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Praise for


CRAZY GOOD


“Thoroughly entertaining. . . . Has the moments of sweetness and triumph that only a sports story can provide. Not least among the triumphs is the fact that, with Mr. Leerhsen’s help, Dan Patch at long last has been given his due.”


—Eric Banks, The Wall Street Journal


“A terrific look at a legendary if now forgotten equine superstar named Dan Patch. Leerhsen does for early 20th-century American harness racing what Laura Hillenbrand’s Seabiscuit did for Depression-era Thoroughbred racing. . . . Thanks to Leerhsen, Dan Patch returns for another good run.”


—Deirdre Donahue, USA Today


“Leerhsen vividly recounts Dan-mania and digs up dirt on the colorful gamblers and shady horse handlers of the 1900s. In rescuing Dan from the mists of history, he also draws a wry, moving account of America’s first epidemic of sports fever. A-”


—Bob Cannon, Entertainment Weekly


“One of the many satisfactions of Crazy Good is that it goes farther than Seabiscuit—Laura Hillenbrand’s popular resurrection of another unlikely superstar—in explaining how a horse could be so feted, then forgotten. . . . From start to finish, this book has legs.”


—Tony Dokoupil, Newsweek


“Leerhsen’s biography is a potent reminder of a time when natural horsepower could still thrill thousands.”


—Jonathan Durbin, People


“[Leerhsen’s] wit shines as he plays history detective, sifting the facts from the fertilizer. . . . His exhaustive research reveals a Dan Patch that matches the myth.”


—Rachel Blount, Star Tribune (Minneapolis-St. Paul)


“[Crazy Good:] true story of early-1900s super-horse is wonderful, witty and wise. A keeper.”


—Newsweek (Periscope)


“Crazy Good is more than the story of a superb competitor. . . .  Leerhsen demonstrates once again that a book written about an accomplished horse can be an excellent read, especially when the author seems to be having a great time telling the horse’s stories.”


—Bill Littlefield, The Boston Globe


“Crazy Good is a crazy tale for horsemen of every stripe, and even for those who don’t know a jockey boy from a driver.”


—D’Arcy Egan, The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







To Charles Edward Leerhsen, my dad








PRELUDE






At the Razor’s Edge


ONE AFTERNOON IN JULY of 2005, Diane Kleinsteiber, a fifty-something pottery-store clerk from Watertown, Wisconsin, arrived without appointment at the Razor’s Edge hair salon in Savage, Minnesota, and asked to see the proprietor, Jens Bohn. Besides being a master barber, Bohn, who is in his mid-sixties, is the president of the Dan Patch Historical Society, a group that means to keep alive the memory of the racehorse. It was in this latter capacity that Kleinsteiber addressed him, saying immediately after introducing herself, “I have something you might want to see.”


Bohn looked up from the customer whose hair he was cutting. “Uh-huh,” he said, cocking an eyebrow. It was not unusual for people to drop into his shop toting a Dan Patch sled, the wringer from a Dan Patch washing machine, a cube of Dan Patch pool-cue chalk, or a Dan Patch tobacco tin, certain that they were about to hear an appraisal, or receive a check, of life-changing dimensions. But this, he sensed, was something different. The woman standing before him was extending both hands and presenting him with a small, blue patent-medicine tin. On its lid were the words “Cascaret’s Candy Cathartic, 25 Cents, Liver Stimulant, Strengthens the Bowels, Makes Pure Blood.”


“Open it,” Kleinsteiber said.


Bohn did, and saw what looked like a small scrap of dark brown canvas or fiberglass—something thickish but flexible—perhaps an inch long and half an inch wide, with a neat hole at one end through which someone had looped a tiny, deep blue ribbon that was tied into a knot. The object was sitting on a folded piece of lined, yellowing paper. “It’s a note,” Kleinsteiber said. “Go ahead, read it.”


Written in pencil in a boyish old-fashioned scrawl, it said, “This is a piece of hoof off of Dan Patch, champion pacer of the world.” The writer was Kleinsteiber’s grandfather, Sylvester Redford, now long dead after a life of Wisconsin farming but fourteen at the time. When she was little, Kleinsteiber explained, the old man would occasionally take out the Cascarets tin, open it up, and tell the story of how he had gone to see Dan Patch at the Wisconsin State Fair in 1904. Dan had thrown a shoe while warming up, and had been guided by his driver to the blacksmith’s shed to get a replacement, while the curious Sylvester followed close behind. The smitty picked up Dan’s foot and mindlessly shaved off the slightly ragged edge of Dan’s hoof in preparation for putting on a fresh shoe. Young Sylvester scooped up the fragment as it fluttered to the ground—but not before Dan’s pet stable dog rushed at him, snarling viciously. “My grandfather always said he barely got out of there alive,” she said.


By the time she had reached that point in her story, the barbershop was silent. All of the chatter about the Vikings, the Twins, youth hockey, politics, the weather, and the guy who had just left—all that had come to a halt, and the man in the chair and the half dozen waiting customers were looking at Kleinsteiber and Bohn, who were looking at each other.


It is interesting, if not exciting, exactly, to watch Dan Patch aficionados in action. This was obviously an important find. First-degree relics of Dan Patch are extremely rare. A woman in upstate New York owns a few strands of hair from the horse’s mane that long ago were braided and put into a locket, and a vice president of Bohn’s Dan Patch Historical Society has a tail, dyed red for unknown reasons, that may have belonged to the once-famous horse—but that is about it. Since Bohn is a serious collector—he has a display at the Razor’s Edge that includes vintage photographs, as well as a Dan Patch pocket watch, a Dan Patch padlock, and several posters from The Great Dan Patch, a movie starring Dennis O’Keefe and Gail Russell that came out in 1949—one might expect that he and Kleinsteiber would at that point have commenced a negotiation. But Bohn, being a Dan Patch person himself, understood that Kleinsteiber had not come to him to sell her treasure. In displaying the hoof clipping to the president of the historical society, she was merely doing what members of the Dan Patch community seem compelled to do: that is, to keep reminding themselves and one another that the great Dan Patch really existed (if you’re not in the presence of another enthusiast, it’s easy to forget), and that he was, in fact, great. So the meeting was brief, ending as abruptly as it had begun. Once Jens had said how special her relic was (“You’ve got just about the only part of Dan Patch above ground,” he told her), and how wonderful it was to see, Diane smiled, snapped the tin closed, got in her car, and drove the five hours back to Wisconsin, her 101-year-old horse hangnail in her purse, her mission accomplished.








CHAPTER ONE






The 1900s was an age of Charisma, and some of the healthiest personalities, those with a natural endowment of the stuff, radiated their own heat—a few seemed like walking planets. They had a gravitational heft that had nothing to do with physical size.


—Darin Strauss, The Real McCoy


THE CROWD ROSE AS one to stare at the horse, and the horse, as was his custom, stared back.


It was 4:35 p.m. on October 7, 1905, a brilliant fall Thursday at the Breeders Track in Lexington, Kentucky, and Dan Patch, a big mahogany-brown stallion, had just finished an attempt to lower his own world record for the mile. He was still blowing hard, but after wheeling around and jogging back to the finish line—on his own, with no guidance or encouragement from the small, mustachioed man sitting in the racing sulky behind him—he had come to a dead stop and, with his head cocked slightly to the left, was slowly and deliberately surveying the assembled.


This was a trademark move, something he did not do automatically, like a circus animal mindlessly performing a trick, but often enough, when the mood struck. People waited for it, and felt like they had gotten their money’s worth when it came. Dan Patch’s fans used to say—when they talked about him in taverns and barbershops and at dinner tables all over America—that the horse liked to count the house.


A dramatic silence fell over the scene. An official clocking would come down from the judges at any moment, and a quarter of a second either way could mean the difference between the front page and the sports section. Had Dan done the impossible once again? In the press area, a finger hovered above a telegraph key.


From where the horse stood, he could hear the three timers in the judges’ stand, a few feet behind and about twenty feet above him, murmuring confidentially as they consulted their chronographs; if their individual hand-timings differed, as they might easily by a fraction of a second or so, they needed to reach a consensus on an official clocking. In an age when horse speed, and the mile record in particular, mattered to a mass audience, these racing judges were men of gravitas, doing important work. They wore suits and ties and natty straw boaters. They hefted 17-jewel stopwatches that had the power to transform a day at the races into an historic event. If Dan Patch had gone as fast as some in the packed grandstand guessed he had, everyone there would have a story to tell, maybe for the rest of his life. Tens of thousands who weren’t there would also claim to have seen the beautiful brown horse power down the homestretch of the perfectly manicured red-clay racetrack in the lengthening autumn shadows. It was a golden age of sports, horses, ladies’ hats, and bullshit.


Seconds ticked by, tension increased, but the horse, as a reporter said later, was the calmest person on the grounds. Nine years old and at his physical peak, Dan Patch stood at almost the exact midpoint of a long career spent, for the most part, touring the country in a plush private railroad car and putting on exhibitions of speed. He knew the drill: first there was the Effort, the race against the clock, one mile in distance, with the galloping prompters to urge him on and stir his competitive spirit. Then there was the Silence, as judges checked their watches. After the Silence came either the Roar—a world record!—or the Sigh—alas, not this time. The Roar invariably involved flying hats and a surging wave of well-wishers.


Dan Patch preferred the Roar. Which was odd, because why would a horse choose hysteria over a quiet walk back to the barn? What did he care about world records and the endless hype? The preference wasn’t horselike. Dan Patch was an odd horse.


He was different to a degree, in fact, that experienced horse handlers found amazing, even hateful (jealousy being a big part of the racing game). For example, though stallions tend to be skittish, lashing out with teeth and hooves at the slightest provocation, Dan Patch—an intact male who had already shown he had no problems in the breeding shed—exuded calm, allowing strangers to approach him and small children to run back and forth beneath his belly. He wasn’t frightened by the world human beings had made. He did not waste energy worrying, or see danger where there wasn’t any, or fret about things he could not change. He trusted—a quality humans found terribly flattering, and loved him for. As for the racing and touring, he seemed to get it, to understand that his job was to be this new thing in America: a superstar. Whenever he saw a photographer, he stopped.


That evening in Lexington, Dan Patch would be led into the lobby of the Phoenix Hotel, where happy drunks would pat his nose and perfumed women would want to nuzzle. Whatever he was thinking when people pressed around him, Dan remained charming and affable; the boors and the rubes always went away feeling noticed and cared-for. Fans sometimes pulled hairs from his tail to twist into key chains or put into lockets; in such cases, Dan might spin his handsome head around and cast a sharp glance, but he never kicked. He had an admirable sense of his own might, and others’ vulnerability. The only person Dan Patch ever bit was a young Minnesota boy named Fred Sasse, who would grow up to write an appallingly bad book about him. You just had to love a horse like this.


And people did. They turned out to see him, 80,000, 90,000, 100,000 strong, paying usually a one-dollar admission, a day’s wage for the average Edwardian Joe. Sometimes when Dan would amble out, unannounced, for a few warm-up laps, hours before he was scheduled to race, the crowd would erupt in a sustained huzzah that would not subside until he headed off twenty minutes later—sometimes but not always taking a little bow at the top of the exit ramp, stirring up his fans even further. Teddy Roosevelt, the president during Dan Patch’s prime, bragged about having a Dan Patch horseshoe at his home in Oyster Bay, Long Island (“A gift from his owner—from the race in which he broke the two-minute mile!”). The actress and courtesan Lillie Langtry visited Dan in his gleaming-white custom-built railroad car with his almost-life-size picture emblazoned across both sides; as famous as the Jersey Lily was (mostly for being the mistress of both Edward VII and his nephew, Louis of Battenberg), the meeting clearly meant more for her career than his.


On days when the horse wasn’t performing, people would wait in line for hours just to see him standing in his stall, sometimes looking less than regal with his pet rat terrier perched atop his head. Dwight Eisenhower recalled queuing up with his parents to see Dan at the Kansas State Fair in 1904; Harry Truman, in his postpresidential dotage, remembered sending Dan a fan letter.
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People exaggerated their connection to the horse to make themselves seem more important, or better human beings. A common boast in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s—a kind of urban myth comparable to saying you were at Wrigley Field when Babe Ruth hit his famous “called shot” home run—was to say you were once at a racetrack someplace, leaning on the fence and watching Dan Patch warm up, when his trainer drove the horse over, picked you out of the crowd, and asked if you’d like to take ole Danny boy for a spin. The story, which was told all over the country, had two seemingly contradictory points: that Dan, like Jesus, moved among the common folk, and that you were somebody special for being picked to drive him. (Some said they jumped at the chance to sit behind him in the sulky; others, unwilling to weave a more tangled web, claimed to have demurred.) In their obituaries, many who had never met Dan Patch—or who had perhaps only the slightest connection, having mucked out the stall next to his at a state fair one morning, say—were identified as his trainer, owner, breeder, horseshoer, or groom, their impressive fibs following them relentlessly to the grave. So many people lied about having groomed the horse that one Dan Patch Web site lists as a FAQ, “How can I verify that my relative was Dan Patch’s caretaker?” (The answer: You can’t, because the poor soul almost certainly wasn’t.) In 1923 an early author of self-help manuals, Harry Heffner, published a pamphlet called Dan Patch: The Story of a Winner, in which he revealed how to become a more highly effective businessperson, friend, spouse, and Christian by acquiring the virtues of the by-then-deceased horse. In the introduction to a book called The Autobiography of Dan Patch, written by a publicist named Merton E. Harrison and published in 1911, the author writes, “The work of his caretakers, trainers and drivers has always been high class, but it has always been supplemented by the self-esteem, the care and thoughtfulness of the horse himself. Dan Patch has come to be spoken of as ‘the horse that knows.’”


Even John Hervey, the preeminent turf writer of the early twentieth century, a florid scribe at times but usually a sober one, fell hard for the horse. “A kinder, a wiser, a finer dispositioned spirit in equine form never lived,” Hervey wrote of Dan in the 1930s. “He was goodness personified. And wisdom. That he knew more than most of the men then on earth was the firm conviction of those who knew him. It was almost unbelievable that a horse with so mighty a heart, so dauntless a courage, such endless masculine resolution, strength and power, could at the same time be so mild, so docile, teachable, controllable, lovable. Those constantly with him worshipped him—would have died for him, I veritably believe, had it been necessary.”


In this one animal, humbly bred and congenitally malformed, had come together all the virtues the horse-drawn world had ever imagined. To use the parlance of the day, Dan was crazy good. Dan Patch madness was still approaching its peak that day in October of 1905, when the horse, with tremendous fanfare (which is to say, the usual fanfare), came to Lexington. The local hardware store by then might have a Dan Patch calendar hanging on its wall, and anyone could buy Dan Patch cigars and sleds from stores and mail-order catalogs, but the great wave of Dan Patch merchandise, the washing machines, breakfast cereals, rocking horses, dinner plates, pocket watches, pocketknives, pancake syrup, automobiles—even Dan Patch real estate and the Dan Patch stallion shield, to prevent the family carriage horse from masturbating—all these fine products and more had yet to hit the marketplace. Further in the future, too, was a certain morbidly cold, rainy day in Los Angeles, when the track was slippery, the crowd was thin, and the party was long past over.


At Lexington in 1905, though, life was good, and the rose was still blooming. Dan Patch, that day, was all about hope and promise and a possible payoff in the betting for those who had wagered, at even money, that he would beat his famous world record for the mile.


At last, a man in the judges’ stand stood up and lifted a megaphone to his lips.


In the grandstand, women leaned forward clutching the souvenir Dan Patch horseshoes that their husbands and beaux had bought them for a dollar on the way in. Men leaned forward too, and touched the brims of their straw boaters, aware that hats might have to be flung.


Dan Patch stopped panting and pricked up his ears.


“The time for the mile . . . ,” said the judge, and then he shouted the numbers, declaiming them clearly in the direction of the crowd. But for once there was neither the Roar nor the Sigh. There was only more silence. The crowd seemed not to believe what it had heard.


The judge, bemused, lowered his megaphone and waited five or six heartbeats. Then he raised it up and shouted the numbers again, hitting each one hard, until his voice rasped.


Silence, still, for another heartbeat.


And another.


Now came the Roar.
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The events of this book may seem as if they transpired on another planet.


Harness horses have not made front-page headlines across the nation since fast food meant oysters. Racehorses of any ilk don’t linger in the mass media these days unless they have terribly cute names or sad stories involving shattered cannon bones or kids with cancer. The sports and pop cultural paradigms have shifted so radically in the interim that it is difficult to wrap one’s mind around the truth: this pacer was the most celebrated American sports figure in the first decade of the twentieth century, as popular in his day as any athlete who has ever lived.


Who even knows what a pacer is anymore?


Backward leaps the imagination trying to comprehend it all. America was already sports-mad when Dan Patch made his public debut at a little country fair in Indiana in 1900—but only boxing, baseball, and horse racing really mattered. The latter, which mattered most of all, was divided into two distinct, and deeply rivalrous, pastimes: Thoroughbred racing, in which horses run various distances carrying various weights, most famously for the roses each spring—and harness racing, in which they don’t run at all, but compete rather at either of two gaits, the trot or the pace, pulling a two-wheeled rig called a sulky, almost always at the distance of a mile, the weight of the passenger being of relatively small significance.


Before Dan Patch’s day, and dating back to colonial times, the Thoroughbreds were the closely watched breed; it was their major races that tentpoled the sports calendar (such as it was in the pre–Civil War years), their hard-charging champions whom the masses cheered; if you said “horse racing” before 1885 or so you meant the sport of kings, the galloper’s game. By the time of Dan’s death in 1916, the same rules applied: the Thoroughbred had reclaimed the throne, which he has retained into this inglorious era of 3,000-person “crowds” at Belmont Park; “racinos,” where people literally turn their backs to the horses while pumping quarters into video slot machines; and Yum Foods Presents the Kentucky Derby. America’s sports fans, let it be acknowledged, have clearly shown their overall preference for this handsome, hyper, powerful-yet-fragile breed that the English confected in the eighteenth century and still so steadfastly admire.


Yet between its two lengthy marriages to the Thoroughbred, America had a passionate fling with the light harness horse, or Standardbred, as he is more formally known. For the final fifteen years of the nineteenth century, and the first fifteen of the twentieth, it was him they clearly loved best, and they followed his sport—known generically as trotting, despite a plethora of pacers—more fervently than any other.


Trotting and pacing races highlighted hundreds of city, county, and state fairs during this period, and rich men paraded their prized harness horses down Manhattan’s Third Avenue every Sunday, rain or shine, sometimes competing in informal “speed brushes” for side bets—a cask of oysters, say, or maybe a case of wine, a Florodora girl, or dinner at Luchow’s; the “Sealskin Brigade,” the drooling masses called the rotund, mustachioed millionaires who sat behind the dappled bays and grays. In 1873, a group of Standardbred owners and breeders started the Grand Circuit, a traveling race meet for the best stock, a kind of movable major league. The first example of an American sport organizing itself into a business with published schedules and standardized rules—baseball’s National League would follow shortly—the “Roarin’ Grand” became an instant hit, stopping in New York, Buffalo, Chicago, Indianapolis, Lexington, Detroit, and other major cities where thousands packed the stands to watch the premier Standardbreds compete for purses of $1,500 to $5,000—serious ragtime-era cash. Newspapers reflected the burgeoning public interest, providing race results, reporting on the sale of harness horses and the birth of foals, and passing along gossip with a Standard-bred slant (“Kennedy is thinking of shipping his trotter Dorothy S., whom he named for his pretty sister-in-law, to the state fairgrounds. His wife will not accompany him on the journey”). The Thoroughbreds got attention, too, during this period, of course—just not half as much. “Thoroughbred racing settled individual differences between horses,” wrote the racing journalist Dwight Akers. “It no longer measured a leveling up of the breed,” the way harness racing did.


What made the phenomenon all the more remarkable is that harness horses, then and now, have a lot going against them as crowd-pleasers. For one thing, they are, generally speaking, less comely than their more finely featured and curvaceous Thoroughbred cousins. For another thing, they are, although able to carry their speed for long distances while going at a trot (a diagonal gait in which the right front moves with the left rear, then vice versa) the pace (think parallel: right front and rear move together, then left front and rear), not as fast. Even their name—“standard” as compared to “thorough”—seems to render them second-class citizens, unexceptional animals, though the standard in question is not a slight but refers rather to an impressive minimum speed (2:30 for the mile) that was required of the breed’s charter members.


The saving virtue that more than offset these considerable faults was that the Standardbred had a practical application; he was something more than what the Thoroughbred had become—more, that is, than merely a bettor’s plaything. He was—along with the incandescent lightbulb, the slot machine, the gramophone, the typewriter, and other wonders of the age—a life-changing American invention. A loose network of equinophiles in the eastern United States had set out, circa 1835, to produce the great American driving horse—and within three decades they had, to their own amazement, succeeded brilliantly, compounding the Standardbred, a completely new breed, out of equal parts Thoroughbred bloodstock, common farm nags, and dumb luck. Some of these horses trotted naturally at relatively high speed others preferred to pace, but they were in either case a perfect fit for the changing times, when a network of well-engineered roads began snaking across America and our great-great-grandfathers got more sophisticated and citified, climbing out of the saddle and into the driver’s seat. The world suddenly was a world on wheels—the mid-nineteenth-century racing historian Frank Forester thought it worth noting that five out of six people he passed on the road in those days were driving, not riding. “The pleasure or spring wagon,” Forester noted, “appeared in many carriage houses long before the piano supplanted the quilting frame in the parlor.” And, he added, “speed, which was formerly little regarded, is now an indispensable requirement in a good horse.” New types of well-sprung vehicles rolled from factories daily; Anthony Trollope, traveling through Rhode Island in 1861, commented on the “general smartness” of the carriages he observed. And what would a smart and stylish person hitch to his buggy, barouche, or coach (not to mention his cabriolet, randem, berlin, victoria, surrey, herdic, hansom, rockaway, cariole, britzka, tilbury, chaise, phaeton, sluggy, gharry, coupé, curricle, trap, growler, gig, dos-à-dos, landau, limber, brougham, vis-à-vis, or whim)? Why, never some lurching galloper, as handsome as he might be. No, you wanted a smooth-going gaited horse—a Standardbred—between your shafts.


The first official Standarbreds, registered in 1879, were considered minor miracles. “The Standard-bred light-harness horse,” wrote John Hervey in his classic 1947 work The American Trotter, “is America’s great contribution to the ranks of the world’s most valuable domestic animals . . . universally recognized as the only separate and distinct breed of light horses which has originated with the memories of persons now living.” Ralph Waldo Emerson, the sage of Concord, was spotted frequently at the harness racing track in Cambridge, Massachusetts; Ulysses S. Grant became an early enthusiast, buying and breeding trotters and, after he went broke, watching other peoples’ trotters and arguing bloodlines with his friends. The elder Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote a wildly popular poem called “The Wonderful One-Hoss Shay,” an ode to the kind of vehicle a Standardbred might pull, and an equally adored companion piece titled “How the Old Horse Won the Bet” that contained this couplet celebrating one of harness racing’s first star drivers:


Budd Doble, whose catarrhal name


so fills the nasal trump of fame . . . 


Showing their keen sense of what the masses liked to look at—and more specifically what kinds of images they would pay between twenty-five cents and four dollars to own in lithograph form—Nathaniel Currier and his partner James Ives (their motto: “colored engravings for the people”) turned out nearly seven hundred prints (10 percent of Currier & Ives’s total output) with a harness-racing theme, simultaneously reflecting and fueling the Standardbred craze.


As time went on, and the breed started sorting itself out, a natural hierarchy developed: the swifter specimens tended to find their way to the racetrack while their more common relations pulled the nation’s passenger vehicles, trucks, fire wagons, and ambulances. Thus on a visit to the Grand Circuit or state fair, people often saw the latest, fastest models of what they had in their home stables—and they tended to form rooting interests based on horses who might be related by blood, albeit distantly, to their own. It was, in other words, a lot like NASCAR, though the enthusiasts were much better dressed.


Even in an age rife with record-smashing champions (Star Pointer, Lou Dillon, Anaconda) and a fawning press to burnish their images, Dan Patch was without dispute the flesh-and-blood beau ideal of his beloved breed. Just look at him! Yes, he had his physical abnormalities back toward the rear, so extreme in fact that anyone might wonder how he ever became a racehorse—but his head was as pretty as any Thoroughbred’s. His adventures on the racetrack were the stuff of which Victorian-era children’s books were made, and he was fast enough to get the public excited about the trickle-down effect he might have on the breed, and hence American life, once he retired to stud duty. (As a stallion, Dan Patch himself figured to be prohibitively expensive for most people, but middle-class folks might, for $50 or $100, breed to one of his offspring—and get, with luck, a horse who could help them cut ten or fifteen minutes off their daily commute.) What’s more, Dan Patch had exquisite timing, appearing at the precise midpoint of the Standardbred boom, just after the two-minute mile was broken (by the sorry-looking, patched-together pacer Star Pointer) and, more important, just before the automobile reached its tipping point and rendered the whole science of buggy-pulling forever moot. What he was doing on the racetrack—extending the limits of equine achievement—seemed genuinely important, not just mere sport. His fame spread to the castles of Europe, and American children (like Harry Truman) wrote him 50,000 fan letters a year. In Dan’s heyday, it almost seemed as if his P. T. Barnum–ish owner was being a bit modest when he proclaimed his pacer, in posters, handbills and newspaper ads, to be “The Most Wonderful Horse in the World!”
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Because there is no one alive who saw Dan Patch race, and because there is scant film footage of him in action, I realize the modern reader, even one who has spent a lifetime devoted to sports, is likely to ask herself, Really? The most wonderful horse in the world, you say? I thought that was Seabiscuit—Hollywood assured me it was so. How come I’ve never even heard of Dan Patch? If there are no firsthand memories, because of the passage of time, where at least are the secondhand ones? Where is the monument to this beloved crazy-good athlete? Ruth has Yankee Stadium, and a plot in Hawthorne, New York, where people still shed a tear and leave a beer bottle. Man o’ War, the still-remembered Thoroughbred champion of the 1920s, is buried beneath a larger-than-life bronze of himself, in the Kentucky Horse Park. When Messenger, the great foundation sire of both the running and trotting horse breeds, died in 1808 in the Long Island hamlet of Buckram (now Locust Valley), “news of the death of the old patriarch spread with great rapidity,” wrote John H. Wallace, a distinguished historian of the American horse. “Soon the whole countryside was gathered to see the last of the king of horses and to assist at his burial. His grave was prepared at the foot of a chestnut tree and there he was deposited in his holiday clothing. In response to a consciousness that a hero was there laid away forever, a military organization was extemporized and volley after volley was fired over his grave.” America loves to memorialize its hero animals. Balto, the brave sled dog who carried desperately needed diphtheria serum between Nome and Anchorage in 1925, has an annual race—the Iditarod—in his honor, and a statue in Central Park, buffed to a high sheen by the tuchuses of tens of thousands of New York tykes. Where is the simple headstone—or the bronze statue or the towering shaft of granite—that marks the grave of the great Dan Patch?


A good question. So is this:


“Why is it that Dan Patch, the greatest horse, to my way of thinking, that harness racing has ever produced, should be forgotten to such an extent that one scarcely ever sees his name mentioned nowadays in the turf papers?” So goes a query posed by a reader of the Horse Review—in 1923. It is not easy today to find someone who has heard of the horse who was once a household name, who at least twice drew crowds of more than 100,000 just to watch him race against the clock—and who earned roughly $1 million a year at a time when the highest-paid baseball player, Ty Cobb of the Detroit Tigers, was making $12,000.


During the time I worked on this book I ran the name of Dan Patch by a random sampling of friends, acquaintances, work colleagues, relatives, cabdrivers, and yoga teachers. Outside of Oxford, Indiana, where the horse was born, and Savage, Minnesota, where he spent most of his life, very few knew who Dan was. People in New York City, where I live, were particularly clueless. A couple of them instantly came back at me with a line from “You’ve Got Trouble (Right Here in River City),” a song from Meredith Willson’s The Music Man (“Like to see some stuck-up jockey boy sitting on Dan Patch? Make your blood boil, I should say.”). But they admitted that they had no idea what the words meant; they might as well have been reciting the lyrics of “Louie, Louie.” Of the handful of other New Yorkers who said they recognized the name, one person identified Dan as a pre-Ruthian baseball player, and another had him confused with the two-legged nineteenth-century bridge-jumping daredevil Sam Patch. Still another said, “Isn’t Dan Patch a name for the devil?”—but he must have been thinking of Old Scratch, a fairly common synonym for Satan that occurs, for example, in Stephen Vincent Benet’s short story “The Devil and Daniel Webster.”


Alone among my Manhattan respondents, Bob Wallace, an old friend who has been the managing editor of Rolling Stone and is now an executive at ESPN, knew exactly who the horse was, and how deeply he had infiltrated the culture. “Oh, sure, the old harness-racing horse,” he said. Bob, who grew up in Arizona in the 1950s and ’60s, told me a story about watching dancers do the Pony (a minor offshoot of the Twist that involved a kind of prancing step; Chubby Checker had the hit single) on the weekly rock-and-roll show Hullabaloo when he was about ten. His parents, passing through the room at the time, pointed at the TV and laughed. “Why, that’s just the ol’ ‘Dan Patch Two-Step,’” his father had said, citing a hit song of the early 1900s, the sheet music for which occasionally crops up on eBay. Shortly before he related this tale, Bob, it turned out, had also watched—and hated—The Great Dan Patch, a black-and-white B movie that is as bad in its own twisted way as Fred Sasse’s 1957 book. (You can buy the DVD on eBay most days for a buck. The book, which surfaces infrequently, usually goes for about $20.)


After a while it dawned on me that Bob was the only person I’d encountered who knew of the horse but felt neutral about him. Virtually everyone else I polled was either ignorant of Dan or passionately devoted to collecting Patchiana. Dan Patch lunch boxes, pedal cars, Irish mails (four-wheeled toy scooters powered by a hand lever), flour sacks, tobacco tins—that and all of the bric-a-brac mentioned previously and more: the members of the Dan Patch cult sucked it off eBay or out of auction houses and added it, as often as not, to their household shrines. “My living room,” more than one has told me, “looks like a museum.” (This declaration is usually made in the presence of a spouse or other life partner who personifies the term long-suffering, and who stands a bit to the side and behind the collector, smiling wanly and rolling his or her eyes.) Dan Patch aficionados operate not in the just-tell-me-what-it’s-worth spirit of Antiques Roadshow but more like devout Irishwomen determinedly making a case—relic by relic, discarded crutch by discarded crutch—for the canonization of a beloved parish priest. They don’t just accumulate, they advocate. And in this way, I realized, Dan Patch is set apart from every other champion who trod the turf. For you can say what you want about Man o’ War, Seabiscuit, Citation, Native Dancer, Secretariat, Funny Cide, Smarty Jones, or even Barbaro—as gallantly as they ran, as regal as some looked draped in Kentucky Derby roses, no one would give you $50 today for a hunk of their mummified manure. Dan Patch is another matter entirely.


The physical evidence of Dan’s life is scattered throughout North America in the homes of—at most—three hundred serious collectors. I have met a man who showed me a mock-bamboo walking stick worn smooth at the handle by the hand of the obscure Hoosier farmer who was Dan Patch’s first trainer, and another man who owns an authentic left rear shoe (the Holy Grail of Dan Patch footwear), and a married couple who owns the barn where the horse lived from 1896, the year of his birth, until 1902. George Augustinack, the retired Burnsville, Minnesota, printer who owns the tail that may be Dan Patch’s, also has the horse’s harness, a not-so-miniature scale model of the farm where Dan lived from 1902 until 1916, and photographs of virtually everyone who worked there and their significant others; he has even, for some reason, acquired, when possible, the clothing those people were wearing in those photographs. “Sometime over the last forty years,” George notes unnecessarily, “I got carried away.” George has moldering currycombs that may contain Dan Patch hair and dander and boxes of canceled checks from the horse’s third and final owner, a Minneapolis entrepreneur named M. W. Savage—and George wants more. He wants, for example, M. W. Savage’s belt buckle and false teeth. “And I think I can get them, too,” he says, with a mysterious wink. As for Dan Patch dung, there is, unfortunately, none known to exist, but more than one of the faithful has shared with me his fantasy of owning some, and I’ve been assured by insiders that, at a well-advertised auction, a single turd with the proper provenance would go—quickly—for $800 to $1,000.


So, to pick up on a thread left dangling many paragraphs back, where is the headstone that says “The Most Wonderful Horse in the World”?


I think I know where Dan Patch is buried, approximately.


On a perfect late-summer afternoon in Scott County, Minnesota, I walked, escorted by an entourage of butterflies, past several No Trespassing signs and over railroad tracks and found a spot down by a creek, a particular bend in the stream that certain people had described to me. To check my location, I took from my pack an eight-by-ten aerial photograph of the area that I had been given by a great-grandson of a man who helped bury the horse on a steamy July day in 1916. That photo, on which a large, orange X had been drawn, had been passed along with considerable trepidation. “I hope no one is going to disturb the grave after all these years,” my source, who wishes to remain anonymous, had written in an accompanying note. His concern was understandable, if only because, in the late 1980s, a Savage man who told Jens Bohn the exact location of the horse’s remains had died suddenly a few days later. Since then, some people in Savage have theorized about a Dan Patch curse.


It struck me, as I stood there in three-foot-high grass, that I was not sure what I was doing. Why did it feel so necessary to seek out this place? The setting, to be sure, was paradisaical, and it’s always fun to trespass, especially in middle age, but what did I expect to find? I knew that the horse’s grave was unmarked, and an unmarked grave that is not set between two marked ones looks, ninety years later, like . . . nothing at all, really. So what was there to see? Even if I were a grave robber looking for bones to peddle to the Dan Patch cult, it seemed impossible that anything would be left in the muddy earth along this winding stream. For, you see, the great horse had been hurriedly stuck in a shallow, wet hole—I looked again at the photograph, then over toward an old cottonwood tree, then down at my boots; yes, this could be the spot—without even a simple pine box.








CHAPTER TWO






Horses sometimes run for cups, but not half so often as men do.


—Oxfordite, January 10, 1863


THE WAXING OF THE teats, the softening of the vaginal opening—to Dr. Frank Scott, the veterinarian on duty at Kelley’s Livery Stable in Oxford, Indiana, on the evening of April 28, 1896, that could mean only one thing: it was time to ask his faithful assistant John Kelley, the son of the stable owner, to go to his brother Michael Kelley’s tavern, just across the alleyway and down past the Opera House, for a quart of Hunter rye whiskey.


“Here’s a dollar,” Dr. Scott said, glumly, as he stared at the very pregnant mare, whose name was Zelica. “I believe it’s going to be a long night.”


But it was a long night only for poor Zelica. Scott and Kelley were both passed out drunk within a couple of hours, thus missing the birth of the mare’s deep brown and exceptionally large son, who would become known to the world as Dan Patch, early on the balmy morning of Wednesday, April 29.


This, of course, had not exactly been the plan going in.


Daniel Messner Jr., the thirty-five-year-old son in Messner and Son, the town’s principal dry-goods store, had brought his mare to Kelley’s Livery because he wanted her to have the best possible care—to have someone knowledgeable standing by to clean and disinfect the stall, to snip and tie off the umbilical cord, and to watch for possible complications when Zelica gave birth, at the age of seven, to her first foal. He didn’t absolutely need the livery stable’s services. Messner owned a perfectly fine barn with a spacious foaling stall and good light and ventilation on South Michigan Street, about a half mile from Kelley’s stable; it had been Zelica’s home for the last three years, and she could have stayed there and delivered in familiar surroundings. Yet Messner was not a horseman by any stretch of the term; with his custom-made clothes, uncallused hands, and fastidious ways, he was more like the traveling businessmen who arrived by train from Indianapolis or Chicago and stayed a few nights at Oxford’s Ohio House hotel—more like them than the field-tanned locals who shopped at Messner and Son for work boots, bridal gowns, husking gloves, yards of gingham, and swatches of lace. He realized he had no experience delivering horse babies, or whatever they were called, and because he had lately become the butt of jokes around town for his animal-husbandry skills, he wanted to minimize the possibility of even the slightest mishap. The livery stable was marginally closer to the veterinarian’s house than his own barn, and it had a reputation for fair dealing and dependability (Kelley’s rental horses, it was said, would always bring a traveling salesman back to the center of town if he got lost or drunk or dozed off at the reins). Putting his mare there had looked, from every angle, like the most prudent plan.


But now pretty much everything had gone wrong. Not only were his handpicked caregivers unconscious at the critical moment, but as the cock crowed Zelica’s colt was floundering in his own birth mess, too crippled in his left rear leg to stand up and take that first nourishing draft of mother’s milk, called colostrum, so necessary to a newborn because it contains vital antibodies.


It was, in fact, the colt’s frantic life-and-death thrashing that finally woke Scott and Kelley. The dynamic duo, to their credit, instantly realized what was wrong and moved in on the colt, joining their hands around his still-wet body and hefting him up as best they could to his mother’s teat. “He had trouble sucking,” Kelley would recall fifty-three years later, when he was interviewed by a reporter from the Fort Wayne (Ind.) Journal-Gazette as part of the hype for the movie The Great Dan Patch. “But when he started he never stopped.”


The men, sweating and panting, were still holding the colt up to nurse when Dan Messner appeared in the doorway. Messner could be a stern boss; though he had a pleasant counter-side manner with customers, and was liberal about extending credit to local farmers, he could, as one former employee told me, remembering a tense encounter more than sixty years earlier, “look at you when he was displeased in a way that you didn’t soon forget.” When Scott and Kelley saw Messner’s expression, they smiled sheepishly and both let go at once, allowing Dan Patch to fall back onto the foul straw. The colt, his bad leg askew beneath him, looked up innocently through large brown eyes. “He was,” Kelley remembered at age seventy-three, “as gentle as a big dog.”


But he was also seemingly doomed, like any horse who could not stand up to take nourishment. “Do you want me to get a hammer?” Kelley asked.


It was a loaded question, a euphemism for euthanasia—though that was precisely how people might put an animal out of its misery in that time and place: by bashing in its skull. They genuinely loved horses, those old Hoosiers, but often with a tough love that came from watching so many horses get born, work hard, and die. In this case, a bullet might have done the job more neatly and humanely, but they were too close to the center of town for guns.


History has left us with conflicting accounts of exactly what happened at Kelley’s Livery that morning, but it appears that Messner considered, but never responded to, the suggestion of blunt force trauma. Certainly he wasn’t going to splatter any brains on his fancy made–in–St. Louis shoes, but there was so much more going on than that. He later would say, for public consumption, that the struggling horse had looked into his eyes in a way that made it impossible to put him down. John Wattles, a sixty-eight-year-old farmer and part-time horse trainer who arrived on the scene shortly after Messner, would say, in his version of the tale, that he was impressed by the exceptionally wide space between the animal’s eyes, and strongly urged Messner to put all thoughts of the hammer aside. To an old-school horseman like Wattles, a wide eye span indicated a large brain pan and thus high intelligence. Wattles believed that if the colt in the straw was half as smart as his eye spacing indicated, he would find a way to stand up and survive. But when Wattles spoke up that morning to spare the horse’s life, he made a point (he later told his son Ray) of emphasizing brawn over brains, knowing that what Messner wanted most was a fine physical specimen—a sleek, impressive-looking stallion who could pull the family buggy around town with a bit of panache, and silence the skeptics who had been criticizing the storekeeper’s horse sense. He had no interest in something ugly and ill made, no matter how smart it might be.


An untitled and unpublished account of Dan Patch’s early days, written by Ray Wattles many years later, records the scene in considerable detail.


“Congratulations!” Wattles said. “You’ve got yourself a horse colt!”


“But look at him, John,” the storekeeper replied. “He’s all crooked.”


“Sure, he’s crooked,” Ray’s father said, stroking the long white beard that marked him as a member of Oxford’s pioneer set. “You’d be crooked, too, if you’d been rolled up in a ball these past several months. Just give him time to get the kinks out of his legs!”


Messner shot Wattles one of his withering stares. Even a man who wore cuff links to work could see this was more than a matter of getting kinks out.


“Oh, I’ll admit he’s scraggly looking, with those rough hocks and rounded curb joints,” Wattles allowed. “But there’s nothing wrong with him that he won’t outgrow. And no matter what he looks like, Dan, he’s got the frame. That’s what counts. You can dye him another color if you don’t like the one he’s got, but you can’t grow a chest and shoulders like those.”


Just then the sound of hoofbeats made everyone turn toward the open door. A farmer named Beecher Gwin was driving his two-horse team down Howard Street. “Beecher!” Messner called. “Got time to help us a minute?”


In her charming and valuable book Two Dans . . . And One Was a Pacer, self-published in 1984 and based in part on interviews with aging eyewitnesses, Oxford native Mary Cross writes that Gwin said, “Whoa,” to his team and “carefully tied the lines to the whip on the dashboard and alit from the wagon. He followed Mr. Messner into one of the stalls. There, he saw in the flickering light a newly born bay colt lying in the bedding on the floor.” With some help from the others, Gwin and Messner propped the colt up so he could resume nursing.


The sweet smell of disaster had by then drawn a small crowd to Kelley’s 120-by-120-foot barn. “After one glance,” Cross writes, the onlookers “began to tell Mr. Messner and Mr. Kelley how dreadful and unattractive [Dan Patch] appeared to them.” Jasper McConnell, a lawyer and the town judge, pulled Messner aside and said, “I don’t think that colt will ever make a horse.” The consensus was clear: it was not too late to reconsider the hammer.


Surely, it would have thrilled the gossips to watch Messner or some eager volunteer lay waste to what almost everyone saw as the latest in a series of shockingly expensive horse blunders; Messner probably could have sold tickets to the execution and recouped some of his losses. But what the storekeeper did next actually pleased the onlookers even more: he boldly stepped over his malformed colt and strode to the corner of the stall, where Zelica stood staring out a little cobwebby window and shivering with exhaustion. Messner gently rubbed the mare’s nose and, speaking loudly enough for all present to hear, said, “Well done, old girl!”


The spectators looked back at the horse splayed in the straw.


Well done?


How shocking—and scrumptious—to watch Dan Messner, the faux city slicker who profited from their need for coats and boots and underwear, the smiling storekeep to whom so many were in debt, dig himself in ever deeper. For when you’re stuck in the Indiana flatness, eking out an existence from a 100-acre patch, aided but even more encumbered by eight or nine sniveling children, with only whiskey and religion and quilting bees and potluck suppers to ease the agony, it is comforting to know the fates are screwing someone else royally, too.
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Later, when schadenfreude had morphed into braggadocio, a kind of Christ myth grew up around the birth of Dan Patch. Perhaps because the horse took himself to such heights, people felt compelled to balance his tale by adding flamboyantly humble origins. But how do you put a false bottom on what is already the story of a stable-born king? The answer: You say he was born on a manure pile. That pungent lie had wide currency for several decades and found its way into sober historical texts like Tales of a Prairie Town, an otherwise authoritative history of Oxford and its environs written in the early 1930s.


Around Oxford you can still hear a sanitized version of the myth, as I did late one March afternoon in the brightly lit taproom of the no-frills Oak Grove Country Club, on the east end of town.


“The word in these parts,” a man named Coonie Morris told me when he heard I was interested in Dan Patch, “is that the old horse was born in a coal bin.”


“That’s odd,” I said. “Was there coal in the bin at the time?”


Coonie drained his beer can. “No, sir,” he said. “It was an empty coal bin, about twenty feet by ten feet, about from here to the wall. They just led the mare right in there and she eventually gave birth.”


“Really? But why would someone do that?”


Coonie paused, annoyed, I’m pretty sure, by my question. “Don’t know,” he finally said. “But that’s what people around Oxford have always maintained.”


From behind the bar a man spoke up: “ . . . And I believe that coal bin was there until the 1950s.”


The speaker was John Messner, the grandson of Dan Jr., who brought Coonie another beer and sat down at our card table. John is the golf pro at the country club, a handsome and personable man in his early fifties, an ex-high-school athlete grown a bit beefy who moves with a vaguely sorrowful air. Like his grandfather, he is not a horseman and doesn’t pretend to be. About his only connection to horses, if you can call it that, is that fifteen years or so ago he and a bunch of Oxford buddies occasionally made the four-hour round-trip drive to Balmoral, a nighttime harness-racing track in Chicago; he would pay his way in, sit anonymously in the grandstand, drink beer, and bet on horses Dan Patch could have beaten while dragging a bank safe. John noted that he’d been hearing the stories about the manure pile and the coal bin all his life, but had no idea how they got started or if they contained a germ of truth. He was not, he hastened to say, a Dan Patch expert; he had never read the Fred Sasse book or seen the movie, though he’d heard the latter was awful.


I was glad to meet John. I had by this time been wondering for a while how the horse was regarded within the Messner family. Dan had brought them a certain measure of fame, but relatively little fortune. If you know the Dan Patch story, it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that John’s grandfather cashed out too soon, and—maybe—spent the rest of his life feeling a bit foolish about his timidity.


“Dan Patch just never was a subject of much discussion around my house when I was growing up,” John said, opening his own can of beer. “I never really talked to my father about the horse, and I don’t think he talked to his father much about him. We didn’t have any pictures or trophies or memorabilia or anything like that around the house—maybe just a horseshoe above the refrigerator. It’s not like it was taboo, like anyone in my family felt bad about the way things turned out—it just wasn’t a topic.”


He shrugged, and took a hit of beer.


Of course, the horse wasn’t a topic in many American households after about 1920, when “Dan Patch” was just a name fading from the tub of a washing machine or the slats of a sled. The difference is, the subject of which the Messners did not speak wasn’t just a trivia answer; it was, rather, something—an opportunity? a miracle?—that a fellow Messner had once held in his hands, then let slip through his fingers.


Symbolizing the family’s lack of interest, the Dan Patch barn—where Zelica no doubt should have given birth, and where Dan spent the first years of his life—stood boarded up and largely ignored for most of the twentieth century. John Messner’s father, Dick, who was born in 1912 and who lived his entire life in Oxford, working in the family store, died in 1992 without ever having gone inside. John, whose house sits about seventy-five feet from the barn’s back door, has kept up the exterior of the ancient structure, doing minor repairs and having the horse’s name repainted on the roof every five years or so in large white letters. When people driving through town get out to have a closer look—which can happen half a dozen times on a fine summer’s day—they may find John puttering around, and he may wind up talking to them and answering some of their questions as best he can. But he, too, had never entered the barn until recently.
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Down in the Kentucky bluegrass country, the horsey folks like to say—as they sit on their verandas sipping Jim Beam, plucking the crease in their madras slacks, and flicking imaginary lint off their Lilly Pulitzers—that to get a champion you breed the best to the best and hope for the best. Compared to other systems that humans attempt to impose on the breeding and betting of horses, that one is unusual in that it occasionally works. What more can you do, after all, but breed the best to the best? But that is not the way Dan Patch came about.


His story starts with a bad case of indigestion.
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At the age of thirty-three, Dan Messner Jr. started suffering from stomach problems, nagging headaches, and insomnia (even though one local history guarantees that a day of honest labor in bucolic Benton County invariably results in “refreshing slumber”). It was 1893, the year aspirin was invented and Charles and Frank Duryea built the first American gas-powered motorcar. Although Messner was working hard in the store from eight in the morning to at least nine or ten at night, six days a week, refreshing slumber eluded him; his symptoms persisted and worsened, and he eventually went to see one of the town’s half-dozen doctors.


Messner appears to have had a classic case of what neurologists were then calling “American Nervousness.” The malady affected tens of thousands, at the very least, as the population of the United States began shifting from rural areas to cities in the mid-1870s, and the pace of life palpably quickened. Trains, telephones, telegraphs, typewriters, electric lights, and all sorts of steam-driven, soot-belching machines suddenly allowed people to accomplish more than ever before—but, alas, never as much as their hearts desired. This new and persistent yearning for more time to make more money to acquire more things had a harmful effect on the national health. Writing of the period in his landmark 2005 biography Mark Twain: A Life, Ron Powers notes that “with hyper-mechanization, hyper-capitalism and hyper-urbanization came hyper-anxieties.” The archetypical businessman of the Gilded Age, the celluloid-collared go-getter, kept piling on the stress and popping (mostly useless) patent medicine pills like Dr. Kilmer’s Swamp Root and Kickapoo Indian Sagwa (and Cascaret’s Candy Cathartic) to address previously unknown ailments of the liver, heart, lungs, kidneys, skin, blood, and bowels. Carefully worded ads for (bogus) erectile-dysfunction remedies proliferated in the sports pages and rates of alcoholism, divorce, and suicide shot upward. Naturally, the “increased mental activity of women” was said to be partly to blame for the mess, though women were thought to be at risk from similar “neurasthenic” illnesses. Some saw all this as a sign of God’s displeasure with a world suddenly crowded with kinescope machines and dance halls and aswirl with rumors of radio. But the burned-out look that came with American Nervousness soon became a badge of honor; just as a portly stomach had signaled success in the previous decade, when Chester A. Arthur represented the masculine ideal, to have a pale, clammy pallor, a Martinez cocktail in one hand and a Sweet Caporal cigarette dangling from the other, meant you were a Twentieth Century Man, succeeding not with your muscles but with whatever the Second Industrial Revolution, and all of the accompanying fin de siècle folderol, had spared of your poor, frazzled mind.


Dan Messner’s anxieties centered, of course, on the big store that sat on the corner of Justus and McConnell streets, bulging with merchandise. The business had blossomed since Daniel Sr. had moved the family five miles north over rough roads from the tiny hamlet of Pine Village to Oxford, the jewel of—and the only town in—Benton County in 1877. Messner and Son occupied two floors in the largest building on the town square, with men’s clothing down the right aisle, ladies’ down the left, and footwear for both sexes arrayed along the rear (the “cloak” department consumed the entire upstairs). On a good Saturday the store would do $1,000 in sales, a tidy sum in those days. But it was never easy selling to farmers, who were frugal by nature, clever at clothing repair, and at the mercy of volatile crop and livestock prices.


Certain new trends were also worrisome to Messner. One was the growing number of freelance peddlers who poured off the railroad and fanned out over the countryside, selling the same articles Messner stocked but in the convenience of farmers’ living rooms, and often for cheaper prices. Messner also faced competition from the catalog companies: Sears Roebuck, Montgomery Ward, and a fast-rising Minneapolis outfit run by a certain M. W. Savage. But Messner’s biggest, if perhaps not his most immediate, concern was the nationwide migration from farm to city, a shift that was bound to erode his base of potential customers. People weren’t packing up their butter churns and pedal-driven sewing machines and abandoning Oxford en masse quite yet. But the restlessness of the younger generation was palpable. He and the other astute merchants of Oxford could feel the change a-coming, and the prospect withered their spirits.


Messner didn’t just fret, though; he addressed his business problems the modern way—with advertising. His frequent ads in the Oxford Tribune stressed low prices, especially when farmers couldn’t get much for their hogs and corn, and he had a big annual sale (a very twentieth-century merchandising concept) each fall. But in tough times and flush, he shaped his copy to create a sense of excitement, seeming to understand that Americans were developing a craving for entertainment, and that shopping could be not just a means but an end in itself, as stimulating and diverting, in its own way, as vaudeville, the legitimate theater, or the suddenly booming spectator sports (thousands would now turn out for a “base-ball” game between the Oxford Eurekas and the Plow Boys of Union Township). Sometimes Messner stressed the thrill of shopping to the point of overlooking the merchandise he sold. “Follow the crowds and come to our store!” urged a typical full-page Messner and Son advertisement on the back of the daily Tribune. “Come to the fountain head where fashion’s latest is placed before the people and see the masses standing on line to get waited on! Hotshot bargains! Drive up in your buggies! Bring in your wagons and we will load them to the brim with over 49,000 items on sale!”


Other times he was more succinct: “Fine silk handkerchiefs are just the cookie for your beau.”


He had an instinct for that new thing called publicity, too. When a prairie chicken wandered into town one afternoon and stared in his store window for a while before dashing off to the west, Messner let the Tribune know about it, and used his leverage as an advertiser to make sure such worthy news made it into print. The chicken may have been drawn by one of the fascinating items Messner displayed behind the plate glass, the better to lure the curious into his orbit—a pair of slippers, fashioned from sea-lion fur and trimmed with caribou hide, that a local man had bought in Dawson City, Alaska, during the Klondike gold rush; a globe five inches in diameter made from 500 pieces of wood; photographs of the International Correspondence School of Scranton, Pennsylvania, in all its glory; a 120-year-old hat. Once Messner cosponsored a contest with the Wooltex coat company: At 2:00 p.m. over a stretch of Saturdays, grade-school girls would stand on a box in Messner’s cloak department and recite a six-to-eight-line poem about Mary’s little lamb that worked in a plug for Wooltex. The winner of the first prize, a $10 cloak, was Miss Mable Confer, who wrote: “I live in Oxford, proud to say / where Wooltex coats are sold / I’m just as good as Mary’s lamb / Although not quite as old.” Mabel went on to become a stenographer, and never married.


A more action-packed event took place on Messner’s state-of-the-art concrete sidewalk, with the help of Sweet-Orr. The well-known clothing maker offered free work pants to any two men who, by taking hold of a leg each, could rip the trousers apart at the seams. The Tribune reported that a large crowd gathered to watch and cheer as three teams of farmers tried in vain to murder a pair of overalls.


More than a place of business, Messner and Son had become, by the early 1890s, a locus of the community. The town philosophers sat on two benches just inside the front door discussing politics, sports, local scandals like the Ada Atkinson murder (the fifteen-year-old Oxford girl was hacked to death in her home by an unknown intruder), and the controversial 1893 U.S. Supreme Court decision declaring the tomato a vegetable. Professors from Purdue dropped by when taking agricultural students on tours of the Benton County cornfields. Once a week, after closing time, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union held meetings in the back, amongst the high-button shoes; as Messner said good-bye and headed off to the tavern of an evening, he would remind the good ladies to lock the door behind them on the way out.


It was, in truth, a very prosperous and well-run place—a Benton County institution. Messner, father and son, “stand equally high in the social and business circles of the county,” an Indiana business journal wrote at the time, owing to their “very handsome, tasty, and attractive-appearing store.”


Still, Dan Jr. always could find something to get his stomach roiling: excess inventory, slow cash flow, mice, thieves. Second-story men came through the upstairs window one night and made off with $19.05 from the cash box, a black-and-white-striped blanket, and a handsome beaver shawl. (“Even sneak thieves know where to get the best,” Messner’s Tribune ad said a few days afterward.) On another occasion several Ku Klux Klansmen paid Messner a visit, appearing, unhooded, at his office door to ask him to help them stop a Catholic church from coming to Oxford (he let them have their say, paused, then told them to go away, quickly; he needed all the customers he could get). One morning two of the storefront philosophers got into a heated debate over the merits of newly elected president Grover Cleveland, and Messner said, “Take it outside, boys”; they did, but presently John P. Ross pushed James H. Bell through Messner’s plate glass window. Although a judge eventually ordered Ross to pay Messner $9.00 in compensation, unscheduled expenses were always worrisome to the storekeeper, who insisted, correctly, that he was hardly as well-to-do as some people around town assumed.


Messner in those days lived in a modest wood-frame house next door to the Presbyterian parsonage, and though he owned a barn for some reason, he had no horse. His was a middle-class striver’s life: he had amassed two small parcels of farmland not far from town and, in 1892, had married well; the former Maud Dodson was a local girl who had graduated from Luray’s Female Institute, in Luray, Virginia. But, being something of a proto-yuppie, he lived a bit higher on the hog than the average Oxfordite, spending about as much as he made—on vacation trips to Atlantic City, on custom-made clothing, on swings up to Indianapolis to see the new opera La Bohème, and on entertaining business colleagues and civic leaders. He had, in other words, a big churn and a very thin cushion.


Hence the headaches, the neuritis, the neuralgia. The doctor listened to Messner explain what was keeping him awake nights, then said, “Dan, I really think you need to go on drives with a horse.”


Messner reacted like a fat man who has been told to take up exercise. He said he didn’t have time, didn’t know how to get started, and had no natural affinity for that kind of thing. “But I walk to the store for exercise and fresh air, and walking is supposed to be the best exercise,” he told the doctor, adding, “I have no driving horse.”


“Get one,” said the doctor. “Right now you are ruining your health.”


[image: image]


It is curious that at a time when horses were everywhere—pulling plows, taking taxis full of debutantes to the Plaza, dropping dead on street corners, providing the background noise of daily life in the form of clip-clops, whip cracks, whinnies, and neighs—they were also seen as a tonic and a relief from the norm. But thus it was, and perhaps always had been. “There is nothing so good for the inside of a man,” says an English proverb, “as the outside of a horse.” Magazines like the Horse Review and the American Horse Breeder—vibrant, jam-packed weeklies that were something like a cross between Sports Illustrated and Time—sang the physical and mental benefits of “the management of a fine horse.” Speaking of “doctors, dentists, lawyers, merchants and manufacturers,” the Horse Review said, a bit ungrammatically, that “as health insurance, these men will tell you that jogging, training and racing a horse has golf hopelessly distanced and that it is no more expensive [an abject lie]. If you are under-weight and run down, a few months’ jogging and a few spring work-outs will add many pounds. If you are overweight, and your equator is out of bounds, the same treatment will put you in condition fully as fast as your horse shows improvement.” Such titans of the turf as California governor Leland Stanford, New York Herald publisher Robert Bonner, and lumber heir George Ketcham had all been first turned toward horses by their concerned physicians, just as Messner was now.


“My prescription,” the doctor told Messner, “is to get out in the fresh air with a horse, and you will soon feel fine.”


Taking his hat down from the hook, Messner left the office saying he would think about it.


The Ray Wattles manuscript—which is the gnostic gospel of the Dan Patch canon, a newly surfaced document that doesn’t jibe with the received wisdom at certain key points—contains no mention of Dan Messner’s doctor’s appointment. And that is not surprising. Wattles’s is a most midwestern brand of narrative; it is above all else upbeat—and polite: neurosis, conflict, and anything that could possibly be construed as unpleasant or reflecting badly on anyone or anything is absent from its fifty typewritten pages. So instead of a trip to the doctor’s, Ray Wattles begins with an account of Messner, old Uncle Johnny Wattles (“uncle” being a term of endearment in nineteenth-century Indiana), and four other unnamed men driving eighteen miles along the hot, dusty road from Oxford to the Remington fair “on that fateful morning in September of 1893.” Messner, who is described as a “tall, broad and fine-looking man in a linen duster and flat straw hat,” suddenly sees “a half-grown colt, playing along in a pasture” and watches with glee as the little black horse “kicks up his heels and breaks into a queer bouncing run.” Ray Wattles writes that “Father could tell that the colt had made an impression on Dan. He knew that the big man ached to get out and fondle the velvety muzzle that the colt thrust over the fence.”


A page or so after this thrusting, aching, fondling, and velvet we read, perhaps not surprisingly, that “Dan turned to Father with an odd light in his eyes.


“‘John, I’d like to own a horse some day,’” he says—but then Messner quickly adds that he can’t, of course, because “horses and dry-goods stores don’t mix.”


In response to that well-worn truism, old Wattles snorts, shakes his head disgustedly, and says, “You and your store! Give me a slick piece of horse-flesh like my Oxford Girl [a filly Wattles owned] and you can keep your store. A store can’t whinny every time it sees you. It can’t stick its nose in your pocket and hunt for apples. You can’t feel the surge of its muscles as it makes a break for the lead in a race!”


From a shopper’s point of view, that may be a good thing.


At least the Wattles version eventually gets Messner to the sunbaked Remington fairgrounds, where there are “tented concessions, rides of all sorts along the midway, hastily constructed pens holding hogs, sheep and cattle of all breeds.” Messner and John Wattles did in fact go to Remington on the last day of the fair and, toting a picnic basket packed by their wives (and probably augmented with a couple of flasks they had slipped in themselves), wandered into a tent where, as was traditional on closing day, horses and other livestock were being sold off at auction.


Messner sat down on a bench as the horses of Dr. David Henry Patton began entering the sales ring—a sad parade that signaled the complete dispersal of Patton’s nearby Rensellaer Stock Farm. A fifty-six-year-old physician who had just finished a term in Congress, Patton may have been hurt by the Panic of 1893, the worst financial crisis to hit America up to that point. A run on gold in the last days of the Benjamin Harrison administration, combined with the failure of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad and the bankruptcy of the National Cordage Company (the most actively traded stock on the New York Stock Exchange), had caused widespread bank and business failures. Patton was selling everything, including his land, and moving to the Indian Territory, which would later become Oklahoma. Or at least he was trying to turn his horses into ready cash. The bidding that afternoon was painfully slow, with some decent animals being gaveled down for $35 or $50.


Then Zelica, a two-year-old filly Patton had bred himself, limped into the sales ring, and the auctioneer said that he had an announcement to make before bidding began: Henry Y. Haws of Johnstown, Pennsylvania, had telegraphed in a starting bid of $250. Did anyone care to offer $255?


Those who were paying attention were shocked.


Haws was a connoisseur of prime horseflesh, a manufacturer of what he called “fine bricks” and cement who had survived the famous flood that ravaged his hometown in 1889, and branched out to become a small-scale coal magnate and the president of the Johnstown National Bank. He would later, for a brief interval, own the famous “Iron Horse” Joe Patchen, a charismatic—and breathtakingly beautiful—jet-black pacer who started 100 times in his career, won 52 races, and was described by the American Horse Breeder as “the most magnificent horse we have ever seen in harness.” Named for an obscure character in Irish poet Thomas Moore’s 1817 epic Lalla Rookh: An Oriental Romance, Zelica, by contrast, was among the most nondescript animals anyone could ever expect to see—not bad looking, exactly, but very light in the bone, as horsemen say, especially below the knee. Given the level that Haws usually operated on, his interest in Zelica—to the point where he was offering more than $100 above the average sale price that day in hopes of preempting the bidding—was nothing if not mysterious.


It remains so to this day.


Did he see her as a racing prospect? How could he?


Although she was bred to be a trotter, and a good one of those could compete for purses of several thousand dollars, even in those financially depressed times, Zelica was not going to be tearing up any racetracks; that much had already been decided. In the first start of her life, earlier that year, the filly, racing as a pacer, a gait she presumably preferred, had injured a front ankle, finishing far up the track, last by at least a quarter mile. The damage to her leg had turned out to be permanent, and the hitch in her step—easily observable as she walked back and forth before the fairgrounds auctioneer—left the observers at Remington to wonder if she could even make a decent carriage horse.


That left the breeding shed as an option for Zelica in Haws’s plan.


For that theory to make sense, she would of course need bloodlines that promised speed and mixed well with the fashionable sires of the day. But the best that could be said about Zelica’s pedigree was that it was obscure.


Her great-grandfather on her mother’s side, Abdallah, had been killed in Kentucky during one of the many Civil War raids in which Union and Confederate soldiers stole horses back and forth from each other. Her father, Wilkesberry, the grandson of a famously mean stallion named George Wilkes, had died in a rain-swollen Indiana creek, dragged under by a wagon that could not be unhitched fast enough to save the young, still-unproven stud. Zelica’s maternal grandmother, meanwhile, was a rough-looking Morgan farm mare that folks called Fanny.


The audience in the Remington sales tent that day wasn’t aware of this backstory—all they knew was that she was already lame, that she had the flawed conformation of a filly who was likely to go lamer still, and that she was from a sire and dam that no one except the failed horse breeder Dr. Patton had ever heard of. Meanwhile, some rich guy from out of town was offering the highest price of the day for her.


While they were puzzling over that, something even stranger happened: Zelica was quickly gaveled down—to Messner—for $255.


What in the world did he see in her?


The truth is, nothing. A neophyte at horse auctions, Messner had no intention of buying the mare. He was not even paying attention to the sale when he waved, at a most inopportune moment, to an acquaintance he saw entering the tent. But the auctioneer was all too pleased to take his gesture for a bid. The gavel fell, and the filly was now Messner’s.
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