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Preface

MY FASCINATION with the sporting life began when I was growing up in a desolate Long Island suburb, where children were expected to amuse themselves at the playground or on the sandlot fields. As a boy, I indulged in endless rounds of baseball, basketball, and football, with games of stickball, stoopball, punchball, and Wiffle ball tossed in for good measure. I fished a little, as well, and tried boxing a few times, but the brief joy I felt in the ring vanished abruptly when a much tougher kid knocked me to the canvas (bloody nose, loose tooth) in a Police Athletic League bout. My future lay elsewhere, I decided right then, and I never donned the gloves again.

Horses came into the picture later, when I was a sophomore in high school and itching for some minor-league trouble. Our town was close to Roosevelt Raceway, where the not entirely wholesome sport of harness racing is featured, and because some neighbors on my block viewed the track as a symbol of degeneracy, I was eager to slip through the turnstiles at the earliest opportunity. But before I could pull it off, I became a junior gambler with the help of my friend Eddie Greco, who was older than me and already had a job in the real world that put him in touch with the action.

Eddie worked the restaurant counter at a bowling alley near Roosevelt, where the menu was long on burgers and doughnuts. Included among his customers were a few sulky drivers, who popped into the lounge for drinks, ordered some food, and tipped my pal with betting advice instead of money. The horses they touted ran remarkably well. I learned about the scam when I bumped into Eddie at a Friday-night party. He mentioned that the guys had just alerted him to Rhythm Lad, a hot pacer scheduled to run on Saturday.

“I’ve got him across-the-board,” he bragged.

“How much does it cost?” I asked, never having heard the words across-the-board before.

“Six bucks.”

I dipped into my wallet. On Sunday morning, I nearly jumped out of my skin when a copy of Newsday, our local paper, thumped against the front door. There in the black type of the racing charts I saw Rhythm Lad on top, paying eighteen dollars for the six I’d invested. Naturally, I was keen to collect my winnings, so I called Eddie at the bowling alley around noon. But he let me down by saying he’d already parlayed the money on a second hot horse about to run. Parlay was another new word I added to my vocabulary.

In about a month, I had seventy-five dollars hidden in a shoe box in my bedroom closet. My lucky streak might never have quit, not with Eddie Greco at the helm, except that I got cold feet. My mother, a devout churchgoer, believed gambling was a sin, and if she caught me with the stash, I knew I’d be in for a terrible punishment—hours of washing dishes or, worse, enforced Bible study. So I got rid of my bankroll by lavishing gifts on my girlfriend, squiring her around our best shopping mall with all the subtle cool of a mobster showing off his bimbo.

I did visit Roosevelt in person, finally, even though I wasn’t old enough to place a legal bet. Nobody ever checked my ID when I bought a ticket, though—only when I tried to cash one. This created a strange scenario, whereby I had to wander through the crowd in search of an honest-looking adult who might assist me without demanding a cut of the profits. Sailors in uniform proved to be particularly sympathetic, just as they were whenever an underage teen needed an ally to score a six-pack at the corner deli.

Harness racing failed to move me, I must admit. The sight of grown men speeding by in their rickety sulkies was more comic than engaging. It wasn’t until I took the train to Belmont Park and stood by the rail with my heart pumping that I got hooked on horses for real. I loved the sheer animal grace on display, the brightly colored silks and the beauty of the pageant. I noticed, too, how during the fleeting time of a race, I had no interest in anything beyond the moment. What I’d discovered was a sort of release.

In rereading the pieces here, I can see that I still look to the sporting life for escape and maybe even transcendence, if that isn’t too grand an idea. It can happen on a trout stream when I fall into the meditative grace of casting, or during the raw intensity of a good boxing match, or at a baseball game if enough is riding on the line. It’s the electricity I crave, a bolt from the blue that burns the fuzz from my brain and reminds me that I’m still alive and kicking.

I continue to follow the horses now and then, if only to see where they’ll lead me. In every country, racing offers a vivid cross-section of the population and an instant introduction to the cultural norms. In Barbados, I once had to squeeze past a dreadlocked reggae band to place my wagers; in Florence, I enjoyed a wonderful meal of pasta and roast veal at a tavola caldo off the backstretch, where the patrons cared more about the food than the betting; in England I ate cockles and jabbered with Cockney bookies over the relative merits of steeplechasers; and in Louisiana, way down in the bayous, I watched in awe as some Cajun jockeys strolled into the paddock guzzling cans of beer.

Another great benefit of the sporting life is the amazing array of people you meet. Although I never shook hands with Mike Tyson, I did chew the fat with Donald Trump and attended his “celebrity” bash in Atlantic City, where, after Iron Mike disposed of Michael Spinks in ninety-one seconds, somebody picked my pocket. Pat Lawlor, an Irish pug from San Francisco, treated me as a member of his family, while Andrei Tzelikovsky of the Moscow Red Devils sold me a nesting doll and gave me a pack of Soviet baseball cards as a bonus.

In the end, I suppose this book is merely another aspect of my curiosity about the world and what we make of it. How we play is who we are, at least to some extent. If pressed, I might even argue for the importance of the pastimes we devise and the relief they sometimes deliver. The human being who invented the ball will never be as celebrated as the wheel’s inventor, but we should still value the contribution. I hope these stories reflect the pleasure I took in writing them, and convey it to the reader.
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Chasers

I HAD NO INTENTION of playing the horses on a recent vacation trip to London. Instead, my pursuits were going to be cultural. From a Cockney broker, I rented an apartment on Belsize Avenue, in Hampstead, and spent my first few days touring the museums nearby. I saw the four-poster John Keats slept in, read the bad reviews of his second book, and marvelled at the elegance of his handwriting. Around the corner, I visited the house where Sigmund Freud lived for the last year of his life and learned from a tour guide that he’d been fond of such writers as Twain, Poe, and Anatole France.

When I wasn’t at museums, I was browsing in secondhand bookstores on Charing Cross Road, or going to galleries and attending concerts at the South Bank Centre. One Sunday afternoon, I heard a chamber group perform a spirited version of Schubert’s “Trout” Quintet, and afterward, as I walked a path along the Thames, I found this poem inscribed on a paving stone:


Enjoy thy streame, O harmless Fish!

And when an Angler, for his dish,

Through gluttony’s vile sin,

Attempts, a wretch, to pull thee out,

God give thee strength,

O Gentel Trout,

To pull the raskall in!

—John Wolcot, 1801



As you can see, I wasn’t wasting my time. In fact, I doubt whether I would ever have made a wager if I hadn’t got caught in a freak rain shower on Haverstock Hill. I looked around for a museum, a gallery, or a concert hall to take shelter in, but all I could find was a Mecca betting shop.

There are Mecca shops in most parts of London. They have distinctive green signs and opaque windows to protect their customers from prying eyes. Hampstead is an upscale area, so I was surprised that the shop was packed, with about thirty people studying the racing pages tacked to the walls. I recognized a butcher from down the block, two waiters from a Chinese restaurant, and an old man who’d once stopped me at the Budgen supermarket and warned me not to buy any Greek vinegar, because it contained poison.

I don’t know what the man had against the Greeks, but I can tell you that he had no qualms about endorsing greyhound racing, which is big business in England. To put it boldly, he was an absolute fiend for the dogs. I listened as he lectured a friend on the importance of an upcoming event at Hove, where Ballyregan Bob, a champion hound, would try to set a new world record by winning his thirty-second consecutive race. An American, Joe Dump, was the current record holder, but Dump posed no problem, since he was retired to stud in Alabama.

Frankly, I was not a fan of Ballyregan Bob’s. His picture kept appearing in the tabloids, and the efforts of the media to catch him “smiling” or “laughing” struck me as yet another perverse attempt on the part of the British to elevate animals to the status of human beings.

At Mecca, I found that the National Hunt season was well under way. Horses were out on the circuit, jumping over hurdles and steeplechase fences at Doncaster, Cheltenham, and Kempton Park, and I felt a keen longing to be with them. I’d gone to some of those courses during earlier visits to England and had grown very attached to jump racing. I thought of it as an unspoiled form of sport, pastoral in character and smacking of the nineteenth century. If I closed my eyes, I could still get a clear image of the countryside where jump-race meetings usually take place—rolling green hills, trees with their last leaves of yellow and gold, and orderly little backyard gardens.

In the morning, to catch up on the scene, I bought a copy of England’s premier racing paper, but the most fascinating story about jumping appeared in the Times. It recounted the strange case of Alex Whiting, a trainer whose horses were unable to win at his home track, in Nottingham. After much deliberation, Whiting had decided to blame his great-uncle Cyril. It seems that Cyril had ordered his ashes to be scattered over the course—whether in despair or celebration nobody knew—so Whiting engaged the services of Father Frank Shanahan, a Roman Catholic priest, to carry out a blessing. Father Shanahan sprinkled holy water near the finishing post, but two of Whiting’s entries still lost the next day.

I felt a pang of sympathy for Whiting, since I have also been guilty of blaming my bad luck on, say, creatures from outer space. Actually, when I stopped in at Mecca that afternoon, I believe it was a weird pull in the tide, on the coast by Bristol, that caused me to put a pound to win on Professor Plum, who was thirteen years old—ancient even by the lax standards of jumping—and in his last outing had finished seventh in a field of seven. This was a terribly sentimental bet, drawing its energy from a detective board game I used to play when I was a kid, and as I listened to a broadcast of the race over the shop’s loudspeakers I was sure that the Professor’s dallying at the rear of the field was less tactical than geriatric.

But my afternoon did not turn out to be a total waste. One of the clerks at the shop told me that there would be a meeting at Ascot on the weekend, so in the evening I phoned some friends and proposed a Saturday outing to the track. I should have known better. My friends in London are all members of the political left, and they expressed disgust at the mere mention of Ascot and accused me of being a toady of the Queen’s. I pointed out that we would be going to the humble jump races, not to Royal Ascot, which occurs in June; but they ignored me, and I managed to recruit just one friend in the end, Dr. Andrew Moss, who claims to be only half English, and hence only half subject to the ordinary prejudices.

This claim of Andrew’s is based on the fact that he has lived in California for more than twenty years, or almost all his adult life. He was born in Hampstead and grew up in a left-wing family, but he met and married an American while he was a graduate student at the London School of Economics and moved with her to San Francisco. Although they are separated now, Andrew has stayed on in the United States, partly to be close to his three sons, who make him alternately proud and crazy. In spite of his early training, he did not become an economist. Instead, he drove a cab, played electric guitar, engaged in radical politics, worked as a book editor, wrote a novel, and then, somewhat unaccountably, returned to graduate school and became an epidemiologist and a university professor.

At any rate, Dr. Moss was in England on a well-deserved sabbatical. When I arrived at his apartment on Ascot Saturday, I was glad to see that a break had already done him some good. His mood was jolly and expansive. He’d earned some money as a consultant, he said, and that had led him to buy a real adult topcoat—his first—and a bright-yellow VW Rabbit with only a couple of dents.

We took the Rabbit to Ascot. The town lies roughly southwest of London, a few miles from Windsor Castle. Its race course was carved from a corner of Windsor Great Park at the request of Queen Anne, in 1711. That August, horses raced over it for the first time, competing for a purse of a hundred guineas and Her Majesty’s Plate, which was made of sterling silver. Meetings continued on a regular basis until the Queen died, three years later—the day after her gelding Star won an event at York worth forty pounds. The action was sporadic for a while after that, but when the Duke of Cumberland moved to Windsor, late in the century, he revived Ascot, and it became a gambler’s paradise featuring dicing, gaming, wrestling, and boxing in addition to thoroughbreds.

I always like to get to a racetrack before the first race, but Dr. Moss was in no hurry. It didn’t bother him that he couldn’t find Ascot on his map. Broad in the shoulders and padded in the girth, he has a constitution made for lounging on couches, for idle strolls by the Thames and long conversations over coffee or brandy. As we crawled through traffic in Hammersmith, inching toward the motorway, he treated me to a series of autobiographical asides, showing me such Mossian landmarks as the former site of St. Paul’s School, where he’d gone as a scholarship boy and been pushed around by nasty little Nigels and Basils. I appreciated the intimacy, but I kept glancing at the clocks on church towers and chip-shop walls.

As it happened, I needn’t have worried. We had no more chance of arriving on time than Professor Plum had of finishing in front. We went too far on the motorway and got lost in a quaint suburb that seemed to consist of thousands of roundabouts. It was past noon when we saw a sign for Ascot, but instead of putting the gas pedal to the floor Dr. Moss slowed down and looked in disgust at several large mansions on the border of a wood that belonged to the Crown. Wealthy stockbrokers and attorneys lived in them, he said—men in bowler hats, who were perpetuating the evils of the class system and contributing to England’s demise. I thanked him for the information.

We found a parking lot not far from the Ascot grandstand. From there, we dashed along a lane that led past some brick duplexes, all with homey plaques hanging over their doors. What is it that compels the English to give names to their country houses, even the most modest ones? “Cottage by the Dell.” “Hut of Utter Harmony.” “Hovel in the Glade.” Andrew wondered if grooms might own the duplexes—or maybe exercise riders, or lads who worked on the grounds; but I do not come from an intellectual tradition that requires me to speculate on the purpose of every object in the universe, so I failed to pause and consider.

The stands at Ascot are divided into three sections, and we paid our way into the middle enclosure between the lowly Silver Ring and the regal Members’. On entering, I heard some cheering and knew that the first race must already be in progress. That proved to be true, and we had to watch it on a closed-circuit TV. I was a bit upset, really, but almost immediately I forgot about it and became involved in the lovely sight of horses jumping over fences. The turf on the course was a beautiful emerald color; the air was fresh and smelled of beer and pork pies; and I had a sense that I’d been delivered to the brink of a wonderful promise.

Winter days are brief in England, and so are the cards at jump meetings. Dr. Moss and I were under pressure and had only five more races on which to earn our fortune. From a vender, we bought programs, and I spent a minute studying the cover illustration of a race over Ascot Heath, circa 1760. A huge crowd of people in fancy clothes were bunched up at the fringes of the course, shouting and pointing as a black horse sped toward the finish, about five lengths ahead of everybody else. A few daring fans had climbed onto the roofs of carriages for a better view. In one corner of the painting, a gent in a frock coat lay sprawled on his back—a victim of drink or enthusiasm—and a peasant with a bundle of hay under his arm was thumbing his nose.

I opened my program to the pages for the second race and saw that they gave some handicapping information, as well as the usual data about jockeys, trainers, weights, and so on. Under each horse’s name, in red type, there was a capsule appraisal of its record, along with tips on its condition and the sort of turf—firm, soft, heavy, yielding—it preferred. Together, Dr. Moss and I studied the material and agreed that we liked Nohalmdun, a five-year-old gelding whose owners had an obvious flair for puns. The Ascot tout assured us that Nohalmdun was a “very smart hurdler.” Peter Scudamore, the finest rider around, would be handling him. What else did we need to convince us? After placing our bets with Jim Fish, a bookie from Portsea, we went back to the grandstand to watch the race.

White railings mark the track boundaries at Ascot. Rooks and blackbirds were flying over the course, flapping their shiny wings against a backdrop of cumulus clouds. From the winter parade ring, which is just below the stands, the jockeys took their mounts through a gate and onto the turf for a gallop. Nohalmdun looked trim and fit, and I felt certain that he wouldn’t be inhibited by the distance of about two miles—as short as a race over hurdles ever gets. His jumping would not be a significant factor, either, because hurdles aren’t as high or as rigid as steeplechase fences. If he made a small mistake, brushing one with his legs or belly, he’d recover in time to stay in contention.

But Nohalmdun turned in a flawless performance, in fact. He sailed over every flight, and when Scudamore urged him on in the stretch he accelerated and blew past the weary favorite, Barnbrook Again, so Dr. Moss and I considered ourselves perfect geniuses. Yet in the very next race our consensus was shattered, and I am sorry to report that the horse the good doctor chose, Out of the Gloom, prevailed, in a much longer hurdles race of about three miles and a quarter. Why am I sorry? Because my friend was growing smug. A novice at the track, he had fallen into the trap of believing that handicapping was an easy way to get rich. Possibly no punter has ever been as brilliant as Andrew in his moment of triumph. He saved himself from censure only by buying us a couple of bottles of light ale as a treat.

Such was his smugness that he read aloud to me from his program while we were waiting for the result to be made official. He had found a page describing the Royal Ascot Meeting, and he wanted to share its procedural absurdities with me. For instance, to gain admission to the most exclusive enclosure, where the lords and ladies go, a new applicant has to write to the Ascot representative at St. James’s Palace, in London, and supply the name of a sponsor who has held a Members’ voucher for—program boldface—at least eight years. The dress code was stringent, too. If a fellow did get in, he had to wear a military uniform or morning dress and a top hat; a woman had to be attired in a formal day dress and a proper and fashionable hat.

“I guess that means no crowns,” Andrew said, chuckling away. If his trip home had rekindled his love for London—which is to San Francisco as a novel is to a short story—it had also made him remember the injustices of the society in which he’d grown up.

As for me, I had nothing against the Royal Family. I’d even paid two pounds at the National Portrait Gallery to see an exhibit commemorating Queen Elizabeth’s sixtieth birthday. The rooms were full of elderly men and women, who spoke in whispers and knew everything about the Queen, including her shoe size. The portraits were all severely flattering, but I did get a kick out of one 1957 photograph of Lord Snowdon’s. He’d posed the Queen and her Consort on a footbridge, duplicating an old pastoral scene, and had them smile down at their children, Charles and Anne, as they read by a brook. According to a caption under the photo, Snowdon had bought some dead trout to complete the tableau, but his housekeeper, Mrs. Peabody, came across them in the fridge and had mistakenly fried them for his breakfast.

One of the nicest things about jump meetings is that you can get so close to the animals. We walked to the paddock before the fourth race and stood only yards away from an area where grooms were doing the saddling up. This was the day’s feature—a steeplechase of about three miles that had a standard running time of six minutes. The horses had to go twice around a course that included a water jump, two ditches, and seven fences. A corporate sponsor had contributed about seventeen thousand dollars toward the purse, and that had helped to attract twelve entries, including some of the best chasers in the land.

I had an eye out for West Tip, a strapping gelding, who’d won the Grand National, at Aintree. This is jumping’s most spectacular and historic race—little Elizabeth Taylor (a.k.a. Velvet Brown) once won it on her horse, The Pye, and raked in a handsome profit for M-G-M. But West Tip still had a big gut on him from a long summer of grazing, and I figured he would be slow to round into shape. He had an indifferent air about him, too, as if he wanted to be back at the barn with his nose buried in a feed bag, so I turned instead to Castle Warden, who was slender, genuine, and coming off a good win at Kempton Park. I couldn’t bring myself to bet on Door Latch, even though he’d won this same chase before, beating West Tip by eight lengths. For all his speed and stamina, Door Latch had a problem—he was a faller. In the Grand National last spring, he’d fallen at the first fence; and in his two most recent races he had also, as the program put it, come to grief.

Naturally, Dr. Moss would not credit my selection. He had an idea of his own, fixed and immutable, and that idea was Bucko, a nine-year-old gelding from Ireland. I have to admit that Bucko looked splendid. His blackish coat glowed in the late-afternoon light. There was something dandyish about him, something to inspire romance, and as he pranced around and shook his head I could feel the fans verging toward a swoon. His braided mane formed a decorative ridge along the nape of his neck, and I am not exaggerating when I say that he had a habit of batting his lashes and flirting with the crowd. Yes, Bucko was our pretty boy, but he did have some substance. He’d won a recent chase at Haydock, his trainer was hot, and a number of experts picked him in their columns. The local Ascot tout registered a dissent; he said that Bucko needed to improve to win in this company.

But Bucko was surely unaware of it. He showed no signs of intimidation, no tics or twitches. He left the paddock so high up on his hoofs that he could have been tap dancing. And whom should he meet in the parade ring but the Queen Mother! Oblivious of the temperature, she was standing there in a simple dress, without a robe or an overcoat to keep her warm. She wore gloves and a picture hat, and on her face I saw exactly the same expression I’d seen in all the portraits at the Portrait Gallery. The Queen Mother owns a string of jumpers herself, but none were in the race, and it occurred to me that her presence in the ring could scarcely be interpreted as a good omen for Dr. Moss, with his distaste for royalty.

While the Queen Mother chatted with officials, I went off to place my wager. Down by the rail, the Cockney bookies were raising their usual ruckus. They chalked their odds on slates, and the odds kept changing to reflect shifts in the action. Castle Warden was hardening, or dropping down, from eight to one, and I got him at seven to one from a bookie in a dark-blue embalmer’s suit. (Bucko was the favorite, at seven to two.) Every bookie prefers dour colors, hoping to induce a depression in his customers. Anyway, this bookie accepted my five-pound note, dictated the terms of the bet to his scribe—an urchin who had the crabbed posture of Melville’s Bartleby—and threw the cash into a leather satchel at his feet.

Ascot is a triangular, right-handed course, which means that horses travel it in a clockwise direction. The start of a three-mile chase is beyond and to the left of the stands. There is no gate, so riders mill around, circling and shopping for position, until the starter lowers the flag. Bucko didn’t miss a beat. Andrew and I watched him roll out from the pack and take up a spot near the leaders, while Castle Warden lingered at the rear. They both jumped the first two fences easily, rising from the earth in an amazingly graceful way that struck me as incompatible with the species. Horses are not supposed to soar, but they do.

I’d neglected to bring my binoculars to England, and I soon regretted it. As the field crossed over the water jump and galloped into open country, I lost track of individual horses. I could make out shapes, but they were so reduced in size that the differences among them were obscured. To follow the horses’ progress, I became dependent on the Ascot announcer, who, as you might expect, delivered his call in an unemotional British style. The lessons of the ages were in his voice; he could have been dispatching taxicabs.

Gradually, the horses came back into view, passing the stands and readying themselves for another circuit of the course. Bucko was in the midst of the hunt, striding along in limber fashion. He looked so elegant you would have thought he’d been engineered for this specific occasion. Door Latch was with him and so were Plundering and Broadheath, but Castle Warden was still at the rear of the pack and in need of a blowtorch held to his tail. I must have been squirming, because Dr. Moss glanced at me from what amounted to a superior plane of being; and he might have remained there forever, I think, if something untoward hadn’t happened.

This had to do with Bucko. Quite suddenly, as the field ran into the country again, he began to droop and tire. He resembled a person who’s just received a dose of bad news. His body slumped forward, and the other horses dashed by him. He was too far away from the stands for us to witness his accident, but we got word of it from the announcer. “We have a faller, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, without a hint of pity. “It’s Number Eight, Bucko.” Apparently, Bucko had hit a fence with his legs and tumbled to the ground. I couldn’t see the Queen Mother from where we were sitting, but I felt certain that she’d still have exactly the same expression on her face.
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