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Foreword


O May 27, 1961, a small bay colt was foaled at Windfields Farm near Toronto, Canada. Although well-bred, he had several strikes against him. He was a late foal, giving away months of development to his earlier-foaled peers. He was born in Canada, a country not noted for the production of great racehorses. His sire was a chronic under-achiever despite great talent and a royal pedigree; his dam had broken down as a three-year-old. And he was small— too small, everyone said.


But dynamite comes in small packages, or so the old saw goes. And the colt named Northern Dancer was dynamite in equine form. As fiery as he was small, the little bay colt with the roguish blaze proved the best of his generation in both Canada and the United States. And, as a stallion, he set off a genetic explosion whose echoes still reverberate throughout the Thoroughbred breed.


Records can capture what Northern Dancer accomplished as a racehorse and stallion. But his personality is another question. Cold facts can convey information, but they are not enough to convey the nature of a horse whose spirit was always far bigger than the body that held it. Northern Dancer was a champion racehorse and a legendary sire, but he was more than that: He was a personality who left an indelible impact on the humans who encountered him.


This is his story.








CHAPTER 1

The Breed Shapers

More than two hundred years before Northern Dancer’s birth, the emerging Thoroughbred produced its first truly breed-defining sire. This was Herod (or King Herod), a son of Tartar and Cypron, by Blaze. Bred by the Duke of Cumberland in 1758, Herod was a fine racehorse whose career was marred toward its end by bleeding episodes.

Herod’s true importance was not as a runner but as a sire. Standing at least part of the 1767 season (though he raced twice that year), he got his first good runner, Florizel, among his foals of 1768. Florizel, in turn, sired *Diomed, the first great Thoroughbred sire in American history. Winner of the first Derby Stakes in 1780, *Diomed enjoyed only limited success as a sire in England but, on importation to the United States at the age of twenty-one, founded a dynasty that claimed some twenty-seven American sire championships between the years 1830 and 1878. Sixteen of those championships were won by Lexington, a great-great-grandson of *Diomed whom many still regard as the greatest stallion ever foaled in the United States.

As important as Florizel was, he was only the beginning for Herod, who led the English general sire list from 1777 through 1784. Herod’s other important sons include Woodpecker, whose great-great-grandson *Glencoe sired the epochal mare Pocahontas in England before becoming an eight-time leading American sire; Phoenomenon, winner of the 1783 St. Leger Stakes and a good sire; and Highflyer, unbeaten in fourteen races and England’s leading sire thirteen times (1785–1796 and 1798).

Highflyer, in turn, sired Sir Peter Teazle, whose run of ten sire championships from 1799 to 1809 was interrupted only by Trumpator in 1803. But change was in the wind. Although direct male-line descendants of Herod would win another twenty English sire championships in the years 1810–1849, the male line of Eclipse was on the rise— ironically, with a great deal of help from Herod, whose daughters, along with daughters of his sons, produced many of the best Eclipse-line horses.

By the time Stockwell (a seventh-generation descendant of Eclipse) won the first of his seven sire championships in 1860, the Herod male line was in clear decline. No Herod-line stallion has been leading sire in England since Tetratema in 1929, nor in the United States since *Ambiorix in 1961. The once-mighty Herod sire line has now dwindled to a few scattered descendants of three-time French champion sire Tourbillon, a thirteenth-generation descendant of Woodpecker.

Despite the near-extinction of his tail-male line, Herod remains one of the most profound influences on the Thoroughbred; according to some genetic studies, Herod may have contributed as much as 17 percent of the genes of the modern Thoroughbred. He may no longer stand at the head of a powerful dynasty, but he remains one of the breed’s great sires.

******

Very few horses since Herod have had such a marked impact on the development of the Thoroughbred, but one that surely approaches that level of influence is St. Simon. Bred by Prince Batthyany of Hungary in 1881, St. Simon was bought by the Duke of Portland after the Prince collapsed and died of a heart attack while at Newmarket to watch his colt Galliard run for the 1883 Two Thousand Guineas (which he won). The purchase was a stroke of luck for the Duke in more ways than one, not only because the colt had come on the market at all but also because His Grace had originally gone to the Tattersalls July sale at which the Batthyany horses were being dispersed with the intention of purchasing the three-year-old Fulmen, the best juvenile of the previous season. Fulmen sold for more than the Duke was prepared to give, however, and on the advice of his trainer, Mat Dawson, the Duke purchased the next lot to come through the ring —St. Simon. The price was a modest sixteen hundred guineas according to most modern authorities, although the Duke himself recalled the price as sixteen hundred pounds in his memoirs. Dawson’s advice no doubt was prompted by the fact that his brother, John Dawson, had been training St. Simon for Prince Batthyany. The colt was fat and out of condition at the time of the sale; furthermore, he had his hocks painted with some white substance, suggesting soreness. On examining the colt, however, Mat Dawson found nothing amiss with the horse’s hocks and, between that and the horse’s soft appearance, concluded that his brother was trying to discourage potential buyers, possibly with an eye to purchasing St. Simon for himself. How the Duke’s purchase of St. Simon affected relations between the Dawson brothers was not recorded for posterity, but perhaps the satisfaction of training one of the great racehorses of all time helped offset any stress on fraternal affections for Mat Dawson.

No one will ever know just how good St. Simon truly was. According to the rules of racing of the day, Prince Batthyany’s death voided all race nominations made for his horses, including St. Simon’s engagement in the Two Thousand Guineas (he was not nominated to the Derby Stakes or the St. Leger). As nominations for major events were normally closed as much as a year in advance and supplementary nominations were then unheard of, St. Simon spent most of his two seasons of racing running for secondary events. Nonetheless, he went undefeated in nine lifetime starts. In a trial, he trounced stablemates Busybody and Harvester, who would go on to win the Oaks and the Derby (in a dead heat with St. Gatien), respectively. He also whipped the high-class stayer Tristan by six lengths in a public trial and thrashed that rival again in the 1884 Ascot Gold Cup, this time by twenty lengths.

Tristan, often used as a yardstick for comparing St. Simon to the other good horses of his day, was a rather uncertain measuring rod. Although a genuine stayer (he won the 1883 Ascot Gold Cup) and a game competitor when in the mood, he was a nasty-tempered fellow who had the reputation of sulking and refusing to extend himself at times; further, he was required to give St. Simon a twenty-three-pound concession as weight for age in both the trial and the Gold Cup. Nonetheless, the manner in which St. Simon won his races, coupled with the knowledge that he had also handily beaten his year’s Two Thousand Guineas winner Scot Free and the eventual St. Leger winner The Lambkin in a trial a few days before the St. Leger, left little doubt that the son of Galopin was the champion of his generation. Although it was intended that he would race as a four-year-old, he had never quite recovered from nagging leg problems suffered when winning the Newcastle Gold Cup—his next-to-last race—over very hard ground, and he eventually retired to the breeding shed without running again, standing his first season as a five-year-old in 1886.

Like Herod, St. Simon was an immediate success. He first led the English general sire list in 1890, when his first foals were three-year-olds, and he eventually secured nine sire championships all told (1890–1896, 1900, and 1901). His sons St. Frusquin (1896 Two Thousand Guineas), Persimmon (1896 Derby and St. Leger), and Desmond (a good juvenile who later went rogue and refused to try) all became leading sires in England, while 1900 English Triple Crown winner Diamond Jubilee (a full brother to Persimmon) led the Argentine general sire list four times, as did St. Frusquin’s son Saint Wolf. In France, Rabelais (1903 Goodwood Cup) led the French general sire list three times while Simonian became champion sire posthumously in 1912 and sired Nuage, leading sire in Germany in 1915–1917. Other sons of St. Simon who were influential at stud include Chaucer, Childwick, William the Third, Florizel II, Pietermaritzburg (leading sire in Argentina in 1911), and Bill of Portland.

St. Simon’s daughters were also both notable as runners and able to breed on (as evidenced by St. Simon’s leading the English broodmare sire list six times) though they were often high-strung after the manner of their sire. Another oddity of St. Simon’s fillies—and sometimes of his sons—is that they tended to be small, many standing only a little over fifteen hands even though their sire measured a solid sixteen hands, one inch.

Since the early 1900s St. Simon’s sire line has been in decline, although *Princequillo and *Ribot founded important branches in the United States during the mid-twentieth century. Nonetheless, like Herod, St. Simon remains a tremendous influence throughout the breed—in no small part, thanks to his daughters and to those of his sons and grandsons. He was also a tremendous influence on many breeders, not least Signor Federico Tesio, who spent his career trying to re-create the horse whom he considered to be one of the best, if not the best, of all time. In Nearco, grandsire of Northern Dancer, he perhaps succeeded.

******

“Here lies the fleetest runner the American Turf has ever known, and one of the gamest and most generous of horses.” So reads the inscription on the grave of Domino. Faster horses have been seen since, but none gamer, and none that have wielded greater influence in so brief an allotted time on earth.

Unbeaten in nine starts as a two-year-old of 1893, Domino proved to be a talented sprinter at three and four but did not truly stay beyond a mile. Had his stamina matched his speed and his boundless courage, he would have been one for the ages. His greatest performance was almost certainly his match race with the 1894 Belmont Stakes winner Henry of Navarre; over a distance of nine furlongs, at least an eighth of a mile farther than he cared to go, Domino absolutely refused to be defeated and ran Henry to a dead heat.

Hampered by a foot injury and by his connections’ repeated insistence that he keep trying distances beyond his tether as a four-year-old, Domino still won half his eight starts that year and retired with a record of nineteen wins from twenty-five starts. His owner, James R. Keene, thought that Domino would do best with stoutly bred mares and, to that end, had purchased a number of fine English mares specifically to breed to him.

Sadly, Domino did not have long to enjoy his splendid harem, dying suddenly at the age of six. Although the official verdict was spinal meningitis, a spinal injury suffered while playing in his paddock and colic brought on by overfeeding also have been suggested as causes of his death. He had served only two seasons in the stud and by modern standards had served a pitifully small book of mares each season.

Twenty foals constituted Domino’s legacy to his breed, and the number was further reduced when one colt died while still unnamed. Of his eight surviving sons, five were geldings and another, Olympian, was presumably killed in World War I only a few years after his export to France for stud duty, having covered only a handful of mares in his native land. As if this were not enough, Domino’s great son Commando, the champion of his generation, also died young, leaving only twenty-seven foals. Yet, against all odds, Domino not only founded a male line leading to 1994 American leading sire Broad Brush and 2015 Argentine champion sire Include (by Broad Brush) but also became one of the most profound influences on the American Thoroughbred.

Had Domino sired nothing but Commando, he would have done enough to etch his name deep into bloodstock annals, for Commando’s handful of foals included no less than four important sires: unbeaten Colin, through whom the Domino line traces to modern times; Peter Pan, a Belmont Stakes winner who sired Colonel E.R. Bradley’s foundation sire Black Toney; Celt, second only to Colin in the crop of 1905 and a first-class sire and broodmare sire; and the highly inbred Ultimus, whose dam was Domino’s daughter Running Stream. Yet Domino also sired Disguise, a good sire in his own right; Pink Domino, dam of the Belmont Stakes winner and champion sire Sweep; Climax, dam of the good sire Theo. Cook; and Noonday, dam of Ultimus’ son High Time, who followed in the hoofprints of his sire as a good source of speedy juveniles.

Domino’s influence reached its peak through the breeding program of E.R. Bradley, who repeatedly crossed Black Toney, Black Toney’s grandson Blue Larkspur, and 1926 Kentucky Derby winner Bubbling Over (whose dam carried three crosses of Domino within four generations) to his splendid matron *La Troienne. The resulting brood of daughters, bred to 1937 Triple Crown winner War Admiral (himself a maternal grandson of Sweep), produced such standouts as Busher, Buckpasser, Striking, Searching, and Mr. Busher and spread Domino’s blood far and wide through the top echelons of North American breeding. And wherever Domino’s blood has gone, speed and courage have followed.

******

Northern Dancer, of course, boasts a pedigree laced through and through with the blood of both Herod and St. Simon; in fact, the “Little Giant of Windfields” has twenty-one crosses to St. Simon within the first nine generations of his pedigree, an unusually high concentration for a horse foaled in the early 1960s. Through his dam, he also shares in the rich heritage of Domino. Yet breeding alone cannot explain what made Northern Dancer such a dynamo; three full brothers showed no trace of the spark that drove Northern Dancer to the heights of greatness, either as racehorses or as sires.

As the reader will see, many of the traits associated with Northern Dancer—his racing talent, his small size, and his indomitable will to win—can be traced from generation to generation through his pedigree. But Northern Dancer was more than simply the sum of his ancestors. He was himself, a unique meeting of three hundred years of selective breeding with the wild whims of chance, and the Thoroughbred has been forever changed by the little horse with the giant’s heart.








CHAPTER 2

Tapestry

One cannot easily pick out a beginning for the genetic tapestry that produced Northern Dancer, for its threads stretch back to the very origins of the Thoroughbred. But perhaps a good starting point is the Newmarket yearling sale of July 1894, where a small, flat-withered chestnut filly by Tristan out of the 1878 One Thousand Guineas and Two Thousand Guineas winner Pilgrimage was sold to the sixteenth Earl of Derby for 1,800 guineas.

Lord Derby was, at the time, engaged in rebuilding the family’s breeding program, which had lost some prestige since the days of the twelfth Earl, the namesake of the Derby Stakes. His other acquisitions during the late 1800s and early 1900s included Lock and Key, whose daughter Keystone II would become his first homebred Classic winner by taking the 1906 Oaks, and Bridget, whose daughter Santa Brigida would win the Yorkshire Oaks and found a notable family. The seventeenth Earl, who assumed the title on his father’s death in 1908, made the most of the stock inherited from his father and also made three more key acquisitions in the mares Bromus, Anchora, and Gondolette, all nowhere near top class as racers but tremendously influential as producers.

Named Canterbury Pilgrim, the Tristan filly proved anything but saintly. She was “spitefully nasty” in the words of author Richard Ulbrich, given to biting and kicking so indiscriminately that she was banished from the company of other horses while in training. Worse, she failed to stay well enough to win in five starts at two. Yet she had shown enough promise to catch at least one eye—that of veteran trainer Robert Peck, who had conditioned 1873 Oaks and St. Leger winner Marie Stuart.

“Don’t be downhearted about your mare,” Peck told Lord Derby’s young trainer, George Lambton. “She will be a stayer and will probably win the Oaks.”

Over the winter Canterbury Pilgrim formed a bond with an older gelding named Flare Up, who became her regular work companion. The relationship seemed to steady her. She added muscle during the spring of her three-year-old season and began training much more aggressively, thriving on the long gallops Lambton gave her. A hard puller, she was tough to handle on the racecourse and worse around the stable, where her manners had not improved in the least. But these faults were readily forgiven after she won the Oaks, the Liverpool Summer Cup, the Park Hill Stakes, and the Jockey Club Cup. Having won four of eleven starts, she retired at the end of her three-year-old season with the reputation of a first-class stayer.

Canterbury Pilgrim produced seven fillies from ten foals for the sixteenth and seventeenth Lords Derby, but it was her sons Swynford and Chaucer who did the most to carry her name on to future generations. The former, a son of 1904 Derby runner-up John o’ Gaunt, was a big, rugged-looking brown horse who bore little resemblance to his dam. Racing for the seventeenth Earl of Derby, Swynford was rather slow to mature but won the 1910 St. Leger and the 1911 Eclipse Stakes before breaking a pastern in a routine gallop. He survived to become the leading English sire of 1923 and got a stallion even better than himself in Blandford, who led the English general sire list in 1934, 1935, and 1938.

Chaucer was a very different horse from his half brother. Standing only 15.1½ 2 hands at maturity, he was much more like his dam in all but color, being registered as a brown. He was not exactly bred for meekness of temper, for his sire was St. Simon, who was an extremely high-strung horse and had the reputation of being quite dangerous as a stallion.

Chaucer was a nervous and stubborn sort but no more dangerous than most Thoroughbreds, and he proved a game if not stellar racehorse. He ranked among the better juveniles of 1902, winning the Gimcrack Stakes and the Boscawen Stakes, but at three and up he proved well below the best of his crop. Unplaced in all his starts at three, when he was hampered by illness, Chaucer won three plates at age four and at five won the Doncaster Spring Handicap and the Liverpool Cup. These were races far below the top grade, and Chaucer could not improve on that form at six although he scored a second victory in the Liverpool Cup.

Chaucer retired to Lord Derby’s stud as a seven-year-old and proved a good stallion, his best runners including the One Thousand Guineas winners Canyon (1916) and Pillion (1926) and the 1911 Derby runner-up Stedfast, winner of twenty-two of his twenty-nine starts. Although Chaucer’s stakes-winning son Prince Chimay founded a male line that reached its peak with the 1938 Derby winner Bois Roussel (sired by Prince Chimay’s son Vatout) and his son Delville Wood, a five-time leading sire in Australia, Chaucer’s greatest legacy was through his daughters, who made him the leading English broodmare sire of 1927 and 1933. Among them were Scapa Flow and Selene, and through them Chaucer made his primary contributions to the Thoroughbred.

Bred by Lord Derby in 1914, Scapa Flow was out of Anchora, a modest handicapper whom Lord Derby had purchased more for her soundness and toughness than for her racing talent. Scapa Flow won the Scarborough Handicap and two other races but was far from a first-rate runner. In fact, at one point during her three-year-old season, she was entered in a selling handicap at Stockton that provided the winner be sold at auction with a starting price of fifty pounds. (She ran second, and a prearranged claim by a friend of George Lambton kept her in Lord Derby’s stable.)

It was in the paddocks that Scapa Flow made her name, producing Classic winners Fairway (1928 St. Leger and a four-time leading sire in England) and Fair Isle (1930 One Thousand Guineas). She also foaled Pharos, whose male line brings in a second strand of Lord Derby’s breeding program.

Phalaris, the sire of Pharos (as well as of Fairway and Fair Isle), was foaled in 1913 from the mating of Lord Derby’s mare Bromus with five-time leading English sire Polymelus. Bromus had won only one small race for breeder J.H. Houldsworth but was well enough bred, being by the 1890 Derby winner Sainfoin (also the sire of 1903 Triple Crown winner *Rock Sand) out of a daughter of St. Simon. Further, Bromus was closely inbred to Springfield (sire of Sainfoin and also sire of Bromus’ granddam Sunrise), in his time considered one of the fastest horses ever seen in England.

As a racehorse, Phalaris proved both game and fast and was considered one of the best—if not the best—English sprinters of the World War I era. This was something of a left-handed compliment, however, as sprinters in that time were held of relatively little account compared to Classic winners, particularly winners of the Derby Stakes. Phalaris ran unplaced in the Two Thousand Guineas, his sole venture into Classic competition, and although he won sixteen of his twenty-four starts, he was not considered a particularly attractive stud prospect. He was, accordingly, offered for sale, but there were no takers at the stated price of five thousand pounds, and so Phalaris took up stallion duties at Lord Derby’s Woodlands Stud in 1919.

Lord Derby soon had reason to be grateful that Phalaris had not been sold. Providing an injection of high-class speed into Lord Derby’s generally stamina-laden breeding program, Phalaris was the leading English sire of 1925 and 1928. His five Classic winners included the already-mentioned Fairway and Fair Isle; Manna, winner of the 1925 Derby; Colorado, winner of the 1926 Two Thousand Guineas; and Chatelaine, winner of the 1933 Oaks.

Fairway, Fair Isle, and Colorado were all sired on daughters of Chaucer, as were *Sickle, *Pharamond II, and Pharos, all important sires. This apparent affinity for daughters of Chaucer is all the more impressive when one considers that only sixty-six daughters of Chaucer were registered in the General Stud Book at the time Phalaris went to stud. More were doubtless registered by the time of Chaucer’s death in 1926, and Phalaris probably had better opportunities with Chaucer mares than did most other sires, given that many of Chaucer’s best daughters were in Lord Derby’s possession. Nonetheless, with the notable exception of Hyperion, Chaucer would have had very little impact on modern pedigrees without Phalaris, and Phalaris likewise would not have been the sire he was without Chaucer mares.

Pharos was among Phalaris’ best runners, although not up to Classic standards. He ran second by a length in the 1923 Derby behind *Papyrus and eventually won fourteen of his thirty starts, including the 1924 Champion Stakes. Like his sire, he was not considered a top stallion prospect at the time of his retirement but became the leading English sire of 1931, the year his son Cameronian won the Derby. By that time Pharos had been moved to France, where he died in 1937, but he was also responsible for the 1932 St. Leger winner Firdaussi and the Irish Two Thousand Guineas and Derby winner Phideas. In France, Pharos was highly influential, getting 1939 Prix du Jockey-Club winner and 1944 French leading sire Pharis II; the Poule d’Essai des Pouliches (French One Thousand Guineas) winners Mary Tudor II (1934) and The Nile (1935), the former the dam of 1941 Derby winner Owen Tudor; and the 1937 Prix de Diane (French Oaks) winner En Fraude among others.

Pharos’ best son, however, was bred in a minor country by racing standards of pre-World War II Europe. This was Nearco, whose story introduces the great Italian breeder, Federico Tesio.

Pedigree students have been perhaps unnecessarily baffled by Tesio, a very private man when it came to his breeding program. In contrast to Lord Derby, who was greatly assisted by Lambton and by pedigree advisor Walter Alston in managing Woodlands Stud, Tesio took no one save his wife into his confidence when it came to planning matings or purchasing bloodstock.

That Tesio managed to breed four horses—Donatello II, Nearco, Tenerani, and Ribot—of international caliber in the relative backwater of Italy and on modest financial resources (by 1931, he was, in fact, sufficiently strapped that he took on the wealthy Marchese Mario Incisa della Rochetta as a partner in his Dormello Stud) speaks volumes of his genius. Nonetheless, the basics of his program were simple enough: balancing speed and stamina in his bloodlines; intelligently using line breeding, particularly to St. Simon; using mares that either were good racers themselves or came from strong bloodlines that he could “breed up” from; and selecting mates for his mares that complemented them in as many ways as possible, no matter how far he had to travel to arrange a desirable mating. And the goal of his program, as recorded in his private notebook, was simplicity itself: “… to breed and raise a racehorse who, over any distance, could carry the heaviest weight in the shortest time.” In Nearco, he came as close to this goal as anyone could wish.

Although Tesio became popularly known as the “Wizard of Dormello,” English horsemen may have thought him more of a madman when he reacted with delight to buying a weedy mare for seventy-five guineas at the 1915 Newmarket December sale. Although beautifully bred—by 1906 Derby winner Spearmint out of the American-bred 1899 One Thousand Guineas winner Sibola—Catnip had only one victory, in the Gosforth Nursery Handicap at Newcastle, a race worth a mere one hundred pounds to the winner. The fact that she was selling in foal to Cock-a-Hoop, a sire whose only merit was being a full brother to the great race mare Pretty Polly, only emphasized her status as a cull.

Tesio’s keen eye for breeding potential was never better demonstrated than by the purchase of Catnip. One of the great matrons of Italian history, she produced four important foals: Nesiotes (by Hurry On), a winner of fifteen races, including the Premio Omnium, and a good sire in Italy; Nomellina (by St. Amant), a winner of eight races including the Criterium Nazionale; Nera di Bicci (by Tracery), winner of the Premio Chiusura and seven other races and the dam of the Italian Classic winners Neroccia and Nannoccia; and, best of all, Nogara.

Sired by ten-time leading Italian sire Havresac II (a son of Rabelais), Nogara won fourteen of eighteen starts, including the 1930 Criterium Nazionale as a juvenile and the 1931 Premio Regina Elena (Italian One Thousand Guineas) and Premio Parioli (Italian Two Thousand Guineas) at three. She was in many ways Tesio’s ideal of a Thoroughbred mare: compact, smoothly made, and muscular. If she could be faulted, it would be for being rather small (fifteen hands and one inch) and light on bone.

Tesio spent a tremendous amount of time studying pedigrees and visiting stallions to assess conformation and the quality of their care before booking a mating for one of his mares. In 1934 the results of his careful research led him to conclude that the ideal mate for Nogara would be Lord Derby’s stallion Fairway, who appeared to complement the mare in pedigree, racing aptitude, and conformation. But by the time Tesio had drawn his conclusions and tried to arrange the mating, Fairway’s book was already full.

Fairway’s full brother, Pharos, was available, but he was not the type of stallion that normally appealed to Tesio. Although his pedigree obviously suited Nogara as well as Fairway’s did, in conformation he was a coarser, blockier type. Further, his strong suit was speed over intermediate distances, and Tesio’s bias was for using as sires horses with the stamina to win the Derby or the St. Leger. Nonetheless, Tesio knew the value of quality speed and had used Pharos at least once before, sending the stoutly bred Gay Gamp to him in 1933. The resulting colt, El Greco, ranked behind only Donatello II at two and three in Italy and later became a noted sire in his native land. As a foal of 1934, El Greco likely had little impact on Tesio’s decision to go ahead and breed Nogara to Pharos, but Tesio would have reason to be grateful for the circumstances that had pushed him to use Pharos rather than Fairway.

Nogara produced her Pharos colt in 1935. Like his dam, the young Nearco was compact and blocky: a muscular fellow who routinely bullied the other colts at Dormello. But he took size and substance from Pharos. As he grew, he became a magnificent-looking specimen with a long, finely cut head and neck, beautifully sloped shoulders, and strong, well-rounded quarters reminiscent of his ancestor St. Simon. And he ran to his looks. No matter what the challenge, Nearco mastered it without apparent effort. The best juvenile in Italy at age two and the best Italian runner of any age at three, he crowned his career by defeating the best English and French three-year-olds of his year in the 1938 Grand Prix de Paris. An often-quoted statement from Tesio’s private notebook says of him, “Beautifully balanced, of perfect size and great quality. Won all his fourteen races as soon as he was asked. Not a true stayer though he won up to 3,000 metres. He won these longer races by his superb class and brilliant speed.”

Despite the excellence of Nearco’s racing career, Tesio was not inclined to keep him for stud—one assumes partly because of his preference for stoutness rather than brilliance in sires and partly because of his general policy of seldom keeping a home sire for fear that he might be tempted to mate his mares based on convenience rather than on the best possible match-up. Thus, Nearco was sold for the then-record price of 60,000 pounds to British bookmaker Martin Benson and took up stud duty at Benson’s Beech House Stud in 1939. There, he would lead the English general sire list twice (in 1947 and 1948) and would sire two sons whose influence on the modern Thoroughbred has been profound: *Nasrullah, sire of Bold Ruler and progenitor of the Blushing Groom (Fr) and Caro (Ire) male lines, and Nearctic, sire of Northern Dancer.

******

Selene, the second of Chaucer’s important daughters, was foaled in 1919. She was produced from Serenissima, whose dam Gondolette was purchased from the Tully Stud of Colonel Hall-Walker (later Lord Wavertree) by Lord Derby in 1912 for 1,550 guineas. The purchase was in no small part motivated by the fact that Gondolette’s sire Loved One was by See Saw out of Pilgrimage and, thus, a half brother to Canterbury Pilgrim. The plan was to breed Gondolette and her progeny primarily to Canterbury Pilgrim’s sons Chaucer and Swynford, thus creating inbreeding to Pilgrimage.

Although Gondolette had been only a minor winner as a racer, she had already proved a fine producer by the time she came to Lord Derby’s stud. Her Tully-bred progeny included stakes-winning Great Sport (by Gallinule), third in the 1913 Derby; Let Fly (by White Eagle), winner of the 1914 Dewhurst Stakes and second in the 1915 Derby; and Dolabella, whose fleet daughter Myrobella was the best English juvenile filly of 1932 and later produced the 1942 Two Thousand Guineas winner and important sire Big Game.

For Lord Derby, Gondolette produced the 1918 One Thousand Guineas winner Ferry and 1924 Derby winner Sansovino to the cover of Swynford. Her most important Derby-bred foal, however, was Serenissima, whom she was carrying at the time of her purchase. By 1909 Derby winner Minoru, Serenissima won only two minor events from fifteen starts, but her foals included 1923 One Thousand Guineas and St. Leger winner Tranquil, the 1930 Ascot Gold Cup winner Bosworth, and Selene.

Like many of Canterbury Pilgrim’s descendants, including her sire Chaucer, Selene was small—so small, in fact, that George Lambton did not feel it worthwhile to nominate her for any of the English Classics. At the time, it probably would have seemed a rational enough decision to any observer; after all, Selene was only the second foal from her dam, and Serenissima’s first foal, a full sister to Selene named Venetia, was not showing much promise. In hindsight, however, it was one of the few major mistakes of Lambton’s career.

By the end of her racing career, Selene was widely acknowledged as the best filly of the 1919 crop. Her sixteen victories from twenty-two starts included the Rous Memorial Stakes and Cheveley Park Stakes at two and the Nassau Stakes, Park Hill Stakes, and Liverpool Autumn Cup at three. Not only did most horsemen rank her as superior to the 1922 Oaks winner, Pogrom, and the One Thousand Guineas winner, Silver Urn, but many felt she could have taken the measure of the St. Leger winner, Royal Lancer, as well. Beautifully made despite her small size (fifteen hands, two inches at maturity), Selene had a strong will to win and stayed as far as she was asked to run. If she had a fault, it was that her legs were considered slightly short in proportion to the size of her body, a trait she passed to several of her foals.

Lambton hoped to continue racing Selene at four, but he was overridden by Lord Derby, who chose to breed Selene to Phalaris in 1923. The resulting foal, *Sickle, was the first of four sons who would engrave Selene’s name deep into the history of the Thoroughbred. Winner of three stakes as a juvenile and third in the 1927 Two Thousand Guineas at three, *Sickle stood one year in England before being leased to Joseph E. Widener, who imported the horse to America in 1930 (he would buy *Sickle outright two years later).

Standing at Widener’s Elmendorf Farm in Kentucky, *Sickle led the American general sire list in 1936 and 1938 before his death in 1943. His forty-five stakes winners included 1938 champion three-year-old male Stagehand and 1945 champion juvenile male Star Pilot, but his most important son was the relatively moderate Unbreakable, who would become the grandsire of the great Native Dancer. Native Dancer, in turn, would become the maternal grandsire of Northern Dancer.

Selene returned to Phalaris in 1924, and the resulting colt was *Pharamond II. A blockier, smaller horse than *Sickle, *Pharamond II won the important Middle Park Plate as a juvenile in 1927 but otherwise was several notches below the best of his crop. Following his three-year-old season, he was sold to a syndicate headed by Kentucky horseman Hal Price Headley (who later bought the horse outright) for four thousand pounds and stood his first season in 1929 at Headley’s Beaumont Farm. Before his death in 1953, *Pharamond II sired thirty-five stakes winners including 1937 champion two-year-old male Menow, whose son Tom Fool won Horse of the Year honors in the year of *Pharamond II’s death. Tom Fool, in turn, sired 1966 Horse of the Year Buckpasser, one of the most noted broodmare sires of modern times.

Hurry On, Selene’s mate in 1925, was an entirely different proposition than Phalaris. A huge (seventeen hands high) son of the 1908 Cambridgeshire Stakes winner, Marcovil, and the unraced Sainfoin mare Tout Suite, Hurry On was purchased for five hundred guineas at the Tattersalls First July yearling sale of 1914 by trainer Fred Darling on behalf of James Buchanan (later Lord Woolavington). The big colt was not fashionably bred and was so backwards as a youngster that he did not start at two. He made up for that by going unbeaten and unextended through all six of his starts at three to be commonly acknowledged as the best English three-year-old of 1916, his victories including the September Stakes (run as a wartime substitute for the St. Leger) and the Jockey Club Cup. Many years later, as his distinguished training career drew to a close, Fred Darling said of Hurry On, “He is the best horse I have ever trained, and the best I am ever likely to train.”

As a sire, Hurry On outbred his pedigree just as he had outraced it, becoming the leading English sire of 1926. A great influence for stamina, he was the opposite of the speedy Phalaris. Selene, however, showed her genetic versatility by producing Hunter’s Moon, the third of her notable sire sons, to his cover. Although troubled by sore shins during much of his career, Hunter’s Moon managed to win the 1929 Newmarket Stakes, defeating that year’s Two Thousand Guineas winner Mr. Jinks, before being exported to Argentina. There, he became an important sire before being sent on to Brazil, where he died in the early or middle 1950s (he is recorded as having covered mares in Brazil as late as 1952). He was the leading broodmare sire in Argentina in 1954 and, like his sire, proved a notable influence for stamina.

The last and best of Selene’s important sons was Hyperion, whose sire was the 1918 Triple Crown winner Gainsborough. So small as a foal that stable lads likened him to a golden retriever, Hyperion had to be specially fed from a custom-made feed bunker as a weanling because he could not compete with the larger colts. Because of his tiny size, there was some talk of gelding him or selling him off as a cull. Lambton, however, was fond of the little chestnut, and in any event was not about to make the same mistake with Hyperion that he had with Selene. He nominated the colt to the Derby and the St. Leger, and Hyperion remained ungelded and unculled.

Hyperion also remained small—he barely measured fifteen hands when he went into serious training, and stood only an inch and a half taller at maturity—but he grew into a beautifully proportioned animal. Although he had the shortish legs of his dam and was considered both ewe-necked and light on bone as a youngster, he was muscular with plenty of power for his size. Lambton’s problem was that Hyperion was not at all inclined to use that power, at least not in training. The colt was that trainer’s headache of a horse that is unwilling to exert himself in a workout, yet needs hard work to keep fit. Further, the curious little fellow was distracted by anything unusual that he saw and seemed particularly fascinated by skyborne objects, whether airplanes or birds.

Lambton could not have known that Hyperion was probably partially deaf, a condition only deduced after the horse’s death when a thickening of the hyoid bone near the left ear opening was discovered as his skeleton was being prepared for display at the Animal Health Trust at Newmarket—possibly the result of an infection during the horse’s rather sickly babyhood. Such an impairment could easily account both for Hyperion’s keen interest in anything moving in his field of vision and for the difference between Hyperion as a work horse in the morning and Hyperion as a racehorse in the afternoon, for with the stimulus of a noisy crowd—something he could, perhaps, hear clearly—Hyperion became a different animal. Sent for the Zetland Maiden Plate at Doncaster for his first race, Hyperion closed strongly to be fourth of nineteen runners, and jockey Tommy Weston later admitted that he probably could have won with the colt had he anticipated Hyperion’s willing response to his urging and asked him earlier.

The little golden colt went on to win three of his remaining four starts at two, including the Dewhurst Stakes at Newmarket and a dead heat for the Prince of Wales’s Stakes at Goodwood. He was ranked second behind Manitoba among the juvenile colts of 1932, but both were ranked behind the brilliant filly Myrobella and her fellow females Betty and Brown Betty. At three, however, Hyperion was the best of his age regardless of sex. After winning his season opener in the Chester Vase, he turned in a brilliant performance in the Derby, galloping home ahead of King Salmon (later an Eclipse Stakes winner) and twenty-two other rivals. His official winning margin was four lengths, but many eyewitnesses made it closer to six. He finished his season by winning the Prince of Wales’s Stakes at the Royal Ascot meeting and the St. Leger by three easy lengths over the next year’s Ascot Gold Cup winner, Felicitation.

Hyperion remained in training as a four-year-old but had to adapt to a different trainer, Lord Derby having decided that Lambton’s age and declining health warranted moving on to a successor. (Ironically, Lambton continued to be a successful trainer for other owners until his death eleven years later.) The new head trainer was Colledge Leader, a good horseman but apparently not up to the challenge of getting the lazy Hyperion to stay fit off his works.

Under the new regime Hyperion won his first two starts of the season, the March Stakes and the Burwell Stakes, but was not really impressive in either. Then he had to be pulled up from a two-mile gallop in preparation for the Ascot Gold Cup as apparently unfit to go the distance. This did not bode well for a race at two and a half miles, but Hyperion went to the post for the Gold Cup anyway despite heavy rains that had turned the course into a quagmire and placed stamina at an even greater premium. He finished a tiring third behind Felicitation and the French colt Thor II. In his final start, the Dullingham Stakes, Hyperion was beaten a short head by the three-year-old Caithness, to whom he was conceding twenty-nine pounds.

With a splendid pedigree and a race record of nine wins, one second, and two thirds from thirteen starts, Hyperion entered stud with high expectations and more than fulfilled them. He was the leading sire in England six times (1940–1942, 1945–1946, and 1955). So high was his reputation that movie mogul Louis B. Mayer offered Lord Derby a blank check for the stallion but was refused with the words, “Even though England be reduced to ashes, Hyperion shall never leave these shores.” Mayer had to be content with standing Hyperion’s son *Alibhai, who, despite breaking down as a yearling in training, became a first-class sire.

Hyperion, in fact, was one of the greatest sire of sires ever seen in the breed. Among the sons that earned at least one sire championship in a major racing nation are Aureole, *Heliopolis, Gulf Stream, Selim Hassan, Aristophanes, Helios, Ruthless, and Deimos, and other sons that wielded great influence include *Khaled, Owen Tudor, Red Mars, Stardust (sire of five-time Australian sire champion Star Kingdom), and the aforementioned *Alibhai.

Hyperion’s daughters were no less influential, making him the leading broodmare sire in England four times (1948, 1957, and 1967–1968). Among them were *Hydroplane II, dam of the great Citation; Libra, dam of the Classic-winning full brothers Ribocco and Ribero; Aurora, dam of four stakes winners, including the 1949 Ascot Gold Cup winner and important sire Alycidon; Calash, dam of the Oaks winner Carozza and the important Argentine sire Snow Cat; and Red Ray, great-granddam of the great European racer and sire Mill Reef. But among his daughters, surely none can have wielded more influence than *Lady Angela, dam of Nearctic, whose story will be told later.

******

When the chestnut filly to be named Almahmoud first struggled to her feet in the spring of 1947, she could not have known that she represented a convergence of old American bloodlines with some of the best blood that Europe had to offer. She was bred by C.V. “Sonny” Whitney, whose own heritage in the Thoroughbred world traced back to his grandfather, William Collins Whitney. A charter member of The Jockey Club when it formed in 1894—though he owned not a single Thoroughbred at the time!—the elder Whitney became actively involved in racing when he purchased a steeplechaser named Shillalah in 1897. Sometime during the late 1890s, Whitney also purchased the right to use the racing colors of none other than George Lambton, and so the famous colors of “Eton blue, brown cap” became enshrined in American racing history. (Lambton later repurchased the right to use the colors in England; when Whitney raced horses in England, his silks were distinguished from Lambton’s by brown sleeves.)

By 1901, Whitney had not only established himself as one of the leading American owners but also had succeeded in capturing no less than the Derby Stakes with Volodyovski, a colt he had leased from Lady Meux earlier that spring. The following year he began acquiring breeding stock, and before his death in 1904, he had bred the fillies Artful, remembered for handing the great Sysonby his only defeat, and Tanya, who would win the 1905 Belmont Stakes. He died before either filly started as a juvenile, however, and both raced at two in the colors of his friend Herman B. Duryea, who leased the racing stable while the Whitney family observed the customary year of mourning. At three, Artful and Tanya raced for Harry Payne Whitney, who had purchased the two at his father’s bloodstock dispersal.

The younger Whitney had already been involved in racing independently of his father since 1902, when he and Duryea campaigned the good colt Irish Lad in partnership. Following his father’s death, he went into the breeding business as well. The nucleus of his breeding operation came from the dispersal of his father’s horses, in which he bought the stallion Hamburg, a number of the mares, and most of the yearlings. He also bought other stock through the years. Among his purchases was the Peter Pan filly Fly By Night, whom he bought from J.N. Camden’s Hartland Stud.

Under the name of Fly By Night II, the chestnut filly raced in England before returning to the United States for breeding. Among her produce was the cleverly named Flying Witch, whose sire Broomstick (by 1896 Kentucky Derby winner Ben Brush) was already famous as the sire of champion Whisk Broom II and the Kentucky Derby-winning filly Regret. One of the pillars of H.P. Whitney’s breeding program, Broomstick would die in 1931, having led the American general sire list three times (1913–1915), and his 25 percent stakes winners from foals ranks him among the great stallions in the Thoroughbred breed’s history.

Although Flying Witch won only one of six races for the Whitney stable, she proved her worth as a broodmare by producing two winners of the historic Futurity Stakes: Mother Goose (1924) and Whichone (1929), both by Whitney’s stallion *Chicle.

A son of 1906 Derby Stakes winner Spearmint, *Chicle had enough talent to win the 1916 Brooklyn Derby (now known as the Dwyer Stakes) but was none too sound. At stud he also developed a dangerously savage disposition and was reportedly being considered for destruction when the quality of his early progeny earned him a reprieve. The decision was fortunate for American bloodstock if not for the Whitney staff, as among *Chicle’s stakes-winning daughters were Chicleight, whose daughter Blue Delight founded a great family for Calumet Farm; Goose Egg, dam of 1942 Kentucky Derby and Belmont Stakes winner Shut Out; and Incandescent, second dam of 1946 Triple Crown winner Assault.

Mother Goose won only one other stakes besides the Futurity, but she placed in two other added-money events and is generally acknowledged by racing historians as the best American juvenile filly of 1924. She did not race as a three-year-old and eventually produced one foal for H.P. Whitney and four more for Sonny Whitney, who inherited the mare on his father’s death in 1930.

Despite also inheriting the great Equipoise, ranked the best American runner of any age in 1932 and 1933, and Top Flight, the best American juvenile of either sex in 1931 and champion three-year-old filly of 1932, Sonny Whitney had a rather tentative commitment to racing at that time. Not only was he actively involved in running Pan Am Airways (of which he remained chairman until 1941), but he also was interested in politics, an interest not always seen as compatible with the gambling that is inextricably tied to racing; in fact, he even made an unsuccessful run for Congress.

The Whitney stable fell off in quality and earnings after 1933 (although Equipoise was once again acknowledged as the best runner in the handicap ranks in 1934), and this decline, combined with the pressures of his other interests, may have led to Whitney’s decision to announce his retirement from racing in 1937. Fifteen horses were sold in a partial dispersal that November. Among them were Dauber, who would win the 1938 Preakness; The Chief, winner of the 1938 Brooklyn Handicap and Dwyer Stakes; Handcuff, the 1938 champion three-year-old filly; and Cravat, who as a four-year-old in 1939 won the Jockey Club Gold Cup and the Suburban, Brooklyn, and San Juan Capistrano handicaps.

Soon afterward, however, Whitney had a change of heart and resumed racing. He also resumed breeding horses at his father’s Kentucky farm, now named C.V. Whitney Farm. One of the horses he had retained there was Mother Goose’s 1937 filly Arbitrator, the Futurity winner’s last foal.

A daughter of 1934 Belmont Stakes winner Peace Chance and,thus, a great-granddaughter of the great sire Fair Play, Arbitrator never raced. But she proved her worth as a broodmare, producing three stakes winners. All three were by *Mahmoud, whose importation by Sonny Whitney in 1941 brought in some of the best European strains of the 1930s as a much-needed outcross to the Domino and Ben Brush bloodlines built up by the first two generations of Whitneys.

*Mahmoud had been bred by the Aga Khan, who had purchased his sire *Blenheim II (by Blandford) from Lord Carnarvon’s Highclere Stud as a yearling for 4,100 guineas. For his new owner, *Blenheim II won four good races as a juvenile and the 1930 Derby Stakes at three. He went to stud at the Aga Khan’s Haras Marly la Ville in France as a four-year-old and stood there for six seasons before being sold in 1936 to an American syndicate headed by A.B “Bull” Hancock at a price of 45,000 pounds (about $225,000 at the exchange rates then prevailing).
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