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INTRODUCTION

A Confluence of Destinies

Three decades after he bought the first race-horse he ever owned, Samuel D. Riddle bought the only racehorse he ever owned. The obvious factual contradiction in this statement does not negate the validity of its image. For once Samuel Doyle Riddle had bought into a master-servant relationship with Man o’ War, the two would remain inseparable in the history, legend, and soul of Thoroughbred racing. That we may still ask at the dawn of another century, which was master and which was servant, seemingly would not offend Mr. Riddle, were he still of earthly environment and able to ponder the question with us.


Riddle apparently reveled in his joint identity with a flesh and bronze marvel bearing a name, and record, for the ages. This was not a matter of a man having in his lifetime one memorable horse, such as a Sam Rubin, who purchased and gloried in John Henry and, to date anyway, has taken under his wing no further star of the races. Sam Riddle not only bred and raced a series of important, glorious horses after Man o’ War, but he did so with the genetic assistance of the great one himself. They even had noble names. Sons of Man o’ War to carry the Riddle stable banner into the fray included Crusader, winner of a Belmont and two Suburban Handicaps; the swift War Relic and American Flag; and, finally, the Triple Crown winner War Admiral.


Heroes with heroic titles, they nonetheless could not diminish the tendency to say of Sam Riddle, whenever his name came up in the newspapers, “owner of Man o’ War.”


The avid outdoorsman and foxhunter himself helped burn this image into history with his pronouncement in the face of riches proffered as a purchase price: “Many men can have a million dollars, but only one can own Man o’ War.”


So, for the final three decades-plus of his life, Riddle flourished in the reflected glory of a horse. In this singular, and exalted, role he had been an active, aggressive force to be sure, but he also had been abetted by a wondrous libretto invoking fate, luck, timing, professionalism, legend, and poetry.


That Man o’ War was even offered for sale as a yearling was a result of a complicated set of circumstances which embodied that most horrendous of human inventions — warfare — as well as one of its attendant, ennobling impulses — motivation to serve one’s country.


Man o’ War had been bred by August Belmont II, a titan of the Turf who had hardly made a career of raising his champions in order for them to bring glory to other stables. At the time Man o’ War was a yearling, however, Belmont recognized the call of his country as it entered into the maelstrom known variously as “The Great War” and “The War to End All Wars.” That it eventually would be pigeon-holed under the woeful name of “World War I” is sad testimony that it not only failed to end war, but, indeed, presaged even worse.


There was undoubtedly plenty of the ”Over There” spirit of wartime songsmith George M. Cohan inherent in Belmont’s willingness, at the age of sixty-five, to accept a commission and an overseas post. That this deployment prompted thoughts about selling off his yearlings, however, was perhaps due in part to the nuisance of financial constriction, which had been a phenomenon unknown during most of Belmont’s career.


At any rate, apparently after some waffling, August Belmont, the most powerful man on the American racing scene, at length decided to add what he suspected was a colt of unusual potential to that yearling consignment he had concluded should be sold in the summer of 1918. Riddle paid $5,000 for Man o’ War, then saw him win twenty of twenty-one races and implant his name along with Red Grange, Jack Dempsey, and Babe Ruth among American sports icons of a nation’s post-war crescendo.


Thereafter, the horse retired to Kentucky for a long and honorable career as a stallion, during which his dignified groom crooned his tales of greatness to so many audiences that legend and history merged into a loving and lovely litany.


The racing days of Man o’ War were also those of the Black Sox Scandal of the World Series, however. This reminder that even the Golden Age of Sports could not levitate above human nature is not without its connection to Man o’ War. Since gambling is an ever-present element of sports, so great a figure as Man o’ War might always be subject to those who wish to abuse him or traduce him. Where rumor ends and facts take hold was a riddle in the case of Man o’ War. Dark rumors swirled about his only defeat, and his jockey in that event was, in fact, denied a license to ride, while tales linger of his trainer finding the stirrup leathers of Man o’ War’s saddle had been tampered with, as he stripped the animal after the final race of his life.


Indeed, such were the apparent possibilities, or paranoia, that there have been reports that Man o’ War’s owner had detectives watching over his own employee — Man o’ War’s trainer!


Whatever frailty, or avarice, or cynical suspicion might have lurked about him, however, Man o’ War the animal was a creature of unsullied glamour and glory. As the sports writer Bob Considine rhapsodized, “He had a personality, and the dignity, of a king. He was a great actor. Every race was a show for him and, like all great actors, he never let his public down.”1


Edward L. Bowen
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CHAPTER 1

The Horse In A Gothic Arch

A be Hewitt never forgot his first glimpse of Man o’ War. “It was Futurity Day at Belmont Park,” recalled the late raconteur, Thoroughbred breeder, and articulate observer of life. “In order to get a good look at Man o’ War, we left the stands early. In those days, there were some large trees in the Belmont paddock, as well as clumps of laurel. Rounding some of the laurel bushes, one was flanked by tall trees whose branches nearly met overhead, like a gothic arch. Underneath this arch, framed by the dark shadows behind, stood a magnificent, copper-colored chestnut colt, with ears pricked. He radiated majesty, energy, and power — a veritable Alexander — awaiting the moment for new worlds to conquer. It was 55 years ago, and we never saw such a sight again.”1

While Hewitt was no doubt aware that Alexander was a few centuries too early to stand under any Gothic arch, his point is eloquently made. Man o’ War had an effect on those who gazed upon him and, if this syndrome were enhanced by his gathering glory on the racetrack, it did not depend upon his success altogether. Even when his future trainer, Louis Feustel, found him “gangly” as a yearling, the man felt a visceral stirring, a vague breath teasing out the guess that this might be a colt of exceptional merit.

Man o’ War was, in fact, the ultimate in the lengthy breeding operation of the two August Belmonts. August Belmont II would not be denied the experience of watching Man o’ War in action, or hearing praise for the marvel he had wrought. He would, however, be relegated to the sidelines, so frequently nettlesome in his advice to the real owner over what to do with the magnificent horse that his own wife was urged to shut him up.

The saga bearing the name of Belmont lingers in American racing, for the last and longest of the Triple Crown races is the Belmont Stakes and is raced at Belmont Park. The name was splashed onto the canvas of American sport by the father of the August Belmont who bred and sold Man o’ War. This was August Belmont I, who was born in Germany in 1816 of Jewish parents and, in one of those idylls of America’s 19th Century, rose to stardom in finance and society.

Belmont was the son of a financier named Schonberg. As Abe Hewitt understood the name, “the first syllable means beautiful in German and ‘berg’ means mountain.”2 Thus, the name “Belmont” was a handy sobriquet to adopt when young August traveled to New York in 1837. He had already established himself as something of a prodigy in the Rothschild banking operation in Europe and, as so often is the case, engendered rumors that he was a “blood” Rothschild, albeit not a legitimate one.

Bernard Livingston, author of Their Turf, found Belmont a fascinating example of Jews rising in the social scene of New York. According to Livingston’s telling, Belmont’s original name had been Balmain, not Schonberg, and he had risen from sweeping floors in a Rothschild bank to representing the firm in the Papal Courts before bolting to America.

“With the funds of the world’s largest private bank at his fingertips,” Livingston wrote in one article, “he was important not only to industry, but to the United States Government, which was always running out of cash. Belmont was short and rather stout, with iron-colored side whiskers, but there was something about him that attracted women…Men who had accepted his hospitality (at Delmonico’s, etc.) began to say to their wives afterward, ‘For God’s sake, don’t introduce that man to our daughters!’ But New York society, for the next fifty years, would dance to whatever tune August Belmont chose to play.”3

Among the “daughters” to whom Belmont was introduced, with or without the tremblings of their families, was Caroline Slidell Perry, whose father was renowned as a hero of the Mexican War and for his role in opening Japanese trade with the West. Livingston observed that, in addition to prestige, Commodore Perry’s daughter had the advantage of being superbly turned out in a physical sense. (Given that this ultimately is the story of Man o’ War, it seems that superior stature is a recurring theme.) Belmont married Caroline in 1848. They had six children, of which August II was the second eldest.

Belmont had become a wealthy man, but a conservative financier. Nevertheless, he became involved in helping revitalize the post-Civil War rendition of the once flourishing national sport of Thoroughbred racing. In 1867, Belmont purchased the high-class horse Glenelg. He later established Nursery Stud on Long Island and then — being neither the first nor the last to be seduced by tales of the benefits of limestone-rich soil in Central Kentucky — he leased property between Georgetown and Lexington. That, too, was given the fundamental name of Nursery Stud.

August Belmont I raced a number of champions, including Glenelg, Woodbine, Raceland, and Potomac. By the time of his death in 1890, his son, August II, had crowded into his business sphere and was fashioning a career in which he developed a reputation for being far more daring in a fiscal sense than the father.

August II purchased some of his horses from his father’s estate dispersal. Although the son would never lead the owner’s list for a year, as his father had done, the mantle that was passed took on even more importance under the reign of the second.

That August II was more daring financially than his father was summarized by Livingston in Their Turf:

“August Belmont II came into the picture when rugged individualism was at its zenith in America… Subways were being built, so Belmont hammered out New York’s IRT. Canals were being constructed; he sliced out the Cape Cod waterway.”4

In racing, Belmont was involved in the construction of the splendid Belmont Park, which opened in 1905 and became the site of the classic race named for his father. He also became chairman of The Jockey Club, as well as the New York racing commission, so that he might be seen as prosecutor, judge, and jury of matters coming before the racing industry. In those days, The Jockey Club not only controlled the registry of the Thoroughbred, but was looked upon to provide and enforce the rules of racing. When certain licensing and enforcement matters were passed on to the commission, Belmont might have to change hats, but not seats. For thirty years, he was the most powerful man in American Thoroughbred racing. Given subsequent decades’ more conscientious adherence to democratic principles in this state-regulated industry, it is unlikely any one individual will ever again match his pervasive powers.

Ironically, Belmont’s interests in a subway system in New York City put him in an adversarial relationship with another pillar of the Turf. This was William Collins Whitney, who founded a dynasty which remains today through descendants and relatives by marriage. Around the turn of the last century, Whitney put in six years in racing before his death, and during this time, he and Belmont worked together to revitalize the racetrack in Saratoga Springs, New York.

Whitney had formed the Metropolitan Street Railway Company and, since this outfit had purchased most of the horse-drawn car lines,5 the idea of moving masses of citizens underground had a competitive ring. Belmont took over the construction of the Interborough Rapid Transit Company and, by the time a demand had grown for a second line, Whitney had seen the light and successfully bid to build it. By 1906, the two firms had merged.

It was another bit of vision which might have influenced, indirectly and regrettably, the decision to sell Man o’ War. Belmont “conceived the idea of building an eight-mile canal across Cape Cod that would shorten by seventy-five miles shipping routes from Boston to New York and avoid dangerous waters.”6

This proved far more costly than original estimates, but Belmont stuck to it, allowing it to deplete his fortune to much less than it had been. In 1917, when the United States was drawn into World War I, he sought a commission and was posted to Spain with the Quartermaster Corps, procuring supplies for the American Expeditionary Forces. Such echelon of wartime service was in the family history, for August I had personally financed an entire Union regiment during the Civil War.

In 1918, it was apparent that Major Belmont’s overseas stay would be prolonged, and he concluded it logical to sell his yearling crop. This was no small matter, for breeding and racing were of great personal importance to him. He was exceptional at the game, and in his life bred a total of 129 stakes winners.

At the time of his decision to sell yearlings, Belmont pondered which ones he might hold back. There were five fillies, four of them imports, that he kept, with an eye toward the future needs of his broodmare band. There was also a high-headed colt by Fair Play—Mahubah that had an appealing arrogance to match his long-legged energies. Belmont’s instincts were brilliant, for the fillies all became stakes producers. Among them were Blue Glass, dam of Belmont Stakes winner Hurryoff and Unbreakable (sire of Polynesian), and Quelle Chance, dam of Belmont Stakes winner Chance Shot and leading sire Chance Play. The colt which his horseman’s instinct warned him to keep was none other than Man o’ War. But in the end he decided to sell him.

Man o’ War had been named by Mrs. Belmont, the former actress Eleanor Robson.

Sam Hildreth, the great trainer who worked for Belmont just prior to the advent of Man o’ War, noted that Belmont had indeed intended to withhold the colt from sale, but was “afraid the entire sale might suffer if he made any reservations.”7

During the summer leading to the sale of the Belmont yearlings, a draft, or drafts, of them were offered privately. Packages were offered at $30,000 and at $42,000, or thereabouts, but there were no takers. Louis Feustel, who would become the trainer of Man o’ War, was quoted in a 1958 article in Turf & Sport Digest by Wayne Capps that he had been approached by Major Belmont’s secretary, inquiring if Feustel’s employer at the time, Sam Riddle, was interested in buying any yearlings. Feustel recalled that they were offered a dozen yearlings for $43,000. In an interview with Arthur Daley of The New York Times, Feustel said that, since he had galloped the colt’s sire, broken his grandsire, and trained his dam, he told Riddle: “ ‘I know all about these horses. Mr. Belmont always has three or four good ones every year. This is a bargain.’ Mr. Riddle was interested and wanted to go 50-50 on the deal with Walter Jeffords (whose wife was Mrs. Riddle’s niece). Jeffords sent his trainer, Mike Daly, to inspect them. He didn’t like them. I begged Mr. Riddle to buy them himself. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Mike Daly is more experienced than you. I’ll string along with his opinion.’”

Fate might have been holding Feustel in her arms, assuming it was one chance to acquire Man o’ War that slipped by, but not the last. On the other hand, the Turf & Sport Digest article did not completely square with the Times version and did not state point blank that Man o’ War was in the draft of a dozen to which Feustel referred.

Whatever pushed Belmont over the edge, he wrote on July 24, 1918, to Mrs. Edward Kane, who was managing Nursery Stud: “As I already have notified you (by telegram), I have decided to add Man o’ War to the sale…”8 Since none of the package deals had moved, he would be selling at auction, at Saratoga in August.

Feustel was to remain a key figure in the unfolding scenario. As a youth, he had galloped Man o’ War’s ill-tempered grandsire, Hastings, and he had been an assistant around Man o’ War’s sire, Fair Play, when that noble horse was in the Belmont stable. He also had trained Man o’ War’s dam, Mahubah, so it had been natural that he would look upon horses of the Belmont breeding with special interest. Also, by 1918, Feustel had had a stint of training for Belmont himself, but was then working for Riddle, who was noticeably upgrading a racing operation that dated from the 1880s.

Conflicting stories have been passed down as to when Feustel first saw Man o’ War. One version is that “he had inspected the colt at Nursery Stud (along with Daly) before he was shipped to Saratoga…” Years later, Feustel recalled that his impression of the colt was: “Very tall and gangling, he was so thin and so on the leg as to give the same ungainly impression one gets in seeing a week-old foal.”9 In various accounts, Feustel is said to have liked the colt immediately, although he was at pains to point out that he thought some of the other yearlings might be better.

It also has been told frequently that, after Feustel and fellow trainer Daly made their trek to Nursery Stud to inspect the Belmont yearlings, they both reported to their employers that the horses seemed “undersized.” The Belmont yearling crop was said to have been struck with distemper that summer, with Man o’ War the last to overcome it.

Another possibility is that Feustel had not seen Man o’ War before the colt was sent to Saratoga. As Hildreth’s memoir tells it: “Later, when Mr. Belmont put them up for sale at Saratoga Springs, Mr. Riddle was struck with the appearance of Man o’ War. He asked his trainers how they had come to consider that particular colt undersized and they told him that Man o’ War had not been among the lot shown to them on their Kentucky visit. This made Mr. Riddle suspect that the owner of the Nursery Stud had in mind holding the Fair Play—Mahubah yearling out of the sale and also made him more anxious than ever to get hold of the youngster.”

While it is easy to envision that Feustel’s “gangly” comment would have been made in seeing a youngish colt, even if he did see Man o’ War at Nursery Stud it was but a matter of weeks before he would see him at Saratoga. Perhaps that first impression came in August, rather than earlier; but, again, perhaps not.

Riddle, himself, also was quoted in slightly varying ways. This, of course, was a not unforeseeable circumstance given that human egos were involved and that the two men would be asked about the story countless times over the remaining decades of their lives.

The indefatigable research of Edward Hotaling, a journalist for NBC as well as racing historian, tells it this way: “The 21 yearlings arrived at the Spa (Saratoga) several days before the August 17, 1918, sale. The Riddles were ensconced in their large frame house at 215 (now 125) Union Avenue, a block from the track, and Sam, Louie (Feustel) and Mike (Daly) went up for another gander at Belmont’s shipment. Sam agreed they were nothing special — until they reached the last stall. A big chestnut hovered in the shadows. ‘Lead him out where I can see him,’ Sam said, and he remembered later, ‘He simply bowled me over…So I turned to Louie and Mikey and asked, ‘What’s the matter with this colt?’ They said the Nursery hadn’t shown them that one.’”10

The New York Herald-Tribune obituary of Riddle in 1951 is similar to the Hotaling and Hildreth versions, for it quotes Riddle as follows:

“You’ll hear fifty persons tell how they influenced me to buy him, but don’t believe them. I’ll tell you. When August Belmont — the grandest man of the American turf — was selling his yearlings, I went down the stalls for a look. Red was last in the line, and I noticed he wasn’t brushed and made ready like the others. I said to the groom, ‘Mr. Belmont must have set this fellow aside,’ and when Red poked his big head through the door my heart skipped a little…You see, I rode once and I’ve trained. I know them, if I do say it.”

A little self-aggrandizement is certainly understandable, but Riddle may have either blushed, or harrumphed, had he been exposed to the Feustel Turf & Sport Digest article, in which the trainer recalled: “Man o’ War went on the block late in the day, and Mr. Riddle didn’t want to wait for him. But Mrs. Riddle saved the day by saying ‘Louie wants him, and so I’m going to buy him,’ and buy him she did.” There is also the version that Mrs. Riddle’s comment was “Louie likes him, and he’s the one who’s got to train him…”

(Abe Hewitt delighted in a story of when Riddle was around in person for Mrs. Riddle to one-up him a bit: “After Man o’ War’s prowess on the Turf had become legend, Riddle at times assumed airs of pomposity in reminiscence. One day, in the presence of his wife, who supplied most of the ready cash, he announced, ‘The greatest day of my life was the day I bought Man o’ War.’ Mrs. Riddle cut him down to size: ‘Sam, the greatest day in your life was the day you married me.’ ”)11

Riddle was a medium-sized mustachioed fellow variously described as “aristocratic,” having the manner of an English general, and resembling an old Roman senator.

Yet another nuance on the purchase involves a tale that it was one James K. Maddux who picked out Man o’ War for Riddle. Emily Hutchison, today one of the grand ladies of the Middleburg, Virginia, horse country, recalls foxhunting in Maddux’ company as a child. (“We had a total of seventy-eight years between us. I was eight.”) Maddux was an avid sportsman whose home, Neptune, in Warrenton, Virginia, burned one night on the occasion of a fancy-dress ball, which created the bizarre scene of his guests in odd costumes rushing about trying to put out the blaze. Mrs. Hutchison recalls that Maddux was one of Riddle’s best friends and said it was commonly accepted in the area that Maddux had picked out Man o’ War for Riddle.12
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