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How US racing survived during 1918 Flu Epidemic 
THE year 1918 began on a note of optimism in American racing circles. The front page of the  
January 1 Daily Racing Form featured an article titled ‘Optimistic Over Racing Outlook’, though this 
was in reference to the war in Europe, which America had entered in April of 1917, writes MARY 
PITT on Thoroughbredracing.com. 

Unknown to anyone at the time, a ticking time bomb 
was about to go off only two months later, one that 
would at first be serious, but later become  
catastrophic, and prove lethal to an estimated 50 to 
100 million of the planet’s human inhabitants. 
 
Perhaps the first hint that anything may have been 
amiss was a small item on the bottom of the Form’s 
front page on Monday, April 1, reporting that Fred 
Rehberger, secretary of the Queens County (New 
York) Jockey Club, was recovering from “a severe 
attack of grip” but was said to be “on the rapid road 
to recovery”. 
 
On Saturday, May 4, Exterminator won the Ken-
tucky Derby by a length over a muddy track in 

2:10⅘. The gelding would earn the nickname ‘Old 

Bones’ and go on to become a legend of the turf. 
 
When space permitted, the Form would include 
snippets of non-racing news. On July 16, under the 
heading ‘Latest Current News of the Day’, was the 
first mention of the virus by name: “The illness from 
which thousands of persons in German industrial 
districts are suffering and which has been described 
as Spanish influenza is really due to hunger and 
consequent exhaustion.” 
 
In spite of its name, it is now thought the virus may 
have originated somewhere in the United States, as 
the first reported cases came in March from an  
army camp in Kansas. 
 
For racing, and the world, the worst was      (to p 2) 

October, 1918 
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still to come. 
 
Under the heading, ‘Current Notes of the Turf’ on 
July 31, was word that the 2-year-old Sir Barton 
was “displaying wonderful speed in his work-outs at 
Saratoga”. There had also been much praise 
heaped upon a new young rider named Earl Sande, 
who was taking the Maryland circuit by storm. 
 
On October 3, the Form reported that Sande had 
been “taken down with an attack of Spanish  
influenza and will not be seen in the saddle for  
several days”.  
 
Front page headlines on Sunday, October 6, told of 
huge crows at Jamaica and Laurel the previous day. 
At the bottom of the same page were these few 
lines: “Former jockey Jack O’Brien died Wednesday 
in New York after being sick with influenza for a 
week.” 
 
Word came two days later that Latonia in northern 
Kentucky may have to postpone its meeting, which 
was due to start on October 10, on account of the 
outbreak of flu in the area. The next day, it was con-
firmed that the 21-day meeting would be postponed 
a week. Even then, the threat was down-
played:  “The influenza situation is by no means  
serious hereabouts and the pleasant weather condi-
tions prevailing, together with the precautionary 
measures so promptly resorted to when the disease 
made its appearance in this vicinity a few days ago, 
is expected to effectually check its spread.” 
 
There was even a bright side: “The additional week 
… will simply permit the trainers of the hundreds of 
horses already quartered at the track to get their 
charges into superb condition for the deferred  
opening.” 
 
On October 11, the Maryland State Board of Health 
issued an order closing all places of amusement, 
including Laurel, but later in the day rescinded the 
order. “No further hindrance” was expected. Due to 
the confusion regarding the orders, some trains 
heading to the track were delayed. 
 
On October 12, an article on the previous day’s rac-

ing at Jamaica highlighted an interesting diversion 
for racegoers: “Between the third and fourth races, 
an aviator enlivened the crowd with his  
spectacular evolutions in the air, and, upon his 
alighting in the center field, was loudly cheered.” 
 
Further on in the same article came this: “Richard C 
‘Cad’ Doggett died yesterday, a victim of influenza 
that developed into pneumonia. Mr Doggett, as 
owner, trainer and spectator, has been one of the 
most widely known figures of the eastern turf for 20 
years.” 
 
Sunday, October 13, brought the news that racing 
at Laurel had been suspended until further notice. 
 
The same day, under ‘Interesting and Pertinent 
Topics of the Day’ was this dispatch: “Spanish 
influenza is raging again in all parts of the  
western world, having reached South Africa, 
where in one town 107 deaths were reported. 
Cape Town is almost isolated from the rest of 
the world.” 
 
On Thursday the 17th it was announced that racing 
at Latonia would be delayed for another week. The 
Kentucky State Board of Health, while “convinced 
that the situation was well under control, felt the 
time had not yet arrived when it could modify its 
order prohibiting public gatherings”. 
 
It was noted the same day that at a harness  
meeting in Atlanta, Georgia, every person entering 
the track was required by the board of health to 
wear a mask. 
 
The Latonia meeting was again postponed on the 
22nd with no date given as to when it would take 
place. 
 
Laurel resumed racing on Saturday, October 26, 
while horsemen at Latonia were “pursuing a policy 
of watchful waiting”. Laurel carded eight races that 
day. Exterminator won the sixth, the Ellicott City 
Handicap at nine furlongs over four others. 
 
It is nothing short of astounding that racing carried 
on in the major metropolitan area of New York. The 
city recorded over 20,000 deaths due to the  
outbreak. 

(to page 4) 
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Huge crowds 
 
The War to End All Wars finally reached its  
conclusion on November 11. Crowds gathered to  
celebrate the Armistice, inevitably leading to more 
cases. 
 
The day brought out an “immense” crowd to  
Pimlico, which had begun its meeting on November 
1. Prior to racing, a “monster” parade was held on 
the track, consisting of a band, Maryland Jockey 
Club directors, flag bearers, soldiers and sailors, 
track officials, jockeys’ valets, owners and trainers,  
mutuel employees and the public. 
 
On the 24th Exterminator won the 2¼ mile Latonia 
Cup by a nose. Four days later, he won the 8½-
furlong Thanksgiving Handicap by 2½ lengths. 
 
This news item appeared in the Form on December 
5: “The ‘flu’ is coming back to Chicago. It may lurk 
about for years or disappear at any time. In the 
meantime, the public must exercise extreme care 
and continue preventive precautions.” 
 

‘Five times more deadly than the war’ 
 
And there were these strong words on the 19th: 
“The medical correspondent of The Times (London) 
wrote, ‘There seems to be reasonable grounds to 
believe that six million persons have died of flu and 
of pneumonia in the last 12 weeks. This plague, 
therefore, is five times more deadly than the war, 
which has been estimated to have killed 20 million 
persons in four and a half years’.” 
 
There was no let up in cases with the arrival of the 
new year. Several owners and trainers at the Fair 
Grounds were reported to be “down with the flu but 
most of them are now on their way to recovery”.   
 
Later in January, four employees at the Jockey 
Club’s head office in New York were off work with 
the flu, and “the wheels of the organization are 
practically at a standstill for the time being”. 
 
On January 10, the Form printed a list of racing  
personalities who had died the previous year. The 
war and influenza were the main causes. In  
February, it was revealed that 86 American jockeys 
had served in the war. Four were killed in action. 
The January list named five who were felled by flu. 
 
The virus spared some. In February, trainer James 
Rowe, Sr was reported to be recovering from the 
flu. In all, he trained two Kentucky Derby winners, 
one Preakness winner, and the winners of eight 
Belmonts. He also trained the undefeated Colin. 
 
Earl Sande recovered from his bout with the flu and 
went on to win the Kentucky Derby three times, the 
Preakness once, and the Belmont five times,  
including the 1930 Triple Crown aboard Gallant 
Fox. 

EXTERMINATOR, considered the best horse in the 
world in 1918. 

Also in February, leading jockey Frank Robinson, 
who had ridden Johren to victory in the previous 
year’s Belmont, “successfully weathered” an attack 
of flu picked up while riding in New Orleans. Later 
that month he was married. On April 4, he was 
killed in a fall during a race at Bowie. He was four 
days short of his 21st birthday. 
 
The crisis was pretty much over by Wednesday, 
June 11, when Sir Barton, in the words of the Form, 
“added another jewel to his crown” when he cap-
tured the Belmont Stakes, adding to his victories in 
the May 10 Kentucky Derby, the Preakness four 
days later, and then the Withers in between for 
good measure. 
 
Five days before Sir Barton’s Belmont triumph, a 2-
year-old making his career debut won by six lengths 
over five furlongs at Belmont. His name was Man 
o’War.  - tt. 

READERS’ LETTERS 

See you on ‘other side’ 
 
Just mailing you back to say Hi and hang in there. 
Hope you are doing OK?  All good here. 99c is 
100% working from home (all 350 of us!!!) and so 
far so good. I am grateful I am at home with family, 
in a comfortable home, with our animals. Stay safe 
and well and chat “on the other side”. I, for one, will 
never take anything for granted again .   
- Vonda Meekin-Wilcox, Head Of Media, 99c, 
Cape Town. 
 

Wondered where she was 
 
Enjoyed Natalie Bergh’s profile in Turf Talk on 
Tuesday. I remember the Racingweb Podcast, it 
was a  Friday regular for me with plenty of laughs 
and Natalie having to suffer at the hands of two 
drooling old men. I’d wondered what had happened 
to her. The podcast was a good thing that ended 
too soon.  - Harry The Pope, Sunninghill. 
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MEET Parker, a new two-year-old at Glen Kotzen’s Woodhill Racing stables, on his way to being 
passed through the pens.  So, Woodhill joked in their first mail to us this morning. Parker is  
actually a rescued draft horse owned by Kuyan Kotzen. He often goes the beach with the  
racehorses at Woodhill and is not surprisingly a favourite in the yard. His groom is Lindiwe, who 
could do with a T-shirt replacement.  (Chase Liebenberg). 

TRULY  
SMASHING! 
 

LOOK at this  
beautiful colt going 
on sale at the Inglis 
Easter sale in a few 
days time (if it goes 

ahead, online or 
otherwise).  

He is an absolute 
belter by Snitzel 
from the former 

South African star 
sprinter, Via Africa. 
Scheduled as Lot 
271 on Day 2 (8 

April), he has been 
consigned by 

Newhaven Park.  
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TAKE A BET: RACING FRIDAY 

GULFSTREAM (USA) FIELDS HERE 

GULFSTREAM TIPS BY ACACIA COURTNEY 

TAB DAILY TIPPING SHEET HERE 

BORROWDALE PARK FIELDS HERE 

KRANJI FIELDS HERE 

Ryan Munger, three mounts at Kranji. 

Borrowdale Park trainer 
comments 

 
GOLD Circle’s Racing Analyst Warren 
Lenferna was in touch with Vanessa  
Birketoft in Zimbabwe. Birketoft is the  
assistant to Trainer Gokhan Terzi and they 
are regularly found in the winners enclosure 
both here is South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
We wish them well and thank them for their 
contribution. We shall follow their runners 
today at Borrowdale with great interest. Get 
your bets on, online timeously.   
 
Race 1: STREET FIGHT (1) Has improved 
at home and should run closer this time. 
SAFIYAA (2) Will need the experience. 
VAINLIKETHAT (3) is the stable elect but 
has WILLFULL PATH (4) to beat.  
Race 2: PETRONI VINI (1) Has come off a 
long layoff and will need the run. CLIFTON 
BRAWLER (2) is better over this distance 
and should place. MHONDORO (4) is look-
ing for further and will need the experience. 
FENDI GIRL (7) will need the run.  
Race 3: HILLAH THE HUN (4) place 
chance in an open race. HOLD THE BIS-
CUIT (5) Currently has no jockey carded to 
ride her – check card changes to see if she 
runs. ROSE DIAMOND (6) has the blinkers 
now and is better than her current form.  
Race 4: MOXIE (6) she is up in class but 
will be competitive off a low weight.  
Race 5: WHENDOVESCRY (3) is 
scratched.  
Race 6: FIRE TO THE REIN (4) will be 
very competitive with blinkers on.  
Race 7: CLASH CITY ROCKER (1) Meets 
the right field and should be right there – 
the apprentice allowance should help as 
well. IT TAKES TWO (2) Place chance at 
best. IN GOOD TIME (4) she is in good 
form and is distance suited.   - tt. 
 

mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/International/GULFSTREAM(USA)@2020.03.27.pdf
https://gulfstreampark.com/docs/default-source/daily-picks/friday-march-27.pdf?sfvrsn=2
mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/Tips/TIPPINGSHEET@2020.03.27.pdf
http://www.bettingworld.bet/Sport/Default.aspx
mailto:news.tabonline.co.za/FieldsPDF/International/BORROWDALE(ZIM)@2020.03.27.pdf
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Enquiries: Jo Knowles on 083 399 6353 

joknowles.ems@gmail.com 

SEE 

www.sugarhotel.co.za 

IMAGINE you’re asleep, at like, 2am, and someone wakes 
you up with a light shining on a face like this! Heart attack 
stakes, cuzzies!  This is the mug of popular Flamingo Park 
trainer Jarrett Rugg, who commented this morning: “Day 1 
of lockdown and I wake up to this hair, bring it on! Luckily 
it's not the apocalypse yet and I am able to shower and 
sort the hair out. Now off to work to look after our 4 legged 
friends, while most of you lazy bums sleep in! Stay safe 
everyone!” 

The Devil in Chidren’s Bible? 

A much more pleasing sight 

IN the hours before lockdown, young Zara Ramsden said 
goodbye to Lollipop, a/k/a ‘Lolly’ (who is being properly 
looked after in her absence, of course). 

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
mailto:joknowles.ems@gmail.com
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