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  INTRODUCTION




  Organized Thoroughbred racing began in England, and so too did the Triple Crown. Horse racing in England started in the medieval era, when owners hired professional riders to showcase their horses’ speed to potential buyers. The first known racing purse was offered during the reign of King Richard I (1189– 1199). The practice was carried forward by his royal successors, notably Henry VIII, James I, Charles I, and Charles II, during whose reign horse racing became a spectator sport.




  Over centuries, a framework was established as to which horses could be included in organized races. The collective stock being developed from a variety of English and Irish equine and exotic imports was designated the “Thoroughbred.”




  In 1779, the English Oaks was run for the first time, and the next spring saw the first running of the English Derby. Both took place at Epsom Downs, which remains their home today. By the middle of the nineteenth century, one Admiral Rous had segued from a distinguished career in the Royal Navy and was a stalwart in the organizational aspects of the Turf (a collective term referring to the breeding, raising, racing, and general management of the Thoroughbred). Noting the patterns of races and their relative importance, Admiral Rous created a designation he called “classics.” The classics of English racing, he decreed, would be the five races of the following names: the One Thousand Guineas, the Two Thousand Guineas, the Derby, the Oaks, and the St. Leger.




  These were well-established races, each intended to be contested only by three-year-olds; hence, the development of the phrase “classic generation.” Like other races, they had prescribed conditions for their running. The One Thousand Guineas and the Oaks were for three-year-old females (fillies), while the Two Thousand Guineas, the Derby, and the St. Leger were for three-year-olds of both genders. The distance, too, became set: 1 mile each for the Guineas races, 1 1/2 miles for the Derby and the Oaks, and 1 3/4 miles for the St. Leger. These races survive today, and have remained in place—to wit, the Guineas at Newmarket (race course), the Derby and the Oaks at Epsom Downs, and the St. Leger at Doncaster.




  Over the years, these became the most glamorous races in England, and the three involving the colts came to be known as the “Triple Crown.” English historians regard this as a gradually popularized term, and the historian John Randall noted that “the expression had entered common usage by the time of Ormonde (1886), having evolved naturally without ever being endorsed by the Jockey Club or any other official body.”




  Between 1853 and 1866, the Guineas, the Derby, and the St. Leger were won by West Australian, Gladiateur, and Lord Lyon. It was twenty years later that Ormonde swept through the three. The designation of Triple Crown winner was assigned to that earlier threesome in retrospect. After Ormonde, the English Triple Crown was won by Common (1891), Isinglass (1893), Galtee More (1897), Flying Fox (1898), Diamond Jubilee (1900), Rock Sand (1903), Pommern (1915), Gay Crusader (1917), Gainsborough (1918), Bahram (1935), and Nijinsky II (1970). (During both world wars, the Derby was run at Newmarket instead of Epsom.)




  In the United States, the horse-racing establishment attempted to replicate the English Triple Crown. Colonel Meriwether Lewis Clark Jr. set out to duplicate the series at his own track, Churchill Downs in Kentucky, but of the three races he tried to cast in that light, only the Kentucky Derby became recognized as a classic event.




  In New York, racing leaders focused on the Belmont Stakes, which was run on a date close to the Epsom Derby and over a similar distance. The thought was to precede the Belmont with the 1-mile Withers Stakes and then round off a Triple Crown late in the summer with the Realization Stakes, at a distance similar to that of England’s St. Leger’s. The great Man o’ War won all three of those races in 1920, but, ironically, that was only a year after Sir Barton had won the series of races which would become cemented in the American Turf as its own Triple Crown. Those races are the Derby, Maryland’s Preakness, which had increased in purse and prestige to muscle into the scenario, and the Belmont.




  The Belmont thus is the climax in distance and on the calendar rather than an Epsom counterpart. The American Triple benefited rather than suffered from its illogical aspects. Instead of a progression of lengthening distances, its pattern is 1 1/4 miles, slightly shorter at 1 3/16 miles, and then up to 1 1/2 miles. As for placement on the calendar, it is all crammed into five weeks, although its rise to high acceptance took place with slightly varied schedules.




  The short interval from the Kentucky Derby to the completion of the Belmont promotes greater fan and public interest than likely could be maintained over a time frame of from late April into September. The fact that England’s original Triple Crown now is apparently weighed down by what once seemed impeccable logic is justification for leaving the American Triple Crown the way it is. Racing fans were lucky in how it developed and smart enough to let it flourish as is.




  The American Triple Crown has been characterized by long and short periods between winners. After three horses swept the races in the 1930s, and four in the 1940s, there was a drought of twenty-five years between Citation (1948) and Secretariat (1973). Then came two more Triple Crowns by the end of the decade in Seattle Slew (1977) and Affirmed (1978). Seven horses between Citation and Secretariat had won the Derby and Preakness before the letdown of not winning the Belmont. Between Affirmed and American Pharoah, a longer drought of thirty-seven years taunted the Turf, and within those years no fewer than thirteen horses won the first two—but not the third.




  Another measure of the clout of the Triple Crown—both as a singular goal and as three individual races of importance—was reflected in 1999, when the weekly trade publication The Blood-Horse convened a panel of horse-racing experts, all with deep and broad backgrounds in the history of America’s best racehorses of the 1900s. Their task was to select the one hundred best and rate them one through one hundred. The horse receiving the top rating was, unsurprisingly, Man o’ War, who did not run in all of the Triple Crown races. However, Triple Crown winners Secretariat and Citation were second and third, Count Fleet was fifth, and Seattle Slew, ninth. Thus, the eleven Triple Crown winners up to that time provided four of the top ten of the century.




  Carrying this theme further, those eleven Triple Crown winners accounted for six of the top thirteen in the historic rankings, and ten of the top fifty. The only Triple Crown winner not in the top fifty was Omaha, whose campaigning at four in England perhaps complicated decisions on where he should be placed, in the minds of some of the panel members.




  So, the American Triple Crown is a paradox—an intended imitator which in the context of its specific locale is an original. Throughout its history this Triple Crown has endured in its capacity to please, to tease, to enthrall, and to surprise.




  When I began discussing this project with my editor, the working title was The Divine Dozen. Then in May 2018 a chestnut-colored colt named Justify finished first in the mud at Churchill Downs. Two weeks later, under similar conditions at Pimlico, Justify came home first in the Preakness. He went on to win by a length and three-quarters at the Belmont, becoming only the second undefeated horse to win the Triple Crown and necessitating a title change to this book.




  So, a year before the one hundreth anniversary of the first Triple Crown, we had another new winner. The Triple Crown had endured time and drought and had multiplied in prestige. The Lucky Thirteen title refers not so much to luck within the races but the luck involved in possessing the genetic makeup to compete at such a level and the inherent physical soundness to prevail in all three of a virtual gauntlet. These thirteen horses will be joined by others and, as always, each new winner will stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatness that preceded them.






  1




  SIR BARTON (1919)




  A pair of rough-and-tumble, self-made characters were front and center in the career of Sir Barton, destined to be known as the first winner of the Triple Crown of American Thoroughbred racing. John E. Madden was the breeder, and H. Guy Bedwell was the trainer.




  Madden was born in 1856 to a family of Irish immigrants who had taken up life in the coal and steel country of Pennsylvania. His mother was widowed when young John was only four, and when he was old enough to do so the lad used his natural size and strength to help in her efforts to raise him and his siblings. In the America of the day, a young fellow could bring in some prize money at county fairs, and Madden excelled in foot races, boxing, and most any other contest involving speed and strength. More valuable were contests that involved horses, and Madden wasted little time in establishing himself as a deft hand at driving racing pacers and trotters.




  Grown to manhood, Madden continued such activities for his own career. By the age of thirty, it was said he had accumulated the equivalent of $150,000 today, and he changed directions into Thoroughbred racing when he perceived that side of the horse business was about to boom.




  Madden was self-taught, and expertly so. He became renowned as the entire package when it came to horsemanship. He could do all of the menial daily tasks involved in raising and training horses, and he also knew the blacksmith’s craft. The final ingredient in succeeding as a horse trader, of course, was a personal grace, and he had developed that along the way, too.




  Madden moved to Kentucky and purchased a farm after an amazing sequence of buying, training, selling, and reacquiring the Thoroughbred Hamburg. He made money at every step and wound up standing the horse at stud at that new farm, which he christened Hamburg Place. The location allowed him to entertain potential customers handsomely at a Lexington hotel restaurant, while within range for a fine driving horse to get them back to the farm to comfortably close a deal that same afternoon.




  Madden was on his way to a remarkable operation both in quality and quantity. He was said to have about 140 mares in some years, and he led the nation as a breeder of winners every year from 1917 through 1927. It was quality that brought in better money, however, and he excelled there, too. At Hamburg Place he bred five Kentucky Derby winners and five Belmont winners. Sir Barton, of course, was one of each, and was joined by other Derby winners Old Rosebud, Paul Jones, Zev, and Flying Ebony, and other Belmont winners Joe Madden, The Finn, Grey Lag, and Zev. Earlier, Madden had owned and trained a Derby winner in Plaudit (1898).




  Guy Bedwell, who was to train Madden’s masterpiece, Sir Barton, was born in 1876 in tiny Roseburg, Oregon. His family had been lured to California by the Gold Rush, and eventually wandered north. He was less than two years old when his father died, so he, too, grew up with a mother struggling to fulfill their basic needs. Guy was a young teen when he took a job as a cowpuncher.




  Various sources give some insight as to how Bedwell’s own challenges created some basic clarity about dealing with horses, and they reflect significant powers of observation on his part. The book Boots and Saddles was authored by J. K. M. Ross, whose father was to own Sir Barton, and who himself witnessed that horse’s rise to fame from the standpoint of youth. The book, with major assistance from Guideposts editor Van Varner, noted that Bedwell’s life “in that isolated area, miles from the nearest railroad, was rugged, but it was a good preparation for a horse trainer; [part of such horsemen’s eventual] magic obviously came from their early, practical day-to-day existence with horses in an era when the horse was a staple of the culture and indispensable to their own livelihoods.”




  Many years later, Bedwell’s son, Lester Guy “Buster” Bedwell, also a trainer, looked back to discuss his father with the Daily Racing Form. He zeroed in on how his dad had learned from necessity: “When one of Dad’s horses was taken ill, he had to serve as his own vet. Often when he was puzzled, he went to the family physician for advice, and they’d usually come up with the [standard] treatment for humans, only they would multiply [that] eight times. He came to the racetrack knowing more about horses than most veterinarians, and it wasn’t difficult for him to switch to Thoroughbreds.”




  Bedwell particularly noticed horses’ feet during his days running a livery stable, after he had moved as far eastward as Colorado. According to Ross in Boots and Saddles, Bedwell was cognizant that horses would fight each other to get into a couple of stalls which tended to be flooded with water, or muddy. It reminded Bedwell of range horses, with their very good feet, and how they would “mush around” in wet soils every time they drank from a river or stream. “In later years, Bedwell was a stickler for standing racehorses in pails of mud, [as he was] determined to keep their frogs from ever becoming hard and brittle.”




  The adventurous aspects of Guy Bedwell’s nature finally led him to take the plunge of heading to Eastern racetracks. He established leadership in a number of wins, even in the tough New York circuit. In 1909, he led the nation in wins, with 122. During this time, he was going from one circuit to another. In 1910, there was an early struggle in racing as to how to address and/or control medications aimed to artificially aid performance. Bedwell was caught up in a pattern of drugging problems at Latonia in Kentucky. As recorded by Dorothy Ours in Man o’War: A Legend like Lightning, Bedwell was ruled off.




  His reinstatement was aided by his testimony that a groom was the culprit, along with some written testimonies on his behalf, and—to be blunt—probably by the death of the official veterinarian who had accused him. He returned to action and, remarkably for a trainer racing his own horses, he had a year, 1916, when he was the nation’s leading owner in earnings, to go along with his seven years as the leading trainer in wins.




  Bedwell’s world—and modus operandi—were altered when he was offered a private job by a newcomer on the racing scene. J. K. L. Ross, like Madden and Bedwell, had a competitive streak, although in his case, a different milieu, as an avid yachtsman. Ross was the son of a founder of the Canadian Pacific Railway. The Rosses were Canadians, and their contributions to the World War I effort included donating several large yachts for conversion into war vessels. The younger Ross, Sir Barton’s future owner, also served on submarine patrols and convoys.




  Ross had begun to dabble in racehorse ownership, and then decided he wanted to create a first-class stable, well aware that such a plan would take a large investment. He offered Bedwell enough in salary to prompt the selling off of the majority of his own stable in order to train exclusively for Ross. Of course, Bedwell prevailed upon his new boss to incorporate some of the horses already at hand into the new stable.




  By 1918, Commander Ross had bought some readymade jewels, horses such as Billy Kelly, Cudgel, Milkmaid, and Constancy. It was no surprise that a horse such as John E. Madden’s Sir Barton would become part of the lives of Guy Bedwell and James Kenneth Leveson Ross.




  Sir Barton was a son of Madden’s Star Shoot, a high-class winner abroad who would lead the American sire list five times. Ahead of his time when it came to stallion management, Madden bred Star Shoot to ninety mares the first year after bringing him to Hamburg Place from another Kentucky farm, Runnymede. This was more than double the common forty-mare stallion books which were commonplace then, and for many years afterward.




  Star Shoot was a son of Isinglass, who in 1893 had won the original Triple Crown in England, the Two Thousand Guineas, Epsom Derby, and St. Leger. Sir Barton’s dam, Lady Sterling, was by the great American racehorse and stallion Hanover. Lady Sterling had already foaled Sir Martin (by Ogden), a Madden-bred regarded as the champion American two-year-old of 1908. Typically, Madden the owner was always ready to be Madden the seller, and he sold Sir Martin to Louis Winans for a handsome $75,000. Sir Martin was sent abroad and was the favorite for the Epsom Derby the following spring, but fell at the Epsom course’s famed turn, Tattenham Corner. Sir Martin recovered and won the Coronation Cup the following year.




  The trainer of Sir Martin was Vivian Gooch, who some years later was Madden’s houseguest. The host promised him a half-interest in Lady Sterling’s next foal, so Gooch is on record as co-breeder of Sir Barton. Madden later purchased Gooch’s gift half. (After a decade or so at stud in England, Sir Martin came back to Kentucky the year his half-brother won the American Triple Crown. Madden stood Sir Martin at Hamburg Place and bred thirteen stakes winners by him.)




  So, when Sir Barton got to the races in Madden’s stable in 1918, there was considerable history to go with the handsome looks of the moderately sized (15 1/2 hands) colt. Madden campaigned him as if he were a good one, but Sir Barton was unplaced in that flattering scene. He raced in nothing but stakes, but was fourth in the Tremont, ninth in the Flash and United States Hotel, and seventh in the Sanford Memorial. That, combined with his fine pedigree, flashy looks, and the Madden touch, induced J. K. L. Ross to pay $10,000 for the colt. Destiny changed course that day.




  “An additional detail shared by each of Sir Barton’s first three stakes race attempts was that my father and Bedwell won all three with Billy Kelly,” wrote J. K. M. Ross, adding, “This was the best of my father’s horses” in that ascendant year of 1918. Billy Kelly was an exceptional sprinter and could also stretch out in distance, joining Sir Barton in the Hall of Fame many years later.




 

  Truth be told, in my experience, the owner of a winner of a stakes race is not likely to be very conversant with the performance of many of the horses that finished unplaced in that race. So, it is tempting to conjecture that it was the trainer who might have cast a sideways glance or two at the flashy chestnut that Madden kept running against him. At any rate, the deal was done, and Sir Barton made his debut in Commander Ross’s orange and black silks in the Hopeful Stakes, the climactic race for juveniles during the Saratoga meeting. In a bulky field of twenty, he was never a factor, and finished sixteenth.




  Bedwell’s initial days of dealing with Sir Barton, followed by the two weeks after the Hopeful, began to teach him several aspects about the colt.




  Perhaps most importantly, Sir Barton had inherited the poor feet Star Shoot was known for conferring upon his offspring. Bedwell’s old Western range expertise could not be summoned for Sir Barton—merely making sure the colt got to slosh around in mud from time to time. The masterful horseman used a different remedy: He placed strips of piano felt between the hooves and the shoes for every race. Even so, this intended pain-prevention method was not foolproof. Sir Barton would often lose a shoe during a race; in fact, young Ross’s memory would have it that he lost all four at least once.




  Another aspect of Sir Barton was a disposition that could be called nasty, although he did apparently warm to his groom, an African-American fellow called “Toots” Thompson. Sir Barton had no patience for humans in general, and, unlike many Thoroughbreds, was not impressed by efforts to create companionship by placing a goat, pony, dog, or other living being in his stall. Also, when being prepared for a race in public, he would not give trainers or fans the satisfaction of seeming mentally keen on any aspect of what was taking place. Young Ross and Varner included a telling description in Boots and Saddles: Sir Barton “remained ever disinterested and aloof, a patrician and a snob.”




  Whether Sir Barton was impressed by humans or not, among those impressed by him was Bedwell’s assistant, former star rider Cal Shilling. The assistant had galloped Sir Barton’s half-brother Sir Martin and perceived a similarity between the two, although one was a well-remembered juvenile champion, and the other, a chronic non-earner in four races.




  A quick reversal of form made the racing world take notice, seeing a two-year-old crop in terms of potential in the glamour races at three. In the Futurity at Belmont Park, the top juvenile race of the era, Sir Barton was 15-1 in a field of fifteen vying on a fast track. Jockey Earl Sande had Sir Barton involved in a large knot of horses chasing Dunboyne from the start of the race, then run at six furlongs. In the final furlongs, as Dunboyne tired, Sir Barton discarded the anonymity which had prevailed in his young career, and through the first half-mile of the Futurity itself. He closed with a rush and finished second, barely two lengths behind Dunboyne.




  That was more like it, even though Sir Barton was in receipt of 10 pounds from the winner. Commander Ross and Bedwell might not have grasped it immediately, but they had a companion contender to go along with the noble Billy Kelly as thoughts turned to the next year’s Kentucky Derby.




  Any conjecture over suddenly having an awakened classics pretender was soon interrupted when Sir Barton developed a serious illness. In the younger Ross’s recounting, the colt developed “a case of blood poisoning so severe and alarming that for days everyone expected him to succumb.” The hands-on detail man in Bedwell shone through, and for several nights in a row, he barely left the colt’s stall, “until finally the crisis was passed.”




  Months later, it was determined they would send Sir Barton to Kentucky along with Billy Kelly. Young Ross recalled that Bedwell was ill-equipped for the pressures of Churchill Downs when one is training a favorite during Derby Week. He recalled that the highly strung teetotaler was a habitual smoker and seemed to visibly lose weight from one day to the next.




  None of this diminished the wily trainer’s horsemanship or planning ability. Prior to travel, Bedwell instructed that preparations and precautions for Billy Kelly and Sir Barton include enough feed and hay for the trip, along with a supply of the drinking water to which they had become accustomed at their Maryland winter base. While Billy Kelly was the established star and Sir Barton was ostensibly coming along to be his pacemaker, the Ross/Bedwell stable did not totally regard this as a one-horse challenge. It was conceded that perhaps, just perhaps, Sir Barton himself was capable of winning the Kentucky Derby.




  Coming down through the years are two stories attributed to Bedwell, but generated decades later. During those intervening years, Bedwell had mellowed from the intense and taciturn figure described in 1919 into a more laid-back and comfortably plump character. Press reports from decades later include some intriguing quotes from the man himself. One story given to Oscar Otis of the Daily Racing Form was that there came a day at Churchill Downs in that spring of 1919 when Bedwell sent Billy Kelly and Sir Barton to the track together one morning, instructing each rider to try to have the more-impressive trial. Neither rider knew that the other had been given the same challenge. After 1 1/8 miles, Johnny Loftus on Sir Barton prevailed rather handily over Earl Sande on Billy Kelly.




  Another article recounted the story that Sir Barton had outworked Billy Kelly not once but several times. In that telling, Ross and Bedwell were party to that knowledge, shared only with the two riders and a clocker. “I staked the clocker,” Bedwell was quoted as saying, “and he didn’t talk.” It should be noted that as early as 1918, Bedwell had given an interview with the Thoroughbred Record in which he shunned his taciturn, close-to-the-vest image and spoke openly about his training philosophies, including the fact that he believed he gave his horses more cooked feed than most trainers did.




  One is left to ponder whether the stories of Sir Barton’s Derby Week reveal that he was indeed the stable’s known top contender; whether they represent Bedwell’s wish to add some new entertainment value to the reminiscing about the 1919 Derby; or whether they are simply an honest wish to set the record straight.




  At any rate, the Derby of 1919 saw twelve horses heading out on a track rated “heavy” in the vocabulary of the time. J. W. McClelland’s Eternal had slightly exceeded Billy Kelly in the perceived pecking order of the foal crop to that time, and he and stablemate Sailor were favored at 2.10-1. Since the Ross pair also was a unified betting entry, the second-choice odds of 2.60-1 shed no light on how the inner sanctum of the Ross stable came down on the relative chances of the two colts.




  Sir Barton and Loftus set out in front. Eternal moved into second early and was in third position at the end of six furlongs, but then began to fade. Billy Kelly and Earl Sande took over second, but Sir Barton turned back any hint of a challenge and raced out to win by five lengths in 2:09 4/5. Under the weight arrangements of the day, Billy Kelly carried 119 to Sir Barton’s 112. Among those saddled with 122 was Eternal, who faded to tenth.




  Writing years later about the event, Ross the younger reported that his father had won a good-size bet, but perhaps would have had considerably more action on the event had he and his wife not been called to Montreal because of a health emergency involving Mrs. Ross’s father. Bedwell was quoted as saying that he became “kind of rich myself that afternoon.” Of course, the pari-mutuel odds were not the only odds available to heavy, or light, rollers of the day.




  The newly established Ross stable thus became the first to have the Derby winner and runner-up both fly its colors.




  The Preakness was run only four days later, on Wednesday. The Preakness, of course, was not yet linked in the minds of racing men as an automatic next target for a Derby winner. Several factors, though, made it a logical next step. First, its purse was rising, and had helped attract War Cloud a year earlier to become the first horse to run in the Derby and Preakness, and also the Belmont Stakes. Second, in Sir Barton’s year, the Preakness offered a winner’s purse of $24,500, or more than $3,500 richer than the $20,825 which Sir Barton had just earned at Churchill Downs. And third, Maryland was a locus for Ross. The young owner had purchased a farm there, and as early as 1916, before Bedwell came on board, the Ross stable had won the Preakness with Damrosch.




  Thus, Sir Barton was soon on a train to Pimlico.






  A field of twelve went to the post for the Preakness. Billy Kelly was not among them, but Bedwell again had a two-ply entry. His decision to run Ross’s filly Milkmaid reflected his strategy to orchestrate a do-si-do that sometimes took place near the start in those days, before the advent of the electronic barrier. The strategy involved deceit and finesse. It was recognized practice for a trainer to enter a horse for the sole purpose of making sure his “live” entry got off to a clean start. The mission of the jockey on the other entrant was to watch the proceedings, especially what was shaping up for his stablemate, and wheel his own mount to delay the start if he perceived the “live” horse was in an awkward place or position when the starter was about to give the signal. Of course, this had to be done with a degree of subtlety, lest the starter spot a flagrant disruption and delay, which could result in a suspension or fine.




  Milkmaid was a lovely filly, purchased from John E. Madden, and by year’s end she had achieved enough to be regarded co-champion of the filly division. Her and jockey Sande’s mission for the Preakness, though, was to look out on behalf of Sir Barton, to help him get away cleanly. The Futurity winner, Dunboyne, was in the race, and Bedwell knew he was among the horses who were erratic at the starts of their races. The Ross entry was favored at 1.40-1 on a fast track.




  Dunboyne’s antics hurt only himself, getting him away slowly, and Loftus got Sir Barton away well without needing any antics from Milkmaid. Eternal was back to try again, and took up the chase as Sir Barton led. Under equal weights of 126 pounds at the 1 1/8-mile Preakness distance of that time, Sir Barton performed a replay of his Derby. He built a lead of as much as six lengths near the stretch, and won by four, in 1:53. Eternal finished second, and Sweep On, third.




  The spring schedule proceeded to New York, where Belmont Park offered the 1-mile Withers Stakes ten days after the Preakness. Sir Barton was 35-10 against the determined Eternal. Bedwell told Loftus to switch tactics and let the other horse have the lead early. Eternal established a lead of as much as three lengths, but if his fans felt confident—and Sir Barton’s fans, doom-conscious—those feelings were not long-lasting. Sir Barton came to Eternal with plenty of time to draw off and win by two and a half lengths. The time was 1:38 4/5 over a track labeled “good.” That clocking seems mundane today, but was second-fastest for the Withers at that time, despite the going.




  That Sir Barton next appeared for the Belmont Stakes seems preordained from the vantage point of any era in which the Triple Crown had achieved its ascendancy. In 1919, however, such was not the case, even for a horse already on hand and coming off a win over the track. In her astute research for the book, Sir Barton and The Making of The Triple Crown, author Jennifer Kelly found that Bedwell’s initial plan was for Sir Barton to return to Kentucky, to the Latonia racetrack. There Colonel Matt Winn, also of Churchill Downs fame, had scheduled the Latonia Derby for June 7, two weeks after the Withers. The Latonia race offered a purse of $16,160 to the winner, compared to $11,900 from the Belmont Stakes.




  This plan was scratched because Ross’s very good older horse Cudgel had come away from Churchill Downs with a cold, which spread through Bedwell’s barn. It got to Sir Barton, who coughed in the days after the Withers. The Belmont was scheduled for June 11, which gave Bedwell four more days than he would have for the Latonia Derby, and without the trip. So, unbeknownst to any party, the die was cast for the first sweep of what we now know as the Triple Crown.




  The Belmont Stakes was certainly no consolation prize. From its inaugural in 1867 it had been accepted as a major event on what, for the most part, was regarded as the top circuit. Because of its placement on the calendar, the Belmont in some minds had a role similar to that of the Epsom Derby in England. Indeed, the National Museum of Racing in 2018 displayed a Currier & Ives print of the finish of the 1878 Belmont Stakes, which was published with the title The American Derby.




  The race was run at 1 3/8 miles at that time, and Sir Barton again was 35-100, although running against only two horses, Sweep On and Natural Bridge. Each carried 126 pounds. Natural Bridge was Sweep On’s pacemaker, so Loftus and Sir Barton ran in second place until nearing the stretch, when they moved up to take command. Sir Barton had a daylight lead through the stretch run and won by five as Sweep On moved past his stable-mate to finish second. The time of 2:17 2/5 was an American record for the distance.




  Verification that the Belmont was a race of great prestige and historical signifigance came the following day when the New York Times extolled the winner: “Encomiums on the son of Star Shoot, which varied from ‘horse of the decade’ to the more extravagant ‘horse of the century,’ were meted out by experienced turfmen who are used to weighing brilliant performances with calm judgement.




  “One thing is certain—of all the good horses which have won the classic for three-year-olds at Belmont Park, only James R. Keene’s unbeaten Colin, the winner in 1908, will bear comparison with yesterday’s winner.”




  There were two underlying themes to the career of Sir Barton. One was to be his status as the first Triple Crown winner, but the second was that his birth year sentenced him to close comparison with Man o’ War. While in 1919 the phrase “horse of the century” was deemed extravagant even in the moment of exultation, in 1920 that phrase would take on more of a sense of propriety. The impression being created by Man o’ War indeed gave pause and a modicum of confidence that his like would not be seen again in the next eighty years. When those eighty years were over, a panel was put together by The Blood-Horse to rate the best racehorses of the entire twentieth century, and Man o’ War indeed prevailed.




  As of the Belmont Stakes of 1919, however, the two-year-old Man o’ War had made only two starts. What soon began to chip away at the status Sir Barton had achieved in a month and a day was more mundane than having to be evaluated in comparison to a legend. He simply could not maintain the form needed to extend the four-race winning streak of his classic spring.




  On July 10, almost exactly a month after the Belmont, Sir Barton was entered in the Dwyer at 1 1/8 miles. He was 4-5 but was giving 9 pounds (127 – 118) to an exceptionally handsome colt named Purchase. In his sudden emergence in the Futurity the autumn before, Sir Barton had finished second, while Purchase finished third. In the meantime, owner-trainer Sam Hildreth had brought Purchase into the limelight.




  Young Ross issued a rare rebuke of his idolized Bedwell in his book: Not only had Sir Barton been sore before the Belmont, but Bedwell should have given him longer to recover from the race. For Bedwell’s part, he second-guessed himself for overestimating his colt’s ability to win the Dwyer when not honed to 100 percent, while at the same time underestimating Purchase. It was a trap race all around. Purchase ran down the front-running Sir Barton and won by three lengths on a sloppy track.




  Sir Barton’s four-race winning streak, while scaling the heights, now gave way to a different scenario. It took nine races to come up with four more victories as Bedwell dealt with those tender feet, as well as some very strong competition.




  Bedwell gave him nearly two months off, and Sir Barton seemed to respond. After a comeback—in which he finished second to none other than Billy Kelly in an allowance race, at Havre de Grace—Sir Barton engaged in a remarkable Ross stable scrum only two days later. He defeated Billy Kelly by one and a half lengths in the Potomac Handicap, in which their stablemate Milkmaid was third. Sir Barton for the first time was asked to carry high weight, and won with 132 pounds to Billy Kelly’s 125. He made six more starts before the end of his three-year-old campaign and won half of them. One of the defeats came in an outstanding field, in which he was third to his own accomplished older stablemate, Cudgel, in the Havre de Grace Handicap. What made that race all the more distinguished was that finishing between them was the great and durable campaigner, Exterminator. The weights for the race of 1 1/8 miles were Cudgel, 129; Exterminator, 126; and Sir Barton, 124. The three-year-old led from the start and was beaten by a total of only half a length in a gallant performance.




  In October and November, Sir Barton won three of his remaining four starts. He carried 133 pounds in the Maryland Handicap, giving an astonishing 27 pounds to Sam Hildreth’s outstanding colt, Mad Hatter, and yet was able to win by two lengths. With his shelly feet (feet with thin, brittle walls), Sir Barton lost two shoes that day. A month later in the Autumn Handicap he tried something almost as dramatic, but faded to third, under 132 pounds, as Mad Hatter won, under 111. Loftus had not persevered once he was convinced Sir Barton could not win. According to Dorothy Ours’s book on Man o’ War, that loss brought an end to the relationship with Loftus. By her telling, Bedwell accosted the rider verbally, and was so injudicious as to suggest that the rider had been in cahoots with Mad Hatter’s trainer, Hildreth. Loftus’s rejoinder suggested that Bedwell at times gave his horses stimulants, but had neglected to do so that day.




  Loftus had come in for criticism for other rides, most notably his defeat on the rising phenomenon named Man o’ War in the Sanford Memorial. He wound up losing his license. (Over the years, Man o’ War’s owner, Samuel Riddle, came to express his disdain for Loftus. In the immediate aftermath of the jockey being ruled off, however, Riddle personally went to the Jockey Club to plead for his reinstatement, but was not successful.)




  Clarence Kummer, who inherited the ride on Man o’ War at three, with Loftus’s unavailability, rode Sir Barton in his final two starts of 1919. They brought consecutive wins over Billy Kelly in the Fall Serial Nos. 3 and 4 at Pimlico. In the first, Sir Barton won at a mile on a fast track, and in the second, he won at 1 1/8 miles on a sloppy track. The wins completed his 1919 record at 13 starts—8 wins, 3 seconds, and 2 thirds—and earnings of $88,250.








  After the Triple Crown and Dwyer, Sir Barton had a different jockey in each of the next four races, which included several meetings against other horses from the Ross stable. Then Loftus was back on board for the next two (and his final) races, and Clarence Kummer was the rider for the final two wins in the Fall Serials.




  Young Ross wrote from the vantage point of time that his father seriously considered retiring Sir Barton at that juncture. His father felt, however, that his sportsmanship might be doubted were he to protect the horse from the challenges of handicap racing at four, even with his shelly feet. So it was decided to campaign Sir Barton again in 1920.




  One season had ended in Maryland, and the next began there five months later. Sir Barton won an allowance race and was beaten in three stakes in his first four races. He got his first stakes win as a four-year-old in the 1-mile Rennert Handicap at Pimlico in May. Earl Sande was aboard that day. Sir Barton did not start again until the Saratoga meeting in early August, three months later.




  Bedwell dealt with the feet issue well enough to produce three major victories in succession in August. Following the Rennert win, this meant a winning streak of four races, the numerical equivalent of the Triple Crown and Withers skein of the previous year. In the meantime, Man o’ War had transcended into the realm of superstardom. The racing public expected him to win, but hungered for him to at least have a challenge. Aside from John P. Grier’s noble effort into the stretch of the Dwyer, Man o’ War’s victories were processions. He was symbolically above his own kind, however impossible that might be in reality.




 



  Thus, the sport longed for a challenger. Sir Barton had not had the advantage of built-in reverence for the Triple Crown as an institution, and his sequence of losses and known soundness questions did not render him the automatic best hope against Man o’ War. Then, his winning streak reestablished just how capable he could be, so he emerged as the subject of a longed-for meeting, perhaps in a match race.




  That streak at Saratoga began with a spectacular achievement, giving weight to Exterminator and setting a track record in the 1 1/4-mile Saratoga Handicap. Sande was aboard as Sir Barton made himself the target and stood off challenges by The Porter and Mad Hatter before being challenged anew by Exterminator (126). Sir Barton not only turned back that final threat, but also drew out a bit to win by two lengths, in 2:01 4/5.




  The Canadian-owned horse then made his first start in Canada and took up 134 pounds to win the 1 1/4-mile Dominion Handicap at Fort Erie over Bondage (117) and The Porter (124). Sande’s ride was described in the chart as involving a “mild hand ride.”




  Back at Saratoga, Sir Barton topped off the month in the 1 3/16-mile Merchants and Citizens’ Handicap. Under 133 pounds he took the lead, but was severely challenged by Gnome, whose recent form showed his own triumph over Exterminator and Mad Hatter. Sir Barton, moreover, was giving 18 pounds to Gnome. As often was the case, Sir Barton was on the lead early, and he had to withstand a prolonged challenge to hold the lead all the way. He defeated Gnome by a nose and set a world record of 1:55 3/5.


  Man o’War had his challenger.






  The public passion to see Man o’ War meet Sir Barton and the racetrack executives’ collective and respective stratagems to bring home the event were similar to the dramas which surrounded Seabiscuit and 1937 Triple Crown winner War Admiral nearly two decades later. In the case of the 1920 dream race, it was grasped by the acumen of A. M. Orpen, proprietor of Kenilworth racetrack across the border in Windsor, Ontario. Although a somewhat industrial aura generally surrounded the track rather than beauty and glamour, there was plenty of glamour in a $75,000 winner-take-all purse which was luring Man o’ War and Sir Barton.




  The race was set for October 12, about six weeks after the Merchants and Citizens Handicap, and about three weeks after the three-year-old Man o’ War had won the Potomac Handicap, under 138 pounds.




  Six weeks was a long time for nothing to go wrong, and reports were that once again, Sir Barton’s feet meant that he was not at his best for the big day, especially on the hard going that was to prevail. Bedwell found a way to add dramatics of his own. He had been dissatisfied at young Earl Sande’s lack of cool and finesse in a match race between Billy Kelly and Eternal. That race had taken place two years earlier, but it left Bedwell uneasy about Sande in a two-horse race. He convinced Ross to let him make a change, and they settled on Frank Keogh. Sande, of course, was crushed and angered; he requested, and received, permission to void his contract. A decade later, William Woodward Sr. would call especially for Sande, by then a champion, to ride his own Triple Crown hopeful, Gallant Fox, in the spring classics. They won.




  

  Despite Man o’ War’s virtually supernatural standing, the patterns of the Turf were observed, the younger colt carrying 120 pounds to the four-year-old’s 126, at 1 1/4 miles. Man o’ War was the 1-20 favorite, with Sir Barton off at 5.50-1. The public had wanted a battle, but they came prepared for an exhibition.




  The running of the match race reflected the odds and was similar to Man o’ War’s routine performances. The younger colt dominated; Sir Barton was struggling from early on. He did seem to settle into stride at one point and suggested the ability to mount a challenge as they left the backstretch. Kummer noticed, and let Man o’ War put an end to such insubordination. The big red colt doubled the lead to six lengths. Keogh soon ceased to push Sir Barton, and in the final furlong Man o’ War was galloping, winner by seven lengths in 2:03.




  Owner Ross had said during the race that he thought Sir Barton’s feet were bothering him, but he remarked on his horse’s gameness in his trying. Otherwise, there was not much to say. Ross found the perfect words nonetheless, young Ross recalling that his father commented “What a marvel” in tribute to Man o’ War as he watched his opponent reach the finish line.




  Man o’ War was retired for the year and, before much more time had passed, owner Riddle had decided against what would surely be record, or near-record, weight assignments if he raced him at four. Man o’ War was a “marvel” in many ways, not least because he remained famous for the rest of his life, idolized by the hundreds of thousands who visited him in Kentucky until visiting restrictions were imposed not long before his death, at the age of thirty.




 

  Sir Barton was a great racehorse, but a racehorse and not a legend. The Kenilworth Gold Cup was not his last race, but it might have been better if it was. The chance to go out a winner resulted in three more defeats. Eleven days after the match he was back at Laurel and finished third in an overnight race. He then lost twice more, in both cases against familiar company. He was third behind Mad Hatter and Billy Kelly, all three under 126 pounds, in the Fall Serial No. 2, and then second to Billy Kelly and ahead of Mad Hatter in No. 3. Keogh rode him in both of his last two races.




  For his four-year-old year, Sir Barton had 12 starts—5 wins, 2 seconds, and 3 thirds—with earnings of $24,494. His final career record was 13 wins in 31 starts, with 6 seconds and 5 thirds, and total earnings of $116,857. Man o’ War won 20 of 21 races, had a second, and earned a record $249,465.




  As reported by Joe Estes in The Blood-Horse some years later, in 1937, Bedwell was well along toward preparing Sir Barton to race on at five when he was replaced as trainer by Henry McDaniel. Perhaps because of the horse’s feet, McDaniel never started him. Bedwell underwent some years without a license, apparently stemming from an alleged attempt to come to an understanding that he would receive something from the Kenilworth Gold Cup race, win or lose. As stated earlier, Bedwell got back in action and had a long career afterward in Maryland, where he was respected in the various ways he supported horsemen’s rights. He died in 1951.




  Owner Ross suffered financial setbacks, retired to Jamaica, and also died in 1951.




  



  After Sir Barton’s retirement, Ross sold him as a stallion for a reported $75,000, and the horse stood for several years at B. B. and Monfort Joneses’ Audley Farm in Virginia. In addition to facing a prejudice that grew against sons of Star Shoot at stud, his own productivity did not keep him long in the upper levels of the breeding industry. Still, Sir Barton’s half-dozen stakes winners included the good filly Easter Stockings, winner of the 1928 Kentucky Oaks.




  Sir Barton was turned over to the US Army Remount Service, which moved him to a facility near Douglas, Wyoming, in 1937. The first Triple Crown winner died there in 1937.






  2




  GALLANT FOX (1930)




  Eleven years after Sir Barton won what eventually was recognized as the first Triple Crown, Gallant Fox won the second. The day after the culminating Belmont Stakes, reporter Bryan Field used the phrase “triple crown” in the New York Times. The fact that the two words were placed within quotation marks might be taken as an indication that Field, or a copy editor, regarded the phrase as an invention, or colloquialism.




  During the decade of the 1920s, despite Sir Barton’s headline-making triumvirate in 1919, the sequence of the Kentucky Derby, Preakness, and Belmont Stakes had not risen to the status of presumed ambition for owners and trainers of highly achieving three-year-olds. The Derby had become a highly sought opening spring target, ever since the 1915 Derby of the Eastern-based filly, Regret. However, the next target following the Churchill Downs special was influenced several times by the winner’s base of location. During the 1920s, Derby winners Behave Yourself, Black Gold, and Clyde Van Dusen—all with Kentucky or other “Western” connections—went to the Latonia Derby in the northern part of Kentucky. The more Eastern-oriented stables of Zev and Whiskery ran these Derby winners in the Preakness in the East. None of those named, however, won either the Latonia Derby or the Preakness.
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