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Foreword


Citation Story Captures Those Glorious Racing Days of Yore


Tommy Trotter





It was the best of times for American thoroughbred racing—the 1940s and 1950s when Calumet Farm, under trainers Ben and Jimmy Jones, moved with wonderful abandon about the country. Kentucky, Illinois, Florida, Maryland, New York, and New Jersey headed up their busy schedule, later California in the 1950s with Citation as a “comeback” five-year-old.


Though the thoroughbred world abounded with many prominent stables—it read like a “Who’s Who in Racing”—without question mighty Calumet Farm was the most diversified in all age and sex categories, having horses for almost every condition and distance, speed, power, and class wherever one looked.


For those around at the time, an impressive, unforgettable sight to admiring viewers and horsemen as well, was to watch the morning workouts as Calumet paraded out in sets of eight to ten horses over a given period of time. With well-groomed horses, and a special gleam to each, and one horse looking better than the next, each was assigned an exercise rider wearing tan wool cap, sweater of the Calumet devil’s red and blue, breeches, and polished boots. What a sight! Upon entering the track, a pause at the gap, they then were allowed to enter a trot, with Ben and Jimmy Jones following astride their familiar ponies.


It’s always great to reminisce about those special times in thoroughbred racing, and being privileged to be around during the Calumet Farm years, Phil Georgeff’s excellent book on Citation brings back many wonderful memories.


It was at Washington Park in 1954 that I first met Phil. He was a track publicist at the time, working for the late Harry Sheer. I was with the racing department, both of us employed by Benjamin F. Lindheimer and his daughter, Marjorie Webb Everett.


Phil was a most knowledgeable and tireless staff member. He could be found at any time, at any area of the race track, whether it be the jockeys’ room, press box, backstretch, or racing office, taking notes on the daily activities. With all his mounting duties, somehow he was still able to assist in the promotion of the Illinois Breeders program, publicizing the state-breds.


Phil was a young man of many talents. I wasn’t a bit surprised when he stepped into the job as Arlington-Washington track announcer in the late 1950s.


Then and today, you don’t have to be around Phil too long before the conversation leads to his admiration for the greatness of Citation. His being an eyewitness to Citation’s career, plus his years of research, Phil makes a strong case for Citation as the greatest thoroughbred who ever lived, especially when the colt was a two- and three-year-old, after which most everybody agrees he should have been retired for good.


And Phil’s admiration for Citation persists even though he had the great fortune in his career to “call” such bona fide greats as Secretariat, Kelso, Spectacular Bid, John Henry, Dr. Fager, Buckpasser, Tom Rolfe, Round Table, Candy Spots, Meadowlake, and Alydar, among others. His, therefore, is a meaningful conviction.


Phil strikes home when he writes of Citation’s rare courage against older horses in his three-year-old 1948 season, an unheard of feat; how this great animal whipped the best sprinters and stayers of his time with only short periods of rest between races, racing long, then short, then long again—and still unbeatable!


It’s all here in this remarkable story of a true champion and genuine racing legend, and why Phil Georgeff will not allow this great thoroughbred to fall unnoticed between the cracks.
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Preface


Love at First Sight





I was a sixteen-year-old jockey wanna-be in 1947 the day I first laid eyes on Citation. He was a fine, upright two-year-old; I had journeyed to Washington Park race track on Chicago’s South Side expressly to see Calumet Farm’s unbeaten two-year-old filly, Bewitch. Instead, I saw Citation. Instinctively, I sensed thoroughbred greatness in the making. Happily, I was right.


From 1941—the year I saw Whirlaway at Arlington Park—until 1953, my first year as a race track publicity department employee, and until I called my first race May 18, 1959, until retirement in 1992 with a world-record 96,131 “calls” under my belt, I devoted countless hours discussing, recalling, reviewing, and reliving Citation’s grand career with everybody I met and knew. And I mean everybody.


That included the owners of Calumet Farm, Warren and Lucille Wright, trainers Ben and Jimmy Jones; race track executives Ben Lindheimer, Tommy Trotter, and Bob Henderson; Calumet Farm general manager Paul Ebelhardt and farm secretary Margaret Glass; jockeys Eddie Arcaro, Steve Brooks, Doug Dodson, and N. L. Pierson. I really never got to know jockey Albert Snider before his tragic death in March 1948, but I did get to “know” him by way of lengthy conversations with Arcaro and Brooks.


My race track tenure, particularly my early years as track publicist, put me in regular contact with sports writers Arch Ward, John P. Carmichael, Joe Palmer, Red Smith, Dave Feldman, Warren Brown, Joe Agrella, and Elmer Polzin. I exhaustively raided their brains to augment my love and interest in Citation, his personality, and his career.


I called such greats as Secretariat, Spectacular Bid, Kelso, Dr. Fager, Candy Spots, Tom Rolfe, Buckpasser, Meadowlake, John Henry, Round Table, and Alydar. And I familiarized myself with such prior heroes as Man o’War, Exterminator, Twenty Grand, Sun Beau, Seabiscuit, Equipoise, Colin, Sysonby, Count Fleet, and Phar Lap.


There was only one Citation!
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Acknowledgments


With Fairness to All





GREAT (adj.): distinguished, famous, of noble rank, skillful; first rate; someone who has achieved importance or distinction in his field.—SYN: Immense, prominent, grand, absolute, titanic, herculean.


We prefer not to indiscriminately dust off the adjective “great” to describe people, places, or horses. However, applying greatness to Citation was so easy, we feel the reader deserves a full explanation.


For starters, this book in no way aimed at minimizing the talents, feats, or personalities of a crackerjack roster of thoroughbred greats before and after Citation.


There’s absolutely no intention to downplay the careers and impact of such outstanding predecessors as Man o’War, Phar Lap, Gallant Fox, Colin, Sysonby, Seabiscuit, Equipoise, Armed, Twilight Tear, Busher, Assault, Whirlaway, and Count Fleet. Their greatness is unquestioned, their stories the stuff of which legends are made.


Nor does this work attempt to diminish those greats who followed in his hoofprints—Secretariat, Kelso, Nashua, Swaps, Real Delight, Round Table, Bold Ruler, Tom Rolfe, Ruffian, Spectacular Bid, Seattle Slew, Affirmed, Alydar, John Henry, and Cigar. Their places are assured among racing’s star galaxy.


Debate, however, could easily prove endless, also futile, should we upgrade the conditional “great” to the comparative “greater.” Comparisons would cause inevitable contention. Therefore, our story will, for the most part, skip over that conjecture.


Rather, with humble, but implicit, conviction, we dedicate this opus to why and how Citation achieved, and genuinely deserves, the lofty accolade as “The Greatest Thoroughbred Who Ever Lived!”


Ours is that of wide-eyed innocence and unadulterated joy in inviting you to join us in a return to those wonderful days of yesteryear. If only we could have his time again.


We shall indeed try.
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Introduction


Phil Knows of What He Speaks


Elmer Polzin





It was a spring day in the year 1946, and the scene was a well-trodden paddock on the twelve hundred acres of Calumet Farm, located just a hop, skip, and jump from Lexington, Kentucky, where breeding champion race horses was the name of the game.


It was on that special sunny morning fifty-seven years ago that my wife, Patricia Polzin, and I came face-to-face with a handsome, freewheeling youngster who was to become a champion of champions, surely the greatest three-year-old ever to race, an equine performer who would bring American thoroughbred racing to new heights of public acclaim.


His name was Citation.


Ironically, that same crop of royally bred yearlings represented perhaps the finest batch of babies ever produced by a single breeder in a single year. For along with Citation came Coaltown, 1949’s Handicap Horse of the Year; Bewitch, the champion juvenile filly of 1947 and one of racing’s grandest ladies; as well as winners Free America, Beau Dandy, and Whirl Some.


Phil Georgeff and I became lifelong friends after he joined the Arlington Park publicity department in 1953. As a racing correspondent and public handicapper for the William Randolph Hearst paper in Chicago and later the Chicago Tribune, I joined the Phil Georgeff fan club in 1959 when he became the Arlington-Washington Parks track announcer, the job that ultimately propelled him to the championship level of his profession.


We could become bitter rivals when it came time to vote for each year’s equine hero, but our friendship was bound with a common adhesive, the superglue that had fiery eyes and a heart as big as a melon. That glue was Citation.


Georgeff is unsurpassed as Citation’s most ardent fan and now with this book certainly his staunchest personal biographer. His probing search into those tragic years when “our hero” suffered the pains and anguish brought on by human error is unmatched in the world of horse racing.


Listen to Eddie Arcaro, surely one of the finest jockeys ever, explain, sometimes with sadness, the highs and lows of his experience with Citation. How touching to hear Steve Brooks, one of jockeydom’s hardest hitters, tell of his part in the Citation saga. How he stayed with the ailing heroic racer until together they climbed the ultimate peak.


In this wonderful, emotional tale of a horse and the “family” around him, including Hall of Fame trainers Ben and Jimmy Jones and owner Warren Wright, Phil’s words come alive in his description about an animal that was sometimes “half human and half horse.” And why not? After all, to some that’s what horse racing is all about.
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Dramatis Personae





CAST OF LEADING CHARACTERS



Citation


Calumet Farm


Warren and Lucille Wright


Ben and Jimmy Jones


Bull Lea


Hydroplane II


Kentucky Derby, Preakness, Belmont


Eddie Arcaro


Al Snider


Doug Dodson


Steve Brooks, N. L. Pierson, Jackie Westrope, Conn McCreary


Paul Ebelhardt


Bill Raetzman


Margaret Glass


Freeman McMillan


Ben Lindheimer


Bob Henderson


Tommy Trotter


America’s Greatest Thoroughbred


Legendary Owner of Citation


Owners of Calumet Farm in Kentucky


Father-Son Training Twosome


Famed Sire (Father) of Citation


Dam (Mother) of Citation


Racing’s Fabled Triple Crown


America’s Premier Jockey


Citation’s First Jockey


Calumet Contract Jockey


Other Noted Calumet Farm Riders


Calumet Farm General Manager


Calumet Farm Breeding Manager


Calumet Farm Secretary


Calumet Groom and Citation’s Exercise Rider


Chicago Tracks Executive Director


Chicago Tracks Business Executive


Distinguished Racing Official


“Sunny” Jim Fitzsimmons


“Canny” Max Hirsch


Bewitch, Coaltown, Free America


Armed


Whirlaway


Ponder, Fervent, Pensive, Faultless, Twilight Tear, Twosy, Two Lea


Renowned Thoroughbred Trainer


Hall of Fame Trainer


Citation’s Two-Year-Old Stablemates


Calumet’s 1947 Horse of the Year


Calumet’s First Champion 1941


Other Calumet Farm Equine Stars


SOME PROMINENT HORSES CITATION BEAT



Phalanx, Coaltown, My Request, Billings, Better Self, Escadru, Bolero, Bewitch, Ponder, Bovard, Eagle Look, Salmagundi, Noor, Roman In, Fervent, Faultless, Delegate, Vulcan’s Forge, Two Lea, Stepfather, Be Fleet, On Trust, Papa Redbird, Volcanic, Piet, Eternal Reward, Spy Song.


MEDIA (PLAYED BY THEMSELVES)


Arch Ward (Chicago Tribune); Warren Brown, Dave Feldman, Elmer Polzin (Chicago Herald-American); John P. Carmichael (Chicago Daily News); Joe Kelly and Bill Boniface (Baltimore Sun); Eastern columnists Joe Palmer and Red Smith; Billy Reed and William Nack (Sports Illustrated); Charles Hatton, Joe Hirsch Jr., J. J. Murphy, John McEvoy (Daily Racing Form); race historians William H. P. Robertson and Tom Gilcoyne; Ed Schuyler, Associated Press; radio commentators Clem McCarthy, Bill Stern, and Jack Drees.
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Chapter One


Baby Steps





Not until you saw him on race day dressed for equine warfare—neck proudly arched and head regally bowed in that personal trademark canter of his own creation, then exploding full tilt from the gate with a magisterial will-to-win dynamism borne of innate nobility—only then did Citation begin to suggest what he truly was: “The Greatest Thoroughbred Who Ever Lived!”


Actually, from his mother’s womb to his grave twenty-five years later, Citation in personal appearance hardly impressed observers as uncommon or unique. You’d never find his picture under “cynosure” in Webster’s. Not that he was an ugly duckling—actually his face was downright handsome—but he never drew raves as strikingly individualistic, surely not pretty; and though cleanly coupled, neatly put together, he was neither eye-catchingly muscular nor exceptionally tall.


There was no shimmer to his coat or color. No showy gray as with Native Dancer, Spectacular Bid, or Monarchos. None of the flashy chestnut glitter of Man o’War and Secretariat. No long tail like Whirlaway. Certainly none of the blatant physicality of Forego, Point Given, and the legendary Phar Lap.


If he were a matinee movie idol he’d be Harrison Ford as opposed to Clark Gable. For pure beefcake, he’d be Bruce Lee, not Arnold Schwarzenegger. As a boxer—Rocky Marciano rather than Muhammad Ali. In football, he’d fit somewhere between Jim Brown and Gayle Sayers.


“If it wasn’t that he was so downright intelligent, you’d probably never give him a second look,” was the way his trainer “Plain” Ben Jones put it during the summer of 1948 when Citation ruled the world. Ben’s son, Jimmy, who enjoyed a more intimate kinship once the colt was race-worthy, often praised Citation: “He had the smarts, no doubt about it, and—you couldn’t help but see it in his face—it was his intelligence that helped make him one in a million.”


Citation was born, or foaled, on April 11, 1945, at Warren Wright’s fabled Calumet Farm near Lexington, Kentucky. As a baby, however, he was just another spindly-legged toddler, unmarked and dark bay in color, sprightly and eager, yes; but virtually faceless amongst a spate of Calumet Farm homebreds, most of them paternal half brothers and half sisters fathered, or sired, by the greatest thoroughbred progenitor of his time, the immortal Bull Lea.


Immortal as a sire, anyway. As a racehorse, Bull Lea was so-so, mostly a disappointment. He ran out of gas early in the 1938 Kentucky Derby. Speed was his forte, ample in supply to win ten of twenty-seven starts, earning $94,825. No cartwheels there; just another racehorse.


Incidentally, the colt who beat Bull Lea on Derby Day—the total coincidence here is awesome—was Lawrin, trained by pre-Calumet Ben Jones, with son Jimmy at his side; with a young, grinning, big-nosed twenty-two-year-old jockey named Eddie Arcaro in the saddle. All three—Arcaro and the Jones boys—would play pivotal roles in Citation’s life and career.


By 1945 Calumet Farm was racing’s reigning dynasty, stable name of a smallish, seemingly modest man, Warren Wright, who earlier launched a meteoric business career as an office boy at age fifteen for the Calumet Baking Powder Company. Before he turned twenty-five, that unassuming young man had climbed the summit first as president, then owner, of the Calumet Baking empire. He was smartly attuned to success; in 1931 he reportedly sold Calumet Baking to General Foods for $40 million—big money even back then. Now he had the lucre to conquer new worlds.


This time, Wright—whose slight stature belied, besides a genius for business, a perfectionist ego and a snappish temper if crossed—parlayed his obsession for capitalism into “new-vista” success, taking over Calumet Farm, a small parcel of Lexington pasture land his father had previously owned and operated to raise trotting horses.


Wright didn’t cotton to “them jugheads.” Out they went; in came the thoroughbreds, whom he admired—and history was made.


But not immediately. Success didn’t come overnight for Wright, though his lovely wife, Lucille, stood by dutifully, supporting his dream of creating his own thoroughbred empire.


What everybody knew—though no one dared tell Wright—was that the self-made millionaire, despite being a confessed slave to racing’s analeptic spell, was sorely bereft of breeding acumen, lacked a working knowledge of horseflesh, and was simply unqualified, perhaps incapable, of transferring his fervid passion for racing as a sport to an equally fiery desire of creating from scratch a quality stable all his own. The challenge seemed insuperable.


The farm treaded water for several years. What Wright needed was another instinctive genius like himself—but one who knew the huge difference between baking soda and thoroughbred horseflesh.


That man would be Ben Jones. The decade of the 1940s was approaching. “Plain Ben,” as Jones was known throughout the racing fraternity, already was bigger than life, his potential for greatness tapped since 1922. He came as “savior” for Wright and brought son Jimmy with him. Two for the price of one. Calumet Farm’s date with destiny, though delayed somewhat, had arrived.


Bull Lea, in hindsight a bargain fourteen-thousand-dollar yearling purchased by Wright in 1936, retired after three mediocre racing seasons. His immense fame as a sire was still a few years away. Nobody sensed his greatness.


Meanwhile, Calumet was poised to unleash its first great warrior upon racing. No, not a son of Bull Lea; not yet was the latter set to make his ubiquity felt. Rather, an offspring of the English import Blenheim II; the newcomer’s mommy was Dustwhirl; his name: Whirlaway, wonderfully dubbed by no less a student of the game than Wright himself. Give the man credit; he and wife were peerless when it came to naming horses.


Whirlaway was foaled in 1938, the year Bull Lea flopped in the Derby, a year before the Jones boys would be officially hired to oversee the fortunes of Wright’s struggling kingdom.


Thus, the Jones boys in 1940 busied themselves with an erratic but charismatic Whirlaway. Unbeknownst to them, Bull Lea’s first of twenty-four crops—he sired a grand total of 377 babies—was set for launching.


Bull Lea was a well-named son of the sire Bull Dog out of the mare Rose Leaves, and he was an immediate hit at stud. His vibrant blood and potent sperm resonated throughout the realm of thoroughbred racing and breeding. Bull Lea instantly and thoroughly captivated the game, at the same time revitalizing Wright’s faith in his dream to rule the Sport of Kings.


By the time baby Citation first saw the light of day in April of 1945, Bull Lea had already generously treated racing to awesome stakes stars Durazna, Twilight Tear, and Armed, the latter pair eventually crowned as 1944 and 1947 Horse of the Year, respectively. And that was just for starters; from his very first crop, too!


Yes, Bull Lea was just beginning, saving his best, not for last—he’d continue to dominate breeding until his death in 1964 at the fine old age of twenty-nine—but for his 1945 crop, when he’d bequeath the cherished silver spoon to his finest son, baby Citation.


Lest some forget, some credit is also due Citation’s mother, Hydroplane II. As Wright did with Whirlaway’s daddy, Blenheim II, he imported her from England. She arrived on American soil following a tense sea journey, braving dangerous waters and German submarines, a bold, circuitous crossing to keep her heavy date with Bull Lea. The year was 1942, shortly after the start of World War II.


Curiously, Citation’s mama was an even bigger race track bust than his papa. Hydroplane II started seven times in homeland England, failed to win a single race, earning a paltry, actually embarrassing, sum of $81. For some reason, Wright, who surrounded himself with sundry breeding experts and advisers, believed Hydroplane could cut the mustard as broodmare, her track failure notwithstanding.


Citation was her third of eight foals, and her first son. Her first two babies—Fly Off and Mermaid, foaled in 1943 and 1944—were fillies, both race track duds.


Thus, the mating of Bull Lea and Hydroplane II was of no particular import, at least as far as the dam’s contribution went, though she was a daughter of Hyperion. Bull Lea was on autopilot, turning out champions right and left, virtually at the drop of every foal. So Hydroplane’s newest baby, a male, arrived amid customary high hopes and expectations despite her record. All that really mattered was that the newborn was sired by the great one himself.


Bull Lea’s 1945 crop was big and beautiful in quantity and quality. The Wrights spent days and hours pouring over pedigrees, cleverly combining names of sires and dams, searching for names à la such prior striking monikers as Whirlaway, Twilight Tear, Pensive, Twosy, and Armed. Whether a conscious notion, the Wrights increasingly were choosing one-word names for their color-bearers, a young tradition they’d champion for years. Other stables followed suit, lending vitality to name-giving, just another facet of racing’s exciting “glory days.”


“We all suggested names,” said Freeman McMillan, a longtime Calumet farm employee. He wanted to be a jockey, was denied that dream by weight, and later worked as groom and exercise rider. He and Citation would become inseparable companions by 1947.


“Most of the good names, though,” McMillan ceded, “came from the Wrights themselves. They’d glow when they hit on a good one, like Armed, Pensive, Fervent, or Faultless. They thought Whirlaway the best named of ’em all. But then he was our first top one, a real favorite.”


The Wrights outdid themselves in 1945. By then the stable was in deep clover; every Bull Lea son or daughter was viewed as a potential stakes star. So they studiously devoted themselves to naming that crop.


There were colts galore among Bull Lea’s boy babies. One they named Coaltown; for Hydroplane’s newborn, they chose Citation. And Bull Lea also had several spanking-new fillies; one comely one was named Bewitch. And Calumet had other fancy-named youngsters by other sires among that 1945 contingent, including Free America and Whirl Some, the Wrights deigning to use two-word names where fitting.


There were several ways one might be privy to the private goings-on at Calumet. Among sources, Mr. Wright was probably the least informed. Sure, he was the boss, and a hard-nosed one at that. Irascible, autocratic, and short-tempered—sometimes all at the same time—he was also clever enough to compensate those unsavory traits by surrounding himself with experts of all shapes and sizes. And, yes, there were the usual minions to keep him happy and assured that all was well in Calumet heaven. Winners and results were the bottom line.


Wright, learning from the experience of his wild climb to success as a baking powder magnate, saw the wisdom in delegating authority, relying heavily not only on the proven expertise of the Jones boys, but also the savvy of general farm manager J. Paul Ebelhardt and faithful farm secretary Margaret Glass. They kept the farm humming.


The media romanced all of the above with unabashed fervor. Calumet was racing’s answer to the New York Yankees. Actually, Wright was the media’s least-sought target. The “old man” was no more than superficial spokesman, a kind of carousel barker.


“Talk to Mr. Wright about Calumet and his champions,” proffered the late Arch Ward, who was Chicago Tribune sports editor during the 1940s and 1950s, “and all you’d get was how ‘smart and clever’ he was, that he wanted nothing else but to win the Kentucky Derby, possibly the Triple Crown, as many times as possible, and, of course, the next rich stakes to tap. Oh, yes, he’d love to tell you how he created this great thing called Calumet Farm almost all by his lonesome.”


Or you could be a close friend of Chicago Herald-American sports scribes Warren Brown and Elmer Polzin, or Chicago Daily News columnist John P. Carmichael. Close proximity to either Joe Palmer or Red Smith was another channel of inside communication.


It was rare that Wright was approached or interviewed for his opinion anywhere but at the track, where the dapper little man regularly held court every time his stable’s famous devil’s red and blue colors would be flying in a race.


Others “in the know” would include officials at Chicago race tracks, particularly Arlington and Washington Parks, which were exclusive home base to Team Calumet. Several officials enjoyed privileged insight into activities back at the farm. One such person was Bob Henderson, before and after he became general manager for the Arlington-Washington combine owned by ingenious impresario Ben Lindheimer.


Lindheimer regularly hobnobbed with racing royalty; among his favorites were Mr. and Mrs. Warren Wright. Lindheimer left oversight of the tracks to Henderson, a jovial, gregarious track official, perfectly suited to the task. Both tracks purred under his direction.


Henderson, however, didn’t socialize with the Wrights; he preferred the company of farm manager Paul Ebelhardt and later successor Melvin Cinnamon during their Calumet stay; they were close buddies, in the trenches, so to speak. Henderson and his family spent many a weekend visiting Calumet. Fact is, he was there the very week Citation was born.


Not that baby Citation’s arrival caused any stir. To the contrary, he was just another progeny of the redoubtable Bull Lea. In fact, he was still unnamed, though the Wrights had already concocted the names Citation, Coaltown, Free America, and Bewitch for those they considered elite among the farm’s newest baby crop.


Much of Bob Henderson’s time was spent in and around the breeding sheds which Bull Lea and his equine harem called home. He was in Hydroplane’s stall the day after she gave birth to baby Citation. He saw nothing special in the youngster. Said Henderson: “Heck, there were new foals all over the place. The season was in high gear. Ebelhardt and his crew, including breeding manager Bill Raetzman, figured each new one better than the other. They’d been around thoroughbred royalty so long, no one birth, unless complicated, drew any special attention.”


No one—not Ebelhardt, neither Ben nor Jimmy Jones, nor the Wrights—saw anything unique in baby Cy, though word had it, it was Lucille Wright who chose “Citation” as the newborn’s name.


Wright that spring was more concerned about winning the Kentucky Derby a third time in four years. His appetite for success—the Derby was racing’s most cherished prize—was now insatiable. He tasted its sweetness when Whirlaway rolled from far back to score a resounding eight-length victory in the 1941 Derby in track record time.


Pensive won both the Derby and Preakness for Wright in 1944; the long-winded colt, blessed with much of the same kind of late kick that made Whirlaway a living legend, failed, however, to capture the Triple Crown, losing the Belmont Stakes by a half-length to Bounding Home after appearing home free in the final sixteenth of the race.


The Jones boys had another outstanding colt cranked up for the 1945 Derby. Fetchingly named Pot o’Luck, a stretch-rusher in the tradition of Whirlaway and Pensive—he and jockey Doug Dodson, then first-string rider for the Jones boys, went off as Derby favorites.


“Wright died that day,” Henderson recalled. “He thought he had it in the bag. Pot o’Luck tried mightily, came in second, but six lengths behind a speedster named Hoop Jr., who was giving jockey Eddie Arcaro his third Derby win, tying him with Earl Sande and Isaac Murphy.”


Thus began Wright’s love-hate relationship with jockey great Arcaro. The owner of Calumet usually left choice of jockey to Ben and Jimmy and was pleased with Arcaro’s Triple Crown victory ride on “Mr. Longtail,” Whirlaway’s popular nickname in honor of his long, flowing chestnut tail that all but touched the ground when standing.


Conn McCreary was aboard Pensive in 1944. Did fine, too. Wright sought to get Arcaro back to ride Pot o’Luck, but Eddie had agreed to ride Fred W. Hooper’s fast colt, Hoop Jr. Then Arcaro had the gall to beat Wright and Pot o’Luck for top dollar in the 1945 Derby.


Wright shared the Jones boys’ opinion that Arcaro was America’s number one jockey; because of that lofty and deserved ranking, the rider could pick and choose mounts. Wright wanted Arcaro full-time; the latter preferred to freelance. Wright struck back by hiring Doug Dodson as the stable’s contract jockey.


Arcaro didn’t exactly rue his decision to ride freelance, accepting his choice amidst mixed emotions following some frank soul-searching. Ultimately honored as “The Master” in his profession, in most minds the greatest jockey of the twentieth century, Eddie later candidly examined and explained his decision: “If I wasn’t riding freelance I wouldn’t have won with Hoop Jr. in 1945. Pot o’Luck was a nice colt, but no way could he have beaten Hoop Jr. that day.


“Yes, I would have had both Armed and Citation, also Ponder, when he won the 1949 Derby, fourth Derby of the 1940s decade for Ben and Jimmy. But had I stayed with Calumet, I may never have had the opportunity to ride horses like Shut Out, Devil Diver, Hill Prince, Nashua, Olympia, Bold Ruler, Assault, Battlefield, Native Dancer, or Kelso. Then, in retrospect, if I could do it all over again, maybe I’d have strung along with Calumet. But we did manage to get together for two great full-time years in 1952 and 1953, but that was after Mr. Wright had passed away a couple of years earlier.


“It all boils down to speculations,” Arcaro shrugged. “At any rate I got to ride the greatest horse of all time [Citation] even though I wasn’t Calumet’s first-call rider. What a grand privilege, though the tragedy that made it possible broke my heart.”


Meanwhile, back on the farm, Citation, Coaltown, Free America, Bewitch, and a host of blue blood sucklings, most of them sons or daughters of patriarchal Bull Lea, were frolicking with their dams, enjoying “the good life” befitting equine aristocracy.


Charlie Critchfield, former rider turned exercise boy, finally serving as superintendent of stalls at Arlington and Washington in the 1950s, recalls a short stint served at Calumet Farm in the mid-1940s: “I was around when Citation, Bewitch, and the others were weaned. Calumet was up to their ears in young bloodstock. Most of ’em were bays, and I remember Mr. Ebelhardt pointing ’em out to us.


“Not once was anything special made of Citation. I certainly never saw nothing unusual. He ran with the other weanlings. I’m sure he missed his mother. Only thing I remember—Bewitch seemed the fastest, and Coaltown appeared a mite taller. But they were so young, still growing, and havin’ the time of their life.”


While baby Cy was getting accustomed to life minus his mother, the latter was back making love, this time to a sire named Sun Again. She’d make him a proud papa of a brand-new baby girl in 1946; the filly would be named Sunny Flight, not the soundest of Calumeters. Sunny Flight would start only five times in her career. She’d fail to win a race. Just another Hydroplane dullard.


Fact is, Hydroplane was mated with the enigmatic Whirlaway in 1947. That colt, On Wings, also Citation’s half brother, left much to be desired, managing only eight wins from eighty-eight trips postward during a hollow four-year career on the track. At least he held together physically.


It wasn’t until 1949—Hydroplane was barren in 1948—that the Wrights, by then riding cloud nine what with Citation an undisputed giant among thoroughbred greats, that they bred Cy’s dam back to Bull Lea, hoping lightning would strike twice! They aptly, and hopefully, named that colt—a full brother (same sire and dam) to Citation—“Unbelievable.”


Unbelievable was “unbelievably” mediocre, managing three wins in nine starts before being shelved permanently by injury.


Twice more before her death, Hydroplane was sent to Bull Lea in an effort to recapture lightning in a jar. Neither a 1952 filly foal named Siena Way, nor a 1953 colt called St. Crispin, even made it to the races. Bloodline pundits remain mystified as to the vagaries involved in the daring, at times inscrutable, challenge to reproduce greatness in the thoroughbred realm.


Baby Citation was a “freak,” in the finest, most complimentary sense of the word. And no one knew it, not even as he romped and pranced as a just-turned yearling on January 1, 1946.


Young Cy continued to grow, continued to “play” with his peers. Before his yearling season would close, about late summer, he and his friends had begun training in earnest as 1947 fast approached, which would be their two-year-old racing year and their introduction to the world of horse racing.


Long before that, however, the inborn competitive instinct was awakened in Cy and his soul mates. What once was just carefree fun and games, including mindless running and jumping—“tag” and “catch me” sort of stuff—suddenly blossomed into ego and speed not even Calumet’s spacious pastures could contain forever.


Still, nothing of note about young Cy stood out.


“Hey, at that time Ebelhardt told me,” explained Henderson, “hopes ran high for each and every foal, especially among Bull Lea’s offspring. Everything he threw was a champ, or star, or contender. It wasn’t like we were searching for a needle in the haystack. He just figured they’d all be good ones.


“And since at that stage of their lives they all looked like the runners they were bred to be,” Ebelhardt told Henderson, “no one individual took center stage. There was no reason for special treatment. Heck, if Bewitch, Coaltown, Free America, or Whirl Some were poorly-bred bums or anything like that—which they weren’t—little Citation would have stood out like a sore thumb. But they all had that special look in their eye.”


Therefore, January 1, 1947, came and went without extraordinary celebration. January 1, of course, is the universal birthday of all thoroughbreds, and the pressing business at hand had arrived—that of becoming a wage-earning racehorse.


Citation was ready. He stood proud and erect. Maybe he wasn’t as fast as Bewitch then, nor as husky as Free America, nor as tall as Coaltown; but his superior brain was starting to take charge. He was born to race; he’d do it with uncommon verve and dedication.


Cy’s brainy approach to work, coupled with his upbeat spirit and an early turn to maturity, suited the Jones boys just fine. They didn’t believe in coddling their horses. They believed the horses, young and old alike, were there to earn their keep. They were bred to race, and race they would.


Not that the Jones boys ever mistreated their charges. They asked no more of their standard bearers than they did of themselves or of Calumet’s loyal human backstretch personnel, which included a proud battalion of veterinarians, grooms, handlers, and exercise boys. Calumet had no trouble finding good help. Charlie Critchfield remembered: “Calumet meant ‘class.’ Everybody who worked farms in those days would die to work for Mr. Wright and Ben Jones. An employee walked proud in the farm’s devil’s red and blue. It was the uniform—one of distinction.”


So the 1947 two-year-old crop had its work cut out. There would be first, meticulous grooming; second, obedience classes; third, energetic gallops and time trials; fourth, schooling from the starting gate; fifth, periodical health checkups; finally, all of the above, plus hands-on training and plain old hard work. But all the colts and fillies supped and slept well. They earned it.


Thus, Citation metamorphosed into a gifted, young athlete. No more baby steps. From now on, he’d be making giant hoofprints so grand, so unprecedented, no thoroughbred racehorse—past, present, or future—would ever truly duplicate him.
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Chapter Two


Taking Care of Business





Warren Brown, one of the nation’s most respected sports writers of his day—and a thoroughbred junkie like so many of his associates back then—visited with his friend Ben Jones in early March 1947 at Calumet in Kentucky, the pair taking an hour or so to inspect the stable’s most promising two-year-old crop ever.


“They’re all good ones, or so they look,” Jones said with his usual droll, stroking the brim of his omnipresent white hat, “but I kinda like that bay over there. I think, yes, his name’s Citation. He could be a runner. And he knows it, too.”


“Got brains, huh?” Brown replied, the latter as slim and tall as Jones was husky and robust.


Both Jones and Brown knew that most animal behaviorists took a dim view of a horse’s intelligence, particularly thoroughbreds; that the equine was chiefly a product of raw instinct refined only by repetitive training; therefore, virtually devoid of reasoning ability.


Jones agreed to a point that the ape, possibly the pig, maybe even the dog, were smarter than thoroughbreds. “But that doesn’t make racehorses dummies, or stupid, nothing like that. They’re bred with instinct, or common sense—I suppose that’s where ‘horse sense’ comes from—and some, like Citation, have a real savvy, an understanding, a know-how, more than the others.


“Now that doesn’t mean the intelligent ones can automatically run faster,” Jones told Brown, “but good old common horse sense is important for a horse, especially if the bugger can also run a bit.”


Brown wasn’t the only media person with whom the Jones boys freely shared their high opinion of young Cy. Son Jimmy complimented Citation’s brainy ways when asked by Baltimore Sun sports writer Joe Kelly to assess that year’s crop of juveniles. But then both Ben and Jimmy also liked Free America a bit.


For that matter, Wright himself took a shine to Coaltown, while Mrs. Wright, being a woman, favored Bewitch.


Moreover, there were debates and disagreements aplenty among the youngsters’ various grooms and exercise riders as to their steeds’ comparative skills and talents. Groom–exercise rider Freeman McMillan encapsulated the stable’s general opinion and mood: “They were all, each and every one of the two-year-olds, something special. Sure, each had his or her own personality. But they were all runners, bred in the purple, and packed with speed and class. Most of them were still playful, except maybe Citation. Oh, he enjoyed himself, but of ’em all, he was the most businesslike. Kinda more serious-minded, I’d say.”


One thing Ben Jones noted: whereas Bewitch and Coaltown would often pulverize some other lesser-regarded training partner with eye-popping speed and exuberance in work sprints, Citation would be content to run as slow or as fast as his partner, even when pitted in tandem with Bewitch or Coaltown or Free America.


Neither Bewitch nor Coaltown nor Free America ever “burned” Cy in morning trials. Fact is, no one ever really beat him at all, as Jones recalled. As the two-year-olds matured and advanced in conditioning, they’d often work and train in pairs. They’d turn for home in three- or four-furlong drills heads apart and still be that close at the wire, but Cy’s head would always be a nostril or so in front. Or so observers recalled. Exercise boys on either horse never asked for their mount’s best; there was no reason to prove anything.


Even then, though, Citation hated, actually refused, to lose; but since neither rider was actually trying to beat his opponent, Cy’s defiant attitude and behavior wasn’t seen as extraordinary, at least never taken that seriously. It all seemed part of the learning process.


Most people, including the Wrights and the Joneses, were saving their final assessment for when the youngsters would hit the track in actual competition. That was the test of fire.


Because Wright was accustomed to success, winning as many of the blue ribbon stakes as possible became an overpowering obsession. Thus, the Jones boys were attuned to assembly-lining stars and superstars in each and every racing age-sex division.


Whirlaway was their first, though not a progeny of Bull Lea. But Mr. Longtail not only swept the 1941 Triple Crown for Wright’s Calumet, heralding the stable’s arrival among the nation’s elite, but nailed down consecutive Horse of the Year titles (1941–42).


Wright didn’t seem fazed when Eddie Arcaro was “set down” by New York stewards, or judges, for flagrant rough riding in the fall of 1942. As much as he admired “Banana Nose,” as Eddie was known especially among New York racing cognoscenti, Wright seemed satisfied with jockey Conn McCreary’s handling of Pensive in winning both the 1944 Derby and Preakness; but he was aghast when denied another Triple Crown hero—Pensive getting beat in the Belmont Stakes by long shot Bounding Home was bitter wine.


Arcaro’s “vacation” extended a full year, after which it took the chastened rider a short while to reconnect with horsemen.


Wright did find solace that year, however, when his stout-hearted filly, Twilight Tear, actually the first of Bull Lea’s great ones—she was foaled in 1941, the year of Whirlaway’s Triple Crown—grabbed the baton from Pensive, embarking on a win spree that tickled her greedy owner Wright down to his little toe.


Twilight Tear also made her sire proud, piling up eleven straight victories, many against males, strutting her wares in New York, Florida, Maryland, and Illinois. She conquered all in the Pimlico Oaks, Belmont’s Acorn and Coaching Club American Oaks, also the Princess Doreen at Washington Park.


Most of those wins were registered with Conn McCreary in the saddle. Whatever the reason, Wright and Ben Jones soon turned her over to Lee Haas, a comparatively unknown jockey. McCreary was retained in a lesser capacity, usually riding Pensive, who had been in a tailspin since his Belmont debacle.


While Twilight Tear dominated the sport as no filly before, Pensive’s career was on the wane. He started as Twilight Tear’s entrymate in the 1944 Arlington Classic, in those days almost as prestigious a race as the Kentucky Derby. Big question: could Twilight Tear humble “the boys” with all the big money on the line?


Bull Lea’s finest daughter annihilated her field, which included Old Kentuck, who finished second, and Challenge Me, who wound up fourth. Poor, weary Pensive saved third—he’d start a few more times that season without winning—and was retired to stud, his record somewhat tarnished, one of few Calumeters to bow out ingloriously.


Through all this public hullabaloo, Citation was no more than a gleam in Bull Lea’s eye. The latter courted Hydroplane in May of 1944, about the time Pensive was winning both the Derby and Preakness. Cy’s unheralded birth was still eleven months in the future.


Twilight Tear’s brilliance, however, did not go unsung. For all her achievement, including a victory that fall at Laurel in which she was ridden by another new rider, Doug Dodson—he’d play a strange role in Citation’s life three years hence—Twilight Tear was unanimously acclaimed “1944 Horse of the Year,” becoming the first filly so honored.


Calumet was aglow; Wright became richer and prouder; for Ben Jones, who rarely broke the phlegmatic mode, it was another banner season. No one expected less; few, however, realized the best was yet to come.


Pensive, incidentally, expiated his dismal late racing career by becoming a sire of worth. One of his finest sons, beautifully named Ponder—an even more powerful late-finisher than his daddy—who would explode incredibly from off the pace to capture the 1949 Kentucky Derby, later would back up Citation during Cy’s comeback in 1950.


Parenthetically, Ponder was ridden in all his big races by a jockey famed for his “heavy whip”—Steve Brooks. The plot surrounding the life and times of Citation continues to thicken. Brooks, much like the aforementioned Doug Dodson, not to forget the fiery Eddie Arcaro, also would play an integral part in Cy’s career.


It was 1945—the year of Citation’s regal crop—and coincidences mounted. Another son of Bull Lea, out of the mare Armful, was making waves, standing at the threshold of greatness. Like Twilight Tear, this son of Bull Lea also was foaled in 1941, and like most Calumet babies would boast a snappy name—he was named Armed, and he, too, would become a buddy, albeit an older paternal half brother, to Citation.


Citation influenced his age like none before or since. Never would one horse be so closely associated with such a wide array of jockeys, also great or near-great thoroughbreds; he’d climax, at the same time bring to a close the greatest dynasty period, one that embraced twelve matchless years—1941 through 1952—that any thoroughbred breeding or racing establishment could ever enjoy, let alone imagine, in the history of the game.


Armed eventually displaced Phar Lap as the top money-winning gelding of all time. Curiously, Armed as a budding 1943 two-year-old was ordered castrated by Jones because of his ribald, unruly ways. Robust and brown in color, Armed was all but discarded as potential racing material even after losing his manhood. For weeks Armed was shunted to the lowly job of “lead pony,” embarrassingly forced to escort legitimate Calumet runners to the starting gate, all but totally forgotten as an athlete, that occupation for which he was bred.


But Jones gave Armed “one more chance” to prove his worth. The gelding was three when he faced the barrier for the first time. He didn’t turn too many heads, winning three of seven, but no stakes. He even flopped in his four-year-old debut, the year Citation was born. Suddenly the reluctant gelding magically “caught fire,” blasting into unbelievable orbit for the next three years, 1945–47, capping his career as American Horse of the Year in 1947, Cy’s two-year-old season.
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“[Citation] gives insight into racing’s greatest personalities, both equine and human.

Don’t miss it.”—JERRY BAILEY, America’s premier jockey
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