. The Japanese, returning to the U.S. horse market after several years’ absence, got most of the white meat, buying eight horses for $1.8 million. The media mogul John Kluge from Virginia bought two horses for $210,000 and $160,000, and Carl  Pollard, a founder of the Humana health care system, had bought a total of three for $580,000, including the highest priced mare for $375,000. The Austrian and Canadian auto parts magnate Frank Stronach, who had been acquiring land and building million-dollar barns around Lexington for the previous four years, bought six horses for $525,000 but was outbid for the number-two mare by a leading Japanese breeder, Dr. Koichiro Hayata, who paid $350,000 for a mare in foal to a Claiborne Farm stallion.

By the time Regal Band’s number came up midway through the sale, the market was already feathers. And for her it was the second time around. Three years earlier, fresh off the track after a gritty but not sensational career as a racehorse, she had been bred and offered at the November broodmare auction, pregnant with the Meadowlake foal that later died. Anyone interested enough to check knew that the bidding had reached $27,000—about average for that sale but less than Darby Dan was willing to take. Now back with womb empty and with a worse record than before, no one looked at her in the lineup or followed her to the sales ring.

Hundreds of people were in the sales pavilion and more were jammed around the walking ring in the back where bids are also taken. A neophyte would have surmised that at least a few of them were involved in the auction. But more than 90 percent of the crowd at a horse auction never raise their hands. Half of them are not even paying attention. They are there simply to be around horses and each other, potential witnesses in case something extraordinary happens, which it often does.

Like a dove attack on the sunflower fields, bidding erupts out of the blue and firing can come fast and furious from every direction. Buyers are frequently caught in crossfires, with only the most skilled and veteran observers able to determine who is caught by whose fire and from where. Casualties abound, most often the wounded egos of losers and shot-through bank accounts of winners. There can be frantic reloading and an occasional explosion—a “Sweezey.”

This was not one of those times. The sale of Regal Band was far  more typical. Despite her blueblood family background, she was regarded by the commercial horse market as being “light on pedigree” because neither she nor her dam had won major races or produced offspring who did. Major races are called “stakes” and those attracting the most competitive fields are graded annually by committees in Europe and North America. Grade 1 designates famous races like the Kentucky Derby and the Arc de Triomphe, while other races are ranked Grade 2 or 3. All stakes winners—graded or not—are signified by the bold, black type in which their names and those of their close relatives appear on the catalog page. Regal’s half-sister had earned that precious “black type” with a minor stakes win but otherwise there were no superior stakes runners in the first two generations of her pedigree. The bottom line of this evaluation is that raising a highly profitable foal from the mare would be difficult until one proved itself a runner—a wait of at least three, perhaps four years.

Other than the auctioneer and the green-coated Keeneland handler leading Regal Band around the ring, only two people were involved in her auction.

Unarmed, the seller Sweezey stood unobtrusively behind the sales ring, nonchalantly nodding in Darby Dan’s reserve bid—$1,000 at a time. Twenty-five feet away watching him was the other half of the minimum required to conduct commerce—the buyer. Every time the farm manager answered the auctioneer’s call, so did the former Chicago newspaper guy turned horseman—all the way to $14,000. When Sweezey bid $15,000, the other guy quit, leaving Darby Dan still the not-so-happy owner of its own horse.

Unlike respected Darby Dan, which was simply bidding against a reserve amount previously submitted to the auctioneer, some sellers submit no written reserve and have no intention of taking their horses home. Sometimes they plant a “shill” in the crowd to lure up the price. When the shill’s bid is the final one, they have been “caught speeding.” The shill then quickly disappears to avoid signing the sales ticket. Even at staid old Keeneland, bidders have been seen to run from the pavilion and disappear into the parking lot, forcing a resale of  the animal later in the day. One local horseman became infamous for the tactic, ceasing only upon the startling realization that his last escapade had been captured by newly installed surveillance cameras.

In Sweezey’s case, he’d simply made one bid too many. He signed the ticket “RNA”—Reserve Bid Not Attained—and took the mare back to the barn. When he got there the under-bidder was waiting with an offer that would not be refused—to take her off Darby Dan’s hands for the amount of his last bid—$14,000. It would turn out to be the best money he ever spent on a beautiful female.

 



 



 



Like all new residents arriving at Two Bucks Farm, Regal Band had to stand a cursory inspection by the farm’s dominant female, an obvious imposition to them both.

Surveying her husband’s acquisition with a sharp eye honed from ten years of raising, riding and showing world-class stock horses, she walked around the mare like a judge in a halter class, examining every aspect of her conformation. Regal, suspicious of interaction with any stranger, signaled her resentment with flattened ears.

Two titans of independence meeting in bone-hurting cold.

Back when the dominant female was still a teenager, some idiot—a male no doubt trying to be helpful—had published in Housekeeping Monthly “The Good Wife’s Guide.” A bible of chauvinism, it laid down rules on how to greet your husband upon his return from a hard day’s work: with “a warm smile,” “a delicious meal,” and “a ribbon in your hair so you will look refreshed.” It also suggested that women “over the cooler months . . . light a fire for him to unwind by” and to never “ask him questions about his actions or question his judgment.”

These were the kinds of things taught the dominant female by her Czech mother but that had never crossed her mind since.

She gave Regal an evil eye.

“Not bad.” This was as effusive as she got with compliments, the breeder’s ego being too big already. “How much?”

“Fourteen thousand. Stole her.”

“How’d you do that?”

“Hell, nobody else bid. I was the only bidder.”

“What’s wrong with her then?”

“Nothing.”

“That you know about?”

“Right.”

“So why weren’t they bidding?”

“I don’t have a clue. Spotty record, I guess.”

“What’s spotty?”

“Dead foal. Crooked foal.”

“Pretty spotty. You must just know more already than they do, right?”

“Look at her. This is a great-looking mare.”

But the buyer’s remorse to which he was prone had been ignited. “Well, we can always get her in foal and sell her in November. She’ll bring a lot more in foal.”

“She’s not in foal now?”

“No. Barren. Aborted a Meadowlake.”

“Oh, well. That’s nice. Good luck then.” She shook her head and gave Regal another once-over. “Good-looking mare, though.”

His attention having been properly refocused, without either a bite or groin kick, the dominant female left the barn and returned to the house. But not, he was certain, to light the fire.
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O! for a horse with wings.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Cymbeline


 



 



 



 



 



A horse that flies has been a wish of man since the first meeting of the two species. The Greeks so loved the idea they came up with the winged horse of the gods, Pegasus, whose name men usurped for parades and a constellation. In New Zealand the great sire Sir Tristram is buried standing up, just in case the opportunity to fly away ever presents itself. But if a horse ever does sprout wings and leave the earth it will likely do so from the proven launching pad to glory, a limestone mound in central Kentucky.

Two Bucks Farm, where Regal Band moved to begin her new life, would be perfect for takeoff. Only ten minutes west of Keeneland by horse van, it drapes over one of the knolls closest to the sky in Woodford County, which will surely be the last political jurisdiction east of the Mississippi to be paved over. Woodford County is home to some of the greatest thoroughbred horses in the world, such as Triple Crown winner Seattle Slew, leading sires A. P. Indy and Deputy Minister, and  Kentucky Derby winners Thunder Gulch and Fusaichi Pegasus. They live on showcase stud farms around the towns of Versailles and Midway, with famous names like Lane’s End, Three Chimneys and Ashford that resemble square miles of manicured parkland. Two Bucks is not one of them, not legendary or even storied for that matter. But its worth as a perfect equine habitat is nonetheless typical. Its 132 acres rest atop some of the deepest deposits of rich topsoil in the region. Flowing beneath are clear springs that bubble up from deep stone caverns and into creeks that snake through lush bluegrass, orchard grass, alfalfa and clover, creating a natural smorgasbord that nourishes horses to an impeccable condition unsurpassed in the world. On the farm’s highest point, beneath the ancient shad bark hickory and the box elders, is a big old house with 20-inch-thick walls that dates back to 1789. The remains of some of the residents from that era rest under old marble squares in the backyard near the stone smokehouse, and sometimes up on the second-floor gallery prowls at least one ghost. But being a woman, she steers clear of the dominant female, who doubts her existence.

Anyone passing the big iron gates fronting Two Bucks or surveying its miles of black fence might conclude that the owner is just another “rich guy trying to buy the game.” They would be wrong. Once known as Prospect Hill, Two Bucks was a victim of one of the thoroughbred industry’s worst crashes, the late 1980s when foal production outstripped demand and greed drove horse prices first through the roof and then down to oblivion. Dilapidated and grown over, it was rescued from the repossession rubble of a bankrupt Kentucky insurance company for half its advertised value by the eye of the dominant female, who had made a living for years selling real estate around Chicago. Named after the rival whitetails that had staked it out, Two Bucks was a reclamation project to be spiffed up and sold when the real-estate market came back. Only it didn’t, at least not right away and not before the dominant female’s husband began buying castoff racehorse mares, for what good reason only God knew. Certainly the buyer didn’t.

One thing about him, he could read. And everything he’d read said that thoroughbreds were a numbers game. History held that success came from breeding the best to the best, and some of the wealthiest, most driven people in the world had long been hard at it. The model for success had been established by historic Calumet Farm, only a few miles away, which had raised eight Kentucky Derby winners and two Triple Crown champions. Its modern counterpart was Stone Farm in nearby Paris, from which Arthur Hancock, grandson of the legendary founder of Claiborne Farm, had produced two Kentucky Derby winners in the 1980s, and later would send out a third. Although mined from some of the best breeding stock in the land, the achievements of both Calumet and Stone still had to be justly celebrated as extraordinary.
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