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INTRODUCTION

Where He Gallops, The Earth Sings


“Once upon a time, there was a horse named Kelso — but only once.”

—Daily Racing Form/Morning Telegraph columnist Joe Hirsch




There have been many “once upon a times” since the great Kelso ruled the Sport of Kings from 1960 to 1964. But the great gelding’s unprecedented five-year reign, known as “the Era of Kelso,” gives his story a more epochal quality.


It was a period of transition for America. The stark images of World War II had all but faded. The mid-fifties had brought an age of innocence that would be remembered more as a state of mind than a chapter in the annals of America. The most controversial issue was how the movement of Elvis Presley’s hips was corrupting teenage girls. As the sixties began, no one could possibly foresee the ominous events that lay just ahead.


Words like assassination, cult murder, LSD, overdose, hippy, protest riots, and Vietnam had no meaning to the blissful masses who were about to be led into Camelot by a young, vibrant pied piper they called JFK. Other than the Cold War always looming in the background, there was no reason to believe these halcyon days would not go on forever.


At the time, horse racing, along with baseball and boxing, was the most popular sport in the United States. Teams such as the New York Yankees, Green Bay Packers, and Boston Celtics built remarkable dynasties, but Kelso was the most remarkable ruler of them all. In each of the five consecutive years he was voted Horse of the Year, the New York Yankees made it to the World Series. But even the mighty Yanks managed to win only two championships during that time.


For five years Kelso came to embody all the qualities Americans looked for in their heroes. He was the underdog who captured a throne; the runt who would be king. And from his throne he ruled longer than any other equine monarch in history. His earning five consecutive Horse of the Year titles is a feat beyond comprehension, as is his winning five consecutive runnings in the two-mile Jockey Club Gold Cup.


And no single athlete was ever as dominant in New York as was Kelso. Kelso’s name seemed to leap off the pages of New York City’s newspapers every weekend. Fans flocked to Belmont Park and Aqueduct in droves, with Saturday crowds of more than 50,000 commonplace. And most of them came to see Kelso.


There was no American athlete at the time more dependable than the resilient Kelso. It was as if trainer Carl Hanford would wind him up and send him out for one machine-like performance after another, a dozen or so times every year for six years. From August 3, 1960 until November 11, 1963, Kelso made thirty-nine starts, winning twenty-eight, while finishing in the top three in thirty-six of them, with two fourths. And carrying heavy weight became the norm for him. He made twenty-four starts carrying 130 pounds or more, finishing in the money in nineteen of them.


Each year new foes would emerge to attempt to overthrow him, but all failed. As the years passed and the king began to age, he still refused to surrender his crown to the brash, youthful rivals who kept challenging his supremacy.


He faced his sternest test at age seven when the brilliant Gun Bow made a gallant, but futile, effort to dethrone him. When Kelso defeated Gun Bow in the 1964 Aqueduct Handicap before a massive Labor Day crowd, the roar that resounded from the grandstand was described by Daily Racing Form/Morning Telegraph columnist Charles Hatton as “The Niagara of sound.”


Kelso was so revered that a party was thrown in his honor at Toot Shor’s, New York City’s most famous watering hole, which was the number one haunt for celebrities and athletes. As the end of Kelso’s career neared, one fan at Aqueduct was overheard saying, “It just won’t seem like Saturday without Kelso.” People could not believe there ever would come a day when they no longer would see Kelso parading to the post, sporting a yellow ribbon tied to his forelock.


What made Kelso such a beloved hero to so many people, young and old? Maybe it was just plain old charisma? Noted racing writer David Alexander may have said it best for everyone: “If asked to state the reasons  why Kelso was the greatest racehorse we have ever known, I’d simply tell you that I think he’s done more things better on more occasions over a longer period of time than any other horse in history. Or maybe I’d say it’s just that I love him.”


When Kelso’s racing days finally ended in early 1966, a book containing articles and facts about Kelso was published by owner Allaire du Pont’s Woodstock Farm, with proceeds going to the University of Pennsylvania’s School of Veterinary Medicine at New Bolton Center and the Grayson-Jockey Club Research Foundation. The title given to Mrs. du Pont’s introduction said it all: “Where He Gallops, The Earth Sings” (also the epitaph on his gravestone).


Mrs. du Pont never thought of herself as the owner of Kelso, as one would own a possession. “How can anyone actually possess the courage and generosity of another living creature?” she once wrote of Kelso. “What we were able to do for Kelso was nothing compared with what he did for us. He was born with a will to win that never for a second deserted him. Kelso’s story has a beginning, but it has no end, for I know his name will remain ever green as long as there are horses and people who love them.”


Steve Haskin
Hamilton Square, New Jersey, 2003










[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]


CHAPTER 1

A Classic Type Of Racehorse

Kelso had to be destined for greatness. There is no other way to explain how a horse deemed so undesirable as a youngster could become one of the most beloved horses of all time. It may have been easy to fall in love with Kelso the racehorse, but the same couldn’t be said about the scrawny bay colt that was born on April 4, 1957, at Claiborne Farm in Paris, Kentucky. Not only was the son of Your Host and Maid of Flight nothing to look at, but he also had a nasty streak that eventually would put many exercise riders on the seat of their pants.

But Allaire du Pont was not thinking about temperament when she bred Maid of Flight to Your Host. She was just looking to breed a classic type of racehorse that could excel at distances at a mile and a quarter and farther. With Your Host’s classy English bloodlines through his grandsires, Epsom Derby winners Hyperion and Mahmoud, and Maid of Flight’s classy American bloodlines through Count Fleet and Man o’ War, she felt such an outcross, or an absence of inbreeding, was the best way to accomplish this. This formula of crossing American and European bloodlines had proved successful with legendary breeders such as James R. Keene and Colonel E.R. Bradley.

Maid of Flight was a daughter of 1943 Triple Crown winner Count Fleet and a granddaughter of the legendary Man o’ War.

Maid of Flight’s dam, Maidoduntreath, was the result of a gift from Man o’ War’s owner Samuel Riddle to Mrs. Silas Mason, who, with her husband, operated Duntreath Farm in Lexington, Kentucky. Soon after Silas Mason died, Riddle presented Mrs. Mason with a season to Man o’ War. She bred her mare Mid Victorian to the great stallion, and in the spring of 1939, Mid Victorian gave birth to Maidoduntreath, named in honor of Mrs. Mason’s farm. Maidoduntreath never raced but became a decent broodmare. In addition to Maid of Flight, she produced 1950 Hollywood Oaks winner Mrs. Fuddy and other stakes winners Six Fifteen and Scotch.

Sold as a yearling for $9,200, Maid of Flight raced twice for her new owner, James Edwards, before being acquired by Mrs. du Pont. She was a useful filly for Mrs. du Pont, placing in the Margate Handicap and Jeanne d’Arc Stakes at two. Sidelined by an injury as a three-year-old, she returned to race several times at four, placing in the Philadelphia Turf Handicap before her retirement.

Mrs. du Pont once described Kelso’s pedigree as one part science, two parts her confidence in Your Host. Not only did Your Host have a royal pedigree but also courage in abundance. That the horse was still alive, much less able to breed mares, was remarkable considering all he’d been through.

In the spring of 1950, Your Host basked in the Kentucky Derby spotlight. Purchased for $20,000 by William Goetz from his father-in-law, Louis B. Mayer, who ran MGM Studios, Your Host captured the Del Mar Futurity and California Breeders’ Champion Stakes at two. After victories the following spring in the San Felipe and Santa Anita Derby, he became the early favorite for the Kentucky Derby. Mayer called him the best horse he had ever bred.

Goetz hired longtime Del Mar public relations man Eddie Read to handle Your Host’s publicity, and when the colt shipped to Kentucky in a railroad car, he did it with an unprecedented flair. Hanging from the car were banners that read: “Kentucky Bound, Derby Winner, 1950.”

When Your Host romped by six and a half lengths in a seven-furlong allowance race at Keeneland, his reputation grew, and he was sent off as the 8-5 favorite in the Derby. With Johnny Longden aboard, he set the pace for the first mile, and then tired badly to finish ninth. After the Derby he rattled off five more stakes victories and concluded the year with eight wins in twelve starts and earnings of $253,375.

On New Year’s Day, 1951, he began his four-year-old campaign by finishing second in the San Carlos Handicap to Bolero in a world-record time of 1:21. Five days later he carried 130 pounds to victory in the Santa Catalina Handicap. The following week he was back again in the San Pasqual Handicap. When Renown lugged in suddenly after turning for home, Your Host clipped his heels and fell to the ground, fracturing his ulna, which is located in the upper foreleg, right under the shoulder bone.

Veterinarians at the scene disagreed whether the horse should be euthanized. As he was insured by Lloyd’s of London, the decision was made to try to save him because of his regal pedigree. By the Hyperion stallion Alibhai out of the great producer Boudoir II, by Epsom Derby winner and top sire Mahmoud, Your Host certainly was worth something as a stallion. Because of the extent of the fracture, veterinarians felt reconstructing the bones would be fruitless, so they decided to let nature heal the leg. Relying on the horse’s courage and will to survive, the veterinarians used therapeutic rays and massages as the only treatments. All the while, a representative of the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) monitored every move.

Your Host was no stranger to misfortune. He had faced death as a weanling when he suffered a severe upper spinal injury that left him with a crook in his neck. Whenever he ran, he carried his head low and turned it slightly to one side.

Now, he was fighting for his life once again. Lloyd’s of London eventually paid off Goetz’ $250,000 claim and took custody of the horse. It wasn’t that they were anxious to own a broken-down horse, but when Mayer reminded them about the millions of dollars MGM paid them each year in insurance and threatened to cancel all its policies, Lloyd’s had no choice but to pay Goetz and take control of the horse.

Veterinarians tried suspending Your Host from the rafters of his stall in a body sling to prevent him from putting weight on the damaged leg. When that failed, his stall was bedded down with sand and packed tightly around his body so he couldn’t move. After several weeks of enduring constant pain, Your Host began to heal.

Agents for Lloyd’s then sent Your Host to George W. Stratton’s Circle S Ranch in Canoga Park, California, to complete his recovery. He had stood a short breeding season at Circle S when Humphrey S. Finney, president of Fasig-Tipton Sales Company, visited him. Finney admired Your Host’s courage and secured a ninety-day option from Lloyd’s to buy the horse for Fasig-Tipton at a price of $150,000.

Finney wanted to find a good home for Your Host, but the highest price he was offered was $50,000. He told Your Host’s amazing story to F. Wallis Armstrong, who had suffered from polio. Armstrong could relate to the crippling pain the horse had suffered and decided to buy him for the $150,000 asking price. Your Host was shipped to Armstrong’s farm in New Jersey, where he stood for a $2,500 fee, with each share going for $7,500.

One spring morning in 1956, Dickie Jenkins, a former rodeo cowboy and Quarter Horse jockey, loaded Maid of Flight in a small van and drove her from Mrs. du Pont’s farm near Middletown, Delaware, to Armstrong’s Meadowview Farms in Moorestown, New Jersey, where she would be bred to Your Host. Mrs. du Pont had a few shares in Your Host, and his convenient location just up the turnpike made him a practical mate for Maid of Flight.

Jenkins had been working for Mrs. du Pont for four years when he arrived that spring morning at Meadowview Farms. He brought Maid of Flight off the van, then walked her to the breeding shed, where he held her securely as Your Host hobbled into the shed and mounted her. The nine-year-old stallion walked with a noticeable limp and was unable to bend his knee fully. His back legs controlled most of his movements. But the breeding went off without a hitch and soon Jenkins was trailering Maid of Flight back home.

He could have no way of knowing what a profound effect that mating would have on his life and the lives of so many others.
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CHAPTER 2

The Ugly Duckling

When Maid of Flight arrived at Claiborne Farm in Paris, Kentucky, to be bred to Ambiorix, the fact that she was in foal somehow slipped through the cracks. Thinking she was maiden mare (a mare who had never been bred), the farm personnel turned her out in a field with the other maiden mares. One day someone noticed that Maid of Flight was displaying signs of pregnancy. Claiborne’s resident veterinarian, Colonel Floyd Sager, examined her and confirmed she was in foal. Believing he had discovered an unknown pregnancy, he had the farm deliver a note to Mrs. du Pont informing her that Maid of Flight was in foal. Having sent a letter along with the mare stating her condition, Mrs. du Pont understandably was incensed that Maid of Flight had been turned out with maiden mares.

Maid of Flight’s foal was born without incident, and no one at Claiborne really paid much attention to him, other than acknowledging Mrs. du Pont owned him. He had a narrow frame, bony hips, and each of his ribs could be counted. After first seeing the colt, Bull Hancock knew he’d have to use diplomacy when offering his opinion to Allaire du Pont, a longtime friend of the family.

Maid of Flight and her foal were turned out with the other mares and foals and seemed to adapt quickly. One afternoon in early May, Mrs. du Pont came to see the foal. Hancock had prepared her not to expect too much, but to Mrs. du Pont, looks were only a small part of a Thoroughbred’s makeup. She firmly believed what was inside mattered most. If only she could have looked into her scrawny, little colt and seen his destiny, it surely would have reaffirmed her belief.

A few weeks after Mrs. du Pont’s visit, Maid of Flight and her foal were put on a van and sent to Mrs. du Pont’s Woodstock Farm, a 1,200-acre former cattle farm near Chesapeake City, Maryland. Mrs. du Pont and her husband, Richard, had purchased the tract along the Bohemia River shortly before Richard’s death in 1943. The couple initially used the land mainly to raise their herd of Angus cows. It was virgin country then, perfect for Allaire’s fox hunting.

At the time, Mrs. du Pont’s racehorses were stabled at her farm near Middletown, Delaware, and trained over the adjacent track owned by longtime horseman Bayard Sharp. Not long before Kelso’s birth, Mrs. du Pont moved her operation to Woodstock.

Dickie Jenkins had played a large part in the transformation of Woodstock from cattle farm to Thoroughbred farm. Jenkins and Mrs. du Pont discussed where the barns at Woodstock would be situated. He planted a number of the trees, put up the fencing, and hauled the old office to the farm on the back of a flatbed. Everything was painted yellow and gray, the colors of Bohemia Stable, the name under which Mrs. du Pont raced.

Jenkins was born in Jacksonville, Florida. As a youngster full of spit and vinegar, he began riding in Quarter Horse match races at the age of eight. He later joined the rodeo, riding broncs, and then became a Quarter Horse jockey before turning to jumpers. He described himself as a “wild little fella,” who would ride anything with four legs and an attitude. No horse, no matter how ornery, was going to get the best of him. Jenkins, who was half Cherokee, also had an attitude, and the jock’s room for him became a war zone. There he could settle any disputes with other riders without fear of retribution from the stewards.

If some rider shut him off during a race, he would-n’t say a word. Once in the privacy of the jock’s room, however, he was free to “beat the dog s___”out of the rider. Sometimes, it took a rogue to handle a rogue, and Jenkins’ reputation as someone who would ride any horse began to spread around the racetrack, as did his penchant for getting into scrapes.

Jenkins, who had spent two years driving a tank in an Army battalion known as “Hell on Wheels,” once nearly beat a man to death in a bar fight. The man had hit him upside the head with a beer glass, leaving Jenkins’ ear hanging by a thread and bouncing off his shoulder as he retaliated with a pool cue. Luckily, doctors were able to reattach Jenkins’ ear.

In the early 1950s, Jenkins was riding for leading jump trainer Ray Woolfe. Woolfe recognized Jenkins’ talents but warned him: “If you get into trouble one more time, I’m gonna fire you.”

The night before he was to ride one of Woolfe’s horses, Beaupre, at Belmont Park, Jenkins went to dinner at Luna restaurant, across the street from the track. Another jump rider, Joe Santo, was there with one of Jenkins’ girlfriends. Despite Woolfe’s warning, he and Santo began to mix it up.

The following morning Jenkins got to Woolfe’s barn early to gallop Beaupre. The first thing he saw was Woolfe standing there glaring at him, with his hands on his hips. “Dickie Jenkins, I hate to do this, but if I had known about what happened earlier I would have scratched this horse. I’m gonna keep my word. As soon as you get off the horse after the race, you’re fired.”

So, Jenkins went back to his room after the race and packed his bag. He decided to catch a train home to Florida. Trainer Sid Watters tried to get him to stay, but Jenkins wanted out. “I ain’t workin’ for nobody,” he told Watters. “I’m goin’ home.”

As he waited for a cab, a friend, Norman Cox, came driving by in his brand new Studebaker Golden Hawk. “Hey, what did you do, get fired?” he asked Jenkins, who told him the whole story. “Well, why don’t you come with me down to Delaware? I’m workin’ for Mrs. du Pont at Bohemia Stables in Middletown, the old Chop Tank Farm. We need someone to break year-lings.”

Jenkins figured he’d work there for a couple of weeks, get a few more bucks in his pocket, then head to Jacksonville. On April 3, 1953, he arrived at the farm and met Mrs. du Pont and farm manager Jimmy Hallahan. He also knew some of the other workers, Bobby Morris and Skeets Lambert. He spent two months breaking yearlings and said, “I gotta get outta here.” But Mrs. du Pont was short of help and needed him. So, instead of staying a few weeks, he wound up staying sixteen years. For seven of those years, Jenkins and Kelso were inseparable. Jenkins exercised Kelso almost every time the horse went on the track, vanned him to every one of his races, and took him to the gate on the pony for all his races.
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