Mr. Fitz

that would drive a man to alcohol, but· he's still just a one-drink man
by Red Smith

Mr. Fitz is a small,
stooped, twinkling
Irishman whom it takes
an Irishman to
describe properly,
because the Irish don't
fear adjectives
like "sweet"

Colol)el Edward Riley Bradley was a
gambler
who would,
he assured
a
Congressional committee; bet on anything. This trait is not ordinarily accepted as proof of Solo monic wisdom, .
but Colonel Bradley was not an ordinary man. Besides winning more bets
than he lost, he 'bred four Kentucky
Derby winners, and because his horses
could run rapidly he acquired a reputation for awesome sagacity.
One of the many legends which have
survived him insists that as late as the
last Saturday in April he would let
you pick a horse and would lay four
to one that the steed wouldn't get to
the post in the Derby one week later.
True or false, the fact that horsemen
believe this legend indicates what a
fragile,
temperamental,
unpredictable
critter the Thoroughbred
is.
By the time these paragraphs
are
published,
the 1957 Derby will be
monopolizing space on the sports pages.
However, this has to be written in
advance, and it would be flying in the
face of Colonel Bradley's advice to assume that the current favorite, Bold
Ruler, would even start in the race, let
alone win it.
It's best to settle for the devout hope
that Bold Ruler does get there, because
that would mean that Mr. Fitz would
get there too. Nothing better could
happen to any sports event or to the
city of Louisville, Kentucky, or to people.
Mr. Fitz-James
E. Fitzsimmons-is
a
small, stooped,
blue-eyed,
twinkling
Irishman whom it takes an Irishman to
descri·be properly, because the Irish c1on't
fear adjectives like "sweet."
NIr. Fitz is in his eighty-third year, and
seventy-two of those years have been
passed in the sinful surroundings of gambling dens where the rich and famous
court him, and the stable swipes and
exercise boys count him a friend.
The span of his career can be measured tlllis: He was born on Long Island
on the site where the Sheepshead Bay
track had not then been built, and

now that Sheep shead Bay is scarcely a
memory he is training the horse that
may be best of the year. On the day in
1885 when Grover Cleveland
started
work as President,
Jim Fitzsimmons
started work as an exercise boy at
Sheepshead Bay. Four years later he
was a jockey, though not then or ever,
he says, a particularly good one.
'''Then moderns mention night racing
as a novelty, Mr. Fitz chuckles, remembering a ride under the lights on Long
Island when he nearly knocked out his
mount and himself trying to hold off a
challenger in the stretch which he didn't
recognize as his own shadow.
Increasing weight was his enemy, probably the only one he ever had. When
he was too heavy to get enough mounts
to support his bride, a man offered him
an assignment demanding
a punishing
reduction in weight. For the $100 he
was to get if he won, Jim punished himself on the road and in the sweatbox.
Wrapped in blankets, he sat in a lime
kiln in heat so intense-the
tale goesthat the marrow of his spine melted, and
this, it is said, is why he has grown
more and more stooped with the passing
years. That's
a layman's
diagnosis,
though.
He made the weight and won the race
but the owner disappeared without paying him. '''Teak and bitter, he walked
miles to his home, buoying his spirits
with the thought of a pint of whiskey
hidden in a closet for medicinal purposes.
He has never been more than a onedrink man and then only on rare occasions.
Last year when
he saddled
Nashua for it rousing victory in the
$100,000 Widener Handicap at Hialeah,
he confessed that at his age tough races
like that took a lot out of him. "If I
had many like that," he said, "I think I
might have to have a cocktail afterward."
Anyway, when he tottered home that
night in the long ago, he discovered
the whiskey had been stolen.
Most biographies
mention that Mr.
Fitz did a stretch as trolley car jockey

in Philadelphia,
which is almost true.
'!\Then he grew too heavy to ride, a friend
did get such a job for him but when
he was about to take it another job intervened and he became a trainer.
On August 7, 1900, he tightened the
girth on a filly named Agnes D. and
watched her win at Brighton Beach for
his first victory as a trainer. From there
on-well,
there were two Triple Crown
winners, Gallant Fox and Omaha; there
was a third Kentucky Derby winner,
Johnstown;
there were Faireno
and
Dark Secret and Nashua and so many,
many others down to Bold Ruler.
Ask Mr. Fitz to name the greatest he
ever trained and he would shy, lest by
mentioning one he give offense to the
owner of another which he had handled.
Nudge him a little, and he might confess that his special favorite was Gallant
Fox.
At least, Gallant Fox was the horse
concerned in the only 'recorded case of
Mr. Fitz touting anybody. Ordinarily
Mr. Filz discourages friends from betting on or against his horses, but he
broke the rule once for Captain Patrick
Irving O'Hay.
Captain O'Hay was a soldier of fortune, a real Richard Harding Davis hero
who had fought all over the world, had
held the rank of general in assorted
banana revolutions, was widely known as
a man around the Lambs Club, the
Players, the Friars, the race track. He
had admired Gallant Fox as a two-yearold and confided to Mr. Fitz his intention of betting him in the Kentucky
Derby.
"Parlay
him,"
Mr.
Fitz advised,
"through the Derby, the Preakness, and
the Belmont Stakes"-the
Triple Crown.
The horse won all three and the captain
retired with his winnings to Taos, N.N!.,
to build a plush motel which he named
the Gallant Fox.
There's another yarn with all the ingredients of a fairy tale, which happens
to be true. A'bout ten years after the
Gallant Fox episode, Captain O'Hay
was dying in Taos. There was a Thor-

oughbred
colt in the neighborhood
which he had admired. Two men who
operated a filling station, friends of the
captain with the improbable names of
Dalton
Denton
and Gaylord
Burt,
bought the colt and led him to the sick·
room window.
As though he'd been schooled in
Hollywood, the colt thrust his head
through the 0POill window and nickered.
"He's yours," said Gaylord Burt or
Dalton Denton.
Captain O'Hay got off his deathbed
and went to training the horse. He took
Gay Dalton to Mexico City and won
everything in sighl at the Hipodromo
de las A mericas-the
Handicap
Presidencial, the Handicap
de la Ciudad de
iVlexico,
the Derby
Mexicano,
the
Handicap
de las Amaicas,
the Handicat) Hidalgo, the Handicat) ]alisco, the
Handicap
MOl·elos.
For two or three years, Captain O'Hay
lived on benzedrine and Gay Dalton.
After his trainer's death in Taos on
October 19, 1944, Gay Dalton had only
one more winning year. The horse came
back to the United States and must have
drifted to the -bush tr"acks of the west,
for now and then you come across a
race program in some place like La
Junta, Colo., and find a feature race
named the Gay Dalton Handicap,
as
there is a Gay Dalton Himdicap today
in Mexico City.
This seems to be getting away from
Mr. Fitz, though. Five years ago when
Aqueduct was giving Mr. Fitz a silver
plate "in appreciation of forty years of
pleasant association," Joe Palmer wrote
a piece about him in the New York
Herald Tribune.
"He has," Joe wrote, "six great-grandchildren (this isn't a very recent count)
and as fine a collection of racing stories
as you'll find anywhere. This isn't quite
the point. I suppose some quite un·
pleasan t persons have saddled Derby
winners, and there's no trick to having
great-grandchildren
once you get started.
Mr. Fitz deserves a silver plate fOl' just
being him."

