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  PROLOGUE


  WALT DISNEY LOVED Dan Patch. Or rather, he loved the idea of Dan Patch. He never saw Dan in person, but the great horse became a symbol of America to the Pied Piper of Americanism. When Disney was planning his first full-length live action film in the early 1940s, he chose to adapt a lovely little children’s book, Sterling North’s Midnight and Jeremiah. It was a perfect fit for Walt Disney: the story of an orphaned Indiana farm boy who saves an unwanted black lamb and wins a special prize at the county fair.


  It took Disney more than five years to get the story into movie theatres. There were the wartime delays that bedeviled every studio, as well as financial problems growing out of several unsuccessful animated films and another partly live action film, Song of the South.


  Mostly the problem was Walt Disney himself. He wanted the production of what he renamed So Dear to My Heart to be exactly right because it meant so much to him. It was to be his homage to small town America, born of a love he developed during four childhood years in rural Missouri.


  Disney was determined to add his vision to Sterling North’s, although the original book showed plenty of affection and admiration for rural life. To Walt Disney, turn-of-the-century America meant Dan Patch and he wanted the horse in his movie.


  He had his screenwriters add an event that had never happened to him in Marceline, Missouri, although he certainly wished it had. The original book began with the birth of the black lamb, but Disney had the writers open with little Jeremiah Kincaid watching as Dan Patch’s special railroad car stops in Fulton Corners, Indiana. The great racehorse is brought out to stretch his legs and have a shoe reset by Uncle Hiram, the local blacksmith. Disney picked a horse very much like the real Dan Patch to play the part, a dark brown beauty with a tiny white star. Jeremiah, like Walt Disney, was smitten and when the black lamb came into his life, he named it Danny.


  Once Dan Patch was in the script, Sterling North himself rewrote Midnight and Jeremiah to add the Dan Patch scene. He then changed both Midnight’s name and the title of the book.


  So Dear to My Heart was released early in 1949 to good reviews but modest box office sales. Still, it remained one of Disney’s favorites and figured in two of the most important steps later taken by his company. When he scheduled programming for his first weekly television series, So Dear to My Heart was placed near the top of the list of feature films to alternate with television specials. It was shown on the fifth episode of the series, on the day before Thanksgiving 1954, a slot that Disney figured would provide a huge family audience. Of all the feature films in the Disney vault, only Alice in Wonderland’ was broadcast sooner.


  So Dear to My Heart also figured prominently in Disney’s earliest concept of Disneyland. He hoped to build a miniaturized version of turn-of-the-century small town America, and Granny Kincaid’s farmhouse was planned as a centerpiece. Disneyland eventually opened as a full-sized amusement park, but Disney clung to his idea in Main Street U.S.A., which still welcomes visitors to all the Disney theme parks. It represents Marceline, Missouri, where Disney lived from 1906 to 1910. Marceline was the model for Fulton Corners, Indiana, which welcomed Dan Patch in So Dear to My Heart.


  What was it about Dan Patch that so captured the imagination of the man who gave the word “imagineer” to the lexicon? Part of it was the fact that the horse was so very good. As a child growing up in the Midwest, Disney would have heard about the unbeaten race record and the fastest harness mile in history. And part of it was the publicity. All the lithographs and posters and flip-card movies that promoted him must have appealed to the young artist who couldn’t see the real Dan Patch but could see the next best thing.


  But most of all it was because Dan Patch was so completely and utterly American. He rose up from next-to-nowhere to be the best there ever was in his sport, a uniquely American sport at that. He and his human partners lived what came to be known as the American Dream. The millions of people who loved him aspired to the dream themselves and some, like Walt Disney, wanted Dan Patch right there with them when their dreams came true.


  1


  DAN PATCH’S AMERICA


  DAN PATCH REPRESENTED his time and place so perfectly that, if he hadn’t existed, somebody might have tried to invent him. A few decades earlier, Horatio Alger’s rags-to-riches Paul the Peddler and Ragged Dick embodied all the poor boys who succeeded in life by combining hard work and a trip out West, just as thousands of other Americans were doing.


  A few years later, Edward Stratemeyer would make himself wealthy with stories of a youthful inventor whose discoveries mirrored early twentieth century American accomplishments. Stratemeyer created a pseudonym and a character: Tom Swift. Tom invented flying machines, space trains, and prototype televisions. Tom’s Amazing Works (always capitalized and sometimes with an exclamation point) were what his young readers knew they might do, if only they were a little cleverer.


  But unlike Ragged Dick and Tom Swift, Dan Patch was real. He didn’t have to be invented and needed no fake name to tell his story, although his human handlers did take advantage of what the era had to offer to magnify what was already there. What was there was a turn-of-the-century everyman in the body of a very good racehorse.


  Dan Patch lived, raced, and prospered at the very center of a changing America. In some ways, Dan’s life at the center was literal. In the census of 1890, the geographical center of population had moved into Indiana. That’s the point at which half the population lives to the east and half to the west, while half lives to the north and half to the south. By 1900, four years after Dan was foaled, the point was into central Indiana, even closer to his birthplace in Oxford. In 1920, four years after his death, the center was well into western Indiana, continuing its westward journey into Illinois.
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  The population center of the United States remained in Indiana throughout Dan Patch’s lifetime. (Map: U.S. Census Bureau)


  Although population doesn’t necessarily mean wealth and importance, the center’s movement across Dan Patch’s home state coincided neatly with a shift in politics, money, and cultural significance, a movement that helped make a famous horse out of a good one.


  Politics first: the almost exact division between Republicans and Democrats in Indiana and the other Midwestern states made the region a center of attention for politicians. Indiana alone had five citizens running for president or vice president in the twelve years preceding Dan Patch’s birth. Three were Democrats. Two, including President Benjamin Harrison, were Republicans. Nobody knew which way Indiana would go, so the political power brokers of Washington and New York kept a close eye on news coming out of Dan Patch’s state.


  Then money: although the population center might still be moving west, the free frontier lands in the far west were gone by the time of Dan’s birth. Farmland of the old frontier—the Midwestern states including Indiana—had become more valuable, even allowing for occasional recessions. Improvements in farm machinery, better railroads, and growing markets in the expanding cities made farming more lucrative for those who could afford to hold onto their acreage. There were fewer farmers than in mid-century, but the ones who survived had money to spend. They crowded the agricultural fairs, where harness racing was always the climax of the weeklong event.


  Finally, culture: the writer of the late nineteenth century whose characters came closest to representing Americans as they liked to think of themselves was James Whitcomb Riley of Greenfield, Indiana, a small town much like Dan’s hometown of Oxford. Riley wrote of “Little Orphan Annie” and the “old swimmin’ hole” and driving a horse out to see “old Aunt Mary.” He wrote of an idyllic time and safe, clean, prosperous places— mostly small towns.
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  James Whitcomb Riley of Indiana wrote of an idyllic small town America and the kind of people who came to revere Dan Patch. (Photo: Indiana Teachers Association Booklet 1905)


  Most Americans of James Whitcomb Riley and Dan Patch’s time didn’t actually live in small towns, but rather on farms or in cities. But the towns represented the middle ground between the two, and people liked to imagine themselves there. So they loved Riley, who wrote of small town America, and they came to love Dan Patch, who represented the same thing.


  When Riley wrote of a whistling boy “now unlocking in memory my store of heartiest joy” he tweaked the memories of both city people and farmers who never actually had the time to stroll about whistling when they were children, although they wished they had. Riley’s death on July 22, 1916, was just two weeks after Dan Patch’s own.


  The Midwest, the former frontier, had reached the center of American life at the time of Dan Patch’s birth, and midwesterners’ opinions counted. In January of 1900, just as Dan reached racing age, the Republican Party chose Senator Albert Beveridge of Salisbury, Indiana, to articulate their position on international policy.


  “God,” announced Beveridge to the Senate on January 7, “has marked the American people as his chosen nation.” It was a call to imperialism and, Beveridge said, control of the undeveloped countries of the world was “the divine mission of America.” It looked like Dan Patch’s small-town Midwest might be finding itself at the center of the world, not just the country.


  As America moved to the middle in terms of numbers, so it did in terms of people. All the new factories and mills of the late nineteenth century meant a growth in middle managers and office workers, people who weren’t rich but certainly weren’t poor. They, and the comfortable farmers, had money to spend on enjoyment, but not so much that they could entertain themselves with summer houses in Newport or cruises to Europe. Instead, they took day trips to sporting events, fairs, and other public activities.


  Equally important for Dan Patch and his fellow athletes, these new people of the middle had leisure time as well as extra money. Although most worked six days a week, they often had Saturday afternoons off. With money in their pockets, they were ready to head to the stadium or the racetrack. They could also afford to lay a small wager with bookmakers. Though usually illegal, bookmakers crowded every sporting venue.


  During the thirty years before the birth of Dan Patch, American sports had begun their slow growth into their modern selves, with formal rules and operational structures. Some, like baseball, mostly originated in cities and large towns and greatly appealed to blue-collar people.


  In 1871, the National Association of Base-Ball Players was organized. On May 4, the Fort Wayne, Indiana, Kekiongas hosted the Maryland Base Ball Club for what is considered the first-ever entirely professional baseball game. We don’t know how many people showed up that day, but on May 5, people in Washington D.C. were amazed to hear that 3,000 paying customers crowded the field to see the Washington Olympics beat the Boston Red Stockings 10–1.


  In 1876, a new National Baseball League brought the sport to even more cities. In 1882, the American Association arrived. The first World Series, which matched the Detroit Wolverines and the St. Louis Browns over fifteen games in the fall of 1887, attracted a total attendance of 51,000—an average of 3,500 per game. The organizers were pleased at the number of people willing to pay twenty-five cents to see a championship game.


  Boxing appealed to many of the same people as baseball. The rough talking second generation Irishman John L. Sullivan became a true star in the 1880s, with small boys following him down the streets of Boston. In 1892, Sullivan faced a challenge by handsome young James Corbett.


  “I can beat him without getting my hair mussed,” Gentleman Jim boasted before the fight. He was nearly right, defeating Sullivan in a mere twenty-one rounds before 2,000 people, earning each boxer several thousand dollars.


  On the other economic wing, football drew smaller crowds and earned little money for anybody, since it was primarily an amateur sport played at Eastern colleges. If baseball and boxing belonged to the lower classes, football was the property of the rich. It didn’t bother football fans that only a few hundred people might watch an important game if the people who counted were there. The first stadium exclusively for football wasn’t even built until 1903, and that was a modest affair at Harvard. An effort to create professional teams began about 1895, but the first league didn’t appear until 1920.


  Golf and tennis were around, but they existed for the players. Spectators, even at national championships, were mostly other players who wanted to see people play the game better than they could themselves. They were rarely charged admission and average people had never heard of the stars.


  Looming above all these sports like a colossus was horse racing. Thoroughbred racing, where carefully bred running horses competed under saddle, and harness racing, where horses raced while pulling high wheeled carts or wagons, each drew huge crowds. Most tracks had a free field where working class people could attend. They couldn’t see much, but they could bet. The tracks often had luxurious clubhouses where rich owners and their friends enjoyed excellent views. But, most of all, the tracks had grandstands and betting rings and concessions for the growing numbers of middle-income fans.


  The National Base Ball League might proclaim itself satisfied with 3,500 people at a championship game, but as many people would come to see an ordinary race on an ordinary day. A crowd of 12,000 at a baseball game might rate a headline, but a few years before the Civil War, a race on Long Island drew somewhere between 70,000 and 100,000 people. Not surprisingly, nobody was able to count the crowd.
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  Goldsmith Maid drew 20,000 fans to a race in Saginaw, Michigan, in 1874, nearly half the population of the entire county. Harness racing was the country’s most popular sport during the second half of the nineteenth century. (Lithograph: Currier and Ives)


  A top shortstop might wow people with his $3,500 a year salary, but a top trotter could earn more than that in one race. The trotting mare Goldsmith Maid averaged $28,000 a year in earnings over her thirteen-year racing career in the 1860s and 1870s, and a dozen or more lesser horses could expect to earn at least $10,000 a year.


  The big names in harness racing were big names—period. When the famous driver Hiram Woodruff died in 1867 at the age of fifty, he was said to be second in renown only to General U. S. Grant. When Goldsmith Maid showed up at a race in Saginaw, Michigan, in July of 1874, she drew a crowd of 20,000. The last heat of the competition between the famous mare and her challenger, Judge Fullerton, was so thrilling that there was pandemonium in the crowded stands. One of the fans noticed a young woman depositing her baby on the ground in order to cheer the Maid to victory.


  “Madam, your child!” the fan cried.


  “Oh, I forgot all about Baby,” the woman said. “But it makes no difference. I expect to have several babies, but I never expect to see another Goldsmith Maid.”


  The interchange was reported in a national newspaper, and it may or may not have been true. But what was true was the wide appeal of harness racing in nineteenth-century America. Men and women, young and old: everybody showed up at the racetrack.


  At harness racing’s peak in the late nineteenth century there were nearly a thousand harness tracks in North America. New “driving parks” were built across the country, including the West Coast, but harness racing became closely identified with the Midwest, thanks to important new tracks in Cleveland, Chicago, Saginaw, and other cities. Races held in conjunction with agricultural fairs also contributed to the importance of the sport to the Midwest, and vice versa. By the time of Dan Patch’s birth in 1896, harness racing was truly the sport of the center.


  It was not, strictly speaking, Standard-bred racing as we know it today. There was an effort already underway to standardize pedigrees, but horses could still compete whether their bloodlines were “standard” or not. It was “light harness” racing and in most of the country drew more fans than Thoroughbred racing.


  It was also a changing sport, but the changes merely created a more fertile field for the development of a star like Dan Patch. One alteration had occurred well before Dan came along.


  There had been a brief flirtation earlier in the century with races between horses pulling vehicles as fast as they could, at a flat out gallop. But the Ben Hur-like free-for-alls were dangerous, with flipping carts and ejected drivers, and they proved almost impossible to bet on. The gallop was left to Thoroughbreds, and the middle gait between the walk and the gallop—the trot—was settled upon for harness racing. It was a good, consistent gait, one at which you could compare one horse to another, even if one raced in Ohio and the other in New Jersey. You could declare one horse best: the proof was right there in the stopwatch.


  There was a period of several decades in which trotters competed under saddle, but by the second half of the nineteenth century, trotters competed under harness. Except that not all harness horses trotted.


  Thanks to the melting pot origins of harness horses, for some of them the middle gait between the walk and the gallop was a pace, not a trot. In this gait, both legs on one side of the body move forward and back at the same time. In a trotter, the left front and right hind, for example, move forward while the right front and left hind move back—the standard locomotion technique for a four-legged mammal.


  The pace earned no respect on the racetracks of the East. The fact that the pace was faster than the trot didn’t matter. Possibly the wealthy people who helped support harness racing on the East Coast thought pacing didn’t look quite right. Whatever the reason for the Easterners’ bias, fans in the Midwest had no such prejudices.


  Races for pacers, rarely scheduled on Eastern tracks, began appearing on Midwest fair programs shortly after the Civil War. Eventually, the fans couldn’t be ignored and, by the 1890s, the pacing sport had its first true stars, horses who drew huge crowds wherever they appeared. Among them was Star Pointer, who was the first harness racehorse to reach the two-minute mile plateau. He did it in 1897, six years before a trotter managed the feat, pushed by two outstanding horses named Joe Patchen and John R. Gentry.


  Another change in harness racing was less visible but equally important to the creation of the legend of Dan Patch. The horse as transportation was on his way out, and the horse as athlete was on his way in. It was not a sudden event.


  The racing harness horse preceded the internal combustion engine by decades, and successful trotters were obviously athletes. But they weren’t far removed from working horses. Lady Suffolk, the best trotting horse of the first half of the nineteenth century, was discovered working as a carthorse on Long Island. Flora Temple, who came along ten years after Lady Suffolk, had her tail bobbed as a foal, since she was destined to be a working horse, a job she would have held if she hadn’t been found to be so fast.


  Flora Temple raced until 1861, the year before an Austrian engineer named Siegfried Marcus developed a little one-cylinder engine with a crude carburetor. Marcus had no particular use for his engine; he just wanted to see if he could make it run on distilled oil. But German engineer Gottlieb Daimler did have a use in mind. In 1886, he placed his more advanced, gasoline-burning version of the Marcus engine in front of a stagecoach and had himself a carriage that ran without a horse.


  Harness racing fans in America knew nothing of the first use of an automobile. A few may have read about the second, but only the most perceptive of them would have thought it had anything to do with their favorite sport. Even when Massachusetts mechanics Charles and Frank Duryea built a horseless vehicle in 1893, most people probably thought the men were working on a hobby. Astute observers saw something else in the Duryeas’ announcement in June of 1896, six weeks after Dan Patch was foaled in Indiana, that they had just sold their thirteenth vehicle. They got a glimpse of the future.


  Even the less insightful knew something was up by 1901, when Ransome Eli Olds of Detroit announced that he was going to apply the concept of the assembly line to horseless carriages, because demand was too great to build them one by one. Automobiles clearly weren’t going away.


  They still seemed to a few people to be expensive toys, with only about 8,000 on the road in the U.S. when the Oldsmobile went into production. Those automobiles had to run on the same dirt and gravel roads that horses used, since hardly any American roadways had been paved with concrete. The vehicles got stuck, broke down, and otherwise became incapacitated at a far higher rate than horses did. By anybody’s standards, horses were more efficient on the vast majority of roads.


  Still, everybody was talking about automobiles. The number 8,000 represented an increase of almost 3,000 percent in six years. By the time Dan Patch had reached racing age, it was clear to almost everyone that end was in sight for the horse as a mode of transportation.


  The fact that harness racing had begun its transformation into a pure sport rather than a representation of real life not only didn’t hurt its popularity, it seemed to increase the excitement. Time, the quantification of speed, became everything. It wasn’t just important that a horse won, but that he went fast. People would no longer have to pretend that that their carriage horses could go as fast as a Flora Temple, given good luck and expert training. The fast trotters and pacers were now recognized as uniquely talented, not just faster versions of ordinary horses. When it was clear they weren’t ordinary, they could become stars that flamed as brightly as any celebrated human.


  Late nineteenth century developments in communication made sure that news of racing accomplishments could be spread fast and wide. Innovations in printing had occurred in small steps since 1455, when Johannes Gutenberg amazed the monks of Mainz, Germany, with a bible produced from moveable type on a printing press.
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  Joseph Pulitzer of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and the New York World brought extensive sports coverage to American newspapers. (Chromolithograph: Library of Congress)


  Then in 1886 came Linotype, followed closely by the similar Monotype. These inventions mechanized typesetting, allowing an operator to sit at a keyboard, never actually touching type. Even a modestly skilled Linotype operator could set 350 lines an hour, rather than 350 words.


  At the same time, both the telephone and the telegraph were becoming widely available in almost all parts of the United States. By 1900 there were 1.4 million telephones in the country, and some of the most enthusiastic users were newspaper reporters.


  They had plenty of places to phone in their reports. In 1900 more than 2,000 daily newspapers were published in the United States; never before or since have there been so many. The growing American middle was responsible for the increased demand for newspapers, and part of the demand was for news of the sports that they were becoming so fond of. The Spirit of the Times, subtitled “A Journal of the Turf,” had begun publication in New York in 1831, but its circulation remained modest for years. The new demand for sports coverage required something more.


  It was provided by Joseph Pulitzer, a newspaper owner from St. Louis, whose understanding of the American heartland led him to add sports coverage to his publications. When Pulitzer acquired the New York World in 1883, a well-staffed sports department was one of his first and most important additions.


  Pulitzer was known for his zeal for accuracy but also for his understanding of his audience. He was a man of the middle, and he knew what middle America wanted.


  “Put it before them briefly so they will read it,” he ordered his staff. “Put it clearly so they will appreciate it and picturesquely so they will remember it.” Sports coverage seemed tailor-made for his guidelines.


  Horse racing coverage was vital to the new sports sections of the World and its competitors, who now had to add sports to compete with Pulitzer. By the time Dan Patch reached the track, there was racing coverage in virtually every daily newspaper in the country, even partisan ones whose primary reason for being was to promote a cause or political party. Whenever a racing star appeared, every American could read about it.


  The same influences of technology and demographics that led to sports coverage in American newspapers in the late nineteenth century helped create modern advertising. The growing middle class had discretionary money to spend, manufacturers had technological developments to help them produce massive quantities of their products, and newspapers were widely circulated to their best potential customers. Manufacturers turned in huge numbers to advertising. In mid-century, ads were simple affairs.


  “We guarantee our celery malt compound,” announced Dr. Barkley, whose mustachioed drawing was on each label. Ladies were urged to use “highly recommended almond nut cream.” The portrait on the label didn’t make it clear if the cream contributed to the elaborate hairdo shown on the model, or maybe to her flawless complexion.


  With all the products to be sold and all the money to be had, it was inevitable that somebody would make it his goal to understand advertising. Among the someones was Albert D. Lasker of Chicago, another man of middle America.


  “Give them a reason why,” he said to manufacturers about their advertising. “Tell them what the product will do and why they should buy it.”


  By the time Dan Patch was making his name on the small tracks of Indiana a couple of years later, even a modestly successful horse feed manufacturer understood the concept. You could buy a good horse, make him a great one, and then tell the world that it happened because he ate your horse feed.


  Finally, marketing was beginning to emerge. The use of a famous name to sell a product was found to be effective, as in the case of the Grover and Barber Family Sewing Machine vouched for by Mrs. U. S. Grant, who probably hadn’t had to put her own hand to sewing for twenty years.


  In the 1870s, the fledgling baseball leagues got their names before the public by having illustrated cards inserted in tobacco packages. These very early baseball cards didn’t publicize individual players but rather the teams, and they proved unpopular. Baseball cards disappeared, then returned with a vengeance in 1909, after Dan Patch’s phenomenally publicized racing career, with one star player illustrated on each card. Men and boys now collected the cards eagerly.


  Clever promoters also discovered that it could be lucrative to publicize individuals simply to make them famous, knowing that the profits would be waiting further down the road. In 1876, John Burke created both the role of the modern press agent and the career of a western hero when he traveled from newspaper to newspaper talking up “Buffalo Bill” Cody. He offered them stories of Cody’s exploits, exaggerated but not able to be discounted, and made him the talk of the country.


  This was what was happening in America when Dan Patch was foaled in 1896. The middle class Midwesterner had become the quintessential American. He loved sports, had the time to attend, and the money to buy newspapers to read about them. What he loved most was horse racing, particularly harness racing, although baseball and football were trying to compete for his favors. Pacers particularly intrigued him, since they were faster than trotters.


  Newspaper publishers, advertisers, and marketers had learned, maybe a little late and a little reluctantly, to understand the average American, and they now knew how to give him what he wanted. It turned out that he wanted a pacing star, and he was ready to embrace the one who came along as no horse ever had.


  2


  THE SHOPKEEPER OF OXFORD, INDIANA


  IT WAS LOVELY land for growing things, a fact recognized by the first human residents of the area. Those early people learned that you could actually stay put and still have enough to eat. Northwestern Indiana is the doorstep to the North American prairie, the glorious grassland that covered a third of the continent at the time Europeans arrived.


  It was and remains a land of exceptionally rich soil, thanks to countless small creeks and streams that drain into the Wabash, then into the Ohio River. Snow melt from winter and plenty of rain through spring and summer have produced a thick black loam that will grow pretty much anything a person might want to plant.


  What nature wanted to put down was grass. Where the prairie begins, near present-day Benton County and its former county seat of Oxford, the grass once grew so tall that man and horse could find themselves swallowed up by it. Early nineteenth century diary-keepers, men who joined parties looking for land to settle, vividly described what they saw. To one it was an “empire of bluestem,” to another a “sea of grass.” Nearly everybody talked about “grass as far as the eye can see.”


  A favorite Benton County story tells of a group of land-lookers who, in 1824, misplaced a member of their party when he foolishly rode his horse off the trail and into the grass. The others passed by without noticing, and the wayward settler suffered through several minutes of terror until he found his way back to his companions. He was lost in what we now call the tallgrass prairie, richer and more fertile than the shortgrass prairie further west. The tallgrass is largely gone today, thanks to its very richness, replaced by farmland.


  The first residents of Benton County to figure out how to grow crops made scarcely a ripple in that sea of grass. They began their planting about the time Christ was born on the other side of the world, which makes them relative latecomers to agriculture. Ironically, the fertility of the land actually discouraged farming. The prairie was thick with well-fed buffalo and the woodlands just to the east were filled with smaller game.


  With so much game, planting wasn’t necessary, but it was useful. You didn’t have to move camp so often if you had a dependable supply of food that stayed put. So the people learned to plant.


  The settlers came to Indiana from the mountains of Virginia and Tennessee and Pennsylvania, from places where the land was hard and the soil was poor. Some came from England and Ireland, where the soil might be good but the land was taken. They were farmers, most of them, and the rich black loam was not merely a happy bonus. It was their reason for moving and the land’s reason for being.


  The sea of grass became oceans of corn, wheat, and oats. But even as tallgrass was plowed under and fields replanted, farmers made a wonderful discovery. As good as the land was for growing crops, it was just as good—possibly better—for growing livestock. Bluegrass replaced bluestem.
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  The limestone-rich soil of western Indiana proved ideal for crops and even better for raising livestock. (Photo: Library of Congress)


  Indiana farmers assumed that it was the black loam that made such high producing milk cows and strong healthy horses. But they were wrong, at least partly. The loam made the grass, but it was what lay under the loam that made the milk rich and the bones strong. Indiana sits on a foundation of limestone, and it’s no coincidence that in all of the great horse breeding regions of the world, limestone lies under the soil. The Bluegrass Region of Kentucky, Newmarket in England, Normandy in France – each lies directly on a deep deposit of limestone. Calcium from the limestone finds its way into the grass and leaches into the water drunk by the farm animals.


  The Messners followed the land west as the Indians moved out, but they weren’t thinking particularly of farming, and not at all of horses. Michael Messner, son of German immigrants, was a carpenter, one of the best builders of barns in Western Pennsylvania. As a man watching for opportunity, Michael looked west. His wife, Catherine Clark, already had the call of the West in her blood, being Scotch-Irish.


  In 1836, Michael, Catherine, and their three young sons left Cumberland County, Pennsylvania, for Ohio, where the forests were thick with oak and pine and where an ambitious carpenter could stock his business and clear himself a good sized farm at the same time. The other people moving west would need houses and barns on their new land. Daniel Messner Senior was eleven at the time of his family’s move to Darke County, Ohio.


  What people noticed most about Darke County was the timber. There were logs enough to build cities, if people came. The logs were sufficient to cross Ohio with plank roads, if you could find the laborers to lay them. Messner prospered in New Madison, where he and Catherine settled. Michael built more barns and houses, amassing both money and land. When he was old enough, Daniel joined his father at his construction jobs, laying joists and pegging frames.


  When he reached adulthood, Daniel Messner too heard of better land to the west. In Western Indiana, he was told, the soil was extraordinarily rich and farmers were clamoring for huge new barns for their flourishing herds of livestock. In January 1849, Daniel and his new wife Rebecca packed up and moved to Northwestern Indiana. Daniel bought 300 acres near Pine Village in Warren County and set about becoming an Indiana farmer.


  He also continued his carpentry, and quickly became known for his timber-framed barns. Within twenty years, you would have been hard pressed to find a wood frame barn in the northern half of Warren County not built by Daniel Messner. As a farmer and barn-builder, Daniel appreciated horses and always kept several. They were working horses, not racehorses. Sport, he believed, was for men of leisure, and carpenters who also farmed had little of that.


  As he approached fifty, Daniel retained his acreage, but began to drift away from both carpentry and farming. In 1874 he opened a dry goods store in Pine Village, the largest town in northern Warren County near his farm. He did well but recognized that he had to find a town with more prospects if he hoped to continue his climb up the economic ladder.


  In 1877 he settled upon Oxford, a few miles to the north in Benton County. Oxford had lost its title as county seat, but it remained an important hub for farmers and travelers, thanks to depots for two major railroads. A merchant could make serious money in a town where farmers had to come to buy their goods and sell their crops. In November 1877, Daniel Messner closed his store in Pine Village and opened a new one in a handsome brick building on the public square in Oxford.


  Daniel, his wife, and the youngest four of his nine children loaded their household goods into a four-horse wagon and traveled a muddy five miles from the farm to a house in Oxford. Among the children who made the move was Daniel’s sixth son, sixteen-year-old Daniel Junior.


  Young Dan was not a farmer, preferring to clerk in the store where his carefully chosen and stylish clothing would stay clean. Not that his health would permit the physically demanding life of a farmer. Even as a young boy, he suffered recurrent illnesses. Nothing serious, but enough to keep him out of the fields.


  In his twenties, Dan noticed a little arthritis and began a lifetime of visits to mineral springs. But in spite of his health and his indoor job, he developed a deep and profound love of horses. His father didn’t understand it, and young Dan didn’t exactly understand it himself, but he was fascinated with horses.
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  Daniel Messner Jr., Dan Patch’s breeder and first owner shown in a 1905 postcard.


  But that was a sideline, a hobby. When his father’s partner decided to sell his share of the Oxford store in 1885, twenty-four-year-old Dan became a full partner. At first he was primarily a clerk. He was gregarious and likeable and sold plenty of Panama hats to the men and finely stitched silk handkerchiefs to the women.


  He became a specialist in choosing goods for the store, negotiating prices to ensure a profit, and displaying the items in a way that would attract the eye. He made buying trips by train to the big cities of the Midwest, particularly Chicago and Cincinnati, to select clothing and fabrics and sewing machines for Messner and Son to offer. He might spend $2,000 on a trip, a figure large enough to create a stir in Oxford and lure even more customers into the Messners’ store.


  Dan Junior settled into his career in merchandising just as traditional dry goods stores were transforming themselves into modern department stores in towns and cities across America. A frenzy of post-Civil War railroad building had ensured that almost every town big enough to support a store also had a depot, allowing distant customers to come into town.


  Although Oxford never enjoyed a population much above 1,000, it was a commercial center, thanks to the two railroads and its location on a well-traveled road between Chicago and Indianapolis. The town might have been small, but nobody in Oxford considered it a backwater.


  In 1892, Dan Messner married twenty-year-old Maud Marie Dodson, the daughter of a prosperous farmer from nearby Oak Grove. Maud’s father, Elias, came from a prominent Virginia family, one with the misfortune to own land in Rappahannock County at the northern end of the Shenandoah Valley. Over the four years of the Civil War, armies of both sides had marched, camped, fought over, and devastated the county.


  Elias Dodson had an additional problem. One branch of the family was Unionist and the other was so loyal to the Confederacy that they named a son Stonewall Jackson Dodson. After the war, Elias felt it best to leave Virginia, moving west with his wife, Fanny, in the early 1870s. He had since done well with his share of Indiana land.


  Like the Messners, the Dodsons believed in education and had sent Maud back to Virginia to school. Maud Messner was a woman of education and social status who, although she never actually worked in the store, became an important figure in its success.


  Women were the key to profit in the modern department store. Women might not have been able to vote and their job opportunities were limited, but in the newly middle class America, they had begun to make most of the purchasing decisions.


  Maud Messner presided over Saturday night hours at Messner and Son. The lighting was good, the atmosphere was wholesome, and the women of the Oxford area enjoyed a safe and social place to go. The Messners also offered rooms in their building for meetings of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and to the town library. Women felt secure, welcome, and willing to spend.


  Dan Messner Junior found himself doing very well indeed. He could afford fine suits, a step up in quality from those sold in the store. When he traveled to New York on buying trips, he visited the wholesalers for store goods and then went to a favorite shoemaker for custom-made footwear, a tailor to make a year’s supply of fine cotton shirts, and a favored jeweler for his diamond stickpins.


  But still there was the thought of horses. His buying trips allowed him to visit racetracks throughout the Midwest and, occasionally, in the East. Like most sons of Indiana farmers, Dan Messner had little interest in watching Thoroughbreds run, although he could appreciate a fine horse of any breed. What he wanted to see was driving horses, animals who could pull a cart or sulky at a trot almost as fast as other horses could gallop.


  Like all sons of Indiana farmers, Messner saw most of his racing at fairs. The fairs were first intended to show off livestock and agricultural products, but by the end of the century the organizers managed to involve the whole family. A farmer might enter his best-looking cow and his plumpest pig, but a housewife from town could also compete for prizes with her favorite quince jam or the embroidered apron that best showed off her needle skills.


  Midways began appearing at fairs in the 1870s. The carnival-like rows of tents and booths offered tickets to see bearded women, chances to throw balls and win giant dolls (which nobody ever quite did), and the opportunity to buy sticky, pink candy creams.


  Farmers condemned the midway as unwholesome but they were also concerned about competition. Time spent standing in line to see exotic beauties with mustaches or on games you couldn’t win anyway was time that couldn’t be spent admiring a handsome Jersey bull. But, at county and state fairs of the late nineteenth century, neither the midway nor the livestock competition was the main attraction. The really big crowds came on racing days.


  Horse racing, always featuring harness horses rather than runners, qualified as both agriculture and entertainment, even if the farmers with the fine cows grumbled that too much prize money went to the winners of races. Fair organizers realized that while 200 people might watch the class for yearling Guernseys, 2,000 would watch the race for trotters who possessed a two and a half minute record for a mile.


  Of the nearly one hundred fairs held across Indiana each year, about half offered racing. Some racing programs consisted of three races on a single afternoon on a makeshift track, while at the bigger fairs the race schedule might include half a dozen races a day for five days over a well-maintained racing surface.


  The horses raced almost exclusively at a mile, but a horse had to go several different miles to win a race. During much of the nineteenth century, all American horse racing, running and harness, was conducted in heats. All the entries in a particular race would compete in the first two or three heats, followed by a race off between winners if no one horse won all the heats.


  In Thoroughbred racing, heat racing didn’t survive the Civil War. Multiple heats in one day were thought to be dangerous to a galloping horse’s safety since the gallop is harder on legs and heart than the trot. After four years of war in which more than two million American horses died, nobody wanted to see more killed by sport. By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, almost all runners competed in single race events.


  In harness racing, heat competition lasted well into the twentieth century. It disappeared first in ordinary races at small racetracks, until almost all races are now conducted as dashes, or single race events. The sport’s most famous event, the Hambletonian, was determined by same-day heats until the mid-1990s. Today there are a few exceptions to the one day, one race policy and even these few are under fire by horsemen who think multiple heats are too stressful.


  But heat racing was just fine with Indiana fair-goers like Dan Messner. Heats meant more races and more opportunities to enjoy the horses. And it was primarily a sport for enjoyment. Strictly speaking, betting wasn’t even legal in Indiana in the nineteenth century, although nobody pretended that it didn’t exist.


  When Dan Junior began to go to racetracks, you could wager on races in a few different ways: directly with your friends, with a self-employed bookmaker (if he thought he could get away with it), or, at some fairs, in auction pools. In the pools, more common in the South and East than in the Midwest, the operator wrote tickets for each horse in the race, then sold each ticket to the highest bidder. Holders of winning tickets got the money, minus a cut for the operator.


  Dan Messner wasn’t known as a betting man, although he made occasional, unrecorded financial support of his opinions in particular races. He attended the fair races with friends from Oxford and neighboring towns, friends with whom he had ongoing discussions about horses. He almost certainly made wagers with them.


  Among the friends who went spectating with Messner was John Wattles, reputed to know more about horses than just about anyone else in northwestern Indiana. Wattles was thirty-three years Dan’s senior and was both mentor and instructor to the young shopkeeper.


  He was also a distant relative by marriage. His wife, Elizabeth Gray Wattles, was sister to the mother-in-law of Dan’s older brother, John C. Messner. Wattles owned, trained, and drove racehorses, but seemed unable to convince Dan to take the plunge and get a horse of his own.


  Then Dan Messner’s nervous stomach struck again. According to a later recollection, abdominal pains sent Dan to the doctor in 1892 or 1893—he couldn’t quite remember which.


  “There’s nothing wrong with you,” Messner later recalled the doctor saying. “But you need to get out more. Get a horse, go driving, and get some fresh air.”


  Dan must have forgotten to tell the doctor about all those trips to the racetrack. Having had the money for some time, he now had the excuse—Dan Messner was going to buy himself a horse. But even with official permission, Messner seemed paralyzed by indecision. He found it excruciatingly difficult to choose a horse. The ones he liked best—the fast and flashy horses—were, he had to admit, not exactly suitable for leisurely drives in the country.
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  John Wattles, Dan Patch’s first trainer shown in a 1905 postcard.


  He even convinced himself that he might find his ideal buggy horse in Lexington, Kentucky, which was already recognized as a wellspring of equine quality. Everything that western Indiana had to support fine horses, central Kentucky had and more. Limestone in the water and the most glorious grass that anybody had ever seen had been luring breeders of fine horses to Lexington since before the Civil War.


  Messner traveled repeatedly to Kentucky, supposedly in search of a buggy horse, but usually scheduling his trip when Lexington’s famous track was in operation. Unfortunately, the sight of the world’s finest horses racing over one of the world’s fastest tracks made it more difficult to settle upon a sedate buggy horse. Dan Messner, who could decide in a few minutes on a $2,000 order of coats and shoes and shirtwaists, saw a couple of years go by before he could decide on a $200 driving horse. But indecision turned out to be almost as great a blessing as a nervous stomach.


  In the summer of 1894, Dan and a group of friends, John Wattles among them, decided to go to the Remington Fair in Jasper County, Indiana, about thirty miles north of Oxford. The trip took most of the morning, but the Oxford group arrived in time for the fair’s final day of racing. When asked about it later, none could remember what happened in any particular race. After the final race, the organizers sponsored an auction of racehorses and breeding stock.


  The Oxford friends probably joked about Dan Messner’s apocryphal search for a buggy horse, but they agreed to stay for the auction. Messner later claimed that there was nothing about the dark bay mare Zelica that attracted his eye. John Wattles said the same thing when he was asked. Both were asked, dozens of times, to explain what it was they noticed, but they never changed their stories. So maybe it was true that Zelica came to Dan Messner by accident—by a glorious stroke of luck.


  They certainly wouldn’t have noticed Zelica as a result of her racing record. She had lost her only start, pulling up lame. In spite of her youth—she was only three in 1894—her owner believed she would never make a racehorse and apparently subscribed to the theory that only good racehorses make good broodmares. So Zelica was sent to auction.
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  Zelica is shown with a later foal. (Photo: International Stock Farm Yearbook 1906)


  Today looking at hundred-year-old photographs of Zelica, you see a compact, attractive horse with good, clean forelegs. Her hind legs may have been set a little too far back, if those old pictures are telling the truth, but she looks like a horse whose original owners should have given a better chance.


  Zelica’s breeding was certainly worth the second look Messner and Wattles later claimed they never gave her. She had fine horses on both the top and bottom of her pedigree, although an aura of tragedy hung over both sides of the family.


  Her sire was a promising, young stallion named Wilkesberry, himself the grandson of the fast, famous, and ill-tempered George Wilkes. George Wilkes was known as the conqueror in 1862 of the great Ethan Allen, the best of the racing trotters of the Morgan breed.


  Ethan Allen’s defeat represented the beginning of the end of the Morgan as a racehorse, and George Wilkes might have been famous for that alone. But after retiring from the racetrack, he kept up the good work, becoming one of the most celebrated sires of harness race horses in America.


  In spite of his impressive pedigree, his grandson Wilkesberry never got a chance to prove himself. He had shown promise with a 2:30 mile (shorthand for two minutes, thirty seconds) and he had sired a handful of good-looking offspring, including the small dark mare named Zelica.


  At the age of six, Wilkesberry was being moved to a new barn, tied behind a wagon. The wagon overturned while crossing a stream and Wilkesberry’s head was held under water, drowning the gifted, young stallion. His owner knew he had lost something valuable, but he had no idea how great the loss was going to turn out to be.


  Zelica’s great grandsire on her mother’s side, a horse variously known as Abdallah 15 and Alexander’s Abdallah, is at the same time among the most important and most tragic figures in the history of his sport. If Wilkesberry’s death resulted from human stupidity, Abdallah’s epitomized cruelty.


  Abdallah was a horse who pleased the eye from the moment he was born. Owner Lewis Sutton, a horse broker from Orange County, New York, didn’t expect much of his colt, whose mother was a lame mare of unknown pedigree. But his expectations soared as soon as he saw the colt in action.


  He was a perfectly shaped, young animal, a fact that was impressive enough to a man looking to make a profit on a horse. But more important to the horsemen of Orange County, New York, the colt could trot.


  The county was a seedbed for fast harness horses, and a horse who could stay on a trot even as a baby was something everybody wanted. If he didn’t gallop as a baby, he probably wouldn’t do it while pulling a cart either. The word soon got out that Sutton’s new colt would follow his mother in the pasture at the best looking trot you’d ever seen.


  You couldn’t scare the colt out of a trot on a bet. People would converge on the Sutton pasture and try to make the young colt gallop. They would shout, clap hands, occasionally even shoot a gun. Still, the colt trotted. What’s more, startled by all the noise, the colt trotted faster.


  The word spread that Lewis Sutton had a little trotting machine and the colt became the object of desire of one of the most important breeders in the Hudson Valley. When Seeley Edsall arrived at the Sutton farm to take a look at the young marvel, he couldn’t resist trying to do what so many others had failed at. He brought a large sheepdog, which he sent chasing after the colt. The colt trotted. In 1854, Edsall bought the almost two-year-old colt, giving Sutton a handsome profit on a baby produced from a worthless mare.


  Edsall expected a great deal from the colt. Beyond the impeccable trot, there were the good looks. He was a small, dark bay horse with the head of a blue blooded Thoroughbred. His delicate muzzle, people said, was so tiny that he “could have taken a drink out of a pint cup.” It was a description often used of Arabians, but rarely of trotting horses.


  In spite of his trotting ability, Edsall decided not to race his colt, although he was willing to demonstrate the horse’s magnificent gait whenever asked. He felt that the beautiful colt, whom he named Edsall’s Hambletonian, could only hurt his reputation if he appeared on the racetrack. Unraced, he could always be a horse of infinite promise.


  The plan worked, and hundreds of owners from around New York State were willing to pay $25 to breed their mares to the young stallion. In 1859, before many of his nearly 200 New York offspring reached the racetrack, Edsall’s Hambletonian was sold for the substantial price of $2,500 and taken to Kentucky.


  When he arrived in Cynthiana, Kentucky, stories of his extraordinary appearance preceded him. He was trotted at full speed down the main street as hundreds of onlookers cheered, and most agreed that they had never seen a horse trot so fast. Renamed Abdallah, he became one of the most important trotting stallions in Kentucky.


  The four years of Civil War were hard on the horses of Central Kentucky. The Union cavalry confiscated some, although officers were usually willing to respect valuable breeding stock. Confederates, hungrier for mounts, were sometimes less careful.


  Kentucky was a border state, officially loyal to the Union but filled with Confederate sympathizers. Union armies gained control of the area around Lexington early in the war, but Confederate raiders, mostly under the command of Lexington native John Hunt Morgan, made repeated forays into the heart of the Bluegrass. Hunt’s admirers called him the “Thunderbolt of the Confederacy,” while Union loyalists preferred “that damn horse thief.” The danger to your horses depended on where your sympathies lay.


  Abdallah’s owner, Robert Alexander, tried to make sure that his sympathies lay directly in the middle. As a British subject, he believed that both sides would respect the horses on his 3,200-acre Woodburn Stud, the largest horse farm in North America. In addition to Abdallah, Woodburn was home to America’s most important Thoroughbred stallion of the nineteenth century— Lexington. Alexander had paid $15,000 for Lexington in 1856, a record price for a horse of any breed.


  Alexander’s faith in the protection of his citizenship led him to keep most of his horses in place at Woodburn while other owners sent their animals north of the Ohio River. Union troops left them alone, and Morgan, who believed himself to be a man of honor, never permitted a Woodburn horse to be taken. With the exception of one young horse who was quickly ransomed, the Alexander band remained intact.


  By the beginning of 1865, with war’s end in sight, other breeders began to bringing their horses home. On February 2, a raiding partly of Confederates swept through the Lexington area, snatching horses and robbing citizens. Among the horses seized were fifteen owned by a shocked Robert Alexander. One of the stolen horses was Abdallah.


  Alexander and the others had never felt threatened by John Morgan who was, after all, one of them. But the dashing Morgan was now six months dead, shot in the back along a road in Tennessee, betrayed, everyone said, by a woman. These raiders were followers of William Quantrill, a homicidal marauder whom even the desperate Confederate army had disavowed.


  Abdallah, unshod and unused to being ridden, was driven to the point of death by his captor. He was abandoned about twenty miles from home, where he died shortly after Union army rescuers found him. In a classic case of closing the barn door after the horses were out, Alexander sent the remainder of his best horses north into Ohio for the last two months of the war.


  Abdallah was only twelve at the time of his death, but his influence on his sport has been so great that the majority of fast harness horses today descend from him. His dominance was not as prevalent in 1894, fewer than thirty years after his death, but his name in a pedigree signaled quality.


  We don’t know if Dan Messner and his friends looked closely enough at Zelica’s pedigree to notice Abdallah’s name in it. Probably not, if they really weren’t paying attention to the small, dark mare. Maybe, if they were thinking about where she got her good looks.


  Years later, Messner related the story of the auction to the Oxford Tribune, and it’s not clear whether he was trying to appear modest, lucky, prescient, or all three. After several forgettable horses were led through the ring, the pretty little daughter of Wilkesberry was announced by the auctioneer. He told the crowd that he had received a telegraphed bid of $250 for her. If he couldn’t get $255 from the Indiana audience, the auctioneer said, she was off to New York.


  The auction attendees might have wondered why a mare with such a limited racing record would draw a respectable bid from halfway across the country, but the puzzlement prompted nobody to offer his own bid. Just as the auctioneer was about to sell Zelica to the telegraphed bid, Messner—according to his later memory—nodded to an acquaintance he just happened to spot on the other side of the ring.


  “Sold!” said the auctioneer, pointing his hammer towards Dan Messner, who agreed to take the mare rather than claim a mistake by the auctioneer. So for $255, a middling price for a young mare with respectable breeding, Dan Messner had himself a horse.


  Messner later claimed that his friends teased him mercilessly about his accidental purchase, but it’s hard to believe that an astute horseman like old John Wattles would not have seen a little something in Zelica. As he made arrangements to have Zelica transported to Oxford, Messner may have felt a twinge of concern about buying a lame mare when he really needed a buggy horse. Or he may have been pleased with the transaction. But there’s no way he could have known that his $255 bank draft represented one of the shrewdest purchases in the history of the sport he had grown to love.
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