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The characters in this story are real and to them BORN TO TROT is dedicated
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To the man


Benjamin Franklin White, the dean of colt trainers, and four-time winner of the Hambletonian.
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To the boy


Gibson White, owner of Rosalind, and son of “Hambletonian Ben.”
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To the filly


Rosalind, world champion trotting mare, 1:563/4;


record in double harness with Greyhound, 1:581/4.
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One


THE sun was no more than a pink promise. Yet the first horses were already skimming the track, legs winking blackly against the white fence. In the half haze of morning the spider-web sulkies barely could be seen. The drivers seemed floating along on the outflung tails of their horses.


In the vast, deserted grandstand a lone boy was scratching the head of his old dog, Bear. The boy was in his early teens, tall for his age, lean and rangy, with eyes dark except for flecks of golden light in them. As he patted Bear, he gave no sign that he was thinking of the dog at all. His eyes were rounding the track with the trotters and pacers, and there was a look of awareness in them—as if something had long been brewing inside him and now was ready to boil over.


“Morning, Pony Boy!” A jovial voice cut across his thoughts and a roughened hand tweaked his ear. “How come you’re not out there on the track working your pony?”


Gibson turned and saw the old horseman, Bill Dickerson.


Pony Boy! That was it—Pony Boy! The name rankled. He was tired of forever jogging his pony up the stretch instead of down the stretch, tired of getting nowhere. Even the pony must be bored with the monotonous, treadmill sort of work. Even he might get to thinking less of himself for it. Suddenly, right there in the grandstand while the horses flew past him and while the old reinsman waited an answer, the boy was struck with a knowing. He knew he belonged with the horses and men skimming through the morning light. He felt himself old enough to take a green colt as they had done, to train him on and on until life for that colt was all smooth-flying trot.


Bill Dickerson stood grinning, putting on his gloves, adjusting his racing goggles. Gibson realized the man had not meant to belittle him. “I’m going to hitch up my pony now,” he answered at last.


But instead of moving off at once, he waited, watching the famous reinsman step out on the track where a groom stood holding a nervous mare. He watched the old legs arc over the sulky seat, heard the soft voice cluck to the mare, saw her strike up a trot. Then he lost them all to the mist.


Troubled over his problem, he came down out of the grandstand and trudged slowly toward his father’s stable. Bear sniffed on ahead, stopping occasionally to growl at a pet goose or to chase a bantam rooster.


Beyond the stables in a shaded paddock Tony, a sturdy pinto, stood rubbing himself against the bark of a tree, trying to shed the last of his winter coat.
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At the sound of Gibson’s whistle Tony left off his scratching and loped over to the gate. He knew each day’s routine. First the grooming, then the harnessing. Then the cart pulled up behind him and the shafts made snug in the harness straps.


Usually Gibson talked to Tony while he brushed and buckled and tied, but this morning he worked in broody silence. He felt tired, somehow. Only Bear was excited as ever, yapping and dancing on his hind legs to lick the pony’s face. It was one thing, Gibson told himself, to know with a piercing sureness that you were hard-muscled and ready to do a man’s work, but it was another thing to convince your father. Not that Tony isn’t the best in the world, he thought as he checked the shaft straps, giving a pull to see if they were tight. It’s just that a fellow outgrows things. First he outgrows his little Shetland. Then he gets too big for his cow pony. And suddenly he’s ready for a big-going horse.


“What’s the matter, boy?” The words came low-pitched from a groom washing leg bandages. “You ain’t chatting to that pony of yours this morning.” The voice drawled, going up and down with the sudsing. “What’s the matter?”


“We’re both thinking, Jim. That’s all.”


“Ho-ho-ho! Tony don’t think nothing but oats.” Then Jim cut his laughter short as he saw Gibson really was thinking. His glance followed after them as boy and dog climbed into the training cart and Tony trotted off toward the red mile, important as any big horse.


The sun was more than a promise now. It was up and about its business—gilding the knobs of the quarter poles, firing fence rails, gathering up dew from the grass in the centerfield.


Gibson started jogging Tony up the stretch. The big trainers started their horses the same way. Three times the wrong way around at a slow jog, then the right way, spinning faster and faster with each mile. Tony, of course, never went the right way of the track at all; he might interfere with the big horses. His workout was humbug. Only make-believe.


For the moment the boy’s problem fell away. It was good to be alive on a Kentucky spring morning. Bear must have thought so, too. He grinned from ear to ear, not minding at all that his paws kept slipping down between the slats of the rig.


One by one the drivers, including Gibson’s father, passed and waved hello. A meadow lark on a tree stump whistled a string of silver notes. But to the boy the most exciting music was the snare-drum roll of hoofbeats, the trotters picking them up, putting them down, tap-tap, tap-tap, playing their own fanfare to the day.
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“Say, Gib!” It was Driver Tom Berry coming up from behind. “Dickerson and I are having an argument. He says you’ve been working Tony two years. I say three. Which is it?”


Gibson thought a moment. “Four,” he replied, biting his lip.


“When are you going to retire him?” Tom Berry laughed in amusement. And he was off in a cloud of red dust that set the pony to sneezing and the boy to coughing.


Shamefaced, Gibson drew rein and headed back to the paddock. He felt the drivers’ eyes following him off the track, imagined them laughing behind their goggles. I’d rather they laughed out like Tom Berry! he thought.


With slow, deliberate fingers he unhitched Tony and turned him loose. Then with extra care he cleaned the harness—the collar and girth and crupper and reins. Each piece he soaped and wiped and oiled and stored away in a harness bag. He wiped the cart next, each spoke of each wheel, until it was clean and shining as Tony’s bit. In every move there was finality.


A groom looked up, puzzled. “Quitting early?”


Gibson nodded in silence. Then he walked slowly back to the track, pulled by some invisible lead strap. He sat on a tree stump there, feeling tired and lonely. And although his head was bent, watching his boot make a groove along the ground, he was conscious of the horses whisking by, of the drivers glancing casually in his direction. He read their thoughts.


“There sits Pony Boy.”


“Why isn’t he driving that cute pony of his?”


Mr. White’s assistant, Guy Heasley, came up now, talking more to the horse he was leading than to Gibson. “Man, oh man! Lookit Ben steppin’ that filly along!”


Guy Heasley always seemed to know just when to come, just when Mr. White was ready to exchange a worked horse for one that needed working.


Watching his father dismount, Gibson wondered why the newspapers lumped his name with the veteran drivers. His shoulders were not rounded, and even though his hair was almost white, his step was sure and easy, as if time never bossed him.


Instead of exchanging horses, Mr. White asked Guy Heasley to hold both a moment. Then, slow-paced, he sauntered over to Gibson. “Son, Alma Lee should be worked another mile. Want to hold the lines over a real trotter?”


Gibson seemed rooted to the stump. He didn’t trust his voice. Had his father read his mind?


“Her sire won the Kentucky Futurity,” Mr. White was saying. “She’s a chip off the old block.” Then, taking the answer to his question for granted, he placed his own stop watch in Gibson’s hand.


With that, the boy was on his feet, the golden flecks in his eyes dancing. “Mean it, Dad?” he asked, showing a quick look of gratitude.


“Yes, Son.”


“How much shall I go?”


“Let her step the mile in two-ten. It won’t hurt her.”


“Should I do the first half in one-five?”


“You can’t always go each half in the same time. Just try to step her home in two-ten. Go down an eighth of a mile, then come up ready to score and get her away flying. This half-mile pole can be the starting line.” Mr. White turned to Guy Heasley. “You work the fresh horse, Guy. I want to watch Gib.”


Carefully Gibson laid the watch on the stump. He reached in his pocket and put on his gloves and goggles, wishing his hands would steady. He felt of his head. It was bare. But no matter. He picked up the watch, cupping it in his hand. He swung one leg over Alma Lee’s sulky, then the other. As he planted his feet in the stirrups, his father turned over the reins and the whip. Gibson looked up for some word of advice, but none came. His father only smiled, standing quietly now, one foot on the stump, arm resting on his knee.


Gibson was on his own! With a horse instead of a pony! A sulky instead of a training cart! The real thing instead of the make-believe.


He lifted the reins and started off. Down an eighth of a mile the wrong way, then turning the right way, clucking softly to Alma Lee, watching her gather herself as if she were winding up to find her rhythm. Before they reached the starting line, she found it! Without looking at his watch, Gibson clicked the pin. Alma Lee was gliding away smoothly like a ship in full sail and the filaments of her mane were the rigging and the muscles of her hindquarters the rippling of waves.
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Suddenly Gibson knew. This was his work. This was what mattered. The reins in his hands were part of the rigging, too. With them he could keep her course true, keep her scudding along the short mile.


Oh! the quarter pole! He glanced down at his watch. Thirty-two seconds. If only Alma Lee could hold this pace. If only she could!


“Steady, steady,” he murmured, and thrilled to see her ears swivel around to pull in his voice. He did not feel the lashing of her tail as it swiped his cheek or the froth from her mouth as it blew over him like spume. He saw only vaguely the other drivers, heard only dimly the other hoofbeats.


Sixty-six seconds at the half pole! He was part of the horse as if he were astride; yet he could watch her action too—the propelling power of hocks, the long, low way of going. And all of this power he controlled with a feather touch. If he were unsteady, she might break into a run. Steady . . . steady. One-two, three-four.


Ninety-nine seconds at the three-quarter pole! Now a horse and sulky blocked his way. They must not pocket him. This was a brush against time. Only thirty-one seconds left! He guided Alma Lee away from the rail and they sailed alongside the other horse. Now the two horses were trotting as if hitched together. Gibson looked at the whip tilting in the wind but did not use it. Instead, he made the chirruping sound he had often heard his father use. It was better than a whip! It was a low question. And Alma Lee answered. She swept by the other horse. She passed the finish line and Gibson clicked his stop watch. The hands pointed to 2:093/4.


And with that click he broke out in a cold sweat. He pulled Alma Lee to a stop and circled back toward his father. Mr. White was not alone now. Several drivers and grooms clustered about, comparing the time. And behind them sat the railbirds, the people who came to watch the early morning workouts. Gibson jumped out of the sulky. He pointed to the hands of the watch and waited eager-eyed for some word from his father.


But Mr. White said nothing. He was moving off, ready to work another horse.


“Cool Alma Lee out slowly, Son,” he called back as he mounted the sulky. “Then come to the office.”
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Two


COOL her out slowly!” That would mean two hours. Washing. Scraping. Rubbing. Walking her. Two hours before he would know. Did his father think him still a boy, able only to manage a pony? Or did he see him a reinsman at last, arms and legs muscled, hands strong and firm?


As Gibson unbuckled Alma Lee’s harness, his mind raced on into summer. Summer meant the Grand Circuit, the “big league” of harness racing. Oldtimers called it the Big Apple, joking about it, thumbing and snapping their suspenders as they told how they traveled the little pumpkin fairs before they were dry behind the ears, and how they trained on and on until their horses graduated to the Big Apple.


He took off Alma Lee’s bridle and put on her halter, his mind still busy. The Big Apple! The Grand Circuit! Hopscotching from one state to another. Crisscrossing back and forth. Maine to Missouri. Ohio to California. Illinois to New York. And in New York, the Hambletonian, the biggest trotting race in the world. Would his father think he was ready for the Grand Circuit this summer?


He crosstied Alma Lee and ran into the stable with an empty pail. For a moment he paused. All over the country, wherever he went, there would be stables just like this one. And near by, Bill Dickerson’s, Tom Berry’s, Fred Egan’s, and all the others. And beyond the stables, the track, smooth and beckoning.


He hung his pail on the nozzle of the faucet, letting the water run, now from the hot tap, now from the cold. “Must be milk-warm,” he said to himself, plunging his hand into it. He added more cool water, tested again. Now it was right. He reached into the salt box and scooped up a big lump. Then he made a long-handled spoon of his arm and swished the salt around and around in the water until it dissolved.


He ran back to Alma Lee, the water spilling and splashing. The grooms looked up from their own work and smiled. They were proud of Gibson. They felt he belonged to their world of horses and men.


“Clean sponges are dryin’ out there in the sun,” one of them called, pointing a finger to the odd-shaped lumps on the grass.


Gathering up the biggest, Gibson put a question to Guy Heasley. “Did Dad say anything to you?”


“No, that he didn’t.” Guy shook his head, rubbing his thin nose. “He’s not one to run off with words when maybe his mind ain’t even made up.”


It was true, and no one knew it better than Gibson. He began sponging Alma Lee, sloshing the water over her back, her barrel, her dust-caked belly, over her quarters and down her legs. A steam rose from her body, bringing out the good horse smell. He took the scraper and ran it lightly over her neck, heavier along her barrel. Alma Lee leaned against it instead of away from it. Again and again he scraped, squeezing the water from her coat.
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Then he brushed and wisped and threw a woolen blanket over her, pinning it underneath like a fond parent tucking a child in bed. When he had given her a small drink of water, he began walking her around and around—past the stalls with velvet noses reaching out, past the lookers-on in front of the stables.


Some of the men leaned forward in their camp chairs, eagerly clocking their favorite horses, going the mile with them. Some were owners with a kind of longing in their eyes, wishing perhaps they were drivers or trainers or even stableboys. And some were just lonesome, retired men who sat heavily in their chairs, letting the sun mottle their hands.


Gibson usually had a quick smile for them and often stopped to answer a question about Tony or Bear. But this morning his mind was at work, planning how he would ask his father, trying to find words as strong as his wanting. Around and around he walked, past grooms hanging leg bandages up to dry, past pets of every description—cats and dogs and goats and geese and strutting little banties. And out on the track he could see his father changing horses again, stopping first to talk to the new horse before taking up the reins.


Gibson’s heart beat high. He felt a bursting pride in this well-ordered world. Here, the long rows of stables with their tidy array of blankets and brooms and baskets and trunks. And beyond, the track running in a smooth oval, and the grandstand with its climbing tiers of seats. And over it all the rhythmic beat of hoofs.


He heard a big-lunged driver singing hymns to his horse at the top of his voice. Gibson half envied the man. He wanted to sing, too, but only scraps of song came into his mind—scraps that didn’t belong together. Right now, if he started to sing, the words and the tunes would be all mixed up until a hybrid song came out, like “Jesus loves me, this I know, Ee-ai, ee-ai, oh!” He didn’t mean it at all the way it would sound. So he did not sing aloud. Inside him, however, there was often a kind of music going. It sprang up now as he walked Alma Lee. And out on the track this morning there had been such a terrible ecstasy in him that the music was all trumpets and bugles, with a deep bassoon to mark his growing up.


Keep walking. Slower, he reminded himself. Slower still. Get the tension out of her. Walk over cinder paths. Over new green grass. Change the heavy plaid blanket for a lighter one. Walk until your head nods up and down like Alma Lee’s.


Give her another small drink of water. Change the blanket again, a lighter one still. Keep walking. Seconds. Minutes. Another half hour. Now slide a hand under her blanket, against the coat of Alma Lee.


Cooled out at last! Her coat satin to his touch, as if she had never been worked at all. He took her to her stall, watched her bunt a mound of hay and tear out a mouthful. She was ready to eat. Yes, he had cooled her out slowly.


With long strides he made for the office of the stable, then slowed his steps. He stopped and took a breath before he pulled the door open. At sound of the creaky noise, his father looked up. He was alone, sitting at the plain old desk with its little pile of bills and papers and an open ink bottle and the plate that Gibson’s mother kept filled with fruit.


Mr. White’s eyes went over the boy, noticing the wet shirt flat against his ribs.


“Time you were getting cooled out yourself,” he smiled, motioning toward the closed door at the end of the room. “Take your shower first. Then we’ll talk.”


Gibson walked through the sparely furnished office, drumming his fingers along the trunk under the window, along the cot against the wall, and the few camp chairs. His bath took far less time than Alma Lee’s. Clothes skinned off in a trice. The shower needling him, first hot, then cold. Then on with the dry shirt his mother always left there.


Refreshed and a little breathless, he opened the door and stood before his father, waiting.


Mr. White half turned in his chair. He sat pensively a few moments. Then his blue eyes caught and held the brown ones of Gibson. “Son,” he said slowly, “training trotters is a strange and wonderful profession.”


The boy stood quiet, listening with every fiber.


“The trainer is the wind. With the breath of his own life he blows upon the sapling colt. He bends it in the way he wants it to grow, never breaking it.”


Excitement caught at Gibson. These were words he understood.


The voice went on. “Half of a horse’s gameness and speed is in the brain of his trainer.”


Back in the stable a horse neighed sharply and the sound touched off answering whinnies.


“It was a good mile you drove this morning, Son. You have a light, neat touch upon the reins. I am proud.”


The boy’s sigh came from deep within. He reached for one of the apples on the plate, not because he was hungry but because he needed something to hold in his hand.


“If,” Mr. White hung on the little word a long time, “if you were to go along on the Grand Circuit this summer, what would you do about Tony?”


Gibson replied quickly. “I’d give him to a young boy, Dad. Tony’s tired of jogwork. He needs a change—country roads with rabbits and squirrels popping out at him.”


“Then you’d like to go with me?”


Blood climbed hot in Gibson’s cheeks. “Oh, Dad! All morning I’ve been figuring how to ask you.” Then a question crossed his face.


Mr. White answered as if the words had been spoken. “No,” he replied gently, “not in a real race. Owners wouldn’t mind your handling the lines in the workouts, but in a race they’d object to a green driver.” He picked up a pencil and whittled a fine point. “This morning was hardly a test, Son. Alma Lee is a trained and sensible mare. Just because . . .” The words were left dangling.


Gibson twirled the woody stem so fiercely that the apple thudded to the floor. “Jogging around the track is fun for a while, Dad,” he said, frowning, “but it’s not the real thing. At school we practice and drill in track and basketball and football just so we can compete with other schools. Training hard wouldn’t be any fun if it didn’t go on to a contest. That’s what’s important.”
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“I know what you mean, Gib, but it takes time.” Mr. White let his eyes measure the boy. “You’re slim as a colt and just as spindle-legged.” In fact, you’re downright gaunt, he thought but did not say.


He did say, “Your mother and I think you’re trying to do too much, poking too many fingers in too many pies. Boxing. Track. Baseball. Football. Basketball. Everything.”


“Not everything, Dad. Not tennis or swimming. But maybe next year . . .”


“We’re hoping that going along with me on the Grand Circuit will make you let up a bit, will make you a better feeder, too, and put a little weight on you.”


Gibson let himself sink down onto the solidness of the trunk. A far-off look came into his eyes. “The Grand Circuit!” he whispered, letting his thoughts run away. One-two, three-four. Never a skip or a break. Hard little hoofs drum-beating for the lead. Tap-tap, tap-tap. He could hear them already.
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Three


LOADING horses. Shipping them. Unloading them. A strange city every week, but a good at-home feeling in each one. Everywhere the neat stables row on row, the clean rye straw, the good-smelling hay. Everywhere the clay mile in the sun. Everywhere the horses. And Gibson jogging them both ways of the track now. Slow. Fast. Faster. Around and around. Eating dust. Sweating and steaming with the horses. Week in, week out. This was the Grand Circuit.


From the moment the sun nosed above the horizon until it sailed high overhead, the hours flew. Mornings, Gibson was one of the men, a driver working alongside the big trainers, alongside his father and Bill Dickerson, Tom Berry and the others. They accepted him without question.


But in the afternoons he was a boy again and his world stood empty. Then the trainers drove in real races while he hung on the outside rail looking on—wanting to know risk and rivalry, wanting to match skill for skill, wanting to belong. Age seemed to be required, he thought bitterly. If you had white hair you could compete. Otherwise you were still a boy, not to be taken seriously. You could only watch while your father and all the others drove.


And watching, the longing in him sharpened. There was something in the way the men crouched close to their horses and clucked or sang to them that made him long fiercely to be out there, too. He felt it most when they reached the far turn and began the brush down the stretch. Then he had to lean hard against the fence to hold his feelings in. He wanted to be in on the brush, to cluck and talk and telegraph his strength to his horse.


What fun was it to tune up in the morning? It was like being part of a big orchestra during rehearsals. Then when the curtain went up and the signal was given, you were shunted off to one side to sit with the audience.


It had been the same way in school last fall. Always he was on the second team, always sitting on the bench waiting to hear his name called out. And then dusk, and the game over, and his name still uncalled.


And so the days were divided, the mornings important, the afternoons waste. Gibson tried to busy himself during the races—in the blacksmith tent where the ringing sound of the sledge killed the tap-tap, tap-tap music of the trotters; in his father’s office making endless lists of trotters and pacers with their record time for the mile. But it was no use. He might as well be fiddling with blocks and beads.
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Even while he wrote or while he helped the smith, his mind was out there on the far turn. And always some inner timing drew him to the track just when the horses were flying down the stretch. Eagerly his eyes would pick and choose until he found one in the ruck, and with clenched fists he would will that horse to win. Sometimes the game little trotter did win, inching his way forward, overhauling horse after horse until he was on top and the crowd screaming and cheering him on. Sometimes he came in only second or third, but in the boy’s mind he, himself, was always handling the lines, playing the horse along for the best he had in him.


One afternoon in late summer Gibson was idling his time in the blacksmith tent, watching the smith cushion a hoof against pain. He did not see or hear anyone enter. Suddenly his father was spinning him around, saying in quick, sharp words, “Son! Johnny Struthers can’t drive in the next heat. We can use you.”


“Well, I’m a greenhead fly!” The blacksmith was first to find his voice. “You’ll be about the only driver in the Grand Circuit who ain’t a graybeard,” he laughed, slapping his stomach.


Gibson nodded, his dark eyes throwing back the yellow sparks of the forge.
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Four


GIBSON was off down the cinder path to the stable, head straining forward as if it couldn’t wait for his feet to catch up.


“You’ll be up behind Rocco.” his father was explaining, trying to keep abreast. “You’ve never driven him before, but he’s steady as they come.” His eyes were merry as he asked, “How does it feel to be a catch driver. Son?”


“Catch driver?” Gibson did not slacken pace, only turned his head.


“Mmm. It’s an old name for a young fellow who catches a bit of luck like this.”


“Like a sub called from the bench?”


“Exactly. But catch drivers are most always gifted. They’ve got horse sense. Seem to know what a horse is going to do before he does it.”


Back in Mr. White’s office Johnny Struthers’ racing silks hung on pegs, the jacket bellying out in the middle as if the man himself were still inside. Gibson slipped it on, fidgeting with impatience while his father lapped over the belt and fastened it with a horse-blanket pin. His eyes darted out of the office window, watching the grooms hitching up for the next race, watching the horses of earlier races cooling out, hearing the hum of the crowd, feeling the excitement, seeing the wide, empty track beckoning, beckoning.


He looked toward his father, hoping for a word of advice, but again Mr. White had nothing to say. Only the eyes smiling, as if all had been said or done a long time ago.


With Johnny Struthers’ cap pressed on his head, Gibson knelt down on the trunk, let his father pin it to size. Now the goggles. Now gloves pulled over sweating hands. Now Guy Heasley’s stubbled face in the door and his voice calling out, “Ready! Time for you both to be parading to the post!” His eye ran over Gibson, winking encouragement.
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