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P.G. with Volponi
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It was raining and still dark when I got to the barn.

The barn was located behind the Oklahoma training track at Saratoga Race Course.

Saratoga is in upstate New York. The training track had been named in the early years, when people had to walk rather than drive to reach it, and its distance from the main track made it seem as remote as Oklahoma.

I squished through the mud, amid dark silhouettes of horses. It was 6 A.M. on the Monday of the last week of July 2003—the first week of Saratoga’s six-week racing season. It also was the first time in more than thirty years that I’d been in the Saratoga stable area.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for Mr. Johnson.”

“What the hell for?”

The voice was like sandpaper. The speaker was a short man with rounded shoulders. He was wearing a rain jacket and baseball cap, and standing, stooped, beneath a wooden overhang in front of a stall about halfway down the shed row. I hadn’t seen him since 1971, and I hadn’t actually met him even then, but I knew this had to be P.G.

“I called you last night,” I said. “You told me I could meet you here this morning.”

“Why would I have said that? Oh, Christ, you must be the guy I’m supposed to be nice to so my daughter doesn’t lose her goddamned job.”

I could hardly see him in the dark, through the rain.

“If you have any questions,” he said, “I’ll try to answer them. If it’s not inconvenient, I might even tell you the truth. But I hope you don’t have too many. Ocala’s my assistant, but don’t bother him, he’s a son of a bitch. And try to stay out of the way. I’m a working horse trainer, not a goddamned tourist destination.”

He turned, and started to shuffle back toward the end of the barn, to the small, dirt-floored cubicle that served as his office at Saratoga.

“I wanted to meet you thirty-two years ago,” I called after him.

“You’re late.”

“The first time I ever bet a hundred dollars was on a horse of yours. 1970. It was the day of the Travers. Cote-de-Boeuf. Jean Cruguet rode him. Four to one in the morning line. He finished out of the money.”

“You shouldn’t bet. I quit that foolishness years ago.”

“Later on, can I see Volponi?”

“Yeah, but for Christ’s sake don’t try to pet him, unless you want to start typing with your toes.”
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I was born in New York City in 1942, the year P. G. Johnson bought his first horse. My father’s father, an MIT graduate, had been an architect in Boston. My mother’s father, an Irish immigrant, had been a New York City fireman. Given such a disparity in bloodlines, if they’d been Thoroughbred horses, my parents would not have been bred to each other. As it was, the results were problematic.

We lived in an apartment in Forest Hills, Queens. My father—who had lost both his parents in the influenza epidemic of 1918, when he was two—was not a physically active man,but he did enjoy listening to sporting events on the radio.

I remember Red Barber describing Cookie Lavagetto’s two-outs-in-the-ninth pinch-hit double off the Ebbets Field right-field wall that not only gave the Brooklyn Dodgers a stunning 3-2 victory, but deprived Yankees pitcher Bill Bevens of the first no-hitter in World Series history. That was in 1947, when I was four.

I also remember my father and I listening to Clem McCarthy’s call of the 1948 Kentucky Derby, won by Citation, Eddie Arcaro aboard, with Calumet stablemate Coal-town finishing second.

My father—who had attended MIT, but had not graduated—did well enough in his business of preparing blueprints for New York City architects to enable us to move to a new home in Rye, in Westchester County.

There, on black-and-white TV, I not only saw Bobby Thompson’s home run in 1951, but I watched Dark Star beat Native Dancer in the 1953 Kentucky Derby. I also remember seeing Nashua beat Swaps in the 1955 match race at Chicago’s Washington Park (the biggest, it was said, since Seabiscuit vs. War Admiral), and being aghast when Willie Shoemaker misjudged the finish line aboard Gallant Man and lost the 1957 Kentucky Derby. Tom Fool, Bold Ruler, Round Table, Sword Dancer: These were heroes of my childhood sporting universe on a par with Joe DiMaggio,Ted Williams,and Jackie Robinson.

Eventually,my father took me to baseball games at Yankee Stadium and the Polo Grounds, and to Fordham University football games, but never to the races. My mother explained that no matter how splendid the Kentucky Derby might have seemed on television, the racetrack was a sordid place, populated by men even more disreputable than those who frequented taverns, or, to use her term, “gin mills.” I was to follow my father’s example and give both places a wide berth when I grew older. In response, I developed an extravagant fantasy life, in which I lived in a gin mill next to a racetrack, dividing my time equally between them.

That my father might have had more personal knowledge of either barrooms or racetracks than he let on was not something that occurred to me until one day—I must have been about ten at the time—when I spotted, among the many thick tomes on architectural history and design theory that filled the bookshelves of his study, a slim volume titled Win, Place and Show.

I took it down and began to read it, paying special attention to the portions my father had already underlined. It was not a long book, nor was it unduly complex, and I soon came to understand that the attainment of almost limitless wealth was well within the grasp of any horseplayer who learned to apply the author’s handicapping and wagering principles.

My mother found me before I could finish it. She grabbed the book from my hands as if it was an illustrated edition of Peyton Place.

“Where did you get that?”

I pointed to my father’s study.

“Well, I’ll be speaking to him about that!” She walked off with the book under her arm and I never saw it again. Nor did my father and I ever discuss the incident. There was a lot that we never discussed.

As a result, the racetrack—any racetrack—came to seem the most alluring destination on earth. I vowed to visit one on my own, as soon as I was old enough to take the train into New York City and to ride the New York subway by myself.

This happened when I was twelve. I went to Jamaica Race Track, in the borough of Queens. You were supposed to be twenty-one to bet, but I was tall for my age.

Jamaica closed in the late fifties, but by 1959, as a senior in high school, I was cutting afternoon classes in order to go to the new Aqueduct, farther out in Queens, near JFK Airport, which was named Idlewild at the time.

I made my first trip to Saratoga in August 1962, for the Travers Stakes. Jaipur beat Ridan by a nose. A lot of people don’t realize that Jaipur never won another race—which is neither here nor there, but it’s the sort of useless thing you remember from having spent a lot of time around the track.

For a while—stuck in college in central Massachusetts—I became a regular at such sorry venues as Suffolk Downs in Boston and Lincoln Downs and Narragansett in Rhode Island. I lost money on horses that were, on their best day, Thoroughbreds in name only, and I didn’t see many on their best day.

During vacations, I moved up in class. I got to Hialeah in the winter, Garden State and Pimlico in the spring, and Saratoga and Monmouth in the summer. By the time I graduated—which was a closer call than it should have been, in large part because I’d spent more time with the Morning Telegraph and Daily Racing Form than with my textbooks—I’d probably been to every Thoroughbred horse-racing track north of the Mason-Dixon Line and east of the Mississippi, and to quite a few that lay beyond.

In 1963, I hitchhiked to Louisville for the Kentucky Derby, snuck in through the stable entrance before dawn, and with my last two dollars made the most wonderful bet of my life—on Chateaugay.

Ridden by the magisterial Panamanian Braulio Baeza, Chateaugay beat the three favorites—Candy Spots, No Robbery, and Never Bend—and paid $20.80 to win.

In those days, there were two races on the Churchill Downs card after the Derby. I parlayed my Chateaugay profit and won them both. That night, I booked a suite at the Brown Hotel,which was as fancy as you could get in Louisville in the early sixties, and entertained a lovely secretary from Fort Wayne. The next day, instead of hitchhiking back to Massachusetts, I flew first-class on Allegheny.

But after that, my life at the track was mostly downhill. Once out of college, I broadened my range to include not only Chicago’s Arlington Park, but even Hollywood Park and Santa Anita in California. All too often, however, and with excuses that grew flimsier over time, I found myself at such forlorn locales as Pocono Downs, Yakima Meadows, and Ak-Sar-Ben (and what else could they do with a racetrack in Omaha except name it for Nebraska spelled backward?). I went to the track wherever I was, and where I was was too often the result of there being a track in the vicinity. In December 1967—a month before the Tet Offensive—I even went to the races in Saigon.

-----

Through it all, Saratoga remained a beacon. It was the promised land: Camelot, or Xanadu, where the breezes were fresh, the horses fast, and the women beautiful. And where one’s bankroll would magically replenish itself overnight.

I think it is safe to say that Saratoga has been written about more than all other American racetracks combined, and almost always in a reverential tone. Through the 1950s and 1960s, I read a lot of that writing and it did much to shape my perception of the place, even if my clearest memory of the 1962 Travers was of how crowded it had been, and how nearly impossible it was to see the race.

I knew Red Smith’s famous directions for reaching Saratoga from New York City: Take the Thruway north for 175 miles, get off at Exit 14, turn west on Union Avenue, and go back a hundred years in time. And I believed, with his Herald-Tribune compatriot, Joe Palmer, that “a man who would change it would stir champagne.”

Saratoga had been bathed in a special aura from the start. Already famed for having hosted one of the more significant battles of the Revolutionary War, as well as for its underground springs, which were said to have myriad medicinal properties, the town had developed into a posh summer resort (popular among “artificial aristocrats,” a local newspaper said) even before Thoroughbred horses began to race there, in August 1863.

At first, the racing served only as a minor diversion for high-stakes gamblers—a way to pass the time between hangover and cocktail hour—and most of the press attention it attracted was negative.

“Men shout and grow frantic in their frenzy as the horses whirl round the track,” the New York Tribune wrote in 1865, “and as they close upon the goal the spasm becomes stifling, ecstatic and bewildering.”

As if that was a bad thing.

From the start, Saratoga was known for its short season (for decades, only four weeks in August), for the high quality of its horses, and for the inordinately high percentage of spectators with names such as Vanderbilt, Whitney, and Phipps.

Their presence—in many cases, the high-quality horses belonged to them—and their willingness to spend the money necessary to keep their private playground impervious to change were what provided Saratoga, for years, with its special ambience.

There were other notable racetracks in America—and by the start of the 1970s, I probably had been to them all, except Keeneland in Lexington, Kentucky—but for a concentrated commingling of old money and new horses in a pastoral setting, Saratoga was unmatched.

More than a hundred years earlier, the New York Times had described the scene as consisting of “pure air, fresh breezes … [and] a great deal of very weak human nature.” Those still seemed the perfect ingredients for a summer vacation, especially with good horses to spice the blend. In 1971, having finished a novel set at Hialeah, I tried to arrange such an interlude for myself, signing a contract with Alfred A. Knopf Inc. to write a book about that season’s racing at Saratoga.

At the start of August, I moved into a rented house on the outskirts of town with a well-traveled but persistently unlucky trainer named Murray Friedlander. Murray was the first person I’d ever known who garnished a dry martini with a garlic clove. He was also the first man—and last—I ever met who could drink champagne for breakfast and then proceed to have a productive working day.

It was Murray who suggested that I seek out his colleague P. G. Johnson. He said he’d known P.G. for years, since they were both scraping by in Chicago, and that there was no finer man in the game, nor one who would be better able to help me penetrate the Fortune 500—cum—Social Register veneer that lay atop Saratoga like the early morning fog. Murray warned me that P.G. could be prickly, and that he didn’t suffer fools, gladly or otherwise, but Murray also said he knew the game intimately at every level, and that unlike many of his famously taciturn colleagues, P.G. could and would talk about it.

I’d never met Johnson, but I’d been aware of him since he came east from Chicago in 1961. He was the leading trainer at Aqueduct that fall, his first in New York,which was the equivalent of a ballplayer just up from Triple A leading the league in batting in his rookie season in the majors.

And though we didn’t meet, he and I both attended the 1970 Kentucky Derby. He’d entered a horse called Naskra, and stirred a bit of Vietnamera controversy by attaching a peace symbol to the horse’s bridle. I was tempted to bet on Naskra to show support for the gesture—and because Chateaugay’s jockey, Braulio Baeza, was riding him—but, in keeping with my notoriously poor judgment, I put my money on Corn off the Cob. Not that it mattered:Naskra ran fourth, with Corn off the Cob well behind him.

But before I could contact P. G. Johnson at Saratoga, I learned that my father had a brain tumor and that immediate surgery would be required. I left the next day. The tumor was malignant. My father died. He was 56. I never did ask him about Win, Place and Show.

By the time I got back to Saratoga to write about it, I was sixty. It hadn’t occurred to me that P. G. Johnson would still be there.
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Saratoga Springs is a peaceful old town of twenty-five thousand in upstate New York that for six weeks in summer becomes the one place in America—with the exception of Louisville during Derby Week—where horse racing shows it can still be an obsession.

In 2001, for the first time, more than one million people passed through Saratoga’s gates during the thirty-six-day racing season. Poor weather held attendance in the six figures in 2002, but new records—both for the season and for the Travers Day rematch between Funny Cide and Empire Maker—were being proclaimed as sure things for 2003.

Of Saratoga’s many unique aspects, this continued success was perhaps the most striking. Notwithstanding that at least once a week attendance figures were inflated by giveaways of T-shirts, tote bags, clocks, mugs, bobblehead dolls, and the like, Saratoga was the only track in the country to have bucked the decades-long decline in attendance that had devastated the sport.

The Saratoga of 2003 might have been hokey rather than hallowed, as much theme park as racetrack, but at least it was there, open six days a week for six weeks, and drawing an average of more than 25,000 spectators per day.

Elsewhere across America, from Aqueduct to Hollywood Park, from Arlington to the Fair Grounds in New Orleans, people were staying away from racetracks in droves. Not only second-tier venues, such as Longacres in Seattle, and New Jersey’s Atlantic City, but even the fabled Hialeah had shut down. Other tracks, such as Delaware Park, had survived—if this can be called survival—only by installing slot machines.

Other than Saratoga, only five tracks in America had drawn an average of even 10,000 patrons per day in 2002. These were Churchill Downs and Keeneland, in Kentucky; Oaklawn Park, in Little Rock, Arkansas; and Santa Anita and Del Mar, in Southern California. At Aqueduct, accessible by subway from all parts of New York City, and built to comfortably house crowds of more than 50,000, average daily attendance had fallen below 5,000.

Yogi Berra was reputed to have said about a well-known restaurant, “Nobody goes there anymore. It’s too crowded.” With racetracks, it was different: Nobody wanted to go anymore because they were too empty.

Statistics compiled by the Jockey Club showed that the amount of money wagered at U.S. Thoroughbred tracks in 2002 had fallen by about 35 percent in seven years, while the sum bet offtrack rose equivalently. People were still betting on horses. They just weren’t going to the track to do it, because it was so much easier, and often so much more pleasant, not to go to the track. Virtual reality had overtaken the sound of pounding hooves. And, in the process, the sport had utterly lost its hold on the public imagination.

Two examples might suffice. In the time of the actual Seabiscuit, the 1930s, Hollywood made sixty-eight movies with a horse-racing theme. When it was released in 2003, the movie Seabiscuit, based on Laura Hillenbrand’s book, was the first Hollywood film about horse racing since Richard Drey-fuss cantered across the screen in Let It Ride in 1989.

Even more tellingly, in its first twenty-eight years of publication, Sports Illustrated featured the Kentucky Derby on the cover twenty-one times. Since 1983, not a single Sports Illustrated cover had been devoted to the Derby.

Dead in the water racing was, and over the past quarter century much has been written in an attempt to explain why. Reasons abound. Among them:

The prices paid for the best-bred yearlings—sometimes climbing above $10 million, as Japanese and Arab money flowed into the game—spurred owners to retire their stakes winners early, because greater profit could be made through procreation than from providing recreation to the masses. Thus, the sport was deprived of its stars.

The increased acceptance by state racing commissions of the use of drugs such as Lasix (a diuretic that could help to control pulmonary bleeding, but which also helped to flush illegal or untested stimulants from the system) and Butazolidin (or “bute,” a painkiller and anti-inflammatory medication that made it easier for trainers to race unsound horses) diminished already shaky public confidence in the integrity of the sport.

More and more of the best jockeys—the only human athletes involved in the game—were Hispanic, making them of less interest and less use to American sportswriters and broadcasters. In part this was due to linguistic limitations; in part it was simply racist.

The racetrack and state racing association executives who determined how horse racing would interact with its fan base after television became a household appliance chose, for decades, to not make the sport widely and freely available (in contrast to baseball, for example), thereby keeping racing’s appeal secret from at least two generations of potential fans.

The same ruling bodies—and the New York Racing Association, which operates Saratoga, as well as Belmont and Aqueduct, was chief among the offenders—treated their shrinking bands of in-person patrons much the way dogs are treated in a pound: as disposable and not terribly desirable commodities whose presence was more a nuisance than a necessity.

More efficient and faster-paced means of gambling (and not only on horses) became widely available to the common man. First there was off-track betting; then state lotteries; then Atlantic City, which brought casinos into the Northeastern megalopolis; then simulcasting, which enabled bettors to go, not to the shabby old track at the edge of a bad neighborhood but to a snazzy new (heated or air-conditioned) parlor with adequate parking, large-screen television, comfortable chairs, and employees who didn’t treat them like dogs; then the spread of Indian casinos; then interactive betting on horses through television and computer.

The horses themselves were not what they used to be. Through most of the twentieth century, as stated in the preface to Training Thoroughbred Horses, by fabled trainer Preston Burch, “The horses ran for the sheer joy of running. The elixir which flowed through their veins was nothing more than the heart and courage inherent in the Thoroughbred.” The 1992 reprint of Burch’s 1953 book points out that “by 1992, the Derby winner took a full second longer to cover the fast track than did the 1953 winner,” and that “most of the field ran on Lasix or bute or both.” This did not exactly constitute improvement of the breed.

Horses began to acquire stupid names. Where once fans could thrill to the feats of Arts and Letters, Majestic Prince, Damascus, and the like, they eventually were confronted with such excrescences as Easycashfloforutu, Youmakemethorbaby, and Imgunabeinpictures.

Besides all that, most of the people who used to go to the racetrack were dead.

As far back as I could remember, the track had been populated mostly by disreputable, disheveled old white guys who smoked. A lot of them probably even smoked in bed. While drinking cheap whiskey straight from the pint bottle. In rooming houses with stained ceilings and bad plumbing. Where their racking coughs penetrated the thin walls all night long.

Eventually—and what could you expect, given that lifestyle—these guys died. And for all the reasons listed above, and more, no new guys came along to take their place.

The collapse of racing as a spectator sport that drew large crowds for big races, and at least moderate numbers every day, caused many newspapers to drastically reduce or abandon entirely their coverage of it. Not only did generations of potential fans grow up without exposure to the sport, the rising, and later ruling, generation of sportswriters and sports editors in America knew nothing and cared less about racing.

The decline in coverage led to a further erosion of spectator interest, which led to even lower attendance, which eventually rendered funereal the once-effervescent atmosphere of America’s finest tracks. By 2003, horse racing was no longer a vibrant part of America’s sporting scene, but rather a faded relic of a bygone age. Far more people would go to a movie about a horse that raced more than fifty years earlier than would watch a real horse race.

Saratoga was the one shining exception. Certainly, the champagne had been stirred. The grand old dame had been tarted up in ways that might have made Red Smith and Joe Palmer weep, but with season attendance at the million mark, at least they would have had plenty of shoulders besides each other’s to cry on. Saratoga had been the first of America’s great racetracks. Now it loomed as the last.

-----

The 2003 Saratoga season had people in even more than the usual tizzy. Funny Cide, a Saratoga horse owned by Saratoga people, had won both the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness—the first time a New York-bred had ever done so. In August, in the Travers Stakes, annually the biggest race on the Saratoga calendar, Funny Cide was expected to again confront Empire Maker, who in June had beaten him in the Belmont Stakes to deny him what would have been racing’s first Triple Crown in twenty-five years.

Saratoga officials were predicting that the Travers would draw the largest crowd in the track’s history, and were talking, for the first time, of opening the infield to spectators, as Churchill Downs did annually on Derby Day, and as Pimlico did for the Preakness.

Adding to the frothy atmosphere was the impending local premiere of the Seabiscuit movie, already billed as the popular entertainment that would reignite America’s long-dormant passion for the game.

-----

My own involvement had reached a peak in the Churchill Downs winner’s circle moments after Seattle Slew won the 1977 Kentucky Derby. I was working on a New York magazine story about the horse and his jockey, Jean Cruguet, and wound up literally smelling the roses alongside Cruguet’s wife. For me, that was the mountaintop. Short of buying my own horse and having it win the Derby, there seemed no way to replicate the experience, and I didn’t try.

There was, of course, more to it than that. I got caught up in work that absorbed me so totally that I stopped following not only racing, but all sports. I moved from western New Jersey, where I’d been within a two-hour drive of half a dozen Thoroughbred tracks, to western Massachusetts where, forty-eight weeks a year, I was four hours from the closest. I found myself with five children, a circumstance that profoundly altered my recreational habits. I persuaded myself that I had a better chance of beating the stock market than the track.

Without ever intending to, I drifted away from the racing world. Years passed. I stopped going entirely. I lost touch with my friends from the track. A whole generation of trainers and jockeys slipped away. Calumet Farms went bankrupt. Hialeah shut down. My children grew up and had children of their own. A century ended and a new one began. Like many other things that once had been important to me, racing receded into my past.

Then, in 2001, I noticed that a book about a 1930s racehorse named Seabiscuit was attracting considerable attention, and even selling in large numbers. This seemed, to put it mildly, counterintuitive. Horse racing was dead and gone in America. How could a book about an old-time horse be of such interest to so many?

Reading it—which I did not do until 2003—provided many answers, not the least of which was that Laura Hillenbrand offered an evocative recreation of a time in America when life was still lived on a human scale, and the future still held more promise than dread. Reading it also reminded me why—beyond an urge to gamble—I’d been drawn to the racetrack in the first place.

In her review in the New York Review of Books, Elizabeth Hardwick praised Hillenbrand’s “microscopic recreations of every moment” of life as lived at the track. As I read the book, I found myself missing that life for the first time in many years. So much so that in May 2003, for the first time in many years, I watched the telecast of the Kentucky Derby.

I’d read nothing about the race in advance, but as I watched, I recognized the names of two of the trainers: Bobby Frankel and Barclay Tagg.

I remembered both from Saratoga. Frankel had been a brash young Brooklyn-born claiming trainer who seemed to have more winners than friends. There also had been rumors about him pharmaceutically enhancing the performance of some of his runners. Frankel denied all wrongdoing, but amid much whispering in the early seventies, he suddenly decamped for California, where not only the weather but equine drug-testing procedures were considerably more mellow.

He had come far since those days. He was now training for both a Saudi Arabian prince and an American almost-billionaire. In 2002, he was the country’s leading money-winning trainer, and in the 2003 Derby he was starting not only the favorite, Empire Maker, but the second choice, Peace Rules.

I remembered Barclay Tagg as a rider of steeplechase horses—the ones that jump over hedges and sometimes land on their feet. He had apparently been a relatively unsuccessful trainer in Maryland and Pennsylvania for many years. Funny Cide was the first Derby entrant of his career, and was said to have only a modest prospect of success.

Funny Cide was a gelding—he’d been castrated—and had been bred in New York, which had never produced a Derby winner. He was owned, the story went, by a bunch of guys from upstate New York who’d drunk a few beers at a high school reunion a couple of years earlier and had decided to go partners on a horse. They were apparently Saratoga regulars, though a social cut or two below the blue bloods.

The events of the day are by now quite familiar: Funny Cide won the race, at 12-1. Bobby Frankel’s horses ran second and third. Barclay Tagg squirmed under the unaccustomed spotlight. The owners, a splendidly unpretentious bunch who had ridden a yellow school bus to the track, became media darlings. They promised that the 2003 Saratoga meet would be a madcap party from start to finish, with Funny Cide, a hometown hero, the star of the show.
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