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Foreword


When I grew up I wanted to be Phil Georgeff.

Now, note, I didn’t state I wanted to be like Phil Georgeff. No, I really wanted to be Phil Georgeff. Somehow, to have morphed into his actual being; to possess his mind and to live, somehow, in his body to produce his words. You see, even at an early age I knew that nobody could ever be just like Phil Georgeff. He was a classic, unique, impossible to duplicate figure.

I idolized him for only a brief while. After that it became something much more. I would go to Arlington and get a spot at the rail right on the wire. Not to see the finish well, but to see him better. I’d turn my back to the races and look upward to his booth, the best seat in the house, five stories above the finish line. I’d bring my first pair of binoculars to the track and focus in on him, watching every move, seeing him articulate the words, then hearing them a fraction of a second later over the echo of the public address system.

I’d regarded exactly how he would hold the program and binoculars, with his right hand firmly round the glasses and with his left thumb and first two fingers curling the program and then balancing the glasses with his fourth and little fingers. It got to a point that I could recognize his ties. On summer days at Arlington he almost always wore white short-sleeved cotton shirts, collar open and double Windsor tie knot drawn down an inch or two. If you were going to be Phil Georgeff someday, you had to know these details.

Thirty-five years later I don’t know how to tie a double Windsor but I do have the best seat in the house at places like Saratoga, Belmont, and on special days everywhere from Longchamp to Churchill Downs. And there is only one reason why I’ve got that seat—Phil Georgeff.

What made him the object of my veneration? I’m not sure there was a sole reason. Was it his boundless energy and enthusiasm? The way he could work the grandstand into a frenzy for a field of $5,000 claimers? That sense of timing? His unquestionable love of the game? Was it the catch phrase “here they come spinning out of the turn!” that never failed to ignite a sense of deep urgency? Was it the way the crowd responded to his sparks of electric prose? Was it the melody of his calls? Was it because he was the first announcer who actually called the finish of the race? Was it the fact that he never, ever made a mistake? Was it his popularity? He was every bit the equal of Harry Caray in the world of Chicago sports.

What made me want to grow up and be Phil Georgeff? To this day I don’t know that there is a single reason. But I do know that when I spent my days at rail looking into his booth I saw a man possessed by his work and heard the voice of an incredible, original talent.

TOM DURKIN
Floral Park, NY
January 2002



Introduction


Remembering Phil Georgeff

By Jim O’Donnell
(Staff Correspondent, Chicago Sun-Times)

Michael Jordan has it.
Mike Ditka has it.
Harry Caray had it.
Bill Veeck had it.
Phil Georgeff has it.
Thank God.

A long with the Chicago sports landscape, the “it” of which we speak is that compelling mix of unstated but clearly apparent joie de vivre, a permanently ingrained bonhomie and “the devil’s glint,” as the old Irish quarryman in a Frank O’Connor tale put it, all adding up to that special attitudinal calling card which the truly invincible of heart present to the world as a reminder of the capacity of the human spirit to survive, reload, and even thrive amid changing times.

Back in 1986, multiple championships and many frustrating nights ago, Jordan lived through the bullspit period of being held out of games until management deemed his foot healed. Inwardly enraged, Jordan bided his time, won his little winnable battles along the way, and came back as the most bankable name ever in American sports.

Ditka refused to accept his status as a volcanic but essentially forgotten assistant coach with the Dallas Cowboys, instead writing a bold letter to the aging George Halas to get remote consideration as head coach in 1981, ultimately to win a Super Bowl and undying fame.

Caray sensed attitudinal conflict approaching the White Sox broadcast booth towards the end of the 1981 season, and rather than sweat out the anticipated meddling of the new South Side management marauders, the Hall of Famer-to-be jumped ship to a better, greener, more secure broadcast roost and thus forever earned the right to thumb his nose at all things baseball south of Madison St.

Against all fiscal odds, Veeck put together an investment syndicate to buy the White Sox in 1976 and made the last comeback of a Hall of Fame career and saved the last vestiges of popular baseball in Chicago in the process.

And then there’s Phil Georgeff, a career man with a microphone and a love and knowledge of racing who was about as low as a good person should have to go in mid-August of 1982.

Only 23 years and 70,000 race calls into his historic career, Georgeff awoke one morning to find that his style was no longer in synch with some management type who was then masquerading as the president of Arlington park. With the coiled “help” of a few media friends, Georgeff forced the issue publicly, and was fired.

Dumped on the scrap heap of heartless American business, Georgeff might have been one lost soul except for an ally few outside the realm of Chicago racing could appreciate, a high vocal and visible fifth legion with which the bantam announcer had long before earned—the fans.

“Without the fans, I was a goner, a footnote to the history of racing in Chicago,” Georgeff today readily admits. “They were the ones who ultimately sustained me, both in terms of my own spirit, and in keeping my cause alive at Arlington.”

The fans responded with petition drives, booing and guerilla heckling and catcalls. But even as the ’82 season ended, the chances of Georgeff ever calling another race at Arlington seemed as likely as an Alaskan-bred winning the Kentucky Derby, or a Kentucky-bred winning the Iditarod.

But then, when the Arlington re-opened for the 1983 season, something very strange happened . . . the booing continued!

“That amazed me,” Georgeff said. “I figured that after a winter to let the situation flame out, I’d be forgotten. But the fans picked up right where they left off.”

Like Jordan, Ditka, Caray and Veeck, Georgeff endured and conquered. A new group had purchased Arlington Park. The former president lost his job, and Georgeff got his back!

The sad and happy tale ended on a glorious September afternoon when Georgeff, borrowing a stride from MacArthur at Leyte Gulf, alighted from a helicopter near Arlington’s finish line and returned in triumph to the announcing perch, which was—and possibly may always be—considered his.

The Georgeff legend lives on in this book of memories, of what racing was and could be again. Who better to take us on this wondrous journey through the sport’s Golden Age than a man who lived it all. Phil Georgeff’s cry of “AND THEY’RE OFF!” remains that of a living legend.



Prologue


Granted, there are dissenting versions about how and where the Thoroughbred got its name—also about how and when it discovered its destiny. But for the sake of argument, let’s stick with Adam, who had the job of naming every beast of the field. The Bible story’s beauty, you must admit, is perfectly compatible with the love and admiration folks like us have always afforded this majestic animal.

At the risk of stretching a point, consider how the word upset gained special meaning when Sam Riddle’s fabled Man o’ War suffered his only setback in a magical 21-race career (1919–1920), losing only once—to an upstart named Upset. To horse racing fans, Upset forever will signify defeat of titanic proportions. The word Thoroughbred is similarly enhanced; it has come to depict more than some exotic breed of high-octane horse whose only purpose in life is to entertain spectators with exciting bursts of speed and stamina in hoof-to-hoof combat.

Yes, the Thoroughbred unselfishly shares its name with us humans, particularly its noblest connotation—but only if we prove worthy by displaying those qualities the name embraces: high-spiritedness, elegance, courage, grandeur, and impeccable education and grooming. No mean dossier, indeed. For example, congratulate anyone who excels in business, sports, or play with the words, “Hey, you’re a real pro,” and you deliver a super compliment. Use Thoroughbred and you deliver a superlative accolade, the ultimate kudo, that the honoree is the possessor of class. The words Thoroughbred and class are synonyms—for a crown of success, the cachet of impeccable breeding, the indelible stamp of extraordinariness.

I firmly believe the Thoroughbred deserves its lofty reputation. Yet I’d be remiss not to admit that the Thoroughbred racehorse probably wouldn’t command anywhere near its fame or celebrity were it not for the state-endowed privilege of gambling! This fact is indisputable—the Thoroughbred’s fiery inborn abilities have been abetted, coddled, and promoted by indulgent humans eager to back their horse against another, or others. With a wager of a bob or two, we have elevated “bettor” to the status of “participant” rather than that of mere “spectator.”

Merry old England for centuries was successful in exalting Thoroughbred racing to almost godlike status as “The Sport of Kings.” In the New World, however, the sport seemed to take on the burgeoning democratic spirit of rugged individualism. During its glory days of the 1940s through the early 1980s, the game flourished as “The King of Sports,” achieving soaring crowd interest and statistics. Thoroughbred racing was America’s number-one spectator sport. I’d have those days again.

But I’ve meandered enough. It’s time to get down to business—the business of Thoroughbred lore.

Historians and archaeologists report that ancient stone carvings prove horse racing is at least 3,000 years old. For some racing fans, it seems that long since they picked their last winner. Thoroughbred racing as most people know it, however, is relatively modern. In fact, practically every Thoroughbred today traces its registered ancestry back to one or more of three sires that arrived in England about 1728 from the Mideast. That trio of sires—known from the names of their owners—were Byerly Turk, the Darley Arabian, and the Godolphin Arabian. Racing then traces its evolution to the English Jockey Club, founded at Newmarket in 1750–1751. The Jockey Club became the official custodian of the Stud Book, also the court of last resort as adjudicator of all turf affairs.

In colonial America, horse racing prospered. Four stallions invaded the United States shortly after the Revolution. First there was Medley. This smallish gray son of Gimcrack took up residence in Louisa, Virginia, and was later renowned as the daddy of Hanover and Domino.

Then came Shark, at home in Fredericksburg, Virginia. The son of Marske and Pigott, by Snap, this stallion epitomized speed, yet he could stretch out 4 miles against formidable foes when asked. Most of his progeny were fillies and mares, among them the propitiously named Black-Eyed Susan (the flower symbolic of Pimlico’s Preakness).

Next was the amazing Messenger, whose arrival in America—or so the story goes—was cloaked in mystery. But there was no mystery about his ability to sire champions. In fact, Messenger became patriarch of two breeds and is still famed as the father of the harness breed. He also was known as Lord of the Match Race, so successful had he become when pitted one on one. Messenger stood at stud primarily in the New York–New Jersey area. One of his finest progeny was Hambletonian, the cornerstone of the Standardbred sport.

Horse racing received its biggest lift in 1798, when Col. John Hoomes of Virginia imported the famous runner Diomed, hero of the inaugural 1780 Epsom Derby, with dreams of further enhancing American bloodstock. A son of Florizel, Diomed had piled up an amazing 10-race win, capped by his victory in the Epsom Derby. Before stepping onto American soil, Diomed was considered England’s finest colt since the undefeated Eclipse, who himself was lionized as the Man o’ War, Citation, and Secretariat—all rolled into one—of his generation.

Diomed was an aged 21-year-old when purchased by Col. Hoomes for $250, and he wasn’t an overnight sensation as a sire. He stood at stud for a paltry $25. Many considered Diomed over the hill by the time he took out U.S. citizenship papers. In the long run, however, among his more famed descendants were the wondrous American Eclipse—America’s answer to England’s wonder horse, Eclipse—and the grand runner, Lexington. For trivia buffs, Diomed lived a long and productive life; he was a robust 31 years old when death called. He distinguished himself as first of the “traveling equine Casanovas,” covering mares in England and the United States in the same season. Maybe that’s why he lived so long.

Even the most unpracticed racing fan has heard of Eclipse, in whose name American champions, including Horse of the Year, have been singularly honored since 1971. The original Eclipse was the undefeated English superhero, foaled in 1764, whose auspicious birth just happened to coincide with an eclipse of the sun. One need not be a sun-worshipper to know Eclipse’s male line remains one of the most prominent in Thoroughbred breeding today.

His United States counterpart, appropriately named American Eclipse, was born 50 years later, a son of Duroc out of the Messenger matron Miller’s Damsel. Owner and breeder Gen. Nathaniel Coles was so overwhelmed by the newcomer’s beauty and physique that he admitted, “I had no other choice but to name him American Eclipse.” Coles believed that not even the Atlantic Ocean would keep Thoroughbred pundits from favorably comparing the two steeds. In fact, American Eclipse disappointed no one. His English namesake would have waxed proud when American Eclipse retired undefeated with earnings of $56,700—tops in America at the time.

For over a half-century, from 1800 to the Civil War, racing thrived in Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Louisiana. The cry “And they’re off!” was a familiar sound. Suffice it to say, the Civil War took a heavy toll on the Thoroughbred. Most of the prominent southern horse centers were destroyed, and Thoroughbreds became a tool of war. Kentucky, which emerged from the bloody upheaval in better shape than the states that had joined the Confederacy, quickly became the undisputed capital, first of breeding, then of racing.

When the Civil War ended, changes in the sport were inevitable, and they came fast and furious. It would be impossible to enumerate all of the changes. A few, however, are sufficient:

• Dash racing—single-race affairs—supplanted heat racing.

• January 1 became the universal birthday of Thoroughbreds.

• The American Jockey Club was formed in 1894 out of economic necessity—“for the purpose of improving the breed of horses,” to offer prizes and rewards, to secure the attendance of the general public, and to have “a well-conducted system” by which “sums of money may be handled safely and fairly.”

• A growing interest in gambling became a big issue.

American citizens slowly but surely were allowed to participate more fully in racing by betting on their favorite bangtail. New racetracks were built, some of which still exist. As of this writing, America’s five oldest racing establishments are Saratoga, Churchill Downs, Pimlico, Fair Grounds, and Hawthorne.

North America’s oldest stakes race is the Queen’s Plate, dating from 1836 in the province of Quebec, Canada. Oldest in the United States is the Travers, whose inaugural running was in 1864 at Saratoga. The Kentucky Derby, perhaps the most famous horse race in the world, had its inception in 1875. The winner, Aristides, enriched his owner’s coffers to the meager tune of $2,850, a far cry from the hundreds of thousands of dollars present-day Derby winners command.

By the time the first Kentucky Derby was run, the Epsom Derby in England boasted nearly a century of Thoroughbred heritage—recall that Diomed won the first Epsom Derby 95 years earlier, in 1780. History confirms that the Kentucky Derby took its sweet time becoming legendary. The title “Triple Crown” as we know it today didn’t come into existence until 1935.

I’ll be covering the Derby (“the Run for the Roses”) and the Triple Crown in greater detail in chapters to come. I’ll also recall the many greats—jockeys, trainers, stables, and horses.

I’ve written three fictional Thoroughbred racing books—Thoroughbred: In a Class by Himself, The Man Who Loved Mario Lanza, and The Man Who Loved Eddie Arcaro. But there’s nothing fictional about these memories of racing’s glory days.

So read on!



Chapter One


Glory Days

Thoroughbred racing’s glory days begin with 1941 and an erratic but charismatic equine named Whirlaway, who also just happened to be the best-named racehorse of all time. My personal opinion, of course. I know of no group that gives prizes for horses with the cleverest names. But in case someone out there does, I’d recommend they convey the blue ribbon to Whirlaway, who scintillated as the 1941 Triple Crown champion. I’d do it with respectful apologies to other remarkably named steeds such as Man o’ War, Citation, Secretariat, Exterminator, Buckpasser, and Affirmed, whose owners also deserve awards for creativity in naming their beloved warriors.

Kudos must go also to imaginative owners and breeders of such cleverly named horses as Phar Lap, Equipoise, War Admiral, Count Fleet, Assault, Ponder, Pensive, Bewitch, Armed, Regret, Seabiscuit, Eclipse, Phalanx, John Henry, Cigar, Nashua, Swaps, Round Table, and Native Dancer. Inventive names all—shrewdly crafted, often ingenious—depending, of course, on what word or name combinations strike your fancy or make your day.

I think you’ll agree that the name Whirlaway has a unique ring, suggesting the dervish colt that he was: talented, unpredictable, powerful, headstrong, long-winded—and, at times, a bona fide nut case. More importantly, Whirlaway by his deeds came to connote the game’s most impelling feature. He was a stretch runner whose affinity for the late charge captivated even the most placid observer, at the same time infused racing—which desperately depended on the galvanic finish to electrify its growing fan base—with uncommon drama and rare theatricality.

Whirlaway, incidentally, served as my personal introduction to the wonderful world of Thoroughbred racing, thanks to my Bulgarian immigrant parents. In April 1941, my father, Sam, confidently predicted that Whirlaway would win the Kentucky Derby, a race he esteemed more than the once perennially popular Irish Sweepstakes—which he also played faithfully. My mother, Mary, loved horse racing as much as my dad. A race prognosticator herself, she went a step farther—predicting without hesitation or doubt that Whirlaway would achieve legendary status as racing’s fifth Triple Crown winner.

I was only 10 years old at the time, a fledgling candidate as the city of Chicago’s youngest, most avid race handicapper. Neither my father nor mother saw any disgrace in involving their only child as an unwitting—albeit willing—partner in their love for the sport.

Therefore, if selecting Whirlaway’s 1941 Triple Crown as the springboard for my account of racing’s glory days seems a mite arbitrary, I assure you it is in no way capricious. Had Whirlaway lost the Derby, I may well have turned my back on racing. But he won—won big, too—and he continued to win, capturing the fabled Triple Crown, eventually piling up six straight wins. I was hooked!

I blossomed into a zealous race devotee from the 1940s onward and was a full-fledged track employee and inmate from 1953 through 1992. I made time to thoroughly explore those decades before Whirlaway’s rise to fame, gathering a knowledge of and appreciation for the likes of Man o’ War, Colin, Sysonby, Seabiscuit, War Admiral, Omaha, Gallant Fox, Equipoise, and Phar Lap; also for jockeys like Isaac Murphy, Earl Sande, Don Meade, Snapper Garrison, Sonny Workman, Jack Westrope, and George Woolf. Collectively, these Thoroughbreds and jockeys forged an essential precursor to the incomparable “winning team” composed of Whirlaway, owner Calumet Farm, trainer Ben Jones, and jockey Eddie Arcaro. This team laid the foundation for what I regard and cherish as the time “when racing was racing.”

Those were glamorous days, when the sport glistened with magnificent heroes. Jockeys sparkled like bright new pennies: Arcaro, Johnny Longden, Ted Atkinson, Steve Brooks, Bill Shoemaker, Doug Dodson, Bill Hartack, Joe Culmone, Charlie Burr, Gordon Glisson, Anthony DeSpirito, Walter Blum, Basil James, Charlie Kurtsinger, Johnny Adams, Nick Wall, Job Dean Jessop, George Woolf, Al Snider, Conn McCreary, Johnny Sellers, Jerry Bailey, Pat Day, and Chris McCaron.

Trainers also shone: Ben and Jimmy Jones, Max and Buddy Hirsch, Bill Molter, Hirsch Jacobs, R. H. McDaniel, William Hal Bishop, John Gaver, Harry Trotsek, Frank Merrill Jr., V. R. “Tennessee” Wright, Meshach Tenney, Tom Smith, Lucien Laurin, Ron McAnally, Bobby Frankel, Joe Pierce Jr., Arnold Winick, Charles Whittingham, Ivan Parke, and Sunny Jim Fitzsimmons.

Among the mighty equines were Whirlaway, Count Fleet, Shut Out, Devil Diver, Pensive, Assault, Hoop Jr., Polynesian, Olympia, Ponder, Capot, Busher, Bewitch, Twilight Tear, Armed, Historian, Pavot, Occupy, Tom Fool, Hasty Road, Cicada, Never Bend, Candy Spots, Phalanx, Hill Prince, Nashua, Needles, Swaps, Tim Tam, Round Table, Bally Ache, Northern Dancer, Majestic Prince, Affirmed, Alydar, Genuine Risk, Winning Colors, Alysheba, Seattle Slew, Carry Back, Stymie, Kelso, Forego, Native Dancer, Spectacular Bid, John Henry, Secretariat, Dr. Fager, Buckpasser, Graustark, Tom Rolfe, and Citation.

Okay, I promise: no more interminable lists, even though I’m sure we missed a few names, unintentionally, of course. But those missing will pop up when least expected as we drift back through the years of racing’s glory days. But before we get anecdotally specific, allow me one short segment to acquaint you with the personal background that led me to the announcer’s booth—and ultimately to the joy and privilege of calling more horse races (96,131) than any announcer from time immemorial.

I’m a Chicagoan by birth—January 1, 1931. Remarkably, New Year’s Day is the universal birthday of all Thoroughbreds. And Phillip in Greek means “lover of horses.” It’s as if my career was destined, or at least strangely coincidental.

I was 10 when Whirlaway ignited my interest in Thoroughbred racing. By age 16—at five-foot-two and 112 pounds—I was convinced I was the next Eddie Arcaro. I considered myself an exercise boy par excellence. By 17, my weight had jumped to 132, so if I couldn’t ride ’em, I’d write about ’em. I pursued writing and journalism with a passion. I was sports editor, then editor in chief of my school paper at Austin High School in Chicago. I majored in the radio-TV sequence at Northwestern University’s Medili School of Journalism, receiving my bachelor’s degree in 1954.

I worked at Arlington and Washington Parks during the summers of my junior and senior years at college, then started as full-time, year-round publicity assistant in 1955. I announced my first horse race professionally on May 18, 1959, at Washington Park, and I called my last race on December 31, 1992, at Hawthorne, bidding adieu to “Here they come, spinning out of the turn!” Bittersweet, indeed.

Now, time for the first of countless gems from those glorious days of yesteryear. We’ll take it chronologically when possible.

As a kid in the early 1940s, I truly was in love with Whirlaway and his nonpareil jockey, Eddie Arcaro. To hear my father tell it, Arcaro was racing’s greatest money rider, a blue-chip reinsman, a genius with a horse, particularly where stakes races were concerned. Needless to say, I believed every word. It wasn’t until a year later that I learned my father’s glowing praise of Arcaro’s talents was either innocently premature or wistfully misinformed. Years later, Eddie confirmed it was Whirlaway who made Eddie Arcaro a household name, not the other way around.

“I was working as full-time contract rider for Greentree Stable and trainer John Gaver,” he recalled. “Yes, I had won the Kentucky Derby, but only once, aboard Lawrin, in 1938. Guys like Isaac Murphy and Earl Sande already had won the Derby three times each. To most owners and trainers I was just another jock, but by record not really in the same league as Basil James, Charlie Kurtsinger, Georgie Woolf, Jackie Westrope, Johnny Longden, Johnny Adams, or Don Meade.”

Eddie, however, was gaining wider repute as a stakes rider; he didn’t win as many races as his contemporaries, but he more than held his own in features and handicaps. He got Whirlaway as his catapult to fame by strange coincidence. Whirlaway’s regular rider was a talented youngster, Wendell Eads, fresh from the apprentice ranks. Eads was under contract to Warren Wright’s Calumet Farm, whose stable was awaiting blast-off into incredible orbit as the sport’s newest and greatest racing and breeding empire.

Calumet Farm’s new trainer was the already accomplished Ben Jones, whose son, H. A. “Jimmy” Jones, wisely rode his father’s coattails as dutiful assistant. Ben Jones just happened to have been the trainer of Lawrin, on whose back he hoisted a 22-year-old Eddie Arcaro to annex the Kentucky Derby only three years earlier.

Whirlaway owned every natural talent a champion required. But by rakish behavior, he lost nearly as many races as he won, often bolting the outside fence turning for home, both as a 1940 2-year-old and as a budding 1941 3-year-old. His antics baffled Jones. Jockey Eads, also hopelessly bewildered, was physically unable to get the robust chestnut to keep a straight course.

As of Tuesday afternoon of Derby week 1941—the Roses Run was just four days hence—Whirlaway was just a gleam in Arcaro’s eye. Whirlaway was fancied highly in that Tuesday’s 1-mile Derby Trial, obviously the colt’s final Derby prep. You guessed it. He blew the turn, and the race, too, finishing second to Blue Pair. Jones was livid; Eads, embarrassed.

Eddie was thoughtfully winsome in New York, for two reasons. First, Greentree Stable had no 3-year-old for the Derby, making Eddie available. And second, he already had earned Ben Jones’ confidence and admiration when they teamed up to win the Derby three years ago.

“Ben called me.” Eddie beamed when recounting what occurred. “He asked me if I wanted to win my second Derby.”

“Well, I got a colt here,” Jones told him, “who needs your kind of strong but soft hands. He’s a world-beater, Eddie, but only if we can keep him on the straight and narrow.”

Eddie was on his way to Louisville. He’d smile inwardly when describing Jones’ tactics to teach Whirlaway to run straight and true. “Each morning, Ben would sit on a fat stable pony just a few feet off the inner rail, and he’d dare me—hell, he ordered me—to ride Whirlaway through that small opening, anything to keep the bugger from running out. I didn’t like the colt at all. Yeah, I knew he had size and skills, but he was nutty. He scared the hell out of me.

“Worse still—we’re in the paddock on Derby Day, and I’m still leery of taking him to the gate, and Ben takes out a pocket knife and cuts away the inside, or left, cup of Whirly’s blinkers. ‘Now he can only see the inside rail—that should keep him from bolting,’ Jones said. I hoped he knew what he was doing.”

First thing Eddie noticed about Whirlaway was his amazingly long tail; it all but touched the ground when he stood still. “That’s how got the nickname Mr. Longtail. It was long, bushy, flaming red,” said Eddie, and that tail became Whirlaway’s trademark.

Thus were glory days born, a saga inspired by a wonderfully crazy colt and a magical Italian with a big nose and the skilled hands of a young riding wizard. Sports pages came alive that day.

Whirlaway ran true that Derby Day, following Eddie’s flawless guidance, threading his way between and around horses, lancing four-wide turning for home with nary a hint of bolting. Striding imperiously, his flashy tail flowing behind, Whirlaway blazed home by eight widening lengths—still the race’s biggest winning margin—in Derby record time of 2:01[image: Image]. He smashed Twenty Grand’s mark of 10 years’ standing with a time that itself would stand the test of time. Northern Dancer, 23 years later, became the first Derby winner to hit 2:00 flat. As of these words, Secretariat’s 1:59[image: Image] (1973) remains the fastest Kentucky Derby ever.

Turf scribes and radio journalists lauded Arcaro’s ride as magisterial. “I got all the credit,” Eddie would say, “but it was Ben Jones who straightened Whirly out. And, never forget, Whirlaway did the running. Without him, I’d have been listening to the race on radio.”

With Greentree trainer John Gaver’s permission, Arcaro swept the Triple Crown, taking the Preakness in typical Whirlaway style—from last to first—and underscoring not only the colt’s crowd-pleasing penchant for the late kick, but Eddie’s uncanny ability to weave in and out of hot spots, potential pockets, and blind switches to guarantee a thumping, going-away, five-length victory.

But it was the 1941 Belmont Stakes that immortalized Eddie Arcaro, who was crowned “king of racing” by sports writers and columnists the nation over. So awesome was Mr. Longtail, only three starters challenged the Calumet flash at the grueling 1½ miles distance. Each opponent knew Whirlaway’s stoutheartedness for distance; they also knew he needed a fast early pace to set up his fearsome late surge. So the field of four walked out of the gate. No one was going to sacrifice himself on the altar of speed. They’d shrewdly save their best for last, the one weapon they possessed to neutralize Whirlaway’s now legendary Sunday punch.

One of Eddie’s rarest talents was his ability to unerringly assess running times. He had a clock in his head. Trainer Jimmy Jones told me: “Tell Eddie to work a horse 6 furlongs in 1:12 flat, and you needn’t look at your stop watch to tell you he hit the nail on the head. He was that damn good.”

Right off, soon as the Belmont barrier was sprung, Eddie sensed the slow pace. He mentally confirmed the snail-like first quarter; he was fourth and last, but only a few lengths off a lead that hardly had broken into a canter.

“Now any late-closer like Whirlaway is disadvantaged by a lack of speed. Speed’s what softens up the leaders. They’ve got to extend themselves, wear themselves out, or you’ll vainly wind up trying to catch fresh horses. I had a crucial decision to make.”

What Eddie decided was incredible. He spurred his mount, a colt whose modus operandi as late-runner was etched in stone, and they bolted to the fore. Settling up the backstretch with nearly a mile yet to run, Whirlaway left his three rivals in the dust, actually sprinting to a 7-length advantage. It was akin to asking a sprinter famed for high-octane zip to drop back to dead last and try to win from there.

Eddie bamboozled his three rivals, forcing them to react vigorously to answer his bold maneuver. Once in command, he regathered his equally mystified colt, giving him a breather to preserve his vaunted stamina for a more serious challenge as the field passed 1¼ miles.

Just when his pursuers asked the big question, Eddie again roused Whirlaway. The latter responded like a fresh horse, kicking into famed overdrive and galloping into history as Thoroughbred racing’s fifth Triple Crown champion and the easiest until then.

I experienced Whirlaway’s victory vicariously on radio and in the press. I those days, thanks to Whirlaway’s emergence as an incredible athlete, streamer headlines were regularly flashed across the front and back sports pages of Chicago’s daily papers. Few days went by in which columnists Red Smith and Joe Palmer—whose stories were often syndicated locally—weren’t accompanied by features from the Chicago typewriters of Arch Ward, Warren Brown, Leo Fischer, and John P. Carmichael. These guys loved racing as much as, if not more than, football and baseball. Thoroughbred racing had legitimately become big news, and racetracks flourished from all of the attention.

For example, I was with my folks on July 4, 1941, at Arlington Park to see favored Equifox, Equipoise’s most famous son, lose to longshot Steel Heels in the Stars and Stripes Handicap before no fewer than 50,638 fans, the most ever to jam Chicago’s most famous racing emporium. There was no TV then, no casino gambling, no riverboat betting. Most fans regarded horses they followed and bet on as genuine athletes, not some numbers game. Anytime a “name” Thoroughbred performed, track management was guaranteed anywhere from 5,000 to 10,000 additional patrons, eager to see racing history in the making.

I can honestly include Whirlaway in my personal account of the glory days, because I did see him perform that summer of 1941 at both Arlington Park and Washington Park (Arlington’s sister track, located on Chicago’s bustling south side). I saw Whirlaway race three times—sadly without Arcaro—and win twice. The first race was a prep for the Arlington Classic, with Eads back in the saddle; the second win was a powerhouse triumph in the American Derby with a nice jock, Alfred Robertson, aboard. In between, Whirly dropped a heartfelt loss to an upstart named Attention in the Classic. He was ridden that day by jockey Alfred Shelhamer.

I’ll have a lot more to say about Calumet Farm, trainers Ben and Jimmy Jones, Whirlaway, and Arcaro throughout this book. They were all part of racing’s glory days. Fact is, American Thoroughbred racing was just gathering momentum. War Admiral, a son of the great Man o’ War, had won the 1937 Triple Crown and was later defeated by the doughty Seabiscuit in their memorable 1938 match race at Pimlico in Maryland. Whirlaway, by his very name, his fiery countenance, his mode of victory, and a brilliant comradeship with racing’s newest jockey phenom, Eddie Arcaro, had rekindled interest in a sport whose greatest days lay just ahead.

We can gloss over 1942 for a more in-depth consideration later on—Arcaro’s hapless choosing of Devil Diver over Shut Out in the Derby; Alsab’s pulsating, by-a-whisker victory over 4-year-old Whirlaway in their special match race at Narragansett Park—because 1943 would produce yet another Triple Crown hero, the spirited Count Fleet, and one of the most underrated jockeys in American Thoroughbred history—Johnny Longden.

I never saw Count Fleet in person; I saw his Triple Crown via RKO Pathe News at the local cinema. But in August 1965 at Arlington, I was privileged to honor Johnny Longden, who at 58 was still active, reigning as America’s “winningest jockey of all time” with over 6,000 winners. Bill Shoemaker, who’d later displace Longden in the winners’ category (jockey Laffit Pincay Jr. is currently numero uno), also was on hand that afternoon.

Equally significant, I got to discuss Count Fleet with Longden, whose love and respect for the beast had not waned one whit. Naturally, he called the Count the best horse he’s even seen or ridden: “the closest thing to him was Citation.” It was a biased opinion, of course, but honestly felt. It was Johnny’s first and only Derby win, also his only Triple Crown. Count Fleet was so special to British-born Longden that he celebrated his 1943 Triple Crown sweep by becoming a United States citizen. Johnny always looked older physically than his age—appeared a wizened “old-timer” in his thirties when he piloted Count Fleet—but how that “old man” could ride!

I wasn’t totally prepared to concur with Longden’s cogent assessment of Count Fleet’s preeminence among Triple Crown winners. But my appreciation for the lightning-quick son of Reigh Count swelled markedly with each passing year—I just hated to grant any one colt, no matter how classy or fast, the glory of surpassing Whirlaway’s overall grandeur, especially in just two short seasons, 1941 to 1943. But Count Fleet was “one of the ones.” His greatness cannot be disputed.

A couple of years back, I was commissioned to create an unprecedented “Fantasy Race” marshaling the 14 greatest Kentucky Derby winners of the 20th century. I proudly exalted Count Fleet to an explosive, close-up third behind Citation and Secretariat—ahead of a spate of Louisville sluggers, including Seattle Slew, Swaps, Affirmed, Gallant Fox, Assault, Silver Charm, Northern Dancer, War Admiral, Spectacular Bid, Alysheba, and of course Whirlaway. With humble candor, I placed Whirlaway a somewhat lackluster seventh, though beaten by less than four lengths by Citation, who edged Secretariat by a long neck, that pair finishing only a half-length ahead of Count Fleet. I took rare delight in my integrity. And for the sake of argument—and in stout defense—I stand by that forecast-analysis.

Longden’s appraisal of Count Fleet is irrefutable on many levels. The colt was assigned a staggering 132 pounds by renowned racing handicapper John B. Campbell in the latter’s Experimental Free Handicap weights for the colt’s upcoming 1943 3-year-old season, following a spectacular 1942 juvenile campaign. It was the highest weight ever assigned by way of predicting a young colt’s future. In all fairness, that weight assignment measured Count Fleet only against his own seasonal opposition; it was in no way intended as a comparison with other mighty 2-year-olds, like Citation, Native Dancer, or Secretariat yet to appear.

But Count Fleet murdered his opposition as a 3-year-old winning everything in sight and with peerless alacrity, too. The nation went wild over Count Fleet’s Triple Crown: he won the Derby by 3, the Preakness by 8, then offered a startling foreglimpse of marvelous Secretariat by running away with the Belmont by 25 lengths, totally demoralizing his peers. Secretariat may have won the 1½ Belmont by 6 extra lengths, and in world record time, too, but Count Fleet compensated by capturing the first two legs of the Triple Crown by bigger margins and with consummate ease.

Much was said decades later when Secretariat, Seattle Slew, and Affirmed won their Triple Crowns of 1973, 1977, and 1978, respectively. These achievements were applauded enthusiastically because 25 years had elapsed between Secretariat’s Triple in 1973 and Citation’s Triple in 1948. In fact, the 1970s would have achieved a special notoriety all their own had Spectacular Bid, who handily annexed both the Derby and Preakness, not flopped dismally to finish third in the 1979 Belmont. His defeat, concomitant with other major sports changes as the 1980s dawned, all but brought down the curtain on racing’s days of glamour and glory.

Hark back to the 1930s and 1940s. Omaha won the 1935 Triple Crown, coincidentally the first time the three-race package was so named by turf columnist Charlie Hatton of the Daily Racing Form. War Admiral grabbed his Triple Crown two years later, in 1937; Whirlaway followed suit in 1941; Count Fleet conquered in 1943; Assault scored three years later in 1946; and Citation wrapped up a glorious 13 years of Triple Crown lore with his gallop of 1948.

Much of this action took place during the 1941–1945 World War II years. Racing coverage on radio and in the press—TV had not yet arrived—equalled anything baseball or football commanded. Attendance figures soared at tracks everywhere. When Arlington’s wartime meeting, 1943–1945, was switched across town to Washington Park, crowds between 45,000 and 56,000 were commonplace. Same for crowds at Churchill Downs, Pimlico, and New York.

Washington Park wasn’t the only Chicago track to prosper. Hawthorne, which was always forced to open the day after Labor Day, on a Tuesday—considered racing’s true “dog day”—also prospered. Its inner-city location drew 37,792 fans in 1937, over 37,000 again in 1943, and an all-time high of 39,033 in 1946.

Calumet Farm became racing’s breeding empire. Its Pensive exploded from dead last to win the 1944 Kentucky Derby with diminutive Conn McCreary aboard. Pensive should have won the Triple Crown—he won the Preakness handily—but dropped a heartfelt half-length decision to Bounding Home after appearing home free in deep stretch at Belmont Park.

Eddie Arcaro ascended to America’s jockey throne in 1945 when he guided Fred W. Hooper’s Hoop Jr. to a waltzing 6-length Derby victory, tying Earl Sande and Isaac Murphy with three Derby wins apiece. I hoped he’d notch No. 4 aboard Maine Chance Farm’s late-running Lord Boswell the following year. All he got was fourth; King Ranch’s upstart Assault stunned racing as the game’s seventh Triple Crown champion.

By 1947, when Eddie lost the Derby by a scant head on Phalanx to Maine Chance Farm’s speed-inspired Jet Pilot, I was head over heels in love with racing—not as some idle observer, but as the sport’s next Eddie Arcaro. I used to ride my bicycle 35 blocks at 5:00 each morning from my home a block off the Cicero–Madison intersection to Sportsman’s Park and Hawthorne, from 33rd to 35th, in Cicero, Illinois. There I met trainers William Hal Bishop, Angelo Cilio, and Bill Schmidt; also jockeys Tony Skoronski and Red Keene. I exercised horses for three wonderful weeks; my path as the sport’s next jockey sensation was set. The dream, as mentioned earlier, was short-lived. By 17, I had grown another inch and was packing 132 pounds. Neither Arcaro nor Longden had anything to worry about.

If racing’s glory days needed a defining moment, it happened in 1948. The racing scene erupted sensationally as the names Citation, Calumet Farm, the Jones boys, and Eddie Arcaro combined magically to spell perfection. Not since Man o’ War mesmerized sports observers in 1919–1920—though not to minimize the impact of Phar Lap, Seabiscuit, Colin, Sysonby, Count Fleet, Whirlaway, and Assault—had one horse inspired such love and respect. His name was Citation. And racing would never be the same, at least not for another quarter-century, until Secretariat came along to make turf headlines the world over.

I discovered Citation—I’ll devote more space to our bonding as horse and fan later on—by accident in late summer of 1947. I had driven my parents to Washington Park for the Washington Park Futurity. The big lure that day was Calumet Farm’s unbeaten filly Bewitch; she was gunning for her eighth straight victory, her third over “the boys.” She got it, too, but had to go all out to preserve her dignity over two male stablemates, Citation and Free America. The trio ran 1-2-3, and Bewitch was hailed as America’s top 2-year-old.

The Jones boys loved Bewitch, but they had discovered one better in Citation, who though failing to break Bewitch’s win streak slashed 5 lengths off her commanding 6-length lead in midstretch. Citation creamed Bewitch in New York later that fall and was acclaimed the nation’s 2-year-old kingpin. He then dominated his 1948 3-year-old division like no horse before or since. He piled up an incredible 19 wins in 20 starts—his lone second an excusable defeat. Citation was forced into premature retirement by leg injuries with 27 wins and 2 seconds in 29 career outings. Trainer Sunny Jim Fitzsimmons, who had saddled both Gallant Fox and Omaha to Triple Crown glory, confessed: “Citation’s done more than any horse I ever saw—and I saw Man o’ War!”

The media—press and radio—eagerly gave racing exposure. Let me try, if I may, to recreate how highly the media regarded Thoroughbred racing from Whirlaway onward, covering Count Fleet and Citation, moving on to Hill Gail and Native Dancer with the advent of television, and leading up to Secretariat’s emergence as “the second coming” of mighty Pegasus.

There were four Chicago daily papers—the Chicago Tribune and the Chicago Sun (later called the Sun-Times) in the morning, and the Daily News and Herald-American in the afternoon. Dave Feldman and Elmer Polzin combined to cover racing in Chicago Today; Joe Agrella, who adopted the name Bud Doble, wrote for the Sun; Maurice Shevlin and Frank Segretti had the Tribune’s racing beat; and George Swift both handicapped and wrote for the Daily News.

Not a day went by that some news from the Thoroughbred front wasn’t spotlighted, often given front-page importance. There were features galore, and every major Saturday stakes—sometimes midweek features, too—received headline coverage. Each paper’s sports editors, and all their name columnists, regularly followed the ponies. They were regular press-box denizens at the tracks, as faithful as those at the Cubs and White Sox ballparks.

Before TV, Chicago had daily radio broadcasts of every race day from Arlington, Washington, Hawthorne, and Sportsman’s. The broadcasts were delayed a half-hour, except major Saturday stakes, and the races usually were described in “bookie-room” fashion. For example: “They’re off . . . at the quarter it’s Coaltown by two, My Request is second by two, Citation’s third, and Better Self fourth . . . at the half, it’s still Coaltown, now by six . . . but Citation’s now second by three, and Better Self’s moved into third . . . they’re in the stretch—now here’s Citation taking the lead . . . Coaltown’s second, and My Request is far back in third . . . and at the wire, it’s Citation by four . . . Coaltown’s second, and My Request is third.” Exciting, so-so. Informative, yes. And we loved it.

There were no tollways or freeways in those days. Tracks like Arlington and Washington were nearly an hour’s ride from the hub of the city. Both also were served by trains. And the fans hungered for racing’s special romance, glamour, and action. Within miles, certainly within a block or two before you’d hit track gates, hawkers strode the middle road selling their wares—tip sheets, code horses, Daily Racing Forms. It was nothing short of a carnival atmosphere; your heart beat faster, your pulse quickened, and then the track’s huge grandstand came into view.

There were no TV monitors, but you could rent binoculars for 50 cents. The public address systems were not all that great, and announcers were not permitted to bring the call of the race inside the final 16th. Mostly because of TV’s absence, there were few distractions. No talking heads spewed forth handicapping hints. Every fan had his or her own handicapping system. My favorite fan response: “Hey, a guy doesn’t need somebody else’s help to lose his money!”

That, of course, didn’t prohibit “touting” from seedy insiders who were willing to share “hot inside info” for an equivalent $2 bet on the side. Touting was illegal; the track’s private security squad tried in vain to wipe it out. It was all part of the game—or as the Marx Brothers called it, A Day at the Races.

Racing was scheduled Monday through Saturday—never on Sunday. Upwards of 30,000 showed up every Saturday. First race was at 2 p.m. With only eight races a program, and as much as 30 minutes between races, it was a slow, leisurely pace that only seemed to intensify the excitement as the bugle sounded each call to post.

The jockeys’ quarters were conveniently located behind or under the stands. And the mighty little men in flashing silks would pass among spectators after dismounting in the vicinity of the winner’s circle. Each rider was called by his first name, often stopping to sign an autograph or two. They took the cheers and jeers in stride; there was usually some heckling.

Fans didn’t have one window at which to both bet and cash. There were separate windows for each kind of transaction. At the windows specifically to cash, there always seemed to be room to breathe and circulate. Each track boasted at least one fancy restaurant, not exactly gourmet, but sufficiently elegant to differentiate from the countless hamburger and hot dog refreshment stands on all floors of both clubhouse and grandstand. Liquor was available, and beer was the biggest seller.

Arlington, Washington, and Hawthorne featured turf, or grass, courses. I favored those because the day’s opening and closing races, usually over a distance of ground, were usually on the infield green, a medium, to Chicago’s credit, that was pioneered in the Windy City.

Not that hopscotching around is appealing, but I must jump to 1952 for the first Kentucky Derby telecast to a major market. In 1950–1951, a few New York races were beamed experimentally to the Midwest. Often they were preempted locally by ball games or wrestling, but the 1952 telecast of Hill Gail’s front-stepping Derby triumph helped solidify the sport’s glory days reputation. That day, Eddie Arcaro became the first jockey to win five Kentucky Derbys. It certified his fame as the Master, and he’d forever be the absolute against which riders would be measured.

Coincidentally, the sport’s first Triple Crown was televised a year later. A gray colt named Native Dancer was crowned the sport’s first TV matinee idol despite losing the Derby in one of the great upsets of all time, finishing a neck short of Dark Star. Alfred G. Vanderbilt’s Native Dancer would bounce back to win both the Preakness and Belmont, eventually retiring as one of racing’s undisputed greats. His Derby debacle was the only blemish on an otherwise invincible career.

Chicago genuinely reigned as the home of America’s finest summer racing. No idle claim, since every major stable, horse, and jockey flocked unashamedly to Arlington and Washington Parks, several staying on for Hawthorne’s annual fall season. The monarchy that was Calumet Farm—founded by Whirlaway’s 1941–1942 Horse of the Year titles, then reaffirmed by Pensive’s near-miss Triple Crown of 1943, and solidified by Citation’s dominance in 1948—was now an undisputed dynasty, to which American sports did ready obeisance. The stable’s Faultless accounted for the 1947 Preakness; Ponder flew from last to first to win the 1949 Derby; Hill Gail starred during the game’s first major Derby telecast in 1952.

Arlington–Washington majordomo Ben Lindheimer sprung the coup that certified Chicago’s glory days rating when he privately “hired” the services of Eddie Arcaro, convincing the great rider to abandon his traditional New York haunts for two brilliant Chicago campaigns (1952–1953), during which he broke all records for stakes triumphs. It wasn’t until a few years ago Eddie intimated to me that Lindheimer had provided a $25,000 annual fee, plus all the purse monies he could garner, to lure Eddie to the Midwest. “There was nothing illegal about it,” Eddie said smiling, “but that man simply made me an offer I couldn’t refuse at the time.”

Hey, $25,000 is peanuts today, but it was real money back then, a time when a $100,000 stakes or handicap was racing’s creme de la creme. Parenthetically, I called my first “hundred grander” in 1959, the Arlington Handicap on the grass, won in a daring three-horse finish by the great Round Table over Manassas and Noureddin. I was privileged to call the sport’s first million-dollar race, the 1981 Arlington Million. As fans in 34 lands watched the race on NBC TV, John Henry nailed upstart 30–1 The Bart right on the wire for all of the money!

By 1953, when Native Dancer’s TV image had made him and racing household names, new Thoroughbred luminaries were hot and heavy. Bill Shoemaker exploded as no rider before, piling up 485 winners—a whopping winning average of 29 percent. He wasn’t alone; newcomer Bill Hartack that year rode 350 winners, also a 29 percent rate. Shoe and Hartack would become Chicago regulars.

From 1953—mark it well—America’s three greatest jockeys of all time would cement racing’s glory days reputation. Eddie Arcaro was undisputed leader of the pack until his retirement in April 1962. Bill Hartack equalled Eddie’s record of five Kentucky Derbys, though he’d never threaten in number of Triple Crown scores. Diminutive Bill Shoemaker, who’d retire as the world’s winningest jockey, also enjoyed phenomenal Derby success, winning the Run for the Roses four times—but no Triple Crown.

Three great riders. Three distinct personalities. Three different riding techniques and styles. But each knew the shortest route to the winner’s circle. Each has a well-deserved chapter in this book to showcase his skills and achievements.

In 1955, Arlington and Washington Parks’ Ben Lindheimer achieved another major racing coup—the nationally televised $100,000 winner-take-all Swaps–Nashua match race, ambitiously billed as the “Race of the Century.” Nashua, King of the East, had won both the Preakness and Belmont after being upset by Swaps, King of the West, in the Derby. The arch rivals met for their second and last time on the Midwest’s neutral battleground at the classic 1¼ miles. Arcaro rode Nashua; Shoemaker was aboard Swaps. Both colts had gone undefeated since their Derby bout four months earlier. Nashua wreaked merciless revenge—and later I’ll devote more time to the race—and the event, the last of the great match races, still rates as a timeless reminder of racing’s glory days.
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