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Historians have assigned the rise of sport in America to the last three decades
of the nineteenth century. Although they found antecedants to this develop-
ment in the antebellum period, especially during the 1850s) they presented the
era as one of limited sporting activity.1 This perspective of the pre-Civil War

ne the changing attitudes towards athletics.2 The sporting patterns in
years is unfortunately based on only a handful of studies and most of these
exami
New York City between 1820 and 1870 revealed, however, a much more
active sporting life than heretofore thought to have existed at that time. Far
from mere prefigurings, the framework of modern sport was established dur-
ing this half century.3

The modernization of harness racing between 1825 and 1870 exemplifies the
growth and transformation of sport during this period. An examination of the
modernization of trotting4 can proceed by employing two ideal sporting types:
one premodern and the other modern.5 These ideal sporting types need not be
perfect representations of actual historical stages, but they may be distin-
guished by six polar characteristics (see Table 1). The modernization of sport
entails the movement of the activity in the direction of the modern ideal type.
This movement is generally, although not always, accompanied by a shift in
the playing arena from an open to a close one, the increasing presence of
spectators and the commercialization of the sport.

Prior to 1825, harness racing was a premodern sport. Trotting consisted pri-
marily of informal road contests which took place mainly in the northeastern
section of the country. The sport was unorganized, lacked standardized rules,
attracted limited public attention and possessed no permanent records. By
1870, harness racing had become a modern sport. The creation of the National
Trotting Association in that year indicates the development of harness racing
into a highly organized sport, with fairly uniform rules and with contests tak-
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ing place throughout the country. The modernization of trotting is further
illustrated by the coverage harness racing received in the daily and sporting
press, the emergence of statistics and records and the appearance in 1871 of
the first stud book devoted exclusively to trotting. Finally, harness racing
emerged as the first sport to be successfully commercialized. By the mid-nine-
teenth century, trotting replaced thoroughbred racing as this country’s number
one spectator sport. Not until after the Civil War did baseball challenge the
supreme position of trotting; but by 1870, if not for awhile longer, harness
racing remained the nation’s leading spectator sport.

Table 1. The Characteristics of Premodern and Modern Ideal Sporting Types

PREMODERN SPORT MODERN SPORT

1. ORGANIZATION—is either non-
existent or at best informal and spo-
radic. Contests are arranged by individ-
uals directly or indirectly (e.g., tavern-
owners, bettors) involved.

2. RULES—are simple, unwritten and
based upon local customs and tradi-
tions. Variations exist from locale to
locale.

3. COMPETITION—locally meaning-
ful contests only; no chance for national
reputation.

4. ROLE DIFFERENTIATION—low
role differentiation among participants
and loose distinction between playing
and spectating roles.

5. PUBLIC INFORMATION—is lim-
ited, local and oral.

6. STATISTICS AND RECORDS—
non-existent.

1. ORGANIZATION—formal organiza-
tions, institutionally differentiated at the
local, regional and national level.

2. RULES—are formal, standardized and
written. Rules are rationally and pragmati-
cally worked out and legitimized by organ-
izational means.

3. COMPETITION—national and interna-
tional superimposed on local contests;
chance to establish national and interna-
tional reputation.

4. ROLE DIFFERENTIATION—high
role differentiation; emergence of special-
ists (professionals) and strict distinctions
between playing and spectating roles.

5. PUBLIC INFORMATION—is reported
on a regular basis in local newspapers, as
well as national sporting journals. The
appearance of specialized magazines,
guidebooks, etc.

6. STATISTICS AND RECORDS—are
kept, published on a regular basis and are
considered important measure of achieve-
ment. Records are sanctioned by national
associations.

The contention that harness racing was the first modern sport in America does
not mean that it was the initial sport to assume modern characteristics. Tho-
roughbred racing began to modernize during the eighteenth century when per-

6



manent jockey clubs were established. The modernization of this sport
reached its pre- Civil War peak during the 1830s when the sport enjoyed a
period of unprecedent growth and prosperity. By the mid-1840s however, the
process grounded to a halt when the sport collapsed throughout the North.
With horse racing confined mainly to the South during the subsequent two
decades, the modernization of the sport remained dormant until the revival of
thoroughbred racing in the North in the years immediately following the Civil
War. By 1870, nevertheless, the gestalt of horse racing was not as yet modern
despite the significant steps in this direction during the antebellum period.6

Conversely, the claims that harness racing had become a modern sport by
1870 does not mean to suggest that the modernization of trotting was com-
plete by this date. Rather a key point of this article is that a certain stage is
reached as a sport moves along the continuum from the premodern to the
modern ideal form in which modern characteristics are sufficiently present to
shape the structure and direction of the sport. At this juncture, the sport pre-
sents a modern configuration, one which shares more in common with its
future than its premodern past. It is in this sense that harness racing had
become America’s first modern sport by 1870.

Harness racing conjures up a rural image, the sport of the county fair. Trotting
was, however, an urban product. The sport first emerged on urban roads and
developed its most salient modern characteristics in the city. New York
played a more critical role in the development of harness racing than any other
city. As early as 1832, the Spirit of the Times recognized that New York was
the premier city in the breeding and training of trotting horses. Nearly a quar-
ter of a century later, one frequent correspondent to this sporting journal
maintained that trotting was indigenous to the Empire City and that there were
“more fine horses here than can be found any where else in the world.”7 The
importance of New York to the growth of the sport did not derive solely from
the concentration of the best stock in the metropolitan region. New York was
the hub of harness racing throughout the period 1825 to 1870. In the nation’s
most populated city, there were more trotting tracks, more races, including a
disproportionate number of the leading contests, and more prize money
offered than in any other place in the country. Equally significant, the charac-
teristics of modern harness racing initially appeared in New York. Here the
sport was first organized and commercialized. As a result, New York set the
pattern that was to be followed on a national scale.8

I
Harness racing emerged as a popular pastime in New York and in other parts
of the northeast in the first quarter of the nineteenth century.9 Sport historians
have maintained that the growth of trotting was directly related to the anti-
racing legislation passed by several northern states, including New York
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State, during this era. Denied the race course, lovers of fast horses took to the
“natural track”—the highway. While the road was ill suited for the feet of the
running horse, it was the natural home of the trotter. “It is no accident,” a
leading historian of the sport contended, “that the racing of trotters began in
regions where horses could be ‘raced’ only in defiance of law.’’10

New York State’s anti-racing law, passed in 1802, neither directly nor indi-
rectly influenced the growth of trotting in the Empire City. As enforcement
had been lax, horsemen did not have to take to the road as a substitute for the
prohibited race course.11 Rather, trotting emerged at this time because
improvements in the roads now made the sport possible. One historian noted
that “it was only natural that the speed of the harness horse found its first
testing ground upon the smooth hard roads whose networks radiated from the
northeastern cities . . . especially those of the Boston-New York-Philadelphia
regions.”12

Sportsmen began racing their “roadsters” (as street trotters came to be called)
because it provided them with an amusement which was convenient, partici-
patory and relatively inexpensive. Third Avenue quickly emerged as New
York’s major trotting area. Beginning outside the residential portion of the
city at that time, the approximately five mile road was perfectly suited for
these informal trials of speed. In close proximity to the homes of the horse-
men, it was a convenient location for these contests which started upon the
completion of the day’s work and which usually lasted until dark. Moreover,
numerous taverns dotted the highway where reinsmen could stop, arrange
contests and discuss the latest sporting developments.13

These impromptu contests appealed to the city’s horsemen because they
allowed personal participation. Unlike thoroughbred racing, where the owner
and the rider of the horse had long been separated, trotting permitted the
sportsman to demonstrate the prowess of his horse, as well as his own skill as
a reinsman. Finally, the pastime did not require the capital outlay of thorough-
bred racing. The trotter was not a “pure breed,” but rather a horse drawn
from the common stock that had the ability to trot. The plebian horses that
engaged in these road races, moreover, were almost always used by their
owners in their day-to-day activities.14

Although early nineteenth century trotting consisted almost exclusively of
these impromptu contests, permanent structures began to emerge. The first
trotting tracks in the New York metropolitan region were mere extensions of
the courses used for thoroughbred racing. The most significant of these tracks
was located in Harlem and the first recorded performance by an American
trotter took place there in 1806. Several years later, the first track constructed
exclusively for trotting was built in Harlem next to the Red House Tavern.
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The course was the major resort for the Third Avenue road racing crowd and
the track was probably constructed for their benefit. While racing took place
on both courses, these tracks remained essentially training grounds for the
city’s roadsters.15

More formalized matches, either on the city’s roads or tracks, were a natural
outgrowth of the impromptu races, or “brushes” as they were called, which
took place on Gotham’s streets. Since the press paid scant attention to these
matches information exists on only a few of them. Probably the most impor-
tant took place in 1818 when William Jones of Long Island, a prominent
horseman, wagered Colonel Bond of Maryland a thousand dollars that he
could produce a horse that would trot a mile in less than three minutes. The
race caused great excitement among the city’s sporting crowd. With odds
against success, a horse named Boston Pony accomplished the feat in just less
than the required time.16

The formation of the New York Trotting Club (NYTC) in the Winter of 1824-
1825 marks the first critical step in the modernization of harness racing.l7 The
first organized trotting club in America, there is no information on its mem-
bers, although most were probably drawn from the men who raced their road-
sters on Third Avenue and other roads in the New York metropolitan region.
The creation of the NYTC was inspired by the success thoroughbred racing
had enjoyed in New York after the State revoked its anti-racing legislation in
1821. The NYTC drew its objectives and methods heavily from the experi-
ence of horse racing. Similar to the racing organization of its sister sport, the
NYTC justified its association on utilitarian grounds (the sport’s contribution
to the improvement of the breed); instituted regular meetings twice yearly;
and, constructed a race course (in Centerville, Long Island) to facilitate the
growth of the sport.18

Trotting in New York made significant advances as both a participatory and
spectator sport in the two decades following the formation of the NYTC. In
1835, the Spirit noted that the “number of fast horses for which our city is so
celebrated is steadily accumulating.’’ With some exaggeration, one contem-
porary observer claimed that “there was scarcely a gentleman in New York
who did not own one or two fast (trotting) horses.”19 The rising cost of good
roadsters further indicated the increasingly appeal of the sport. During the
1830s the price of the best trotting horses doubled.20 In addition, trotting
races on the city’s tracks, especially the major ones, generated considerable
excitement among New York’s sporting crowd. In 1838, the New York Her-
ald reported that the contest between Dutchman and Ratner created “as much
interest in our city and neighborhood” as the intersectional horse race
between John Bascombe and Post Boy held in New York two years earlier.21
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The emerging commercialization of trotting most accurately dramatizes the
growth of the sport. By the mid-1830s, entrepreneurs began to tap the public
interest in harness races that took place on New York’s streets and tracks. The
experience of the Beacon Course in nearby Hoboken, New Jersey illustrates
the early introduction of the profit motive into trotting. This course was con-
structed in 1837 for thoroughbred racing. When the sport proved unprofitable
the following year, the proprietors of the track started to promote harness rac-
ing for the sole purpose of reaping the financial rewards from the gate
receipts. By the early 1840s, businessmen had replaced the original sponsors
of trotting—the road runners and their associations—as the major promoters
of the sport.22

Although organized trotting made important progress in its first twenty years,
it continued to take a back seat to horse racing. The coverage harness racing
received in the press defined the secondary status of this turf sport. While
trotting won the polite endorsement of New York newspapers, reports of
races, even important ones, remained limited. Similarly, harness racing won
the approval of sports editors John Stuart Skinner and Cadwallader Colden,
but their monthly journals were devoted almost exclusively to thoroughbred
racing and provided only the barest summaries and details of the develop-
ments on the trotting track. Only William T. Porter’s Spirit paid any signifi-
cant attention to trotting and even there the extent of the coverage did not
correspond to the growth of the sport.

II
As thoroughbred racing collapsed throughout the North in the decade follow-
ing the Depression of 1837, the sporting press took increasing note of the
activities of the trotting horse. By the early 1840s they suggested that the
“ugly duckling” had become the legitimate rival of her more respected sister.
In 1847, the Herald pointed out that “For several years past, trotting has been
gradually taking the precedence of running in this part of the country; while
one specie of amusement has been going into decay, the other has risen to
heights never before attained.”23

Contemporaries claimed that the corresponding fates of the two turf sports
were closely linked to the characteristics associated with the two different
horses. In contrast to the aristocratic and foreign thoroughbred, the trotter was
perceived as the democratic, utilitarian, and, by logical extension, the Ameri-
can horse. Implicit was the belief that harness racing surpassed horse racing as
the leading turf sport because it more accurately captured the spirit of the
American experience.

Henry W. Herbert (better known as Frank Forester) recognized the close con-
nection between the nature of the horses and the popularity of the respective
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sports. Since cost restricted the ownership of thoroughbreds to wealthy men,
horse racing could never be a popular sport. By contrast, the trotter was com-
mon to all and the “most truly characteristic and national type of horse” in
America. In this country, the transplanted Englishman concluded, trotting “is
the people’s sport, the people’s pastime, and consequently, is, and will be,
supported by the people.”24

This perspective provides a good starting point in understanding the matura-
tion of trotting if such terms as democratic, utilitarian and even American are
broadly conceived. While contemporaries grossly exaggerated the extent to
which the masses owned trotters, ownership of these plebian and relatively
inexpensive horses was far more widespread than thoroughbreds.25 Precise
data on the owners of trotting horses in New York is non-existent, but avail-
able information does permit a profile to be logically deduced. The evidence
indicates that only a small number of trotting men came from the “upper
Crust.”26 Conversely, the cost and upkeep of trotting horses were still suffi-
ciently high to generally exclude individuals who fell below the middle class.
While broad parameters still exist, it appears that trotting owners came from
the more prosperous segments of the middle class—men who lived a comfort-
able, but hardly opulent, lifestyle. Nevertheless, individuals of more moder-
ate means could still own a roadster as a result of the limited price of the horse
and their usage in daily activities. This was particularly the case for men
working in New York’s various food markets. Their involvement in harness
racing gave credence to the common adage that “a butcher rides a trotter”
often used to illustrate the democratic nature of the horse.”27

The fortunes of the two turf sports, the Herald repeatedly insisted, were con-
nected to their utilitarian functions. The decline of horse racing stemmed from
the fact that the thoroughbred had little practical benefit. The newspaper con-
ceded that trotting “may not be attended with all the high zest and excite-
ment” of running races, but it is “a more useful sport, as the qualities in the
horse which it is calculated to develop are more intimately connected with the
daily business of life.28 The growth of harness racing did reflect shifting pat-
terns of travel. With the improvement of roads and wagons, the driving horse
increasingly replaced the saddle horse as the basic means of convoy in the
northeastern and Middle Atlantic states. As one scholar pointed out, there was
“a direct correlation between the improved modes of transportation and their
popular manifestations seen on the trotting track.”29

Since Americans believed that the true nature of the trotter—democratic and
utilitarian—could only be developed in this country, they perceived the trot-
ter as a native product although they were familiar with English antecedants.
In 1853, the Herald wrote, “We are the first who have attached particular
importance to the breeding of trotting horses, and in this respect . . . have
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shown the practical nature of our character.”30 These assumptions may be
passed off as American chauvinism, but the contention that both the horse and
the sport were indigenous products does contain merit. Harness racing had
been a popular pastime in England, but its emergence as a sport first occurred
in the United States .31 Similarly, the establishment of a distinct breed of trot-
ting race horse was an American creation, although this process was not com-
pleted until the late nineteenth century. More significantly, it was the percep-
tion of the trotter as the American horse, more than the reality, which was of
critical importance to the growth of the sport. While harness racing never
wrapped itself in the flag to the extent that baseball did, nationalistic over-
tones gave trotting a sanction absent in horse racing.32 Oliver Wendell
Holmes, Sr. captured these sentiments. He noted that the running horse was a
gambling toy, but the trotting horse was a useful animal. Furthermore, “horse
racing is not a republican institution; horse-trotting is.”33

While the contemporary explanation provides a starting point, other critical
factors must also be examined if a comprehensive analysis of the maturation
of trotting is to be constructed. Trotting’s supreme position in the turf world
can be more productively analyzed in terms of three interacting forces: the
increasing potential for commercialized amusements made possible by urban
and economic expansion; the greater susceptibility of trotting to commercial-
ization than any of its sporting counterparts; and, the more innovative nature
of trotting.

The absence of surplus wealth and concentrated populations traditionally
restricted the development of commercialized amusements. During the ante-
bellum period, these two major barriers began to dissolve under the impact of
urban and economic growth. The expanding economy throughout these years
not only produced a significant rise in wealth, but, more importantly, broad-
ened the availability of discretionary income among a wider segment of the
population. The concentration of large numbers of people in one area facili-
tated the creation of a greater number of permanent institutions devoted to
commercialized amusements .34 These newer forms of popular entertainment
shared three essential properties: they were cheaper, depended on volume,
and appealed to a wider segment of the populace. While commercialized
amusements increased throughout the first four decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury, their numbers multiplied rapidly in the two decades preceding the Civil
War. As one scholar pointed out, commercialized amusements underwent
“an expansion of new proportions’’ during the lengthy era of general prosper-
ity between 1843 and 1860.35

The plebian character of the trotter and its relatively inexpensive price made
the sport more susceptible to commericalization. Since the trotter cost less
than the thoroughbred, the prize money offered by track proprietors did not
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have to be as great for the owners of the trotters to cover their cost and make a
profit. As late as 1860, purses in New York rarely exceeded $250 and contests
could be run for as low as $10. The stakes were naturally higher in match or
privately arranged races. By the 1850s, a few contests went for as much as
five thousand dollars per side. In general, however, the amounts fell below
that which existed for similar kinds of thoroughbred races. Clearly one does
not find anything comparable to the stakes placed on the major intersectional
thoroughbred contest, such as between Eclipse and Henry or Boston and
Fashion, or for that matter the money that could be won in horse racing’s
larger sweepstake races.

The nature of the trotter facilitated the commercialization of the sport by mak-
ing more races possible. Whereas a good thoroughbred might race six or
seven times a year, the more durable trotter started at least twice as many
races annually. Furthermore, a trotter’s career lasted longer, many racing into
their teens. More importantly, the trotter came from the common horse stock.
Consequently, there were simply more of them to race. The impact of the
greater numbers can be seen in terms of the respective racing sessions in New
York. There were at most three weeks of thoroughbred racing in the city
annually; but hardly a week would pass, except in the Winter months, without
a trotting match taking place somewhere in the New York metropolitan
region.

Finally, harness racing was not bogged down in the “aristocratic” trappings
which characterized horse racing. In 1843, the Spirit recognized that trotting
men were more innovative and aggressive than their horse racing counter-
parts. As a result of their greater “enterprise, industry and go aheadiveness,”
the sporting journal predicted, harness racing “will soon be a formidable rival
to thoroughbred racing in the North.” Nearly a quarter of a century later,
Turf, Field and Farm, essentially a thoroughbred journal, gave the same basic
reasons and used exactly the same words in explaining the greater popularity
of harness racing.36

Trotting was more innovative than horse racing in two critical ways. The first
was a product of the different social backgrounds of those involved in the
respective sports. Engaged in thoroughbred racing were wealthy men and/or
people from established families. Most of the owners of trotting horses and
the proprietors of trotting tracks, however, appear to have been middle class
in origin. The different social origins affected the entire tone of the two turf
sports. While thoroughbred racing was run for and by the upper class, harness
racing enticed a broader segment of the populace. The commercially minded
proprietors of trotting tracks catered more readily to all ticket holders than
those involved in their sister sport. One does not find connected with trotting
complaints of exclusiveness, artistocracy and snobbishness levelled by the
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press against the leaders of thoroughbred racing. As a leading sporting journal
noted, “Racing will never succeed in New York until it and its attended
arrangements are put on a more democratic basis—something approaching the
order of the first class trotting races. Then, like the trots, it will get the support
of the people.”37

In addition, trotting was more innovative because the comparatively new
sport was not inhibited by tradition. By the 1840s, horse racing in America
had a long heritage on how a thoroughbred race should be conducted. The
absence of institutional confinements made it easier for trotting to adjust to
commercialization. Similar to their horse racing counterparts, trotting men
initially valued a horse which combined speed and endurance. Early trotting
contests were raced in heats from one to five miles. By the early 1840s, trot-
ting men broke with this pattern. Most major contests were now one mile
heats with the winner required to win three heats. Since the new system
placed less strain on the trotter, the horse could race more frequently and
thereby more races were possible. Furthermore, harness racing contests took
place in a wider variety of styles, giving the sport greater diversity and inter-
est.

Harness racing surged to the forefront of not only the turf world, but modern
sport in general, because more than any other sport of the day it captured the
flow of the American experience. In common with other forms of popular
entertainment, the emergence of trotting as a spectator sport was a product of
the two dynamic forces—urbanization and economic expansion—transform-
ing and modernizing American life. The impact of these agents of change
would have been far less had not trotting possessed properties which predis-
posed it towards commercialization. Here the nature of the horse played a
critical role. Of equal significance was the fact that those who governed trot-
ting, at least from the standpoint of sport, internalized the values of modern
society. As such, they put a greater premium on innovation rather than tradi-
tion, and cash rather than class.

III
Harness racing progressed rapidly as a popular spectator sport both in New
York and throughout the country in the two decades preceding the Civil War.
While the changes in the social and economic conditions, discussed in the
previous section, created the setting for the growth of the sport, performers
attracted the crowds. During the early years of organized trotting, numerous
horses left their mark on the history of the sport, but it was Lady Suffolk who
set the standard of excellence and was the sport’s first hero.38 The fifteen year
career of Lady Suffolk (1838-1853), moreover, illustrates the condition and
development of trotting during this period.
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Foaled in 1833, Lady Suffolk was bred by Leonard Lawrence of Suffolk
County, Long Island, from whence she drew her name. The Lady was a
descendant of imported Messenger, the founding father of the American trot-
ter, but no preparation was made for a trotting career.39 As a weanling she was
sold for $60, then resold as a two year old for $90. At age four she was pulling
a butcher or oyster cart when David Bryan purchased her for $112.50 for use
in his livery stable. The prowess of the horse went undiscovered until none
other than William T. Porter by chance rented her for a tour of the Long Island
tracks. The editor of the Spirit was impressed with the Lady’s speed and good
gait. He told Bryan that she had too much potential as a racer to be wasted in
his stable. In the Spring of 1838, Bryan entered the Lady in her first race. The
“Old Grey Mare,” as she was later affectionately called, completed the mile
contest in three minutes flat, winning the fabulous sum of eleven dollars.

Bryan owned Lady Suffolk until his death in 1851. Of Irish or Celtic origin,
little is known of his background, save for his previous occupation. It is clear,
however, that Bryan was the embodiment of the professional ethic which
came to dominate the sport. As one historian wrote, “For Bryan, his Lady
Suffolk, the most loved as well as the most admired horse of her time, was
not, first and foremost, a sporting animal—she was a mint of money, a nug-
get of rich metal to be melted by him in the heat of competition and struck off
into dollars.”40 Bryan raced his grey mare mainly in the New York metropoli-
tan area because this is where he lived and, even more importantly, because
the city’s courses provided the best financial opportunities. Similar to other
professional trotting men of his day, however, Bryan campaigned with Lady
Suffolk on the growing number of tracks throughout the country, going as far
west as St. Louis and as far south as New Orleans.

Bryan had the reputation of being a poor reinsman and he placed excessive
demands on Lady Suffolk. Nevertheless, he was an unqualified success by the
new professional standards. He entered the Lady in 162 races and won
between $35,000 and $60,000.41 The ability of Lady Suffolk to achieve vic-
tory, despite the clumsy and inept driving of her owner, derived from her
saintly patience, an unbreakable spirit and a remarkable endurance. At age
nineteen, her last full year on the turf, the Old Grey Mare demonstrated her
tremendous stamina by coming to the start twelve times.

Harness racing had emerged as the nation’s leading spectator sport by the time
Lady Suffolk was retired in the early 1850s. During this decade, the sport
emerged as an integral part of the county fair and the public’s desire to see
harness races resulted in the creation of an ever increasing number of trotting
tracks throughout the country. By 1858, one sporting journal estimated that
over seventy trotting courses existed in America.42

15



Expanding coverage of harness racing corresponded with its growth. In New
York, the daily newspapers naturally focused on contests within the metropol-
itan region, but the city-based sporting journals reported on races throughout
the country. While trotting men had always been preoccupied with “time” as
a measure of their horses’ abilities and performances, statistics and records
took on new importance when horsemen began touring the increasing number
of tracks in search of fame and fortune. That these measurements served the
interest of track promoters and fans of the sport was to a large extent responsi-
ble for their expanding value. Since a trotter might visit a city only once a
year, proprietors of the courses could use the statistical reputation of a horse
to encourage people to come see the race even though they may have never
seen him perform. Similarly, statistics nourished fan interest by providing
them with a method of evaluating a horse in the absence of personal observa-
tion or witnessing the horse race on only a handful of occasions.

Trotting men were not only familiar with unsurpassed performances, but were
already cognizant of the concept of the record. In 1860, for example, Flora
Temple, who succeed Lady Suffolk as the “princess of the turf,” sought to
break Dutchman’s record (7:32.5) for three miles. Since “the watch never
breaks and never tires,” Wilkes’ Spirit of the Times reported, the effort of
Flora Temple (eventually unsuccessful) to surpass the time of the then dead
horse evoked considerable speculation and discussion.43

 New York continued to dominate the development of harness racing even
though the sport expanded nationally. At least seven trotting tracks existed
in the metropolitan region, with three—Union, Fashion and Centerville
Courses—hosting first class contests. More significantly, with the ever in-
creasing importance of gate receipts, trotting in the Empire City drew the larg-
est number of spectators. Between six and eight thousand spectators were usu-
ally present at each of the four to six leading matches held annually.
However, when Flora Temple raced, attendance could jump into double fig-
ures. Within a period of seventeen days in 1859, her contests with Ethan Allen
and then Princess drew crowds of 12,000 and 20,000, respectively.

The growth of harness racing as a sports spectacle did not occur without prob-
lems. As the commercial and professional ethic came to dominate the sport,
suspicions of irregularities on the trotting track markedly increased. The ques-
tion of the integrity of harness racing produced the first extensive discussion
and concern about the honesty of professional-commercial sport. Cries of foul
play on New York tracks were already heard as early as the 1830s. The Spirit
claimed that the public are beginning to express concern about the impropri-
eties on the trotting track and insisted that men of character must immediately
rule off the track those who disgrace the sport or else the “trotting course and
everything pertaining them must ‘go to pot.’ ”44
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While complaints of irregularities persisted, the city’s sporting press began to
repeat these charges vociferously only in the 1850s. Fundamentally these
statements did not vary from the theme, solution and dire predictions offered
by the Spirit over a decade earlier. In 1857, the New York Times asserted that
many owners of fast trotters would not allow their horses to compete in races
since the courses had “fallen under the control of men who made use of them
to subserve their own private interest.”45

During the next two decades, the New York press emphatically argued that
the fixing of races was a common practice.46 So often were the charges made
that by their sheer numbers this argument becomes a compelling one. Yet was
it accurate? It would be naive to assume that no races were rigged, but the
claims of widespread manipulation of contests seems grossly exaggerated.
Evidence of these “clandestine arrangements” are significantly lacking. It is
not surprising, therefore, that the arguments develop a predictable rhythm and
break down into vague generalities. In contrast to the contention of rampant
wrongdoings, I was impressed at the number of times the favorite, and espe-
cially the outstanding horses, won.47 Clearly, many of the assertions, which at
times border on the incredulous, can be cast aside as sensationalist journal-
ism.48 From time to time, moreover, statements in the press not only chal-
lenged the prevailing view, but often contradicted previous beliefs.49

The rise of the “manipulation theory” derived from three interrelated factors:
the non-existence of investigative commissions; the nature of professional
sport and the attitude towards professional athletes; and the primitive concept
of “upset.” In absence of effective investigating commissions as we know
them today, charges of irregularities were rarely examined. The lack of this
critical institutional structure for the governance of sport facilitated the growth
of rumor and innuendo and made personal judgment the sole criteria in decid-
ing the honesty of a race. The case brought against James Eoff illustrates the
obvious drawbacks of such a method in determining the integrity of a contest.
In 1859, Princess, a California mare, was the first horse to make the trip from
the West Coast to New York. With little time to recoup from the long journey,
she was matched against Flora Temple. Hiram Woodruff, the leading antebel-
lum reinsman and a spectator at the contest, wrote that ninety-five percent of
the huge crowd felt that Princess lost because Eoff, her jockey, pulled the
mare. So vociferous was the cry of “fix” that the Union Jockey Club, a tho-
roughbred organization which owned the course where the race took place,
held a rare investigation. There Eoff claimed that the California mare tired
because she had not recovered from her trip and could not be pushed any
harder. Woodruff felt the explanation was a plausible and truthful one. He
further pointed out that not one of the many people who felt the race had been
thrown came forward to substantiate their charge.50
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The nature of professional athletics made creditable the assertion that races
were fixed. Since the major purpose of the contest for the professional athlete
is to make money, what guarantees exist that he would not manipulate the
event to maximize his profit? A certain class bias against the professional ath-
lete accentuated the suspicions inherent within the professional system. While
no monolithic view of either the professional athlete or professional athletics
existed, the prevailing attitude was that the public was assured honest contests
only when the “better class” governed the sport.51

The strong temptations confronting the professional athlete went far in
explaining why the press so vehemently opposed what was known as “hippo-
droming’’—the making of contests for the sole purpose of splitting the gate
receipts (in contrast to racing for stakes and purses). With no money depend-
ing on the outcome, and therefore with no incentive to win, these “concocted
affairs’’ were perfect races to rig. As the New York Clipper pointed out,
“Many matches advertised for heavy stakes are merely for ‘gate money’ and
so arranged that the winners are known to the ‘initiated’ before the event ever
took place.’’52

The suspicions of wrongdoing were justifiably heightened by the less than
candid policy of track promoters in billing what was essentially an “exhibi-
tion” as a match race for large stakes. This less than honest practice does not
prove, however, that the contests were fixed. In 1860, the Spirit conceded that
hippodroming had become a method of scheduling races, but it doubted “if
there is one-tenth part of the rascality on a trotting track that many people
suppose.’’53

The development of hippodroming was a legitimate response to the financial
considerations of both the owners of the horses and the proprietors of the
courses rather than being the product of evil intent. Woodruff claimed that
Flora Temple caused the new system. In a class by herself, the mare “could
not get a match on even terms, and was excluded from all purses.’’54 It is
unlikely that Flora Temple or any other horse initiated hippodroming. Instead
it emerged from the inadequacy of the prevalent winner-take-all system.55 The
new arrangements made it possible for a horse to be defeated and the owner
still be able to cover part of his cost and possibly emerge with a profit. Conse-
quently, it gradually facilitated an expansion in both the number of trotters
and races. Equally important for the proprietors, it guaranteed the presence of
the super horses that drew the huge crowds. “No matter how these ‘little
arrangements’ are concocted,” the Clipper was forced to conclude, “it is but
fair to say that they generally made interesting races, and in that way the spec-
tators are pleased.’’56
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The most striking fact about the literature of the day was the primitive under-
standing of the concept of “upset.” Nineteenth century writers were con-
scious that luck played a factor in the outcome of athletic contests and that the
more talented performer did not always win. On most occasions when the
favorite lost, however, the press and the public offered some excuse for his
defeat. As I perceive it, the concept of upset does not automatically entail that
luck played a part in the underdog winning, although it may and often does.
Rather it is premised on the realization that on certain occasions a competitor
can achieve a level of performance which is not his usual standard and quite
possibly may never be reached again.

Today it is axiomatic that on any given day any professional athlete or team
could defeat any other professional athlete or team. Over the years, the vicis-
situdes of sport have sufficiently demonstrated the validity of this idea. The
legitimacy of even the most unbelievable developments go unquestioned. Jar-
gon ridden as this, perspective has become in our mass communication sport-
ing world, the internalization of this view by the fan and the press alike is
mandatory if the integrity of professional sport is to be accepted. Precisely
because such an attitude was absent in the early days of professional sport any
unexpected occurrence frequently became translated into ‘‘fix.”57

Serious doubts must be raised of the prevalent view that widespread manipu-
lation of races followed on the heels of the growth of professional-commercial
harness racing. While dishonest contests occurred in New York, they were the
exception rather than the rule. Nevertheless, professionalization did signifi-
cantly alter the character of these contests. The emphasis of amateur turfmen
on style and sportsmanship yielded to the sole objective of success as jockies
adopted tricks and tactics which if not outright violations of the rules permit-
ted the drivers to get all he could within them. Such practices were often
chastised and contributed to the belief that there was a lack of propriety on the
trotting track; but they foreshadowed the pattern which emerged in all profes-
sional sports. As one historian pointed out, these techniques were consistent
with the dominant American values “in that it was results that counted, not
how hard you tried or how sportingly you behaved”5 8

IV
While commercialization became harness racing’s leading characteristic by
the 1850s, informal trials of speed persisted on New York’s streets. With the
growth of the city, however, severe restrictions began to be placed on the
roadster. By the early 1860s, New York’s road runners had moved from Third
Avenue to Harlem Lane in the upper part of Manhattan. This location shortly
began to succumb to the forces of progress. Dismayed by the prospect of the
loss of New York’s last good driving area, the editor of Wilkes’ Spirit
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believed that it “was incumbent upon the city's authorities to supply the
vacancy created by the occupation of Harlem Lane.” As the headquarters of
the fast trotter, anything less, he suggested, “would be a national loss, as well
as a municipal sham and disgrace.”59

The call for government intervention might be considered a “far sighted”
approach, but trotting men took steps more typical of the period. They estab-
lished private organizations which brought or rented their own tracks. Unlike
earlier trotting or jockey clubs, these organizations did not sponsor public or
private races, although club members could and probably did arrange contests
amongst themselves and their guests. Rather, they were formed to perpetuate
an informal pastime no longer possible in the more formalized urban setting.60

The first of these clubs was the Elm Park Pleasure Grounds Association estab-
lished in the late 1850s. The majority of the 400 members were prosperous
businessmen, although there were a handful of men of considerable wealth,
most notably Cornelius Vanderbilt and Robert Bonner.61

Of New York’s road drivers, none had a more dramatic impact on the devel-
opment of harness racing than Robert Bonner. Born in Londonderry, Ireland
in 1824, Bonner amassed his fortune by the time he was thirty as the owner of
the New York Ledger, a weekly family journal.62 In 1856, his physician
advised him to find an outdoor recreation for health reasons. Bonner then
bought a horse and began driving it on New York’s speedways. There he had
a few brushes with Vanderbilt. What emerged was a friendly rivalry between
these two for the ownership of the best trotters. The Bonner-Vanderbilt duel,
a leading turf historian insisted, “marked the beginning of a change that pro-
vided the sport not only with strong financial backing but an efficient leader-
ship.”63 While the confrontation between the steamship and newspaper mag-
nates did not initiate a new era, it symbolized and gave impetus to an already
existing process.

In the battle between the two giants, Bonner emerged as the king of the road.
He spent lavishly in purchasing some of the best trotters of his era. Between
1859 and 1870, Bonner bought thirteen horses at a total cost of $162,000. His
prize purchase was Dexter clearly the number one trotter of his day. By the
time he retired in 1890, the newspaper magnate had spent nearly half a million
dollars for his horses, including $40,000 each for his stars Maud S. and
Pocahontas. 64

Bonner’s reputation as a horseman did not derive solely from his ownership of
possibly the largest and best stable. A more significant reason, as the New
York Tribune pointed out, was that he “did more to lift the trotting horse from
disrepute to respectability than any other man.”65 According to the univer-
sally accepted perspective, prior to Bonner’s involvement, acceptable society
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viewed the owners of trotting horses as fast men “who spent their afternoons
trotting from tavern to tavern . . . (and) had too much money in their pock-
ets.”66 Bonner was the critical figure in altering this negative impression. A
man of unimpeachable character, the strict Scotch-Presbyterian did not
smoke, drink or swear. Moreover, he so violantly opposed gambling that he
refused to enter his horses in public places. Consequently, Bonner could bring
a dignity to the sport that other wealthy nouveaux, such as the salty Vander-
bilt, never could. Through Bonner’s influence, the ownership of trotting
horses won an acceptable position in society, with the result that “Men of
affairs, men of money, men of social position began to buy trotters, drive
them on the road and even enter them for races on the public tracks.”67

That the possession of trotting horses gradually achieved greater respectability
in New York society when men of wealth became involved in the sport is
undeniable as it was almost inevitable. This development did not emerge from
a shift in the attitude of the city’s “upper crust,” but rather from a shift in its
composition. As older elites gave way to the onslaught of new wealth, they
lost their position as the arbiters of culture. The ascending group, from whom
trotting men were overwhelmingly drawn, dictated from its new position the
acceptability of its own activity.68 The increasing involvement of New York’s
affluent in trotting, therefore, can be understood against the background of
what a leading scholar of New York elites described as the plutocratic nature
of the city’s high society. Since New York society was easily accessible to the
newly risen who were uncertain of the traditions and prerogatives of their new
class and status, it produced an elite structure which encouraged the pursuit of
publicity and created a fashionable style of conspicuous luxury. Although
these traits did not emerge as the dominant characteristics of New York soci-
ety until the 1870s, they were strongly present among the city’s elite even
prior to the Civil War.69

Nouveaux riches New Yorkers became involved in trotting, as they would in
other sports, as a means of status confirmation. Interesting differences
existed, however, between trotting and other sporting activities. In the pre-
vailing pattern, new wealth asserted its position by patronizing those sports
which had an upper class heritage and/or could be afforded only by men of
wealth. In the early years of trotting, the sport shared none of these character-
istics. To function as other upper class sports, therefore, exclusiveness had to
be created. Two interrelated processes accomplished this transformation: the
purchasing of the best trotters at lavish prices and the rationalization of the
breeding industry.

The willingness of wealthy men to pay premium prices resulted in their
monopoly of the best trotters by the 1870s.70 The soaring cost of trotters was
in part a product of the growth of the sport and the increasing number of bid-
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ders for what is a relatively fixed market; there can be only a few champions
per period. However, the law of supply and demand, important though it may
be, does not explain the surge in prices. For example, Bonner bought Dexter
in 1867 for the increditable sum of $33,000 even though his seller, George
Trussle of Chicago, had paid only $14,000 for the horse two years earlier.
Another subtle but significant reason therefore existed for the rising cost. The
fabulous sums trotting horses attracted was a critical part of the status game.
To have obtained the best horses at anything less than these fantastic sums
would have not satisfied the needs of these parvenus to demonstrate their
wealth and status.

The rationalizations of the breeding industry further encouragaed the concen-
tration of good trotting horses in the hands of the wealthy. In the mid-nine-
teenth century, this business required little capital, organization or promotion.
Some attention was paid to pedigree; however, lineage was usually guess-
work, if not outright falsification. The small scale on which the business was
run was not conducive to finely selective breeding, but its random nature had
the valuable result of diffusing the blood of the best stock widely throughout
the country. This haphazard method, one historian noted, “contributed to the
sport a delightful element of uncertainty, discovery and surprise, the satisfac-
tion of making something out of nothing.” This business enabled David
Bryan and William M. Rysdyk, a former farm hand, to make their fame and
fortune from their horses Lady Suffolk and Hambletonian, respectively, at a
cost of less than $250 for the two horses.71

Within two or three decades, small breeders yielded to the larger stables
owned by wealthy men for pleasure, profit or both. These well capitalized
stock farms gathered the best trotters. Similar to other American industries in
the latter part of the nineteenth century, the concentration of talent and wealth
permitted the breeding of trotting horses to become a more rationalized proc-
ess. For the small breeder, the swift trotter was essentially a sideline, although
an important one, to the general stud services his horses provided. Above all,
the major objective was the procreation of the race and the overall improve-
ment of the breed. In the large stables, speed was the sole objective. Using
innovative techniques, the big farms ‘‘became laboratories of speed.’’ As one
turf historian concluded, “A system of breeding that had diffused the qualities
of the best sires so widely through the common horse stock was replaced by a
system more narrowly concentrated but for that reason more likely to produce
exceptional results.’’72

During the 1870s, four more critical steps were taken to rationalize the breed-
ing industry: (1) the creation of the first turf register devoted exclusively to the
trotting horse (1871); (2) the appearance of the first sporting journal, Wal-
lace’s Monthly Magazine, concerned primarily with trotting affairs (1875);
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(3) the formation of the National Association of Trotting Horse Breeders
(1876); and, (4) the establishment of a standard breed of trotting horse
(1879).73 By the end of this decade, the rationalization of the breeding indus-
try solidified the ownership of the leading trotters in the hands of wealthy
men. Unable to compete with the big farms, the horses of the smaller breeders
found themselves confined to tracks at county fairs. The day that a horse could
be removed from a butcher’s cart and become a world’s champion was rele-
gated to dime novels and serials in popular magazines.

Neither the shift in the social composition of the owners of trotting horses nor
changes in the breeding industry undermined the popularity of harness racing.
Since the initial growth of the sport was strongly linked to the inexpensive
cost of the trotter and its broadly based ownership, why did trotting continue
to enjoy widespread popular appeal in the aftermath of these profound altera-
tions? The persistent perception of the trotter as the democratic and utilitarian
horse, despite the changes, played a contributory role. As late as 1884, one
newspaper insisted that the “millionaire horsemen with their mammoth estab-
lishments and invested thousands, represent but a small fraction of the money
employed in this special industry.”74 While the contention that the average
farmer was the backbone of the sport was inaccurate, the tremendous growth
of harness racing at the county fair, with its rural connotations, did give the
sport a democratic aura.75

The symbiotic relationship which already developed between the growth of
harness racing, the changes in the breeding industry and the commercializa-
tion of the sport was an even more important factor. This linkage made it
virtually impossible for the wealthy owners of trotters to create a sport run
solely for their own class. While considerations of status contributed to elite
involvement in this sport, financial concerns, for the overwhelming majority
of these turfmen, were always present.76 To offset the surging cost of trotting
horses required a corresponding expansion of the economic side of the sport.
Consequently, trotting men continued to welcome the public and their money
from gate receipts and gambling as a means of defraying their expenses and
making a profit.77 The ongoing willingness of harness racing to cater to a
broad segment of the population resulted in the perpetuation of trotting as the
“people’s pastime.”

V
Harness racing underwent tremendous growth as a commercial-spectator sport
in New York in the 1860s. The outbreak of the Civil War brought a brief
pause to the general prosperity of the sport, but things were back into full
swing by the Fall of 1862. During the following year, trotting in New York
appeared to be one continuous stream of match races. Symbolized by a series
of six races, each for $5,000, between General Butler and George Patchen,
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these match races attracted large audiences to the various courses. By 1864,
the Clipper noted that the previous season was “Successful beyond pre-
cedent, alike in the quantity and quality of the sport which it produced.”78

More significant for the overall development of trotting than these glamorous
races was the increasing size of the purses given by the proprietors and clubs
of the various tracks. The prize money tendered at the Fashion Course, for
example, more than tripled, increasing from $3,750 to $11,500, in the years
between 1862 and 1870. By the start of the 1870s, the aggregate sum of the
purses offered by New York’s three leading tracks during their weekly ses-
sions exceeded $25,000. In addition, the proprietors scheduled other purse
contests from time to time.79 Races which went for no more than $250 during
the 1850s, and were run for about $1,000 by the early 1860s, could go for as
much as $5,000 by the end of the decade.

An increase in the number of horses coming to the start corresponded with the
rise in prize money. Whereas four horses rarely entered a race in the 1850s,
this had become the norm by the early 1860s and it was not uncommon to find
as many as seven horses in a contest. When there were 78 entries for the ten
races held at the Fashion Course in 1864, one sporting journal called it by far
the greatest number ever known for a regular meeting.80 To facilitate the
growing number of horses, the proprietors of the courses adopted the policy of
sweepstake racing, long used in horse racing, with nominations to these con-
tests sometimes coming as much as a year in advance.

The rapid expansion of harness racing not only in New York but throughout
the nation during this decade, and especially after the Civil War, gave rise to
several problems. According to the press, the most serious one remained the
specter of the “fix.” Calling upon the proprietors of the courses to cleanse
and reform trotting of its evil elements, they continued to prognosticate dire
consequences if their advice went unheeded.81 Nevertheless, no significant
action was taken until the Naragansett (RI) Trotting Association called a con-
vention of track operators in late 1869. Meeting in New York the following
February, delegates from forty-six tracks in fifteen states established the
National Trotting Association for the Promotion of the Interest of the Trotting
Turf, later simplified to the National Trotting Association (NTA).

The dual objectives of the NTA were the creation of uniform government and
the prevention and punishment of fraud. To facilitate the former goal, the
NTA adopted rules which would be used at all tracks in the association. To
expedite the later aim, the NTA attempted to buttress the power of local
authorities by creating a board of appeals which would rule on all kinds of
infractions. To give muscle to this court, it made the suspension on one track
applicable to all courses within the federation.82
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Turf historians have accepted the desire to reform the evils of the turf as the
major factor behind the creation of the NTA. Although they recognized the
need for changes in the institutional structure of harness racing, they per-
ceived this development as a means to the larger end.83 Since the contempo-
rary press and these historians grossly exaggerated the degree to which races
were fixed, the lofty ideals assigned by these writers must be questioned. At
the time of the creation of the NTA, in fact, several individuals asked how the
proprietors of the courses, who had at least tacitly accepted the fraudulent
behavior even though they may not have been responsible for it, were going to
lead a reform movement. Interestingly, the right of track operators to repre-
sent the “trotting fraternity” at this convention was based on their vested eco-
nomic interest in the sport.”84

The formation of the NTA can be more appropriately examined as a response
to what were the major problems of the turf: the inefficiency of uncoordinated
local organizations and local rules to meet the needs of the proprietors of the
courses and the owners of the horses. As early as 1858, Porter’s Spirit of the
Times, noting the growth of the sport, called for the creation of a national
organization to govern harness racing.85 Only with the tremendous expansion
of trotting in the years following the Civil War, however, did the extant insti-
tutional structures of harness racing become incapable of meeting the require-
ments of the sport. Far from being a means to an end, the new institutions
were ends in themselves. The creation of the NTA, to borrow a popular his-
torical phrase, was part of harness racing’s ‘‘search for order.’’

Trotting had long been governed solely by local rules. This system did not
prove excessively unwieldly when harness racing depended mainly on match
races or consisted of contests with small fields comprised largely of neighbor-
hood horses. With the growth of the sport, the older rules became inoperative.
In 1862, the Fashion Course rewrote their rules to adjust to the more numer-
ous starters. Such a simple matter as the positioning of the horses on the track
prior to each heat, heretofore left to the individual driver, now had to be codi-
fied. Moreover, races began to be handicapped to maintain competitive bal-
ance between the increasing number of trotters present on the course. In the
early 1860s, New York tracks began handicapping by weight, but not until the
next decade was the more efficient system of time-classification introduced.
The increase in the number of tracks throughout the country was far more
significant in producing homogenity in the rules. To facilitate the easy move-
ment of horses from course to course, standardization of the rules and regula-
tions became necessary.86

The NTA drew heavily on the experience of the New York tracks. Since the
leading sporting journals were located in Manhattan, New York’s rules were
the ones published and therefore practiced on a goodly number of courses
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throughout the country even prior to the convention.87 Moreover, Isaiah Ryn-
ders, the only New Yorker on the nine man committee designated to draft the
NTA’s regulations, was the chairman of this group. John L. Cassady, a dele-
gate at the convention and a leading commentator on the trotting scene, main-
tained that Rynders was the busiest and most influential member at the con-
vention.88

Rynders’ presence and influence in the creation of the NTA raises further
questions of those who viewed this association as a reform movement led by
men in ‘‘white hats.’’ A former Mississippi river boat gambler, the founder of
the notorious Empire Club, a major New York gang, an active and influential
member of Tammany Hall and a leading ‘‘shoulder hitter,” he was the man,
the Times claimed, who was most responsible for the “organized system of
terrorism and ruffianism in city politics.” Clearly, Rynders was the prototype
(gambler, ruffian) of the individual who the press frequently complained
wielded undo and a negative influence on the sport.89 If this was the man who
was leading the reform, it may be asked from whom were they reforming the
turf?

Besides the necessity of uniform rules, the expansion of harness racing made
it imperative that the various tracks be coordinated. For New York’s major
courses it was not so much a question of the need to synchronize their respec-
tive schedules as it was the growing competition from the increasing number
of tracks emerging outside of Manhattan. With these courses offering good
prize money to attract top notch horses to their meetings, even New York
lacked the financial resources to meet the combined competition of these
tracks. While New York remained the sport’s capital, the virtual monopoly it
had of the best horses in former days was undermined. In the years immedi-
ately following the Civil War, the proprietors of the turf in Gotham were
forces to abandon their policy of arranging purses races throughout the year
and adopted a more compact racing season.90 To guarantee the presence of the
best talent, the enlarged market necessitated the creation of some form of sys-
tematic scheduling to avoid conflicting engagements.91

The subsequent development of the NTA goes beyond the scope of this arti-
cle. Clearly greater research into this organization, as with all phases of har-
ness racing, is necessary. Nevertheless, the perspective drawn from the expe-
rience of New York raises questions concerning the traditional view of the
formation of this federation. While New York track operators paid lip service
to the need to reform the turf, the desire for order, and thereby profit, moti-
vated them to join the national association. Through collective action they
could coordinate the activities of the expanding sport, as well as buttress local
authority. While the institutional reform checked some of the persistent prob-
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lems confronting the turf, they were a product of pragmatic, rather than
moral, objectives.92

The formation of the NTA symbolized the transformation of harness racing
from a premodern to a modern sport. In contrast to the informal road contests
which took place in the northeastern section of the country a half century ear-
lier, harness racing evolved into a highly organized sport, with relatively uni-
form rules and with contests taking place in all sections of the nation. The
emergence of a trotting literature (stud books and Wallace’s Monthly Maga-
zine) and developments in the breeding industry (the formation of the National
Association of Trotting Horse Breeders and the creation of a standard breed)
in the 1870s further demonstrated the centralizing and modernizing forces at
work in the sport. By this decade, one social historian noted, harness racing
“had grown to such mammoth proportions and won a greater share of the
public attention than any other public pastime which contributed to the enjoy-
ment of the people.”93
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