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  Foreword




  As I have traveled the world for NBC sports, I encounter dozens of talented athletes. But none intrigue me more than jockeys. Small in stature, large in heart, they put their lives on the line in every race.




  The successful jockey must possess strength, excellent eye-hand coordination, steely nerve, a sense of time and pace, and the ability to communicate with his equine partner. And all these attributes must be contained in a body that falls within the weight limits required by racing. Imagine a football player having to weigh in before the game, then being told he was too heavy to play.




  The weight issue adds a unique element to the jockey’s career. Where many sports put a premium on athletes attaining great size, the jockey must stay within a rigid framework of allowable weight while maintaining the same athletic qualities as his larger contemporaries. Riders sometimes go to extreme measures to maintain optimum weight. More than once I have seen a jockey finish a full meal, head to the restroom, and “flip,” or regurgitate, his food.




  I believe this obsession with weight can affect jockeys in a variety of negative ways. Constant dieting may leave them so weak they are unable to control their mounts, endangering themselves and their fellow riders. It may cloud their decision-making process, dulling their senses. In the extreme, it can lead to self-destructive and erratic behavior, perhaps even drug and alcohol abuse.




  Thankfully, increased knowledge of nutrition has enabled the modern jockey to escape many of the horrors of the past. Though the weight requirements remain in place, several states have revised their scale of weights upward.




  Despite these daunting job requirements, there are those who stand out in their profession. The elite riders have their own signature. Jerry Bailey is the ultimate big race jockey. Pat Day is able to communicate with his mounts, urging them to relax. For a complete horseman, try Chris McCarron. Jorge Chavez had the inner strength to fight his way out of poverty. Laffit Pincay has tremendous physical strength; Gary Stevens incredible determination and tolerance for pain; and Eddie Delahoussaye legendary patience. The life stories of these and other jockeys detailed in Ride of Their Lives tell us how their personalities were shaped and their abilities honed.




  The public generally discounts jockeys as true athletes. To the contrary, I believe the best jockeys are among the most gifted of athletic performers.




  These are individuals small in stature but giants in their sport.




  — Tom Hammond
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  Introduction




  At every racetrack across the country there is an easy-to-miss, nondescript door, like a secret portal behind a living-room bookcase. At some tracks it is just off the saddling paddock, at others in the middle of a dank tunnel or around a corner and up a flight of stairs. A uniformed officer usually lurks in the portal’s shadow. Every thirty minutes, foot traffic flows in and out. Outbound, the room’s residents emerge wrapped in clean silk, heads held high and hopes intact. To me, each horse race officially begins when that door opens and the parade of jockeys marches toward their mounts.




  Inbound, post-race, the riders peel off muddy clothes and discard loosened bandages and unrealized dreams. Entering the sanctuary that is the jockeys’ room is to be greeted by organized chaos. A sea of small men (and women in separate quarters) wearing sleeveless undershirts and white riding pants dart about, their heavily muscled arms the only clue that you’re in the presence of athletes.




  A television set is often tuned to a daytime soap, or, on the weekends, to a golf tournament or football game. Golf is popular among riders, most of whom play on their days off. Someone holds up his football betting card, comparing his choices to the scores streaming across the bottom of the screen. Someone else stares at the TV, looking right through it.




  The pool table is unused, with balls strewn aimlessly across the felt. A card game breaks out around a makeshift table of crates, its players tossing cards about, none of them paying attention.




  Over in the corner a rider is on the phone desperately trying to make last-minute travel changes. A jockey and his agent erupt in a screaming match. Some riders clip clop to the steam box to “pull” a couple of pounds. Others head to the omnipresent food counter, always thick with activity despite riders’ constant battle to lose or at least maintain weight. Energy has to come from somewhere.




  There are, in descending order of usage, cigarettes, Bibles, and Stairmasters. Sometimes it’s so quiet you can hear a pound drop; other times it’s rowdy as a frat house. All jockeys but one will be losers after any given race. It is no shock then that fistfights become a regular part of the scene.




  These, after all, are competitors. They’ve always had to be. As kids they were smaller and lighter than their classmates. Most became wrestlers in school because they were athletic, and it was the only sport in which they could compete against their peers. Dreams of professional careers in football, basketball, and baseball were crushed by lack of size. Riding became the outlet for their competitive thirst.




  These jockeys grew up farm boys and cowboys and tough guys, from the bayous of Louisiana to the buttes of Colorado and New Mexico to the mean streets of poverty in Central America and South America. Their families usually owned horses or trained them, and the future jocks, for the most part, got a leg up at a tender age.




  With their futures mapped out by the time puberty arrived, too many dropped out of school. Early success as a rider frequently turned out to be a curse. The combustible combination of too much money and not enough maturity and education led many to the barroom and the cocaine straw, where they became fighters and addicts. And if the money and the unsavory characters they collected didn’t lead them to drugs, the constant struggle to reduce weight often did.




  They are charged with controlling unpredictable animals twelve times their weight, and many do so without the benefit of proper nutrition or a clear head. It is not too dramatic to say they put their lives and well being on the line each time they ride onto a racetrack. For this, they are rewarded with catcalls and jeers from a crowd allowed to assemble mere feet away. Usually a crowd that is upset at having less money than it possessed thirty minutes before.




  The elite few are well paid. The overwhelming majority toil anonymously on minor-circuit tracks, plying their trade on freezing nights for consumers who care nothing for them unless they manage to return a few bucks, and even then they are forgotten as soon as the next race goes off. Or strictly for the love of the horse and of riding, they wake before dawn to work, for little money, as exercise riders in the mornings. They climb on and off horses, hoping to gain the confidence of an owner or trainer who will offer them a mount in a race.




  On horseback they are at home. Adjusting a stirrup or knotting up a rein, they give the appearance, sometimes an illusion, of being in control. On foot, parading out of the jocks’ room single file toward the paddock, whips in hand, dressed regally in colorful silks of the moneyed owners, they are a collective force, a huge part of the pomp and circumstance that is horse racing.




  But when you see them walking through an airport, for instance, you realize their isolation as individuals, as complete as a seven-foot-tall basketball player’s. Then, you can begin to understand the fire that burns within them to fit in, or to excel, or to fight for their turf.




  The riders profiled herein are among the lucky few and have reached a high measure of success in their trade. Success has not come cheaply.




  Most have emerged from the other end of their hell-raising days as likable and compassionate people. There is little in any of them that suggests the separation common between big-time athletes and their fans. The ones I have spent time with, or merely observed, are unfailingly gracious in posing for a photo or signing an autograph. Perhaps because this game has no long-term contracts they can afford to torch few bridges.




  Their lives are not presented here in search of sympathy, or to make excuses as to why they are who they are. Their stories are given in the spirit of explanation, and because they so often contain the twists and turns that make the mystery of all our lives so fascinating.
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   CHRIS ANTLEY




   




  Charismatic




  No loved one should have to endure the scene that Bryan Antley found December 3, 2000, when he entered his brother’s California home.




  The million-dollar house outside Los Angeles was in disarray. Cryptic writing, like graffiti, littered the walls. A bedroom door was pulled off its hinges. Bedding and clothes were strewn about. Splotches of blood marred the floor and walls. And Bryan’s older brother, jockey Chris Antley, lay lifeless in a hallway, a pool of blood forming a halo from a cut on his forehead.




  Pasadena police were called to the scene, and they listed the cause of death as “severe trauma to the head.” Paramedics termed the circumstances “suspicious,” and police began a homicide investigation while the Los Angeles County Coroner’s Office started its work.




  Chris Antley the jockey hadn’t an enemy in the world. Routinely he would peel off bills from his pocket to back-stretch workers in need. Strangers whom he befriended on airplanes felt within minutes they’d known him all their lives, lauded his kindness, and recalled the instant affection they felt toward him.
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  BARBARA D. LIVINGSTON




  But Antley, a rider possessed of divine talent, was cut down by human imperfection. In the throes of manic depression, one thinks he can befriend anyone and do anything. The bizarre actions that take hold can include associating with unsavory characters.




  One such character, whom Antley met through a shared taste for methamphetamine, was arrested on unrelated drug charges shortly after Antley’s death. Police, though, couldn’t build a homicide case that stuck. And six weeks later when the coroner’s office came forward with its findings, the jockey’s death was ruled accidental and self-inflicted, caused by a lethal combination of four drugs, including amphetamines, antidepressants, and anti-seizure medication.




  The investigation was closed, but the acute sense of loss remains painful to the world of horse racing, a world that Antley enriched with his winning personality and stark riding skill.




  When Chris Antley died, various trainers, jockeys, agents, owners, and media members expressed grief, and sorrow rushed from each and every one’s lips. What was disquieting, however, aside from the terrible loss, was the resigned acceptance that accompanied the death of the thirty-four-year-old. Nobody seemed all that surprised.




  The roller-coaster ride that was Chris Antley’s life had long ago left watchers gripping the handrails with white knuckles, wondering what sideways veer or topsy-turvy dip or vertical climb was next. The great triumphs and precipitous descents had already taken the breath away from observers. His professional soap opera spanned eighteen years and starred both random acts of startling kindness and grievous ones of self-destruction. Chris Antley’s smooth control on the back of a horse could not have been further from the jarring, lurching ride of his life.




  Horsemen always commented about what a natural Antley was on a horse. That naturalness came not from an innate skill, but from hard, concentrated work. Antley wasn’t born into racing. He was born into a family that moved from Florida to Elloree, South Carolina, when he was seven. That family, however, broke up, and his parents separated shortly after Chris became a teenager. His father, an oil-company worker, moved to Columbia, an hour away.




  “His family was busting up, and Chris and his younger brother and sister were having problems with that,” said Franklin Smith, who trained, and still trains, horses in Elloree. “My neighbor here next to the training center had a fish pond, and Chris would go over there and fish, and I think he came out here on his bike one day looking for something to take his mind off everything else. Man, he took to the horses right off. After the first day he came out here; as soon as school was out, here he’d come.”




  “I was trying to be a football player,” said Antley during an interview in early 2000. “But I weighed seventy-five pounds. If I weighed the same as the other guys, nobody could have handled me. At school I really wanted to fit in. You need that status. You need that Izod shirt. But I was little, and my family didn’t have a lot of money.”




  So along with mowing lawns, Chris Antley worked at the stables, mucking stalls, pulling the manure cart, raking the shed rows, and cleaning the feed tubs. After two days, he was handed a twenty-dollar bill, and it felt pretty good to him. He could get that shirt, go out on a weekend night like the other kids who were more secure financially. He also had a purpose. He was involved with something.




  At first he knew nothing about horses. He didn’t even think about getting on one. He had no idea that jockeys were small. “I’d never seen racing. When the Kentucky Derby came on TV, I’d turn the channel. I had no interest at all.”




  At fifteen Antley began to turn horses out to pasture and bring them in. Cowboys showed him how to walk a horse around in circles. He got on yearlings, lying on their backs as they were turned in their stalls. He began shed row walking. “Some of the people here told him he looked like a jock, that he’d make a good jock,” Smith said, “and it started fascinating him. Next thing you know, he was going around the barn on an old lead pony, and from then on you couldn’t keep him off a horse.” He was learning as the yearlings were. A cowboy taught him how to blow the horn to post through the side of his mouth. He started jogging horses. Then he tried galloping.




  “The first time I galloped on the racetrack I was sitting down and hanging on to the reins,” Antley said. “The other guys were standing up in the saddle, so I decided I was going to stand up. I let the reins drop loose a little, went three strides, the horse slammed on the brakes, dropped his head, and I hit the ground. My first case of humility. I had to learn. I made sure I was ready next time, and I don’t remember getting dropped after that on the farm.




  “In later years the word ‘natural’ came up a lot; people would say that about me. But as far as me knowing that, no, I was just trying to do what the other guys were doing. Everyone was caught up in which horses they were getting on and whose was better. That was the big thing: ‘He got one over there that can fly.’ I got on this one horse — the sign in his stall read ‘Parade of Stars.’ Turns out that was his father’s name, but I didn’t know that. He was a chestnut, and I fell in love with him.”




  If the horse was lying down when Antley got there after school, Chris would lie on the horse’s stomach. When it was brush-up time, “Parade of Stars” was groomed until he glowed. Without a shank, the horse followed Antley around like a pony. A powerful bond formed. Antley ordered a gold riding helmet with stars around it — a parade of stars.




  “With his family situation, it was a tough adjustment for a kid that age,” said Smith. “What Chris was doing out here was something for him to focus on and get his mind off the other. Once he started to get involved he emptied himself out to it. He was as quick a study on a horse as anyone you could find.”




  His helmet arrived in time for Chris to wear for the Elloree Trials, in which he rode “Parade of Stars.” The pair ended up winning the trials. After that event, the horses are up to running three-eighths of a mile, and it’s time for them to ship north to the races. “When it was time for him to leave I couldn’t take it,” Antley said. “I put his bandages on and led him to the van. I’d bought a Ford Escort, and I followed that van up into North Carolina. It was killing me. I finally turned around three-quarters of the way through North Carolina and went back home.




  “I went straight to my room and started packing an old army trunk. My mom came in and asked what I was doing. I said, ‘I’m going north with Parade of Stars for the summer,’ and she said, ‘No you’re not.’ And I said, ‘Watch.’ I left. I went to Bubba Fogel’s gas station on the corner, got a map, and went to Delaware Park.”




  Leaving home and high school behind, Antley headed for the stable of Hamilton Smith, Franklin Smith’s brother. Smith had no idea Antley was coming, and Antley, fifteen, could have easily passed for eight. The stable gate guard thought so too, and Antley’s lack of a license (“I didn’t know you needed one”) got him the boot. Eventually Antley got the paperwork and began galloping horses for Hamilton Smith.




  “He gave me a tough time, busted on me from the day I walked in. If I worked a horse too fast he’d say, ‘Boy, take your boots off and put your tennis shoes on,’ and he’d make me walk hots for a week. I’d have to rake up the walking ring when it was one hundred degrees outside. But I loved him.”




  Said Hamilton Smith: “I guess I was rough on him by today’s standards. Like any kid he’d get to playing around and not paying attention to what he was doing, and the only way to get him to focus was to set him down. I put him on the ground for a while and he didn’t like that. He’d carry on and cry. He loved getting on horses.




  “He was a little baby-faced-looking thing, looked like he was about ten years old. My brother said the kid was a born natural on a racehorse, and it turned out to be. He was a good-hearted boy, do anything for anybody, hard working and conscientious about horses. Never gave me an ounce of trouble for the year I had his contract. Didn’t smoke or drink at that time. Only thing that boy ever wanted to do was ride horses.”




  Antley began riding a race here and there, and was pulling down $117 a week at Smith’s barn. Each week he’d put a hundred dollar bill under his floor mat and try to live on the seventeen dollars plus whatever he could hustle shooting pool. His chestnut love was entered in a race four weeks after Antley’s arrival. He took the four crisp hundred dollar bills and bet them on the horse.




  “To bet four hundred dollars on a horse...whew! But I loved this horse with a passion. And he won. I was loaded. I was The Man. They ended up running him on the grass, and he broke down. I didn’t know anything about the concept of horses breaking down. I’d never seen that. But he was the horse that got me there.”




  The horse’s real name was Surviving the Life.




  Antley traveled farther north, and success followed. Just one year into his career, Antley won the first of three consecutive riding titles at Monmouth Park. At the age of twenty, he was the national leading rider in wins, scoring 469 times in 1985. Riding day and night, he triumphed in thirty-seven stakes races that year, mostly at Philadelphia Park, Monmouth Park, and Meadowlands. The following year he made the winner’s circle 391 times, and in 1987, rode 340 winners. That year he became the first jockey to win nine races in a day. His name was also showing up aboard grade I victors such as Single Blade in the Gazelle Handicap, Bordeaux Bob in the Philip H. Iselin Handicap, and Without Feathers in the Monmouth Oaks. He won the latter contest again the following year with Maplejinsky.




  By 1989, at age twenty-four, Antley was established in New York, becoming the leading rider there. That year he pulled a DiMaggio and won at least one race for a record sixty-four straight days. Antley was living large, but now he was living hard as well. As the eighties melted away, he had already been suspended twice for drug use. Antley’s lack of education, surplus of money, battle with weight, and the proximity of unsavory company proved a prescription for disaster.




  “I was young, and everything happened fast and easy for me,” he said. “It was a rush to the top, with people saying ‘he’s great, he’s this, he’s that.’ Now you’re up in that air with all the hoopla, and by association, you’re that person they’re talking about. And now people are hanging around you even though you know the friendship isn’t there. It wasn’t like the realness of South Carolina. I’d left home when I was fifteen. I was in the big world, but I didn’t know where to go. It was easy to get lost.”




  When Antley talked, his ice-blue eyes seemed to look straight through the listener. Nobody who saw those eyes will ever forget them, or his baby face. At age thirty-four, Antley could have passed for nineteen. “It’d be easy to say ‘the racetrack is bad’ or ‘the racetrack has drugs and bad people who drink too much,’” he said. “But that stuff’s all over the world. My faults don’t come from that, they’re from the process of growing up and trying to be a man of responsibility. I had to learn by being my own boss. I had money. You get a confidence of well being, but you’re looking for that next outlet — whether it’s to go have fun or go be depressed. It’s all another vice to eliminate your feelings — be it up, down, or sideways. But it boils down to self, not the job.”




  The roller coaster was heading back up after Antley returned from suspension to ride the Gulfstream Park meet in 1991. There, he renewed a friendship with New York-based trainer Nick Zito. “Nicky and I had always been close,” Antley said. “I’d worked a lot of horses for him, and I fit in well around his barn. We’d both been highly publicized. We clicked as a team, but it wasn’t just a business relationship. We’d talk about life, too.”




  Zito’s Strike the Gold finished a narrow second in the
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  Antley’s determination earned him his second Derby.




ANNE M. EBERHARDT




  1991 Florida Derby under Craig Perret, and was making up ground at the end of the nine furlongs. Antley got the mount on him for Keeneland’s Blue Grass Stakes, and the two came away with top honors. That set up a decision for Antley, who was also the rider of the LeRoy Jolley-trained filly Meadow Star, reportedly being considered for the Kentucky Derby as well. Both trainers wanted a commitment from Antley, who had ridden Private Terms in the 1988 Derby, and Shy Tom, one year later, to off-the-board finishes.




  “With two horses that looked like they could be anything, that’s a hard decision,” the rider said. “I talked it over with my agent, and we thought Strike the Gold’s Blue Grass was tremendous. But I didn’t want to go public because I wanted to stay on Meadow Star, too, and I thought they were bluffing about the Derby. So I called Nicky at home and assured him I was riding his horse, but I asked him not to make it public. The filly ended up not running in the Derby.




  “There was a lot of excitement in the days before the race. Reality set in that I was going back to the Derby, and my hands were shaking when I flew into town. I’d go to Nicky’s barn and stay there all day. (Trainer D. Wayne) Lukas used to laugh at me. I’d be sleeping on the bales of hay in the middle of the barn, hanging out with the help. But it made me feel like part of the team. We were a family in that stable.”




  Antley’s biggest concern was Strike the Gold’s come-from-behind running style. In a big Derby field, the trip factor looms large. “I had the confidence that we could win it, but I also felt ‘just let me get lucky, let the holes open.’ Those are the anxieties you get before a race like the Derby. When race time comes, there’s a switch that turns off. You get into a zone where it’s just another race, and people aren’t hollering, and you go into a tunnel and relax. My biggest thing as a race-rider is ‘don’t try to make things happen.’ It’ll happen if you’re in the right place. When you try too hard, it gets you into mistakes. You relax, get calm, and go with the horse.”




  As usual, Strike the Gold dropped back early, jumping up and down as he got hit with dirt kicked up by the horses in front. Antley nudged him to stay in the race and not lose position, but they sat tenth around the first turn. Antley found himself inside Angel Cordero Jr. and Quintana up the backstretch. They were both on the move, and both looking to get into a hole big enough for just one of them. Antley called Cordero “the greatest rider I ever rode with,” but friendships were left at the gate.




  “We’re approaching that hole and Angel says to me, ‘You got any horse?’ ‘Yeah, I got some horse, Poppy.’ And just as we get to the hole, I push Angel out and he gets pinched. I angle out and the horse is running, passing horses into the turn like they’re in a gallop. My rule of thumb with three-year-olds going that far is the wire’s at the quarter pole. You don’t close in the Derby. You stagger home.




  “I had the momentum. Now I hit him left-handed, and he goes to his right lead but he’s getting out. But he’s still running and he’s in front down the stretch. You know those security guys who stand on the outside rail without moving? They moved, ’cause I was coming straight for them. We actually went where the track was unharrowed. There were almost no pictures of that finish because the cameras weren’t set that wide out. We hit the wire, and I kinda blacked out.




  “I stood up and froze there at the end of the knot. When I watch it, I get chills. I remember getting to the outrider and realizing I’d better sit down. He’s galloping over to pick me up, and I’m not even trying to pull up the horse. I was in shock. During the ceremony I was like, ‘Did this really happen?’ Because winning the Derby is an immortal thing to any rider.




  “After the Derby people would ask me who my favorite horse was, and Strike the Gold would never come up. He was an Alydar, and they’re a different sort. I don’t know how to say it...he was an ass. He wouldn’t listen, he wouldn’t pay attention, and he’d do exactly what he wanted when he wanted. He cost us the Belmont. He was much the best that day.”




  Antley’s best was soon to desert him as well. He packed his immortality and tried to leave his East Coast troubles behind by starting fresh on the West Coast. He enjoyed solid meets in Southern California throughout 1993 and 1994, winning 204 races in ’94. Solid horses such as River Flyer, Individual Style, and Stuka carried him to stakes wins. Although certainly among the top jockeys, Antley nevertheless didn’t revisit his whiz kid numbers from the eighties.




  By 1995 his attendance was becoming spotty. There were riding infractions and also a shoulder injury. His business slowed. The lack of a significant personal relationship weighed on him. He tired of fighting weight, and his concentration and enthusiasm for the game waned. Depression began to get the best of him, and “personal reasons” kept him off the track for part of 1996. He returned to New York briefly. Then, after accepting twenty-three mounts back at Oak Tree at Santa Anita in the autumn of 1997, he bailed out — and returned home to South Carolina.




  “At this level you have to show up and play the game correctly,” Antley said. “There’s no slacking off. There are no contracts here. You’re as good as what you’ve done lately. Everyone wants the hot jock. You fall off mentally. Your discipline fades over time. It’s not fun anymore. You get depressed. Not all riders go through that, but I do. It would be a shock for people to go through what we do. If I could pull you through one of my bad days...you wake up six pounds too heavy and you’re not excited because only half your mounts have a chance. You take water pills and coffee, depleting your vitamins and minerals. What we do to our bodies, and then go ride races. It’s impossible.




  “I thought my life was over at thirty. I didn’t want to live anymore. It’s all downhill — I’m gonna get older and uglier. It’s ruin.”




  Around that time Antley was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, another term for manic depression, which would play all too big a role in his final years. Back in South Carolina he hit bottom, ballooning up to 147 pounds. ‘What am I going to do now? What am I going to do?’ he asked himself. He thought about opening a restaurant. He published a stock market newsletter via computer, but others always thought him more adept in that field than he saw himself. Finally he decided he wanted to return to riding. The roller coaster was about to make one more dramatic upward trip.




  When his father left for work each morning, Antley left too. He decided that he had a job as well — to run and train and make it back to the races. “When I left the house every day, I didn’t say I was going to run three or five miles. I was heading out just to put one foot in front of the other. I was geared up like Rambo. I had a ritual. All bandaged up, I’d stretch, and then head off, not knowing where I was going. I had to keep moving, and that was it. Keep moving and you don’t get hungry. I’d show up at my sister’s house midday and she’d make iced tea, and I’d play with her kids and shoot hoops with them; then I’d be out again.




  “Go to the Wal-Mart, look at the books and magazines. I looked like a wacko. Here’s this guy with a stocking cap — my Superman cap — when I put on that cap I’m The Man. I gotta have that hat, and I don’t care if you look at me funny. With the Walkman and the backpack and I’m sweating — you don’t see much of that in Carolina.”




  Antley’s travels put him back in touch with reality. His runs took him past “people who didn’t have jobs, kids that weren’t eating. You notice a lot of things, plus the music directs you to certain areas — rebel slamming music, ghetto music, Creedence for traveling forever and not getting tired. It all made me want to get out of there. It made me want something more.




  “I wish I would have taken before and after pictures. This was day and night, and not just the weight. It had to do with the soul. I had a glow in my eye. I cared about myself again. I walked into the Santa Anita jocks’ room in February, 1999, at 112 pounds, and I was the fittest S.O.B. in that room by a hundred lengths. Eighteen months away. I got on horses two mornings and then I rode races.”




  Antley had to fight to earn his way back. Another jockey would go out of town to ride a stakes, and Antley would pick up a winning mount. Business was growing slowly, as well as could be anticipated with short fields and a dozen top riders in the room. That April he won a race for trainer D. Wayne Lukas. In the winner’s circle, Lukas told Antley to watch Charismatic, who was running in the Lexington Stakes at Keeneland the following day. “Tell me what you think,” Lukas said. “He’s probably going to the Derby, and you can ride him if you want.”




  Antley watched the race on television and got a chill inside. It wasn’t the strongest field, but Charismatic, a former claiming horse, did it the right way, the same way Strike the Gold had won the Blue Grass eight years earlier. Antley figured the horse was 100-1, but it was still a chance. There were no standouts coming up to the Derby, and the possibility started building in his mind that he could actually win this thing again. He had told his dad jokingly when he left home that he was going to win the Derby. It was part of pumping himself up.




  By Derby Day, Antley was talking trash to the other riders, telling them he was a cinch. Meanwhile, the first time he laid eyes on Charismatic in person was in the paddock before the Derby. He had looked over the race and strategized that he would try and stay out in the four-path rather than try to save ground down on the inside. When a horrific logjam formed down at the rail going into the Derby’s first turn, it was clear Antley had made the right move. He nudged the horse to keep position the length of the back-stretch. They passed a handful of horses and hit the top of the stretch behind only Cat Thief.




  “Into the second turn I was still nudging, but he’s slowing down a little, his legs are starting to swing, and I’ve already gone to the whip. But nobody’s coming, and I’m thinking maybe I can stay for a piece. I kept riding hard, a steady grind. I endured him to the wire.




  “I was numbed out. There was no crowd involved. It wasn’t like with Strike the Gold, where you felt lucky to win a great race. This was more spiritual. The hardest dream, and it was coming true. That whole journey. I wasn’t even in the game playing. And then there I was. I was so warm inside it made me cry. To get there through all that.”




  If Antley’s victories in the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness aboard Charismatic made him an incredible comeback story, his defeat with that horse in the Belmont Stakes made him as close to a national hero as horse racing gets. He knew before the race he could be in for trouble.




  “The horse was shifting and rocking in the post parade,” he said. “If it wasn’t for the national focus, I would have scratched him. I was scared to death, but if it’s destiny that I go down...He was struggling the whole race, but he was just one of those stayers. I knew he couldn’t win, and I was just giving a sigh of relief that he made it — and then it went.”




  Charismatic broke down in the shadow of the finish line, and Antley, reacting quickly, got off the colt’s back and held his injured leg off the ground to prevent further damage. It is quite possible he saved the horse’s life. On national television, more coverage was given to Charismatic post-race than to the winner, Lemon Drop Kid. In defeat, the legend of Chris Antley only grew.




  “I remember walking back to the jockeys’ room after the ambulance came and I’d handed Charismatic over,” Antley said. “I could hear the people get louder and louder and I’m thinking the winner’s galloping back awfully late. But there was no horse around. The people were yelling for me, but I’m actually still in shock. I’ve been involved in breakdowns, those tragedy days where you lose fifty percent of the fans. It was a miracle this wasn’t one of them.”




  Antley seemingly couldn’t lose for the remainder of the summer of 1999. He kicked home stakes winners such as River Keen, Joe Who, A Lady From Dixie, Doneraile Court, and Forestry. But by autumn of that year he was gone once again, sidelined by a combination of balky shoulders and knees, weight problems, and depression.
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  Antley’s quick reaction might have saved Charismatic.




  MIKE CORRADO




  There was a brief comeback at the beginning of 2000 at Santa Anita, and then the mercurial Antley left the track once again — this time for good. There was hope that he would find happiness when he married ABC Sports producer Natalie Jowett in a Las Vegas ceremony in the spring. But Antley was fast becoming a recluse again. He stopped taking or returning calls from horsemen and concerned friends.




  Trainer Bob Baffert, who gave the bride away at Antley’s wedding, talked to him sporadically during the dramatic downward spiral that marked the last months of the rider’s life. Jockey Gary Stevens visited Antley’s home several times, trying to talk him into a drug rehabilitation program. He could not get through to his friend.




  Anyone who has a close friend or relative mired in the throes of manic depression knows that it is, in the words of Jimi Hendrix, a “frustrating mess.” You talk and talk and they seem to understand, but there is a disconnect from reality, a wild tilt between depression and mania. Things such as stress and drug use only compound the problem.




  Not even the upcoming birth of his daughter could lift Antley out of his final cycle. There was a drunk-driving arrest; a methamphetamine lab in Antley’s home; the destruction of computer equipment and his television; and finally, a drug overdose and a delusional fit.




  “Chris may have died last week,” said Baffert, “but he really left us a while ago.”




  The tributes poured in from all corners of the industry. Baffert called him a “fierce competitor, strong on a horse.” Lukas, struggling to make sense of it all, termed him “talented, articulate, likable. He had so many plusses; it makes all of this even more of a shame.”




  “He always seemed to be searching for something,” noted Gary Stevens. “Everybody has their ups and downs, and unfortunately Chris didn’t respond well to the downs. He had a troubled life.”




  Less than a year before his death, Antley had looked forward to the future, to accomplishing more than personal triumphs. “I overcame myself this past year, and now I know I’m not done,” he said. “There are other goals off away from myself. Sure, I can win the Derby again. But then it’s still just you sitting there. I want to achieve something with people and learning and teaching, something that’s rewarding for others. I’m tired of fighting me. That’s the road I have to do.”




  Tragically, it is a road that will remain untraveled.




OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
Z=2)





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
UPDATED EDITION

OF THEIR

The Triumphs and Turmoil
of Racing’s Top Jockeys

LENNY SHULMAN





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
Z=2)





