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Summer Reading

BY ANNA HANKS

Seabiscuit: An American Legend

by Laura Hillenbrand

Random House, 399 pp., $24.95

Once upon a time, one of America's biggest celebrities
was a horse named Seabiscuit. In 1938 he got more
news coverage than Roosevelt, Hitler, or Mussolini.
Forty thousand fans would show up to watch him
practice. On cross-country train trips, fans would line
up to see him stretch his legs. His presence at a track
meant that both track speed and crowd attendance
records would be broken. Seabiscuit endorsed products
from beer to ladies' hats. He was the bomb.

The Biscuit, as he was also known, had the misfortune
of spending his early life in a barn that housed
Granville, a Kentucky Derby contender who went on to win the 1936 Belmont Stakes,
"the final jewel in the triple crown." No trainers had time for the overweight
Seabiscuit. He was the son of the savage and fast Hard Tack, who terrorized grooms
"without mercy; they feared and loathed him without reserve." (Seabiscuit was a
synonym for the sailor's food Hard Tack was named for.) Seabiscuit inherited his
father's speed, but luckily not his temper. He was small; he resembled a cow pony
more than a lanky thoroughbred.

After Seabiscuit lost a race for an inconsequential $700 purse, unknown and laconic
trainer Tom Smith stepped in. Smith convinced the wealthy Charles and Marcela
Howard to buy the colt. Jockey Johnny "Red" Pollard, who was as down and out as
Seabiscuit, signed on to ride him. In an improbable Cinderella story, the three men
would collectively produce the finest racehorse in the United States. Tom Smith
didn't like the press, didn't like to talk much, and had been brought up on the
Western plains. The outgoing and effusive Howard was a former Calvary man who
had made a fortune as the first Buick dealer to the West coast. Red Pollard was a
jockey from an impoverished family who had been bedding down in empty stalls
since hitting the racetrack circuit at 15. He had a reputation for being able to ride
difficult horses.

For all of the magical properties of the story, the tale of Seabiscuit also illustrates the
fight for workers' rights in the racing world. In the Twenties, when Pollard began
racing, jockeys were expendable. Wearing none of the protective gear standard today
(flak jacket, helmet, goggles), they often suffered horrific and fatal injuries, received
poor medical care, and had no insurance. Hillenbrand details one critically injured
jockey being moved by track officials to a saddle table, where he was left in agony for
hours. The owners decided that it would be more convenient to have someone take
the injured boy to the hospital after the races. The jockey soon died of his injuries.
The jockeys also went to excessive and barbaric measures to keep their bodies
severely underweight, a physical and psychological strain. In this brutal
environment, any hint of unionizing among the jockeys was punished with
immediate dismissal. The eventual founding of the Jockeys Guild in the late 1930s
was a step in the right direction.

Hillenbrand's extensive academic research is documented in the back of the book,
but what the reader sees is only a seamless narrative. This read is better than a day at
the races.

 

Summer Vacation/Found Photographs
BY TAYLOR HOLLAND

Fraud
BY MARC SAVLOV

Back When We Were Grownups: A Novel
BY MARTIN W ILSON

Facing the Wind: A True Story of Tragedy and Reconciliation
BY SUZY SPENCER

Chang and Eng: A Novel

 

MORE SUMMER READING

keyword  

HOME NEWS ARTS BOOKS FOOD SCREENS MUSIC CALENDAR CITY GUIDE CLASSIFIEDS PERSONALS PROMOTIONS

Summer Reading Austin Books - AustinChronicle.com http://www.austinchronicle.com/gyrobase/Issue/story?oid=oid:81917

1 of 3 1/13/2011 12:21 PM



EmailPrint article

BY SHAWN BADGLEY

Banvard's Folly: Thirteen Tales of Renowned Obscurity, Famous Anonymity, and

Rotten Luck
BY STUART WADE

Seabiscuit: An American Legend
BY ANNA HANKS

Take the Cannoli: Stories From the New World
BY STUART WADE

Shiksa Goddess, Or, How I Spent My Forties: Essays
BY ADA CALHOUN

Share

Digg Twitter Facebook Del.icio.us LinkedLn

POST A COMMENT

UserName: Password: 

Headline (optional): 

Don't have an account?

Create an account
Forgot your username/password?
Why should I create an account?

Comment: 

Permission to Print.  Letter to the editor. 

RELATED STORIES

FURTHER READING

CALENDAR TODAY

BLOGS

FORUMS

ARCHIVES

SPECIAL ISSUES

Summer Vacation/Found
Photographs
BY TAYLOR HOLLAND

Fraud
BY MARC SAVLOV

Back When We Were

Grownups: A Novel
BY MARTIN WILSON

Facing the Wind: A True
Story of Tragedy and
Reconciliation
BY SUZY SPENCER

Chang and Eng: A Novel
BY SHAWN BADGLEY

Banvard's Folly:
Thirteen Tales of
Renowned Obscurity,

Famous Anonymity, and
Rotten Luck
BY STUART WADE

Seabiscuit: An American
Legend
BY ANNA HANKS

Take the Cannoli:
Stories From the New

World
BY STUART WADE

Shiksa Goddess, Or,
How I Spent My Forties:
Essays
BY ADA CALHOUN

Keywords

for this story
• Seabiscuit: An American

Legend
• Laura Hillenbrand

Deep Focus
• Readings

University of Texas

• School Closings Under
Fire

• Leffingwell Bites the
Apple

• The Daily Hustle:1/12/11

• Will Texas Be Safe
Haven for Romeos and

Juliets?
• Leffingwell Bites the
Apple

• Holly Won't Go Lightly

More from

June 1, 2001
News
Arts

Books
Food

Screens
Music
Columns

Browse the

Archives by
Issue

Author
Column
Review

Section

More Summer Reading

Summer Reading Austin Books - AustinChronicle.com http://www.austinchronicle.com/gyrobase/Issue/story?oid=oid:81917

2 of 3 1/13/2011 12:21 PM



Copyright  © 1995-2011 Austin Chronicle Corp. All rights reserved.

HOME  | NEWS  | ARTS  | BOOKS  | FOOD  | SCREENS  | MUSIC  | CALENDAR  | CITY GUIDE  | CLASSIFIEDS  | PERSONALS  | PROMOTIONS

best of austin  | find a paper  | submit an event  | info  | advertise with us  | national advertising  | contact  | privacy  | oops!

Summer Reading Austin Books - AustinChronicle.com http://www.austinchronicle.com/gyrobase/Issue/story?oid=oid:81917

3 of 3 1/13/2011 12:21 PM


