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INTRODUCTION

A Dream Come True

When I was approached about writing this book, I was flattered and, simultaneously, apprehensive. Like many people, I was a huge fan of Secretariat, for reasons well beyond his “leading man” looks and stupendous performances.


His sire, Bold Ruler, was my first great love as a race-horse, and I watched in amazement and delight as he forged an almost unparalleled stud career. As the years passed though, his stallion record contained one glaring hole: no winners of a Triple Crown race, which led critics to conclude his progeny lacked the stamina required for classic company.


By the time Secretariat appeared as a two-year-old, I had largely given up hope that Bold Ruler, by then deceased, would ever sire a winner of a Triple Crown race or, for that matter, winners of those late summer and fall middle-distance events integral to winning year-end championships.


Secretariat, with his appearance and running style, immediately rekindled my forlorn hopes but also my fear that he was the last best hope, leaving no margin for error.


His subsequent career, of course, was a dream come true, although not without its valleys to offset those very high peaks. I found myself on emotional edge prior to his races and drained afterward; I was actually relieved when he retired from racing. Even though I had no connection with the horse, I felt as if a little part of him belonged to me.


My apprehension in writing this book was twofold:(1) how could I possibly convey my feelings and write a balanced, readable, factually accurate account of his life; (2) what could I add to the many words already written or spoken about him? Finally, I realized that if nothing new could be added to the Secretariat legend, there were always new ways of asking old questions or portraying forgotten images.


I was helped immeasurably by the immense number of words already penned about the horse, notably the two books that appeared within two years of his last race.


One, a coffee table book by Raymond G. “Raymie” Woolfe named Secretariat, was full of both photos from early foalhood through the end of his racing life and words written by a horseman who, his years of experience notwithstanding, had allowed himself to fall in love with the supremely handsome son of Bold Ruler.


The other was Big Red of Meadow Stable, a book with a hokey title and a ton of substance by longtime Sports Illustrated writer Bill Nack. This skilled reporter surpassed the call of duty in producing the most in-depth and insider look at the great racehorse. Nack did all the right things — researching thoroughly, asking pointed questions, providing behind-the-scenes details of the horse’s day-to-day life and the personalities nearest to him — and then he added one more vital ingredient. Passion.


Nack felt a truly personal and deeply emotional attachment to his subject that let him define Secretariat’s life — and death — in a way that told a gripping yet glorious tale, bringing into focus the hold Secretariat had on so many fans and industry professionals (the book was reprinted in 2002 as Secretariat: The Making of a Champion).


Nack, Woolfe, and the writings of Charlie Hatton, Kent Hollingsworth, Tony Morris, and Ed Bowen, among others, provided much fodder for this book. My own recollections began on a July day with a happenstance purchase at an Alexandria, Virginia, drugstore of a Daily Racing Form (the old broadsheet) that listed a chestnut colt by Bold Ruler out of Somethingroyal in its New York entries.


The dream, for me, began there and has never really ended. Secretariat appears in my mind’s eye today as readily as he did in 1972 and ’73: on his best day, the best racehorse I ever saw or expect to see. I even had my Secretariat race-watching outfit: blue-and-white checked shirt, dark blue slacks, mostly polyester, of course (this was the seventies, after all).


He was the fulfillment of my own modest hopes, an inspiration for a career in the most interesting and enriching of sporting endeavors, a place where, when all is said and done, we are only as good as our horses.


Secretariat was the Bold Ruler I had awaited, the horse American racing wanted and needed. I hope I have done him justice.


Timothy T. Capps


Columbia, Maryland 2002
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PROLOGUE

Long Live The Crown

The term “Triple Crown” was first used in horse racing in the mid-nineteenth century to describe England’s then most-sought-after events for three-year-old Thoroughbreds: the Two Thousand Guineas at Newmarket, the Derby Stakes at Epsom Downs, and the St. Leger Stakes at Doncaster.


The races had been around awhile (the St. Leger was first run in 1776, the Derby in 1780, the Guineas in 1809) when, in 1853, West Australian finally swept the triumvirate. He was later to be acclaimed the first Triple Crown winner. Only fourteen others have followed thus far in England’s storied racing history, most recently Nijinsky II in 1970.


The idea for an American Triple Crown patterned after the English version surfaced in New York in the latter part of the nineteenth century. The Withers Stakes (one mile), the Belmont Stakes (one and a half miles), and the Lawrence Realization (then one and five-eighths miles) comprised the triple, with distances and scheduling very similar to their English counterparts, but the series never seemed to catch on with American horsemen.


By the early twentieth century, the Kentucky Derby, at Churchill Downs in Louisville; the Preakness Stakes, at Pimlico in Baltimore; and the Belmont Stakes, at Belmont Park in New York, had become individually important races. Their prizes, distances, and scheduling (all three were run in the spring) meant that most nice three-year-olds had one or more of these events on their schedules.


The three races were not connected, as is the case today, and the Derby and Preakness were often run only a few days apart, with the Preakness sometimes coming first. Therefore, it was not unusual for horses in the early part of the century to compete in both the Derby and Preakness, and, depending on their form, reappear in the Belmont, sometimes with a race or two (such as the Withers) in between.


The first horse to win the Derby, Preakness, and Belmont was Sir Barton in 1919, and, like West Australian in 1853, he was not called a Triple Crown winner at the time.


In 1930, eleven years after Sir Barton’s sweep, Gallant Fox captured the Derby, Preakness, and Belmont. At the time, the three races were starting to coalesce as a series. The day after Gallant Fox’s Belmont victory, a story in the New York Times, written by Bryan Field (who would later manage Delaware Park), referred to Gallant Fox’s Derby-Preakness-Belmont sweep as “the Triple Crown.”


In the early thirties, Daily Racing Form columnist Charlie Hatton began referring to the threesome as the Triple Crown, with all the exuberant praise his pen could muster, and by the time Omaha and War Admiral had won the three races in 1935 and 1937, respectively, the term was routinely used by writers and radio broadcasters nationwide.


Thus, the view that the media concocted the Triple Crown with the sheer magnitude of its coverage, especially of the Derby, may have been merited. However, without substance the hype wouldn’t have lasted.


The Triple Crown was competitive and grueling; it demanded all the talent and tenacity a Thoroughbred could exhibit. It took a good horse to win one of the three races, an exceptional one to win two, and something extraordinary to sweep the series.


That it was done four times from 1941 through 1948 (Whirlaway, 1941; Count Fleet, 1943; Assault, 1946; Citation, 1948) is remarkable and a testimonial to the class and durability of the horses that accomplished the feat, especially in light of what was to follow.


Citation waged a remarkable three-year-old campaign in 1948. He won nineteen of twenty starts, including the Triple Crown races, and in many circles, was thought to be the equal of Man o’ War.


After Citation, even if there were no foreseeable star on the horizon, history suggested a Triple Crown winner would be along shortly. With seven Triple Crown winners in the last two decades, the feat seemed easily attainable.


By the early 1950s, the series was clearly the place to be for a three-year-old male in the spring. But with the growing visibility of the Triple Crown resulting in pointing horses toward the series, winning any or all of the three races was becoming more difficult.


Still, it was hard to imagine many years going by without a Triple Crown winner, a new celebrity horse for fans to admire and a nation to follow on the fast-growing medium of network television.


The great gray of the early fifties, Native Dancer, barely lost the Triple Crown when he was beaten by a head in the 1953 Derby before winning the Preakness and Belmont and becoming racing’s first television star.


Over the next few decades, there would be several standout Thoroughbreds who would win two Triple Crown races — Nashua, Tim Tam, Carry Back, Northern Dancer, Damascus, and Majestic Prince, among others — but no new Triple Crown winner.


By now, with more than two decades having passed since Citation’s Triple Crown sweep, racing journalists and many industry participants were beginning to question whether the Triple Crown was winnable anymore.


Were the races too close together? Should they be shortened — at least the Derby and Belmont? Were Thoroughbreds now too frail to handle the rigors of three top-level competitions in five weeks?


Purists snorted and said, “What was good enough for Gallant Fox, Count Fleet, or Citation should be good enough for succeeding generations. The Triple Crown should be tough to win; besides, these races probably get too much hype anyway, when the focus should be on other key races, especially in the fall. The racing season is all year, not simply five weeks in the spring.”


Regardless of the merits of the various arguments, by the early seventies two post-World War II trends in American racing had evolved in ways that made the Triple Crown less attainable than in its early years.


One was the significant increase in winter racing, which provided earlier and more varied options for the trainers of Triple Crown prospects and presented new preparation challenges.


The second, and perhaps more important, was the dramatic increase in the foal crops.


Sir Barton’s crop, foals of 1916, numbered 2,128; Gallant Fox’s crop was 4,182; Omaha’s, 5,256; War Admiral’s, 4,924; Whirlaway’s, 5,696; Count Fleet’s, 6,003; Assault’s, 5,923; Citation’s, 5,819.


The North American foal crop topped ten thousand for the first time in 1956, reached twenty thousand in 1966, and was at 24,361 by 1970. Racing had grown to accommodate the increase, but there could be little doubt that in the late sixties and onward, a Triple Crown aspirant faced tougher odds than did his predecessors. Bigger foal crops meant more competition at all levels.


As the sport headed into the seventies, the question of whether another Triple Crown winner would emerge weighed heavily, especially in light of other changes affecting American racing. Fan attendance, if adjusted for the additional racing days being added to track schedules throughout the country, was stagnant, at best. Although growing, wagering handle, like attendance, was going sideways or downward if adjusted for both additional racing days and inflation.


Shrewd observers of racing also noted something else in the early seventies: the sport was losing the battle on the network television front. Being on television had proven to be a boon to many sports, especially professional football and golf, while network television generally confined its exposure of racing to the Triple Crown and perhaps a few preps for those events.


Racing supposedly was not a good television sport because it lacked continuous action and, truth be told, many racing executives were not keen on televising races. They believed it would severely damage gate receipts and did not visualize television’s marketing opportunities.


A Triple Crown winner would certainly excite mass media interest, especially television coverage, but could it realistically happen? Was the American Triple Crown an anachronism because it had remained unwinnable for so long? As configured, was it even winnable? Was horse racing’s most meaningful event in danger of becoming irrelevant to anyone outside of racing’s inner circles?
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CHAPTER 1

Son Of Thunder

Doswell, Virginia, is another of those sleepy towns along U.S. Route 1 that once were the bane of truckers and tourists, who stopped and started their way along the nation’s major North-South thoroughfare in the days before vast interstate highways.

Doswell is now familiar, if at all, as the Interstate 95 exit for Paramount’s Kings Dominion, a popular amusement park. Drivers speeding toward Washington, D.C., or Richmond, Virginia, may have noticed the exit sign.

A few miles away from I-95 and its array of gas stations, chain hotels, and restaurants, towns like Doswell and those throughout the rest of Caroline and Hanover counties aren’t much different than they were decades ago, sleepy rural towns that are now largely bedroom communities for Richmond.

The central Virginia area they occupy is the western edge of the Tidewater section of the state, and, like much of the surrounding area, has a significant historical heritage. Hanover County is the birthplace of the famed orator and politician Patrick Henry, who is best known for a fiery pre-American Revolution public speech, with which he concluded, “As for me, give me liberty or give me death.” His life inspired twentieth century historian Henry Mayer to title his biography of Henry, A Son of Thunder, a term that uniquely describes the flamboyant Henry, who was noted for his powerful oratory and staunch defense of individual liberties. He was a larger-than-life and sometimes controversial character, and an important factor in the evolution of the Bill of Rights in the U.S. Constitution.

Hanover County also is the death site of cavalry commander and Civil War legend General James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart. The “eyes and ears” of Robert E. Lee, Stuart died in 1864 after being wounded at Yellow Tavern as the Confederate star continued to wane. Revolutionary War hero George Rogers Clark and William Clark (the Clark in the Lewis and Clark expedition) grew up in neighboring Caroline County, where Stonewall Jackson and John Wilkes Booth drew their last breaths.

Topographically, the region is made up mostly of gently rolling lowlands punctuated by rivers, streams, and swamps. In the summer the steamy air sticks to the skin. Mosquitoes and other hot-weather bugs abound. Heavy rains can quickly push waterways like the North Anna River and its companion, the South Anna, over their banks and into surrounding lowlands.

The two Annas, in fact, proved inhospitable enough that Union General Ulysses S. Grant decided not to confront Lee’s troops along their banks. Instead, he circled the area and moved south of Richmond to Petersburg for what would be the climactic campaign of the Civil War in the East.

More than five decades before Virginia became the Civil War’s premier battleground, Charles Dabney Morris established The Meadow, a large family farm on the banks of the North Anna River near Doswell. The family would lose the farm in the traumatic Reconstruction era, but a family member, Christopher Chenery, would buy it back in 1936.

Chenery was a Richmond native who grew up in Ashland, Virginia, a few miles south of Doswell and The Meadow. He studied engineering at Washington and Lee College, eventually getting into the public utility business by consolidating several private water and gas companies and taking them public.

Chenery, who was always interested in horses, had the resources by 1936 to begin converting his enthusiasm into a serious pastime. He drained swampland and developed The Meadow’s 2,600 acres into a working horse farm, then began buying fillies and mares for a broodmare band.

Three years later Chenery made the first of two purchases that would dramatically impact his racing and breeding world while establishing a perpetual legacy for The Meadow.

The first, out of the Edward F. Simms dispersal sale, was a yearling filly named Hildene for whom Chenery paid $750. Although well-bred enough, she appeared expensive even at $750 after failing to win in eight starts and earning one hundred dollars. Nonetheless, Chenery kept her for breeding, and in that arena she became a superstar.

Hildene’s second foal, Mangohick (by Sun Beau), was a minor stakes winner, but her fourth foal, Hill Prince, won the 1950 Preakness, was Horse of the Year that season, and was champion of his division at ages two, three, and four. Hill Prince’s younger full brothers, Prince Hill and Third Brother, were both capable hand-icappers in the mid-1950s. All were sons of Princequillo, an ex-claimer who became a quality distance horse.

Princequillo started his stud career for the Hancock family of Claiborne Farm fame at their Virginia farm, Ellerslie Stud, for a $250 fee and literally made himself a leading sire. He was eventually moved to Claiborne in Kentucky, where he became arguably the best broodmare sire in U.S. history, a matter of considerable importance to this story.

Hildene’s next-to-last offspring, the Turn-to colt First Landing, was champion two-year-old male in 1958, earned almost $800,000 in a three-year-career, and was a decent stallion, getting Riva Ridge, the dual classic winner in 1972 for Meadow Stable, the name in which Chenery’s horses raced.

The second of Chenery’s life-changing purchases was Imperatrice. Like Hildene, she was a foal of 1938 but a runner of much higher quality and, therefore, much more expensive.

Bred by William H. LaBoyteaux, Imperatrice was a filly with a reasonable pedigree whose racing and production exploits greatly enhanced her pedigree page. She was by Caruso, an early maturing son of Polymelian (broodmare sire of Polynesian, and a son of the great stallion Polymelus, sire of the seminal sire Phalaris). Caruso had speed and some durability but would soon fade into obscurity as a stallion, Imperatrice being his only important offspring.

Imperatrice’s female family didn’t have a lot to recommend it until one got back to the third dam, Cinq a Sept, who won the 1927 Irish Oaks and several stakes in England for American department store pioneer Marshall Field.

On the track, though, Imperatrice outran her pedigree. Trained by a former leading jockey, George Odom, she started thirty-one times in her three-year career, winning eleven races, among them four stakes, including Saratoga’s Test Stakes and the Fall Highweight Handicap, beating males, as a four-year-old. Although possessed of good acceleration, she could carry her speed through middle distances, and her quality assured that she would be sent to representative stallions at the outset of her broodmare career.

Her first foal, the filly Imperieuse, didn’t win but did produce a stakes winner. Imperatrice’s second foal was the Whirlaway filly Scattered, who won the Coaching Club American Oaks and Pimlico Oaks in 1948 and became a successful broodmare.

Imperatrice’s next two foals, Imperium and Squared Away, were by a LaBoyteaux-owned “house” sire, Piping Rock. While both offspring were stakes-winning sprinters, Squared Away became one of the best speed horses of his generation, winning eight stakes and placing in fourteen others.

By the time those two were displaying their racing merit, LaBoyteaux had died and Chenery had paid $30,000 for Imperatrice at a dispersal sale. The purchase did not pay immediate dividends. Imperatrice’s first three foals for him won seven races and just over $30,000, collectively, although one, Queens Moon, would become a good producer.

Imperatrice’s fourth foal for The Meadow was by Princequillo, who had elevated the blue-and-white block silks of Meadow Stable to prominence in 1949 and 1950 through his son Hill Prince. The foal’s name was, appropriately as future circumstances would have it, Somethingroyal, and she was born in 1952.

Somethingroyal would have to live up to her name in the breeding shed, for her racing career consisted of a single maiden race at Saratoga in 1954 in which she finished sixth. Bred the following year to home sire Bryan G., she produced an unraced gelding named Havidar, then foaled the stakes-placed filly Cherryville, by Correspondent.

Imperatrice, in the meantime, went on to produce three more stakes winners, including the good filly Speedwell, from the first crop of the brilliant racehorse, Bold Ruler.

In 1958 Somethingroyal was bred to the highly regarded young sire Turn-to, whose career was ended prematurely by a bowed tendon he suffered as the favorite before the 1954 Kentucky Derby. The resultant foal, to be named Sir Gaylord, arrived in the spring of 1959, following the sensational 1958 campaign of Meadow Stable’s First Landing, a member of Turn-to’s first crop.

Sir Gaylord’s pedigree suggested a middle-distance performer in the making, but he demonstrated uncommon quickness by the summer of his juvenile season, winning four stakes races in succession, among them Monmouth Park’s Sapling Stakes. The Sapling win made him the erstwhile leader of his division, but consecutive third-place finishes in the Hopeful, Futurity, Cowdin, and Champagne stakes left him adrift of the unbeaten Ridan, among others, in year-end championship voting. Some viewed him as a bit of a disappointment, perhaps a fast-maturing sprinter, although his pedigree indicated otherwise.

The following winter, though, Sir Gaylord was the rage of American racing, beating Ridan in the Bahamas Stakes at Hialeah, then winning the Everglades Stakes at the same track in a style that made him the early Kentucky Derby favorite. He missed the Flamingo with a minor injury and then won an allowance race to set him up for the Derby.

On the Friday before the classic, Sir Gaylord returned from a morning gallop somewhat worse for the experience, displaying a slight limp. That lameness turned out to be the result of a hairline fracture of a sesamoid bone, which led to his retirement from racing, potential unrealized.

Retired to stud at Claiborne Farm, Sir Gaylord became one of the best sires of the sixties and seventies and was as responsible as any other horse for the American invasion of European racing that would truly internationalize the Thoroughbred sport. Among his sixty stakes winners were champions Sir Ivor and Habitat, the former a splendid colt who won numerous high-class races in Europe, including the 1968 English Derby, then finished his career with a stylish victory in the Washington, D.C., International at Laurel.
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